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Breaking the Ice

    by PeterChristensen

      Summary

      Shane Hollander is a hockey legend known as "The Golden Alpha of Canada:" and Captain of the Montreal Voyagers.  To the roaring crowds, he’s cocky, dominant, untouchable Alpha they want in a hockey star. Yet, behind every goal, Shane hides a secret that could destroy everything he's built up. He isn’t an Alpha at all. Born Omega in a world where Omegas are sidelined from traditional "Alpha" sports, Shane’s entire career is built on a lie: daily suppressants, fake scent, relentless self-control. The cost is soul-deep exhaustion and the constant fear that a single mistake will cost him not just his trophies, but his identity.

Enter Ilya Rozanov, known as “The Dirty Russian” by fans and foes alike, a brutal, magnetic Alpha who’s battled his own demons to make it on the Voyager team. Growing up in the shadow of an abusive father who threw him into sports to "make me fucking rich", Ilya learned to survive by being harder, meaner, and utterly unbreakable. Hockey is his way out, but family obligations and old scars still chain him down..

When a chance encounter lets Ilya see Shane for who he truly is, both men are forced to confront the walls they’ve built, around their histories, their bodies, and their hearts.





  






      

  












      Chapter 1: The Captain's Mask
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(Cover Art Commissioned by Ka-Ren)
 
“Take the shot.”  Shane told himself.
“A little closer…”  Shane growled.
 
“Take the shot.” Shane insisted.
“No, it’s got to be perfect.  It’s got to be angry and violent.  It has to send a message.” Shane barked.
 
“What are you doing, idiot!?  Take the shot!  LOOK AT THE CLOCK!” Shane finally screamed to himself.
 
Shane tried to get as close as he could to the goal before the shot, his skates carving into the ice of the hockey stadium, and his sweaty, muscular body going into overtime underneath the layer of gear.  His black hair clung to his forehead, and his eyes narrowed in. 
Reeling back, he made the shot.  Hard, like a crack of lightning.  The puck flew across the ice, between the goalie’s feet, and hitting the game-winning goal.
The crowd's roar and the buzzer of the game’s end hit Shane like a wall of thunder that came after the lightning. Above the ice, the Voyagers' fans rattled in their seats, his fellow teammates screeching from their bench, and the colossal LED screen strobed his own name across twenty thousand faces to announce the final goal.
Shane Hollander, Captain of the Montreal Voyagers, lifted his stick, savoring the high, and let the cameras burn holes through his jersey, his face, the places where the sweat clung.  He screamed, practically a howl that echoed the stands and made for a good press clip.
Behind him, the Boston Bears slunk to their bench, humiliated once more.  The Boston home crowd howled for more, screamed obscenities at Canada’s Golden Alpha, smashing fists and foam fingers against the plexiglass, hungry for blood or whatever passed for it in today's league.
Shane grinned, teeth bright as cut ice, and tapped gloves with the next line cycling by. He skated off, feeling the vibration in his calves and thighs, the phantom echo of a shot gone clean past the Boston goalie, the one that made the final score a “fuck-you” seven-to-two. This would be the last knife in Boston’s ego for a while. Especially for them losing at their home arena, it would be humiliation on the sports channels that night.
The air inside the arena was thick with Alpha musk, artificial and deliberate, pumped through the HVAC so even Betas left smelling a little more primal. Shane drank it in, let it cling to his tongue and the roof of his mouth, suffocating the part of him that wanted anything soft.
He did a final turn, helmet off for a cocky bow. Cameras zoomed, banners dropped from their side of the arena, and the Voyagers’ fan voices rattled the rafters: "Hollander! Hollander! Hollander!" He could barely hear as both teams shook hands, not a single Alpha on the Boston team able to look him in the eye like a man.
The chant built and mutated, some sections turning it into "Captain! Captain! Captain!" which made him puff his chest for the crowd, just as PR demanded. He high-fived a little kid stationed by the bench, giving him a moment to remember forever.
In the tunnel, sound dropped from tidal wave to pinprick. The white walls, still humming with adrenaline, were lined with signed jerseys and a few battered sticks from Boston’s glory years. Shane drifted past, unstrapping his pads, nodding at the Beta equipment guys who never made eye contact for more than a heartbeat. The Beta staff kept things moving, fast and discreet, no matter how much the players trashed the place after a win.
He hit the locker room doors and braced for the onslaught.
Inside was pure chaos: players hollering, towels snapping, beer cans already hissing open. The air was five degrees warmer, sweat-soaked and layered with deodorized spray and hints of real, dangerous Alpha. Gatorade pooled around the drains. Someone had taped a rookie to the massage table with three rolls of medical wrap, a tradition borrowed from the old days. At least three guys were already naked and shaking their asses, because there was always some guys that just had to pull their dick out.
Shane beelined for his cubby at this away game, an open slot with a blue nameplate and a battered metal shelf. The bottom of his gear bag thumped as he slung it under the bench. With practiced fingers, he unscrewed the small glass bottle tucked in the side pouch. The label was worn off.  He'd scraped it himself with the dull edge of a skate blade. He turned away from the room, hunched shoulders up, and dropped two careful beads of fake Alpha musk onto his inner wrists. Another under the chin, right at the pulse, and one more dab for insurance at the base of his throat.  Sweat and the stress from the game had practically evaporated his first coating from earlier that day.
The bottle’s contents were sharp, chemical, not quite matching the real thing, but good enough that even the trainers couldn't clock him during routine checks.  His own scent, naturally sweet, like vanilla extract, mixed well with it to make it seem all that real.
“Good enough to keep the lie alive.”
He capped the bottle, palmed it with the old trick, just another game puck in a world of pucks, and tucked it back in the seam of his bag. After a quick scan, he realized nobody noticed. He exhaled, let himself smile, and pulled off the rest of his jersey, slow and easy, like he had nothing to hide.
A rookie, Anders, still soft-faced and hopeful, yelped from the far side of the room. "Hey, Captain, you see this?" He jabbed a finger at the corner TV, which played a muted feed of the Canadian Figure Skating Nationals. The camera zoomed in on an Omega skater, a male one, with feathered red hair and glitter so thick on his skin-tight outfit it looked like body armor.  He was competing against Rose Landry, and clearly had gone all out to beat the Canadian Princess.  He probably wasn’t going to succeed, but good on him for trying.
A defenseman sneered. "Holy shit, I didn’t know they made Omega boys in that flavor.  Why not just wear a fucking dress at that point?"
Another voice, higher up the bench: "Dude, he’s got better legs than my sister."
“Dude, he’s probably got a better pussy than your sister.  I’ll have to test it out and compare,” another said.
A ripple of laughter, mean but not unfamiliar.
Shane’s jaw locked, just for a second, and he felt the anger percolate. He counted to two, always two, never three, and slid his voice right into the easy authority that came with the C stitched over his heart. "That Omega," he said, pointing at the screen, "has more discipline in his toes than most of you have in your whole body. You ever see the bullshit figure skaters have to go through? Focus on your own game, jackasses."
Somewhere, an Alpha forward mimed an exaggerated curtsy, and the laughter twisted, but softer now, drifting out and away.
Shane watched the Omega on the TV land a perfect quad, arms outstretched, then the camera cut to a close-up. The skater’s eyes were glazed with adrenaline, his chest heaving, but he never blinked at the crowd, never let the smile drop.  Applause.  Cheer.  Adoration.  For a man who was just being himself and being celebrated for it.
It hurt, in a way that was old and familiar, watching someone own what you could never show.
The rookie, Anders, blinked and then nodded at Shane, a little embarrassed. He went back to towel-drying his hair, missing the quick pulse of Shane’s nostrils, the way he had to force his own smile back into place.
He could still hear the voices from years ago, the ones that taught him how to play through pain, how to hate what made him different.
"Omegas should stick to figure skating. Leave real ice to the big dogs, little Omega." That had been Coach Marley, old-school Alpha, who liked to wrap his insults in a joke. He’d been a pee-wee coach in Shane’s hometown, and those words set a fire into little 11-year-old Shane Hollander, and inadvertently created the greatest hockey player of the current generation.
“Look, Omega, I respect your grit, but the first time you get knocked on your ass, you’re going to go crying to Mommy, and I can’t have that.  I need real guys on my team, not whatever…  You are.”  Marley had said, before ripping up Shane’s pee-wee application and skating off to his team of young Alphas.
It was a miracle, really, that Shane hadn’t eaten the puck and skated away back then and gone into figure skating.  An even greater miracle that he didn’t get caught a few years later in a new city, playing under his new alias, when the first Omega scents had landed and he’d had to wrap saran around his wrists and neck to keep the scent in under his jersey.
Instead, he learned to fake the signals, learned to play through it, learned to hate and admire the Alphas who could just walk into a room and fill it up without ever worrying someone would sniff out what they were.
He turned away from the TV, clapped Anders on the shoulder, and let himself be swallowed by the next round of back-slapping and beer-soaked celebration.
Shane made a circuit of the room, collecting congratulations for his game-winner, tapping helmets, slapping asses, making jokes, never letting the performance slip. The win felt good. It always did. Though behind the rush was the old, iron-edged fear: That one day, he’d make a single mistake, forget the musk, drop his guard, and everything he’d built would be gone.
He drifted, as he always did, to the corner where Ilya Rozanov had claimed his kingdom that night.
The Russian sat on the far bench, near the wet sinks and the stack of old-towels, smoking a cigarette he wasn't supposed to have. His hair was a wild mess, always damp, never tended to, like he'd just come from a gunfight and not a hockey game. He’d stripped down to his jockstrap, one of those old school Bike models, and nothing else.
Ilya’s body was built for violence.  He was a massive Alpha, at 6’5 to Shane’s 5’9, broad, with muscles that weren’t for show, perfect for crushing people against the boards.  He used those muscles, too, and he played with the calculated savagery of an armed mercenary out for a kill.
Everyone called him "The Dirty Russian".  Not because of his looks, his heritage, or his smell, but because he used every underhanded trick in the book when he was on the ice and was particularly brutal and violent, even for an Alpha's standard. Even in Montreal, among their own Voyager fans, he was disliked.  If he wasn’t the second best player on the team, he probably would have been traded by now. 
Shane didn’t dislike Ilya.  Call it an Omega’s intuition, but behind those dead, cold eyes, he could sense something like loyalty deep within.
He looked up, eyes flat and unreadable. "Captain," he said. The word was loaded, half-mock, half-respect.  He’d gunned for the Captain spot for years now, but publicity (and team morale) wouldn’t give it to him.
Shane nodded. "Rozanov. Good work on that last line change.  Helped us get that last shot in and humiliate them."
Ilya shrugged. "Team needed to win. I smack a bitch. Is what I do, no?"
He blew smoke up into the vent, watching the swirl dissipate, then stubbed out the cigarette in the heel of his skate. He eyed the can of beer Shane offered, then ignored it, reaching instead for the battered water bottle at his feet.
"You going to join the team for the bar run tonight before we fly home?" Shane asked, keeping the tone casual, captain-to-player.
Ilya leaned back, the muscles in his stomach pulling tight, his legs wide open and unselfconscious. He made no attempt to hide the heavy scent of Alpha, sweat-soaked and honest, none of the fake shit Shane had to wear.
"Is bad luck to celebrate with Deborah downer, no?" Ilya said, grinning. "We win, but everyone knows I’m not welcome.  Even as hard as you try, Captain, you can’t wash stink off The Dirty Russian. I’ll nap at airport instead."
The rest of the room heard and laughed, but only lightly, not wanting to be the next target. Ilya was the only Alpha on the team who could get away with shit talking Shane.
Shane let himself smile, even as his heart did its old stutter-step. "Suit yourself," he said. "…but if you change your mind, first round’s on me."
He caught a glimpse of himself in the row of lockers behind Ilya, tall, angular, built for speed, not brute force. The fake musk was already blending into the room, but up close, the Russian’s scent was like an exposed nerve: all dominance, all honesty.
He envied it, hated it, wanted it, in ways he didn’t have words for.
Ilya tilted his head, studying Shane for a beat too long.
Shane met his gaze, steady as stone.
A flicker of something, approval, maybe, crossed Ilya’s face, and then he went back to his cigarette and water, ignoring the noise as if he'd already left the building.
Shane turned on his heel, still feeling the heat of the gaze on his neck, and merged into the celebration. There was another rookie to give shit, another trainer to thank, another round of bullshit to keep everyone loose and happy.
Though every move was measured. Every word, every laugh, every slap on the back was a calculation: was the performance holding? Did anyone suspect? Did the musk mask everything that needed masking?  Was he being aggressive enough?  Was he being “too” nice?  Alphas didn’t act nice.  Not unless they wanted something, anyway.
He checked his phone, found a text from his mother, Yuna, always knowing when he needed grounding.
 
Good game, Shane. Make sure you don’t forget your night patch. I left it in your bag.  Love you!  Proud of you!
He thumbed back a quick response:  Thanks. I won’t. Love you, too.
He pocketed the phone and let himself be swept up in the noise, the mess, the joy.
Tomorrow would be another test. Another performance, another round of hiding in plain sight. Tonight, though? He was Captain Hollander, king of the ice, Canada’s Golden Alpha, and no one was going to take that from him.
Not yet.
 
+++++
 
By the time Shane hit the lobby of his apartment after the long flight back home, the city outside had drained itself of adrenaline, leaving only the milky glow of snow-filtered streetlights on the cold walks below. The doorman was a Beta, quiet, efficient, trained to offer a nod and nothing more. Shane crossed the marble floor and into the elevator, punching the penthouse code with the side of his thumb.
The doors shushed closed, sealing him off from the world, and he let himself breathe.
His apartment crowned the top peaks of Montreal, thirty stories above the city, the windows so wide they gave the illusion of floating over the skyline. He stepped into the opening of his apartment, swept his hand over the biometric panel, and watched the special digital readout ping green:
Welcome, S. Hollander. 
Immediately, the environmental system whirred to life, stripping the space of all ambient scents that wasn’t his. The filter hissed, and he tasted the sharp, empty tang of ozone, his cue that it was safe to drop the act.
He locked the door, deadbolt sliding home with a satisfying, heavy click.
Inside, the apartment was dark except for the pulse of city lights outside and the blue glow from the kitchen's cabinet LEDs. Shane didn't bother turning on anything else; he liked the ambiguity, the way the walls seemed to fall away after a game. He slid his gym bag onto the entry bench and stood there, letting the silence wrap him up.
First, the wristbands. He peeled the matte black adhesive off his right wrist, then left, and dropped both strips into the biohazard bin by the door. Each one tugged at the sensitive skin, leaving faint red lines that would fade by morning. Next, he popped the collar of his undershirt and fished out the micro diffuser, a slim, white pod that clung to the base of his neck, pulsing every twenty minutes with synthetic Alpha signature.  Too dangerous to use during games, but good for when he was in public. He thumbed the release and set it gently beside the bands.
His shoulders dropped half an inch.  The smell of Alpha was already dying.
“Thank Christ.”
He moved to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and took out a bottle of water. He downed half of it in three quick swallows.  With the apartment stripped of all but the faintest hint of his own sweat, he could let his scent bleed through for the first time all day.
He toed off his shoes and walked the living room barefoot, gaze flicking to the city in pieces: skyscraper lights in the west, the slow snake of cars along the river to the east, the blinking red on top of the other towers. From this high up, it was easy to believe nothing could reach him.
He hit the bathroom and started the shower, set to maximum pressure. While the water heated, he leaned into the mirror, staring at his own reflection. The line of his jaw, the cut of his brow, the clean-cut of his hair. He looked every bit the Alpha he’d built for TV and press, but underneath, the real Shane, smaller, softer, eyes too quick to betray feeling, begged for permission to rest.
He stripped, stepping out of the clothes and tossed everything into the hamper, though on the inside he’d prefer to burn them. The shower’s white noise was a cocoon, and he stayed under the spray until the tension dissolved out of his calves and neck and all the sweat and smell of others was wiped out of him.
When he finished, he wrapped himself in the thick gray towel and started the only real “Omega” thing he allowed himself in his life. 
Skin care.
Shane applied moisturizing, lotion on every inch of skin, hands moving with quiet urgency. He massaged his wrists, the sides of his neck, the place behind his left ear where the first heat symptoms always landed.
It was stupid, maybe. Childish for a 28-year-old man to spend so much money and effort into keeping his skin “pretty”, but this kind of care was the one comfort he’d allowed himself, the one piece of his Omega nature that nobody could take from him.
Once finished, he padded back into the main room. He poured himself a neat whiskey and let the burn remind him he was alive. His phone buzzed on the counter.
Mom, read the caller ID. She always called after games, even if she’d already texted.
He thumbed it open, heart clenching in a way that had nothing to do with scent or status.
"Hey, Mom."
Yuna’s voice was calm, low, but always colored with gentle warning. "Good win tonight, Shane. I watched until the end."
He smiled, real and tired. "Thought you hated hockey now."
"I hate what it does to you.  I hate that you have to hide being an Omega and make yourself miserable so you can play. Not the game," she replied, which was typical. "You remembered your night patch?  The doctor says you need it so the Alpha musk doesn’t trigger anything."
He glanced at the bottle of scentless transdermal patches on the kitchen island. "First thing I did. Promise."
"Tomorrow is your appointment with Dr. Levine. You’ll be on time?"
Shane paused, then nodded, knowing she could hear the motion through the phone. "Yeah. I’ll be there. Is he really going to go down on my suppressants?"
A click of tongue. "He says the levels are not optimal. Your bloodwork came in, and you’re… pushing yourself.  You’ve had too many suppressants in your system for too long.  Most Omegas only go on them for a month or two out of the year.  You’re wearing them 365 days of the year."
He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t want to talk about heats or suppressants or the risks of burnout, not now.
"Thanks, Mom," he said, softer. "I’ll take care of it.  I’ll be safe,” Shane lied, knowing the perfect lilt of voice to use.  The truth was?  He’d pay off the doctor as he always did, to ensure he had the same dosage as ever. He’d fake a “good report” to placate his mother and father, even though he didn’t “legally” have to tell them anyway.
"I know you will." Her voice lost its edge. "You played well. You looked strong."
He blinked against the sudden wash of pride and guilt. "Thanks. Means a lot."
They let the line settle, neither wanting to hang up first.
"Goodnight, Shane."
"Goodnight, Mom."
He set the phone down and watched the ice cubes dissolve in his glass. He walked to the other end of the penthouse where the wall-sized trophy case waited in the dark.
He tapped the light, and the display illuminated: photos, plaques, and five replica cups from his championship seasons. Centered, behind the glass, was a blown-up image from his rookie year, Shane in a red-and-white junior jersey, holding a stick overhead, the first time he’d been called “The Golden Alpha” on live TV. The memory felt like a lie now, but the picture had been everywhere, proof to a watching world that he belonged.
Shane hated that picture.
Hated it so much he almost wished someone would come smash the glass, end the charade with a single, honest blow. If the world ever found out, these trophies would mean nothing. They’d be revoked, relabeled, re-contextualized in history, his face scrubbed from the records.
"Not a real Alpha," they’d say. "Not real at all."
He pressed his forehead against the glass, cold and perfect, and let his eyes drift shut.
There’d been a time, maybe three years ago, maybe a lifetime, when he thought the new league rules would be enough. After the lawsuits, the protests, all the hollow promises about Omega rights.
Legally?  There was no reason why Omegas couldn’t play in “Alpha” sports. 
Politically?  The league never took Omega sides in matters of play time, and Omegas never got drafted.  Omegas could sue, of course, but nobody had the kind of money to win a discrimination suit.  Not against “big hockey”.
Socially?  Yeah, no, sports fans across the world thought Omegas belonged in figure skating, swimming, or tennis.
Even if Shane “came out” now, the world had not changed and it would not be kind.
Not for people like him.
He straightened, looking himself in the eye through the reflection. He would keep the secret. He would win, keep winning, and one day make it safe for the next Omega who dared to step on the ice. 
“I am going to be so great, so amazing so fucking untouchable that nobody and I mean nobody is going to question me.  Or if they do?  I crush them.” Shane told his reflection.
He padded back to the bedroom, closing the door with a gentle click, and crawled under the covers. The sheets were scentless and cold, but as he drifted off, the smell of his own skin, faint, clean, no longer Alpha-sharp, was the only comfort he needed.
Tomorrow, he’d go to the appointment and get everything straightened away.
Tomorrow, he’d train harder, play smarter, keep everyone fooled.
Tonight, he let himself be real, if only for the space of a few slow, honest breaths.
 






      

  












      Chapter 2: The Broken Russian
  








  Tonight, Ilya’s dream didn’t start on the rink like it usually did. While most nights he dreamt of crushing everyone in his way, or didn’t dream at all, tonight was… odd.
The dream started in the Voyagers’ home locker room. He sat at his usual bench, dripping with sweat from practice. He’d already tossed his clothes away into the team hamper, but didn’t go in the showers. Not yet. The team always stopped talking when he was around, not wanting to interact with him, constantly giving him the cold shoulder. So, he usually waited until everyone was gone.
Well… Almost everyone. There was one person who always tried to include him. Who always tried to make him feel like home in a foreign country.
Across from him, strangely enough, sat Shane Hollander, stripped down and clean, hair still wet from the showers. The Alpha ran his hands through the long black locks and smiled at him. Not the smug TV smile for reporters, not the smiles he wore when “inspiring” the team before each game, but something soft and welcoming.  
“Glad you’re here, Rozanov. Don’t let the guys get to you. You’re amazing. Seriously, I’ve seen you play and it’s going to get us far.” Shane said, his words like honey, warm, and making Ilya’s chest dance with butterflies. They were the same words Shane had spoken to him the week he’d been traded onto the team. They were just as warm and kind as the first time Shane spoke them.
Shane stood, towel dropping, body all lean muscle and quickness. Ilya had never seen Shane’s manhood before, but in the dream it was… Soft. Pretty. Cute. If that made any kind of sense. When he approached Ilya, Shane’s infuriatingly sweet scent, vanilla and cream, flooded the space between them. It lacked the musk that an Alpha usually had, and… Ilya liked it.
Hell, it hit Ilya like a punch under the ribs. He bit his lips, growled, stood up, towering over his captain. Deep inside he had a need to claim. Which… Made no sense. Alphas didn’t claim other Alphas.
“What the fuck?” Ilya thought.
Shane’s hand came up and gripped his shoulder.  No, not just a grip, something like a welcome, something like an invitation. For a moment the room spun, the noise falling out, just Ilya and the fucking ridiculously good scent and the impossible warmth of his rival’s hand on his bare skin.
“Don’t let the nicknames get to you. Soon, you’ll just be… Ilya.” Shane said again, and this time, his smile was something else. Seductive. Sensual. He started to lean down, his head dipping lower, and lower until his lips brushed against Ilya’s manhood, and then…
The phone on the nightstand split the dream in two.
Ilya came awake all at once, heart pounding, lungs locked halfway between fight and flight. The sheets were twisted tight around his legs, sweat cold at the back of his neck. The phone buzzed again, angry and insistent, the display strobing a Russian country code. He let it ring until the screen darkened, then swiped it up.
He didn’t say hello. The silence on the line was its own greeting.
His uncle’s voice came, small and grainy, like always. “Ilya. You are up.”
“Of course. I answer phone. I am awake.”
A sigh, then: “Your father. It’s lungs, again. Tumor spreading. Fucking idiot refused to quit smoking. Missed many appointments. Cancer is back. Aggressive. Too aggressive.”
Ilya waited. There was always more.
“Doctors say… treatment not likely to work. Maybe two months, perhaps three if he behaves, so… Two months, maybe month and a half. He asks for you. You will come?”
“I’ll come. After arrangements are made here, I’ll come. Busy time for sport. Maybe after playoffs. So… Not right away, you understand?” Ilya tried to say it without a hitch, but the muscle in his jaw spasmed, betraying him.
“I suggest you not put it off too long. He is quick to anger these days, and his voice still holds sway with governing bodies. You know the old man can fuck your stay in Canada.” The voice paused, shifted to soft Russian. “He thinks it is good for you to see how a real Alpha dies. I say he is an old crazed bastard, but what do I know?”
That was his old man, alright. Still wanting to whip Ilya into a true, violent, horrific Alpha just like him. Even at the end.
Ilya made a sound in his throat, half laugh, half snarl. “Tell him I will try not to embarrass when he finally goes home to hell. Satan will be proud.”
He could picture his father now: broad, gray-faced, planted in a chair that looked ready to snap beneath him, oxygen tank rattling at his side. The man had never cried in Ilya’s memory, not once. Ilya wondered if he even had a heart.
On the other end, the uncle said, “He wants you to bring trophy home on your way here. The stupid cup everyone goes shit for. Says doctor bets you will not win this year and your father’s honor was insulted.”
“Doctor should not gamble,” Ilya said.
A snort, then a hang up.
Ilya lay back, hands behind his head, and let his eyes adjust to the darkness. For a moment, he felt nothing. Then, slowly, the emptiness in his gut flickered and filled with a hot, guilty relief.
The old bastard was dying.
Finally.
His mind spun to the dream again, to the sensation of Shane’s hand, the clean weight of it. Something in his chest squeezed, sharp and shameful. He tried to laugh, but it came out as a cough, raw and useless.
The taste of cigarettes still lingered on his tongue, from the three he’d chain-smoked before bed. Maybe he should quit, he thought. Maybe not. Who wanted to live forever in this fucking joke of a world anyway? He rolled to his side, squeezing the pillow in a slow, crushing grip.
For a moment, he let himself drift back to sleep.
To another dream.
He was ten years old again, packed into the backseat of his father’s battered car, an overnight bag tossed onto his lap, seatbelt digging into his neck. He could still feel the numbness in his cheek from the slap, the way his father’s hand, rough and so big, had left a crescent of broken blood vessels across his jaw. The smack had been hard enough to permanently make his nose crooked to this day.
Ilya had tried not to cry, but that only made the old man angrier. “Look at me, Ilya. Eyes up.”
He looked.
“Is your fault we have nothing. Mother, she cries all day and never leaves bed because you are weak, because you are not good son, because you are not strong Alpha. If you want to be man, if you want to be welcomed home? You go, you make me fucking rich, or you don’t come back.”
Outside the car’s dirty window, the boarding school looked like a prison. The sign out front said “Petrakov Hockey Academy” in faded letters, but everyone in called it The Gulag. A thousand kilometers from home.
His father cut the engine, turned around, and grabbed Ilya’s face in both hands. His knuckles were yellowed and cracked from years in the engine plant and in service as a soldier to Mother Russia, and they dug into Ilya’s jaw as if searching for weakness.
“You make family proud,” Grigori said. “You show them what Rozanov is.”
Ilya nodded. It hurt, but he kept nodding until the fingers let go.
“If you want to see your mother again,” his father growled, “You better show promise. These coaches say you have talent. Fuck talent. You are born worthless, you earn your worth. You better show them grit and determination before this worthless talent.”
The door opened. The old man walked around, pulled Ilya from the car by his hair, and half shoved, half carried him to the front office. He handed Ilya off like a defective package to a bored-looking Beta woman in a green sweater.
Then he was gone.
Ilya didn’t remember what the woman said, or how long she talked, or if she tried to make him feel better. What he remembered was the first step onto the ice that night, the shock of cold air, the immediate hunger to impress, to be the best, and the voice in his head, his father’s voice, reminding him that his home and his mother were things to be earned.
He blinked, and the memory dropped away, the present crawling back in through the cracks of the dark.
The phone buzzed again, a text this time. He didn’t check it. The first hint of sunrise was showing in the trees across the water, the glass of the window frosted from the inside where his breath had fogged it during the night.
His hands were still clenched, the sheets twisted in a death grip.
He forced himself to relax, to let go, to breathe, but the relief wouldn’t come. Ilya imagined his father, dying angry in a hospital bed, struggling to catch his breath until finally his lungs refused to give him what he wanted. The only time Grigori Rozanov couldn’t yell his way into what he wanted.
“Air is to be earned.” Ilya thought, bitterly. He felt the heat in his chest flare up again, equal parts shame and satisfaction.
 
+++++
 
Ilya woke again just past six, sweat slick across his chest, heart still jumping at random. There was no point going back to sleep; sleep was the weak man’s crutch to avoid the real world. Instead, Ilya hit his personal gym in his basement, pounding through the morning with the only kind of therapy that had ever worked for him.
The air in the gym was perfectly cool, the scent of pine faint under the heavier tang of steel. The equipment was top-of-the-line, imported from a private manufacturer, but the walls were bare, concrete painted the same dull green as an army barracks. On the north wall, a single hockey stick, his first North American model, wood, ancient by now, was screwed in as a grim kind of art.
Ilya loaded the bench with three plates, then four. Every rep was a sentence:
He is dying.
You are glad.
You should not be glad.
He is your father.
The rhythm hurt, which was good. Pain was information.
He didn’t check his phone until he was between sets, sitting on the cool floor with a bottle of water dripping sweat down his forearms.
Five messages from his agent, in both English and badly translated Russian for his benefit (it wasn’t a benefit).
 
Voyagers Promo shoot, 9AM tomorrow. You are expected. 
Dress as per usual “Dirty Russian” look. 
DON’T be late again. 
Marketing says play up rivalry with Hollander, not too mean but enough to get media hits. Do not say “FUCK” say “FREAKING”. Do not say “BLOW MY KNOT”.
They want shirtless photos. Just “say yes”. 
 
The next message, older, was from his uncle. “Bring good vodka this time. Not cheap shit.”
He grunted and deleted it.
Ilya would bring the cheapest shit he could find and his family would consider it nectar of the gods.
Afterwards, the punching bag took the rest of the hour. He beat it until the tape under his gloves started to bleed pink. Every time he landed a right cross, the chain rattled just like the boards at The Gulag, and for a moment he could see the old coach, a fatass Beta with a scarred scalp, yelling at a line of terrified boys to hit harder, hit faster, or never come back. They’d all be treated as men, as grown Alphas, before they’d even hit puberty. With the kind of intensity that NHL coaches here in North America didn’t dare try with grown men.
When the bag finally gave, splitting at the seam, he took it down and chucked it in a heap by the door.
He showered.
Scalding hot, until the skin on his shoulders went red and then numb. He forced himself to stand perfectly still under the water, counting off in English to keep from drifting.
The ritual came next. Towel off. Deodorant, first the scentless base, then the Alpha-enhancer. It was the same blue gel every player in the league used, the one designed to intimidate, to flood anyone within a few feet of him a pure burst of his Alpha pheromones. If you were a mean motherfucker, it made other Alphas bitch out. Ilya? He was the meanest motherfucker in the league.
He applied the gel with slow, even strokes, letting it bloom around him, the effect immediate and total. When he inhaled, the scent was thick enough to smother anyone with the feeling that Ilya might just hunt them down.
Ilya remembered the first time he’d encountered Shane Hollander’s “signature” Alpha musk. It had been during a juniors all-star game, and the Canadian press had made it a whole thing: “Golden Alpha Faces Down Dirty Russian”
Ilya had expected the stink of arrogance, the raw animal blast every other Alpha wore like a badge, but instead, all he’d smelled was a sugar-sweet vanilla and cream, a shadow, faint, barely there under the haze of Gatorade and sweat. Maybe Shane masked it out of politeness, maybe out of habit, but it always struck Ilya as a kind of cowardice.
“What kind of Alpha hides themselves? Weakness.”
He went upstairs, made himself a quick breakfast: eggs, a protein shake the color of bad yogurt. He ate standing at the counter, watching the lake outside his home, calm and mirror-flat under a low roll of cloud.
The phone buzzed again, this time with a calendar reminder for today’s team practice.
He finished his food, licked the salt off his fingers, and grabbed his keys. On his way out, he looked at the broken punching bag at the end of the garage. He took a deep breath, and stomped down on it, hard.
 
+++++
 
The highway from the lake to Montreal was one long gray smear, pine and concrete trading places until the city overtook everything. Ilya drove with the windows cracked, letting in the cold, just enough to keep him awake. He liked the way the world looked from behind the wheel: every sign, every other car, irrelevant and moving fast, nothing able to touch him.
Halfway there, he tapped his father’s number into the dash, thumb steady. He had to call in, every day. Otherwise, the conversation the next day would be far worse.
The ring was short; the old man always picked up fast, as if waiting for their next fight with glee.
“Ilya.”
“Father.”
“Is time you got new agent. That bitch you have now, she is slow. I watch the games. You score, but not enough. You don’t kill penalties. Coach keeps you off power play, why?”
Ilya gripped the wheel tighter. “Coach says it’s better for team. He wants Hollander on first line. The Canadians, they’re soft, they love their “Golden” boy. You know this.” He lied. The truth was, they wanted Ilya out of the press all together. “The Dirty Russian” was never good for ratings.
“Hollander. The Canadian.”
“Yes.”
His father exhaled, a sound like a dying engine that went into a coughing spell. “Weak man. Weak Alpha. I see him on television. He is pretty, like bitch on stripper pole, and ass to compare. Not a fighter. You remember, in my day, they put weak Alphas at the front so real men could use them as shield. You should do the same as I did in the war. You live longer, and you get honor over the dead.”
The old “joke”, as always, made Grigori laugh.
Ilya didn’t laugh.
“All of this is pathetic anyway. At your age, I was already proud soldier. Took lives of countless men for mother Russia. You? You let Beta coach tell you what to do, let manager, a woman, dare to give you lip. This golden bitch Alpha triumphs over you. Fucking pathetic.” The contempt in his voice was nuclear, it lit up every old bruise inside Ilya’s ribs.
“I lead league in goals,” Ilya said, trying for evenness.
“Numbers don’t matter. Nobody speaks of you. You are nothing.  You are no one. Only thing that matters is fear. You make them fear you? Then you win. Then you make more money. Then you get respect you are earned.”
Ilya let the silence stretch, watching a red car edge too close, then slide away. He wanted, for once, to tell the old man to fuck himself, to say that winning was more complicated, that the league was not the same as Russia, that hockey wasn’t a war, and that sometimes being a team player was worth something.
Deep down, he wanted to say “you’re cut off” and see how long the bastard lived out in the cold, homeless.
Yet, the words stuck. They always did. Ilya was still that scared 10-year-old boy, afraid of his father. Afraid of his disappointment. Afraid of not being able to see his mother. Even as a 27-year-old man, an Alpha, he was… Still scared.
“While we’re on the subject of the golden bitch, you will be captain, or you will break whoever is captain to make yourself captain. Am I fucking understood? I’m embarrassed to even speak to you here at this hospital.”
Ilya swallowed. His tongue felt sandpapered. “Yes, Father.”
“Good. Now…” the voice dropped, became a rasp, “I am tired. These bullshit doctors, they take my blood, put me on machines, take away my cigarettes, and for what? I will be in hell soon. What’s the fucking point?.”
Ilya wanted to ask, to press about the treatment, about the pain, but the next sentence broadsided him:
“If you care about your old man, send me good bitch to keep me company, to keep these idiots in line. You have many girls in Canada, I’m sure. Send best one. Maybe she will stop them from sticking needles in me every day and let me have some fun. I want an Omega with big tits, a tight cunt, and strong arms. Not these matchstick bitches in ugly scrubs.” He was laughing now, ugly and spitting. “Someone who’s not whiny like your mother was. Ah, always with the crying that one, until the end.”
Ilya felt his cheeks heat, felt his teeth grind down almost to dust.
“I will look for you,” he said, as if this was a normal request he could accommodate. (He wouldn’t). “Maybe Canadian women can handle you better.”
“Ha! No woman can handle me. You remember that, and you, remember to win. At any cost. Not for you, for name. Rozanov is legacy, not a toy. It will be yours soon, and if you fuck it up, I’ll drag you down to hell with me. Understood?”
“Understood,” Ilya said, and the line went dead.
He let the silence ride out until the next exit. His hands hurt from the grip. His heart raced, though he wasn’t sure if it was rage or shame.
In the rearview, the first hints of city skyline came into focus. It was a good city, a place where no one cared about your past, only the speed of your shot and whether you bled for the team.
He’d liked it here, more than he let anyone know.
Ilya thought of Shane, pretty boy captain, the way he smiled for the press, the way the whole country seemed to orbit him. He wondered, for the hundredth time, why he didn’t just be more like Hollander. Wearing a different mask than the one he was already wearing couldn’t be that hard, could it?
He parked in the players’ lot, engine running for a minute more. He forced himself to unclench his fists, to breathe slow.
By the time he killed the ignition, every part of him was loaded and ready.
 
+++++
 
The practice rink was already a warzone when Ilya walked in, air heavy with the chill and the synthetic tang of Alpha deodorant, twenty skaters already tearing up the ice. The glass rattled every time someone checked a body into the boards, and the music blasting from the overheads barely covered the shouting from the benches.
Coach spotted him from across the zone, gave a curt nod. Ilya nodded back, then found his way to the locker room, stripped and suited up with little fanfare.
By the time he hit the ice, the warmup drills were already devolving into minor violence. An Alpha defenseman tried to slow him at the blue line, and Ilya ghosted him with a spin, coming up hard against the boards where Shane was waiting, stick angled, every part of his body screaming “try me”. 
“Someone’s pissing in the corn cereal this morning.” Ilya said, to Shane.
Shane glared at him. “Fuck off, Rozanov. Not in the mood.”
“Pipe up ass, I see. Understood, Captain,” Ilya muttered, thinking he “probably” got the idiom right. Or wait, was it shovel? Fucking English was such a bullshit language.
The rest of the team watched, sly grins tucked behind their helmets.
Hollander’s glare made the entire team back off. Ilya was taken aback it wasn’t just playful banter today. “Hollander’s actually pissed about something.”  Now THAT was a first.  Maybe not that Hollander got pissed, but that he let others see his shift in mood.
Coach blew the whistle, two quick bursts.
“All right, hotshots. We’re doing 2-on-2 low zone battle. Rozanov, you’re with the captain. Show him you’re not just a pretty face.” Laughter came from the team.
Shane skated over, helmet off, hair still perfect. “Playing dirty as always? I warn you, man, I’m not in the mood for your bullshit.” he said, just loud enough for the group to hear.
Ilya snorted, not bothering to answer. He dug his blade in and waited for the puck drop.
The next hour was pure murder.
The pairings were designed to be brutal, no room for showboating, just trench warfare in the slot, muscle against muscle. Ilya didn’t hold back; every shift, he found a new way to grind Shane into the ice, test the joints, see how long the golden boy would last before something gave.
Just like back at the Gulag: Hit harder. Hit Faster. Or don’t bother getting back up.
What surprised him was how little it worked. For every hit he landed, Shane bounced back twice as fast. He played with a kind of technical beauty Ilya had never seen outside Russia, the way he could turn a hip, slip a check, make you think you had him and then vanish out of the trap. Like he had a kind of natural dexterity not found in most Alphas.
It made Ilya crazy that he couldn’t use his normal strategies against Hollander, the kind that worked on ever other fucking Alpha but him.
Late in the drill, after Coach swapped the lines again, Ilya and Shane squared off on a loose puck near the corner. Ilya could have gone for the stick, played it smart, but instead he lined up the perfect shoulder check, threw every ounce of mass into it, and sent Shane crashing against the glass.
The boards shuddered. For a split second, the whole team went quiet.
Shane dropped to one knee, stick spinning out across the crease. His eyes were glazed, jaw set, a trickle of blood already starting at the corner of his mouth. Ilya felt the familiar kick of triumph, but right on its heels came something sour. What made it worse was Hollander’s scent. That creamy vanilla, for whatever reason, was overpowering his musk that morning. Alongside it came a new scent, of pain, and hurt, and frustration.  A scent that made Ilya feel…  Guilty.
A twinge of regret ran through Ilya’s body. On instinct, he immediately circled back, watching as Shane pushed himself to his feet. Ilya put out a hand, wanting to help him up, somewhere, deep inside. “You okay?” he grunted, words dry as sand.
Shane spat a wad of blood onto the ice, then wiped his chin with a glove. “Takes more than that, asshole. Trust me, I’ve been through worse,” he said, but there was no anger in it. Just tiredness.
Ilya skated closer, feeling every eye in the building on them. “Did not mean to break you. Bad morning for me. I’m… Pissed off.”
Shane laughed, small and sharp. “Shit morning here too. My old doctor retired, apparently, and my new Doctor’s fucking with my prescriptions. Throwing me off.  I’m moody.  I hate it when I’m moody.  Fuck.”
The words hung in the air, strange and heavier than a slap. Ilya blinked, surprised the captain would admit to anything less than perfect health. They stood like that for a beat, two damaged men pretending not to care, before Coach’s whistle snapped them out of it.
“All right, lovebirds, back to the drill!” The team laughed, tension breaking. Ilya felt his face heat, but Shane only grinned, teeth stained pink.
After practice, Ilya hit the showers fast, hoping to avoid any bullshit interviews or forced PR moments. Yet, as he stepped out of the steam, a towel around his hips, Shane was waiting by the sinks, dabbing at the cut on his face. He was already dressed – an unusually modest Alpha who never let the team see him shower.
“Good hit,” Shane said, voice low.
“Good recovery,” Ilya replied.
They stood side by side, both looking in the mirror, neither quite willing to be the first to break eye contact. Ilya watched as Shane traced a finger along the cut, then caught his own gaze in the reflection.
“For the record,” Shane said, “I don’t mind the rivalry, even though we’re on the same team.  You make me work harder, and that makes me better.  I…  Appreciate that you never go easy on me.  Means a lot.”
Ilya shrugged. “You do not need to get better. You already win.”
Shane tilted his head. “You think I don’t have to fight for it?”
“No one fights you,” Ilya said. “They just watch and hope you fail.”
Shane looked at him, a long, searching stare. “That’s not how it feels from here. You should see my workout routine, my nutrition shit, and the bullshit I have to take to keep up at the top.”
Ilya nodded. He could understand that, even if he’d never admit it in words. He reached for his bag, slinging it over a shoulder.
In a move that he didn’t quite understand himself, he felt a burst of heat in his chest, and a strange, almost cocky confidence grow. “You want vodka, real one? I have some. The good shit. For shitty days. Stuff I keep under lock and key.  I’ve yet to invite anyone over to new house on the lakeside.  Pretty.” he offered, barely above a whisper.
Shane smirked, “Rain check,” and then was gone, quick and easy as ever.
The rest of the team lingered, watching the two of them, talking in little knots. Some joked, some didn’t. Ilya ignored them all. He felt raw, exposed, but lighter than he had in years. All because of the Golden Alpha.
“What is Hollander doing to me?”
He left the arena with a new ache in his chest. Though unlike all the other aches he’d accumulated in his life… This one didn’t hurt.
 






      

  












      Chapter 3: The Punch Seen Round the World
  








  The morning at Voyagers Stadium was all wrong from the start.
The ice was too bright under the lights, the music was a bad remix of some K-pop band, and Shane had been up since four, unable to get more than an hour’s sleep. Everything was too loud, too bright, and too much. Hell, even his food in the fridge was too bright and too loud, and it pissed him off, even though it didn’t make any sense. The only comfort he had that entire morning was an apple that felt “just enough”.
Unfortunately, The Golden Alpha wasn’t allowed to be overwhelmed. With just an apple and the strongest scent blockers her could afford, he stepped onto the main rink for the Alpha's Health Magazine promo shoot.
The whole place looked like a bad movie set, instead of a place of sport. They'd cleared out the whole stadium for the event, leaving only a skeleton crew of media, interns, and the handful of stadium crew forced into PR service. At the center of the blue line, Shane stood shirtless in just the bottom half of his hocky gear, arms crossed and glistening with an oil the makeup team said would “help show his definition”. Which, it did. His six pack, slender pecs and muscular shaved torso was on full display.
“What every Alpha dreams they look like.” One magazine worker proclaimed.
Shane snorted at the comment. “Every Alpha wishes they were an Omega that worked their ass off ten times as hard as their Alpha peers.”
He hated every second of it.
He really was in a bad mood these days.
Across from him, just a stick-length away, Ilya was the other half of the magazine spread, posing with a predatory grace that came from years of Russian discipline and, apparently, not giving a flying fuck about anything but himself.
Ilya wore nothing but a pair of black compression shorts, a heavy golden chain with a cross, and the self-satisfaction of a man who knew exactly how good he looked on camera. His body was all Alpha. Massive pecs twice Shane’s size, a more rugged six pack, bulging arms, a chest and abdomen littered with dark, dusky hair that Shane couldn’t have grown even if he tried. He’d been oiled up too, and the glimmer he got on both his body and chest hair wasn’t fair.
The photographer, a Beta woman with round glasses and an accent somewhere between Paris and Milan, was barking orders with theatrical impatience. "More posture, Shane! Chin up, yes, yes, beautiful, now give me war, not peace, I don’t want charming today, I want pure angry Alpha out of you! Ilya, let us see you intimidate a little more, yes? Like you are about to destroy each other."
Ilya bared his teeth, a half-smirk, half-sneer, and squared up like a street fighter. Shane held his stance, but there was a tremor in his muscles that wasn’t fatigue or irritation.
No, it was something else. Something about the scent. The room was thick with it, an animal, piney musk that pulsed from Ilya like a challenge.
The fucker always used the most aggressive Alpha scent enhancers (like most of the Alphas on their team), even if he wasn’t playing that day. Without his shirt, and with his armpits exposed, a thick bush of hair under each, it was almost obscene how strong Ilya’s pheromones were under the lamps with sweat pouring off him.
This was raw, uncut Alpha, none of the fake stuff Shane had ever known, and it slammed into his senses with every shallow breath. Shook something loose inside him that he hadn’t felt before.
He tried not to look rattled, but Ilya’s gaze made it impossible to think straight. He glared, angrily, at the man for making him “feel”. Even if he didn’t’ know he was doing it.
The photographer noticed Shane’s anger, pausing to scurry in for a close-up, and he forced himself to focus on the flex of his abs, the exact set of his jaw. He'd learned, over the years, that the only way to look convincingly Alpha was to mimic every tic of dominance, every micro-expression, every unconscious flare of nostrils or squared-off glare and then ramp it up by a factor of 10. He did it now, let the cameras burn it into their SD cards.
“If this is only day two, I’m fucked.” Shane thought on the inside.
Day two the new suppressant prescription, the one his new doctor had given him.
The appointment had been a fucking disaster from the moment he arrived. Dr. Levine, his usual, an aging Beta who’d been on the family payroll since Shane’s junior years, had retired without warning, replaced by a "highly recommended specialist" that they could trust.
The new doctor, Dr. Holly, was an Omega, which should have made things easier, but he had never been more wrong in his entire life.
"Your records are a goddamn disaster," she’d said, flipping through the digital chart with a cold finger. He glare was more fierce than Rozanov’s. "Do you know how many times your bloodwork pinged the system in the last twelve months? How the hell have you been staying on your current meds like this?! I understand WHY you’re doing it, now that I know the story, but I cannot believe, even under NDA, that Levine would approve this. This isn’t just unhealthy, it’s… Borderline malpractice!"
Shane had smiled then, used the charm that worked on every sponsor or league official. "More than you’d think. Less than I’d like, if I’m being honest. Though, I’m the body of perfect health otherwise, right?"
She did not smile back. If anything, Shane had pissed her off more.
"You’re on a triple-rotating suppressant schedule. Nobody, especially at your age should be doing this. Even cancer patients, who avoid heats during procedures, do not go on a triple schedule! Your liver enzymes are climbing, and your cycles…" here she paused, lowering her voice, "….are non-existent. Please, please, tell me your last doctor reported falsely. Please tell me you have had at least one heat in your life, and this “0” is a mistake?"
Shane shrugged. It wasn’t a lie.
From the first moment he even thought he might start having heats, he shut that shit off. That was the single biggest giveaway a male Omega could have. Otherwise, most people couldn’t tell the difference between male anything if you had enough muscle and posturing, not without taking your pants off or looking at a hormone panel anyway. "Look, I’m performing at a high level. I’m an adult, and I can handle a couple of side effects. Just keep the dosages steady and nobody is going to be hurt by this."
She locked eyes with him, and he realized two things.
First, Dr. Holly had zero patience for “Alpha” theatrics, and second, she was possibly the most responsible and ethical person he’d ever met. The first person in his life he’d met that couldn’t be bribed with money.
"I’m going to be straight with you," she said, pulling up a chart and spinning it towards him. "If you keep this up, you won’t have to care about performance, Shane. You’ll lose organ functions at worst and possibly have a lifetime of health complications at best. That is not an exaggeration. You need to halve your dosage, immediately, until the end of the playoffs if you want to keep this act up. Then you need to take some time off and let your body REST. Let it have a natural cycle, or it may not ever have one ever again. You will burn your body from the inside out. Irreparable, Shane."
He’d pushed back, trying every angle, not caring about anything she’d just said. "I need to finish the season with my current dosage. I’ll dial it back after playoffs, I promise." Then, softening: "I can make it worth your while, doctor. A bonus for discretion. No one needs to know. I’m the highest paid athlete in Canada. Give me a price. I’ll hit it."
She regarded him, arms crossed, face blank, and then said, "You didn’t hear a word I said, did you? Shane… I just told you that your body could-"
Shane glared, angrily at her, cutting her off. “I’m trying… To do something important here. For people like us. So that others don’t have to. Understand?!” His frustration was getting the worst of him.
Dr. Holly glared right back, just as angry. "Shane, you’re lucky I’m not reporting your levels to the team physician. Ethically, I should have you committed somewhere until your bloodwork does better or call an ambulance. The problem is, I’ve already signed the NDA and limited what I can do without losing my entire career and being sued into oblivion, but if you think for a second I’m going to let an Omega, even one pretending to be an Alpha for our own rights and future, destroy themselves to the point where they might not even be able to have children someday, you are dead wrong. You’re getting half your prescription, and you’re coming in for biweekly checkups. I see you trying to pull anything shady and take too much, if there’s even a single uptick in your hormone markers that aren’t vibing with what I’m prescribing you? I’m pulling you from play. I may not be able to say why, but I can tell the team physician you’re out and THAT won’t break the NDA. Don’t fuck with me Shane Hollander. I care about you. I care about all my patients. I’m an Omega. It’s what we do."
That night, Shane broke the mirror in his bathroom in frustration.
The next day, on his half dose of suppressant, he’d felt more Omega than he’d ever felt in his life. Hormones made him moody, his scent was stronger, and being around Alphas gave him all kinds of conflicted feelings.
All Shane could think about was the math of it all.
Thirty days at half-dose, enough for playoffs but not for the post-season. He’d have to have a “natural” cycle after playoffs. The thought of it terrified him. He was a sports celebrity, who got MAYBE two weeks off a year where he wasn’t in the public eye. The math wasn’t kind and he was already stressing and anxious over it.
"Closer! I need more tension!" the photographer shouted, yanking Shane back to the present and out of his head.
"Ilya, put hand on Shane’s shoulder, like you’re grabbing him. Shane, glare at him, more, like you’re about to bite his nose off."
Ilya didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Shane’s shoulder, hard, and squeezed. His thumb dug in, and Shane felt the full weight of the contact, the pressure of an Alpha who wasn’t pretending. The man’s scent bloomed, even richer up close, and for a half-second, Shane was genuinely dizzy.
"Is good, yes?" Ilya said, low enough that only Shane heard. "You look ill. Everything alright? No surprises from doctor we should know about? Or are you actuallying wanting to kill me?"
Shane forced a sneer, tried to laugh off the whole thing. His conversation with Rosanov after yesterday’s practice, where he’d let his frustration with the doctor slip, had been a mistake. Stupid Omega hormones making his mouth open when it shouldn’t. "Fine," he said, voice tight. "Besides, I’d need a sledgehammer to dent your skull, let alone kill you."
Ilya grinned wider, showing the broken canine from his rookie year.
A click, a flash.
Shane felt sweat starting under his arms as Ilya’s warmth radiated around him. He could smell his natural scent breaking through the Alpha musk he’d applied. Already.
“Yep, I’m fucked.”
The rest of the morning was a parade of increasingly humiliating setups.
The magazine had insisted on a "face off" motif, so they were made to square off bare-chested, hands balled into fists, faces inches apart, in close quarters. Each time, Shane felt his composure slip a little more. He couldn't stop thinking about the doctor, about the math, about how every flashbulb and layer of sweat was a countdown to when he'd finally get caught.
When they finally finished, Shane was so wired he barely managed the post-shoot interview. He did the usual: played up the rivalry with Ilya and their “battle for captain spot”, joked about "leaving it all on the ice," made vague threats about how the Stanley Cup would be coming home this year or he’d die trying.
Ilya one-upped him at every turn, declaring, "The only place the Cup is going is to my garage, so I can drink vodka from it," and the reporters ate it up.
Shane barely remembered getting dressed. His hands were shaking as he pulled on his jersey and slung his duffel over his shoulder. He had to apply more musk, and it’d only been four hours into a day, when he wasn’t practicing or even really exerting himself. “Need to stock up. Or find something stronger.” He muttered a "later" to no one and beelined for the exit, desperate for a minute alone, just one fucking minute to breathe without being watched.
He was halfway down the tunnel to the parking garage when a voice cut through, sharp and clipped. "Hollander. Rozanov. Hold up."
Coach stood in the hallway, arms folded, expression unreadable. "You two got a minute? We got a bunch of peewee teams in for a stadium tour, and the front office needs you to stick around. Photo ops, autographs, the works. You’re up in the press lounge in five. No arguments."
Shane managed a nod, immediately, but inside he was screaming.
The perfectly curated Alpha mask was slipping, and he knew it. He could already feel the lack of suppressants in his bloodstream, the way his heart hammered in his chest, the way every scent hit harder and every sound seemed amplified.
Ilya came up behind him, slapping him on the back. "Good face today, Captain. You almost looked like you hated me for real."
"Almost," Shane replied, but it came out flat.
"Don’t worry," Ilya said, softer. "The best Alphas are the ones who pretend to be mean. Is easier than being honest."
Shane wasn’t sure if it was a dig or a compliment. He kept walking, ignoring the curious looks from the stadium staff as they made their way to the lounge. The press event would be another gauntlet, but he’d survived worse. Hell, he’d survived this long hiding who he was.
What was one more day, one more hour?
What’s the worst that could happen?
 
+++++
 
The Voyagers’ press conference lounge had been hastily converted into a carnival for the morning for the visiting peewee teams of the region: banners strung with team colors, a wall of photobooth props in the corner, and a buffet table sagging with healthy meal options. The place buzzed with hundreds of small bodies from dozens of U-13 program, all shrieking and ping-ponging off the folding chairs like it was the first day of hockey camp. Local news cameras hugged the periphery, ready to blast every adorable moment to the entire city.
The PR team had lined up the Voyagers at a long table, each in their game jerseys, names sharp and shining across the chest. Shane was seated dead center, a stack of glossy headshots and a fresh sharpie at the ready.
The line in front of him was already a mob, dozens of Alpha boys from 10 to 12, some already taller and more muscular than they should be, all vibrating with the anticipation of meeting "the Golden Alpha" in person.
Ilya was stationed to Shane’s right, flanked by a Beta defenseman and an exhausted third-string goalie who was hungover as hell. Ilya’s line was empty, as it always was, but Ilya played it up when kids came by, earning a laugh or two when he made vaguely threatening motions.
Shane smiled for the cameras, signed what felt like a million pucks and sticks and headshots, and fielded the same questions over and over.
 
"How do I get as good as you, Mr. Hollander?"
"What’s it like to score all those goals?"
"Do you ever get scared before a big game?"
“How do I become an Alpha like you?”
 
Shane had answers for all of it, canned and polished from years of clinics and Q&As. Work hard, stay humble, respect your teammates, eat your veggies. The words tasted like cardboard. He flexed his smile, let the parents take their photos they’d gush on over social media, and tried not to think about the slow, rolling headache forming just behind his eyes.
With every kid that passed by, Shane felt the old guilt gnawing at his core. He’d spent a decade pretending that he belonged at the top of this world, selling the story of the invincible Alpha, the legend in the making, the best there ever was.  Someone so strong and unbreakable, nobody could argue he was the best, in the hope of someday being able to be himself.
…but every day it got harder to believe his own propaganda.
The makeup, the muscle, the scent, all of it was a costume, and these kids, bright-eyed, naive, and so desperate to be just like him, deserved more than a lie.
A mother leaned over the table, shoving her phone in his face for a selfie he didn’t approve or ask for. "My son worships you," she stage-whispered, gesturing to a freckled kid who was literally vibrating with excitement behind them. "He’s only ten, but he’s already captain of his team! We’re all so proud.  We’re thinking of taking him out of public schools and homeschooling to get him more practice time.  What do you think?  Should we do that?  What did your parents do when you were at this age?!"
Shane grinned, ignored the mother, ignored her questions, and instead focused on the kid, who actually wanted a photo and autograph.  He fist-bumped the boy. "Keep it up, champ. Remember, every great captain has to learn how to fall down and get back up. That’s how you earn it.  Everything else?  It’s just noise."
He didn’t miss the mother’s approving nod, or the way she sniffed the air, picking up on his scent and seeming a little…  Intrigued. Shane’s chest tightened. Could she tell? Would she say something? Would any of them?
“What is your scent regiment?  I would kill to have my husband not smell like a locker room after workouts.  Seriously, what’s your secret?” The mother asked.
Shane sighed in relief.  He gave her a cosmetic brand and she walked off, already ordering it online.
He powered through another round of autographs, running on autopilot.
Next to him, Ilya was scrolling through his phone, head up only when he was used as a joke or someone wanted a double picture with another member of the team.
Between signatures, Shane let his mind drift back to the appointment with Dr. Holly, replaying every word, every warning.
The voice echoed in his head, dark and absolute.
Was he really going to lose all of this?
Was he really going to lose all he’d worked for?
Was this, signing autographs for kids in a damp conference room, really the only thing keeping him together?
He was so deep in his own head that he almost missed something important.
Down the line, just past the chaos of the donut table, a small figure stood out. It was a boy, probably ten or eleven, wearing a too-large hoodie of his team, with his name and number on the back, that completely dwarfed him. He had a mop of pale gold hair, and his hands clutched a battered stick tight enough to snap it in two, like it was a weapon that would protect him.
What made Shane’s heart drop was the designation pin on the boy’s hoodie. A crescent moon, pale blue, the universal marker for an Omega. As if his tiny frame and softer gaze hadn’t been sign enough, that was it.
In a room full of Alpha kids, it was a miracle the little guy hadn’t been trampled over.
In that moment, Shane almost cried. Both in relief and sheer, unparellaled joy.  In all these years, he’d never once, not ever, seen an Omega hockey player in any of the official programs. He beamed. He couldn’t believe it. Finally, after all these years, a sign of things getting better.
Which made it all the more painful that the kid wasn’t in Shane’s line.
He was in Ilya’s.
At first, Shane thought maybe he was lost, or maybe shy, but as the line inched forward, the Omega boy stayed put, eyes glued to the floor, waiting his turn. Behind him, two adults, probably his parents, hovered with nervous energy (just like his own had done when he was that age), flinching every time a bigger kid (usually a good foot taller than him) bumped past.
Shane couldn’t look away and messed up at least three autographs in the process as the line came down. Every instinct screamed at him to call the boy over, to make a big show of how "real Alphas" respected every player, regardless of designation.  To do something, to inspire this kid, make him know everything was alright, give him a hug, tell him to wait it out, that he’s trying his hardest, his fastest, to make things better.
Unfortunately, his line was so packed full of Alphas, that he couldn’t’ get it to slow down enough to make a scene before the kid reached the table.  
When the Omega boy finally reached his goal, Ilya looked up, surprised, finally taking his eyes off his phone. For a second, the Russian’s face softened, just a flicker, and he leaned in to listen as the boy whispered something, just for Ilya to hear.
Shane nearly broke the sharpie in his hand. It should be HIM hearing that. It should be HIM giving advice or supporting him. HE was the OMEGA.
Then, Shane realized, perhaps a bit too late when his face started to make the people around him uncomfortable, it wasn’t the kid’s fault at all.
After all…
Shane was an Alpha.
This kid didn’t know he was an Omega fighting for kids like him.  Nobody knew.
That crushed Shane’s heart as he leaned over, watching Ilya, worrying and praying and hoping that the worst, meanest, roughest, most violent Alpha in the history of hockey didn’t break that boy’s fragile spirit.
What happened, instead, is something that Shane would remember until the day he died.
 
+++++
 
The sweet scent of vanilla followed Ilya all day, like a ghost that refused to fade. It clung to the back of his throat, making it impossible to focus on anything else.
He’d known that the magazine shoot would be brutal, but nothing had prepared him for how much of Hollander’s scent would rub off during the staged face-offs, the bare skin contact, the endless parade of close-up shots. Afterward, in the chaos of the press lounge, it was even worse. Every time Ilya took a breath, he caught a whiff of it, soft, comforting, and that ate at something deep within his soul. Nobody else in the place seemed to notice or make a fuss over it, so, Ilya didn’t say anything. Must have just been him.
“Hollander just has that effect on me, I guess.”
He could see Shane just beside him autograph table, signing for a never-ending line of mini-Alphas, each one bigger and louder than the last. The parents clustered behind, sizing up the players, whispering about whose kid had the best chance of going pro. He didn’t’ have a line, so he could hear what the adults of these small children were talking about.
 
“All I’m saying, is that why are we bothering with Cayne playing on first string? He’s the coach’s nephew, but when he plays, we fuck up and our scoring goes down by like 2 points on average.”
“I know. Cayne’s parents don’t take anything seriously. They think it’s just a game, but those kind of parents aren’t seeing where their kids could be at in ten years.”
“My Jaime? We’re already starting homeschooling so we can get him on a more aggressive practice rotation.”
“I’ve thought of that for Kevin, but he says he likes going to school and playing with his friends.”
“Kevin is a child. You are a parent. Do what’s best for him, not what’s going to make him happy in the short run.  He’ll thank you someday, when he’s pulling a paycheck like Hollander.”
 
Even in Canada, there were people out there just like his father. Maybe not as violent or cruel, but just as exploitative. It sickened Ilya, and he felt bad for the kids.
All of them here, were here because they loved hockey, and loved sports, screaming and having fun in their respective leagues for the fun of it. They wanted to meet their heroes and have a good day.
Yet, in the background, Ilya knew some of them had parents that were going to exploit them, use them, or make them treat their entire life like hockey was the only thing that mattered.  That love had to be earned on the ice.
“Poor bastards.”
Ilya tried not to pay attention. It’s not like anyone wanted help from him or if he could do anything for them. He was “The Dirty Russian”, the bad guy. Nothing else mattered.
While Hollander started giving the same ten motivational speeches over and over again to the kids, Ilya finally checked his phone for the first time that day. There was a message from his older brother, Alek and his day immediately brightened.
 
Happy birthday to Anya. 7 today. She skated the whole rink herself you rented us with her classmates all day. We gave her the pink skates and fancy clothes you sent her. She loves them. She says “thank you Uncle Ilya I love you please come visit soon”.
 
There was a photo attached: a little girl with flushed cheeks and a wild mane of wheat-brown curls, one front tooth missing, eyes squinting from the flash of a camera. She was among a wide group of friends of all designations, Anya herself an Omega, in a frilly pink outfit from Canada that she had asked for her birthday, something she couldn’t get overseas.
Anya looked exactly like Irina, their mother.
The resemblance was so strong that somedays, it was painful to look at her smiling and happy. It made Ilya want to curl into a ball and cry, but such displays were not meant for Alphas such as him.
Still, he let himself stare at the photo for a minute, letting the ice in his chest melt just a little.
A second message arrived.
 
She asks if you like cookies. She wishes to bake for you next time you visit. Do you prefer chocolate chip or peppermint? (Her cookies are awful, she gets it from me, please pretend they are good for her sake, her mother tries to explain that salt is not always necessary.)
 
Ilya snorted, the sound sharp enough to make the Beta defenseman next to him jump.
Maybe it was the conversation from the poor excuses for parents earlier that he remembered, suddenly, seeing his niece’s face and in this kind of environment, the last time he saw his mother.
Barely turned ten, Ilya remembered how thin she’d been, how she never left her bedroom, rarely dressed out of pajamas, and cried day and night when Gregori wasn’t home. Yet, Ilya still remembered how her hands were still soft when she tucked him into bed. How every night, she’d say: "Dream of something nice. Not of the ice. Not of your father. Not of I. Dream of glorious, golden future.  One I pray for you, every day and every night."
The next day, Grigori had thrown him in the back of a car and shipped him off to The Gulag for hockey. By the time he came back, at the age of fourteen finally earned the “right” to come back as he dominated his hockey league, Irina was gone.
No funeral, no gravesite, no ashes, nothing. He hadn’t been told she died.  Not until 2 years after the fact. 
Nothing but his father explaining: "You have your mother’s weakness. That is why I did not tell you when she took her own life. You needed to be strong. You did not need her as a distraction.  Besides, she went the coward’s way.  Pills.  Left a disgusting corpse. Be glad you did not have to see or clean up."
Alek had moved out of the country after his mother’s suicide, and never told Ilya about.
Ilya never blamed him for it. There was nothing his older brother could have done to “save” Ilya, and they both knew it. Alek found a wife young, and they had a beautiful daughter, and lived as far away from Gregori as they could, peacefully in Norway. Disowned from Gregori and unable to ever return home to Russia thanks to their father’s connections, naturally, but Ilya had been squaring away money for Anya’s trust fund every opportunity she had, and he’d coordinated with Alek’s wife to pay off their house.  They lived comfortably, and Ilya sent them money when he could afford it, ensuring Gregori never knew.
Ilya thumbed a reply to his brother, fingers stiff.
She is beautiful. Next break I have, I will come see her. Maybe teach her how to check an Alpha into the boards if they are dicks to her. 
Alek replied instantly.
She will love that. 
Then, slowly a new message started to seep through. It took a while for Alek to finally press “send” and Ilya knew why.
Uncle says Father is worse than lets on. Cancer is rapid and aggressive, more than they thought. I think you will not have to see him before he dies if you hold out or make excuses. You can be free, brother. Do not give him the satisfaction of your face.  He does not deserve it.
Ilya stared at the message, unsure whether to feel relieved or guilty. He typed back, ignoring the words entirely.
Give Anya a big hug from me. Tell her Uncle Ilya loves her very much.
He slipped the phone into his pocket and looked up just in time to see a pair of blue eyes staring at him from across the table.
Ilya jumped, immediately. He wasn’t used to having anyone to sign autographs for.
Before him was a blonde kid, in a hoodie that was too big for him, holding a battered hockey stick like it would protect him from monsters. Scrawny. Almost too scrawny. Like he needed a big meal.  He shook, frightened.
“Grown men are afraid of me. Of course, a boy would be too.” Ilya thought, as if it was the easiest explanation in the world.
The boy stood alone now, hands shaking, parents hovering at a respectful distance but glaring daggers at Ilya. Ilya studied the kid, small, but with a stubborn set to his jaw. The boy opened his mouth, but no sound came out.
In a flash, Ilya was 10 years old again, standing in front of his fatass coach in Russia, terrified to open his mouth let alone speak.  He didn’t want to be struck or spend a night in “the icebox”, so Ilya learned to keep his mouth shut when his “betters” were talking.
"Is okay to be shy," Ilya said, the words tumbling out before he could think too long on it. "Happens to everyone."
The kid fished something from his hoodie and set it on the table: a Voyagers poster, wrinkled and creased from a thousand foldings.  Well loved.  From several seasons earlier. Ilya uncapped his marker, about to sign, when the boy spoke.
"Can you… write it to Daniel?"
Ilya nodded, writing the name in big, looping letters. The marker squeaked, and Daniel flinched at the sound. Ilya added a short message in Russian, in a small scrawl. “Thank you for being my first autograph in America.” and hoped it would sell for a good price someday for the kid.
“T… Thank you,” the boy said, in a soft voice. Though, from the look on his face, as he took the poster back, there was more to this than met the eye.
"Anything else? Question? I have answer, maybe." Ilya asked.
The boy hesitated. His parents stood back, faces tight.
Then, Daniel leaned forward. "My coach says Omegas shouldn't play hockey," Daniel whispered, so quietly Ilya almost missed it. "He says it's for Alphas. That I’m taking up space on the team. Even if I’m fast, I won’t be good. So, I should quit."
Ilya felt his hands go cold.
The words tasted like a slap. He glanced at the parents. The mother’s eyes were shining, as if ready to step in and verbally assault Ilya the moment he said something inappropriate. The father’s mouth set in a hard line, and even though this dad was a Beta and a good hundred pounds lighter, Ilya could tell he would throw down with the Dirty Russian in an instant.
He thought, briefly, how odd of expressions those were for the two, until he realized…
 
“Oh, they love their child.” 
“Oh, they are supporting him.”
“Oh. They think I will hurt him.”
“They want to keep him safe.”
 
The thought took him by surprise.
Daniel wasn’t done.
He continued to whisper, biting down on his lip as tears started gathering in the edges of his eyes. “You are the meanest Alpha in hockey. How can I… Be mean like you, so I can keep playing? Because I love hockey. I want to play with my friends and I want to be a good player like the Voyagers someday. I don’t want to figure skate or speed skate or something else. So, I thought, if I was mean enough, people can’t tell me to quit. Because they’d be scared of me. Like they’re scared of you. So… Please… How do I…” The boy hiccupped towards the end and wiped his eyes. “…how do I be mean enough to be like you, so I can keep playing?”
In a blink Ilya saw himself in the boy. He remembered, once upon a time, when he’d been that scared. When he’d used hockey as a means to “earn” himself a place in the world.
He realized, for this poor kid, hockey was something he had to “earn”, and something he couldn’t earn because of his place in the world.
Then, he saw Anya in his mind. His darling niece. The only good thing that had EVER come from a Rozanov. The only beautiful rose in a garden of thorns that cut and stabbed, hungry for blood. He wondered, if someday, someone would dare have the balls to tell her “no” just because of who she was.
He pictured his mother. How her depression over years of being treated as his father’s “Omega” had taken a toll on her. Until the point that death had been seen as the better alternative.  He often wondered what had been the tipping point.  What had been said or done that finally…  Made her act.
He glanced up, watching some of the other parents from this team, and presumably the team coach, all pointing and quietly chuckling at the crying boy. Daniel’s parents stepped up, his mother grasping his shoulder and his father leaning down to his level, holding his hand.
Something in Ilya snapped.
Anger rose, but not for himself.
Pride bloomed, but not in himself.
Empathy, something he’d always been taught was “weak”, but something he felt so strongly on any given day, and something he’d hidden for so long in his life, overcame him.
Long suppressed Alpha urges to protect, to shield, and to defend, bubbled up to the surface. They flooded almost two decades worth of violent, awful urges and washed them away into the depths of his soul.
Ilya took a long, deep, heated breath.
 
“Как смеет кто-то заставлять тебя чувствовать себя так плохо?”
“Ты еще ребенок, и никто не должен заставлять тебя чувствовать себя так плохо.”
“Мне жаль.”
“Я заставлю их понять, что больше никто не посмеет тебя обидеть.”
“Клянусь честью своего имени, я не позволю этому беспределу продолжаться. Ради моей матери, ради моей племянницы и ради всех напуганных маленьких мальчиков, которых избивают до тех пор, пока они не перестанут плакать.”
 
Daniel tilted his head. “Huh?”
Ilya gasped. The words, his native tongue, spilled out in such anger he’d forgotten to translate. His mind raced. He shook his head.
Ilya put down the marker, looked Daniel in the eye, and said, loudly, "Your coach is fucking idiot. Omega? Who the fuck cares? All can play!”
That got quite a lot of attention.
From the Alpha boys, from the coach, from his manager who was already rubbing the temple of her forehead, and most of the Voyagers.
The entire hall went silent. A benefit of being Ilya Rozanov. When you yelled, everyone listened. Out of fear? Maybe. Though he’d like to think his status in the industry came with a lopsided amount of respect too.  He was, after all, highest scorer in the league.
Daniel and his parents, both in equal measure, looked awestruck.
“You play hockey today?" Ilya asked.
Daniel nodded.
Ilya slammed his fist against the signing table. "Then you are hockey player. What else is there to say? Anyone who says otherwise? They come say it to my face, yes? I call that bullshit.”
Daniel’s mouth twisted, unsure whether to smile or cry.
Yet, Ilya could see, from the crowd, not many of the parents, and especially not the coach, seemed convinced. They still looked at Daniel like he were something… “Less”.
Very well then, he’d just have to convince them some more.
"Today, I say we prove how strong you are. Yes?" Ilya asked, boasting loudly.
Daniel nodded.
"You want all these people to remember you today and forever?"
A shiver ran through the boy, but he nodded again, eyes locked on Ilya’s.
"Okay," Ilya said, pushing his chair back and standing to his full height. He made a show of stretching, rolling his neck, letting the press cameras train on him. Then he leaned across the table, pointing two fingers at his own jaw, which was now level with the kid’s fist.
"Hit me," he said.
The boy’s mouth fell open.
Ilya held up a hand, balling it into a fist. "No, really. Hit me. With your fist, as hard as you can. Right here. Back in home country, we have saying. Hit Harder. Hit Faster. Or fuck off. Today, we see how Hard and Fast you hit and then I tell critics to fuck off." He tapped his chin.
The other Voyagers at the table stopped what they were doing.
Hell, not a single soul was doing anything but watching him and Daniel at that moment, including the rolling TV cameras for a “puff piece”.
Everyone waited and watched, to see what Daniel would do.
 
“Omegas aren’t violent. He won’t hit him.”
“If he does, he’ll do a weak slap. Watch. Omegas don’t know how to fight.”
“This is why I don’t play the kid.” 
 
Daniel looked at his parents, searching for permission. His father gave a tiny nod, and the mother mouthed, "Go ahead, he said it’s okay."
Ilya squatted to bring his face closer to the boy’s level. "Go on. One punch. Make it count. The world is watching."
Daniel balled his fist, drew back, and threw it forward. An honest, powerful punch. The kind that took a lot of grit to throw.
It landed with a dull, child-sized smack compared to Ilya’s strength and size, but the force surprised even him. His head rocked back, but he didn’t flinch. He let the silence stretch a moment longer.
A bit of blood trickled out of Ilya’s nose.  Daniel had drawn blood.  Something that hockey athletes around the world had tried (and failed) to do very often.
Not a single person, especially not the kid’s coach, said a goddamn word.
Then, loud enough for every camera and person to hear: "See? Omega has more courage than all of you! He punches Dirty Russian in the face, makes him bleed, and lives to tell story. You see this, Coach? You see what your player can do? Bet you don’t have the balls to do it, but this Omega?  He does."
He turned, scanning the crowd, eyes locking on the nearest camera. "You see? Next time someone says Omega not tough enough for hockey, you say Daniel proved you wrong! I won’t hear such bullshit, you hear me?"
Daniel’s cheeks burned red, and his hands shook, but he smiled, teeth flashing, and for the first time all day, he looked proud. Ilya picked the kid up on his shoulders and made him flex his arms like a muscle, letting his parents take pictures and pose for the camera, letting Daniel be the star that day.
The other kids went wild at the display, chanting "Daniel! Daniel!" like a new hero had been crowned, a superhero that punched the Dirty Russian. Even the Coach, at first stiff and skeptical, started to applaud beside him. Like his entire worldview had been changed in one punch.
Ilya let the commotion swirl, then knelt to Daniel’s level again, slapping him on the back, as hard as he would with his own teammates. "You keep playing," he said, quiet now. "You play, because you like it.  Not because you must earn it.  Make world your bitch, yes?
Daniel nodded, wiped his nose and new (happier) tears on his sleeve, and ran to join his team. His parents mouthed "thank you" to Ilya as they passed, both of them also crying.
When Ilya sat back down, the Beta defenseman at his side shook his head in disbelief.
"You’re insane," he said, not unkindly.
Ilya grinned, feeling the slight ache in his jaw where the kid’s knuckles had landed. "He’ll remember it forever. Won’t be scared. Nobody should be scared at that age." he said. "Maybe others, too. Won’t be scared. Someday, maybe, Alpha be scared to do something not-Alpha. We fix.  World is bullshit."
He glanced down the table, where autographs had started back up again, but the media, the team, and the Voyagers were all happily supporting Daniel. Ilya, left in the shadows again, could see his manager giving him a disapproving look, but not in the usual “how dare you make my life hell I’m going to be in so much trouble” kind of way and more in “we’ll talk, but that was good” sort of way.
Though, of all the people he looked around, Shane Hollander was the biggest surprise of all.
Shane was staring at him, something like awe, or maybe grief, written in the set of his eyes. Ilya watched as Shane blinked, swiped at his cheek to rub something away, and mouthed a word across the distance, just meant for the two of them.
“Thank you.”
For a moment, Ilya considered smiling back, but he just looked away, fingers toying with the bruise already rising beneath his skin where Daniel had slugged him. He sat, surrounded by the chaos of kids and parents and reporters, who were already commenting on the bruise and from the pings on his phone, he was already getting tagged and dragged on social media.
He thought about what his father would say when this reached the news. Then, quickly, realized it wouldn’t matter in a few months anyway.
“What the fuck does he care?”
Maybe, he thought, it was the start of a new tradition. A new Ilya Rozanov.
No.
That wasn’t quite right.
It was the death of The Dirty Russian.
An old mask he didn’t need to wear anymore. He could finally let the real Ilya Rozanov, be shown to the world.
For Anya.  For his mother.  For his brother.  For Daniel.






      

  












      Chapter 4: Outbursts
  








  Shane was on his third glass of the night. No, fourth. He had poured whiskey, Canadian rye, into the same glass since the sun went down, each refill topped with exactly two cubes, each pour slightly heavier than the last.
The first cube always vanished fast, as if it was desperate to leave. The second cube lingered longer, as if it wanted to see what would happen next.
From the moment he walked into his apartment after the signing, he’d turned on the environmental system and killed all scent in his house and took a shower hot enough to wipe all living organisms off his skin.  He couldn’t smell anything.  Not the whisky, not Alphas, and not Omegas.  His nose bled from the atmosphere adjustments, and he let it trickle onto the floor.  He didn’t care.  He was too drunk to care.
He stood alone, twenty stories above the city, as the hockey world raged below him. His only company was the constant scroll of the TV tuned into the biggest sports stations, which blared highlights and, for the last eight hours, hour, every possible permutation of the hashtag #OmegaPunch.
Shane didn’t need the sound. He’d memorized the cadence already. Panel after panel of men in expensive suits talking over each other about whether the “Omega incident” would ruin the sport forever, or save it, or maybe both at the same time.
In every cutaway, the kid, Daniel, popped up, replaying the moment of the punch, the shock, the laughter, the way his cheeks went red when the whole stadium cheered for him.  He’d heard Ilya say the same line, over and over again, and each time it was more of a gut punch than the last.
"You see? Next time someone says Omega not tough enough for hockey, you say Daniel proved you wrong!
Shane shook down to his core each time it played.
The real show, though, was the panel they’d gathered that night: they’d stuck Rose Landry, “Canada’s Omega Princess” and three time Olympic Gold Medalist in figure skating, in between two Alpha sports anchors, both of whom sneered at her every time she smiled. She wore her hair in a neat bob, an Omega symbol as a hairpin for everyone to see and didn’t give a flying fuck about what either of the two overpaid assholes said to her. 
When the host finally asked her for comment, she said: “It’s about time. Omegas have taken every punch for a hundred years in professional sports. Ilya Rozanov did what a real Alpha is supposed to do. He protected someone. If that’s considered dirty, then I hope the league gets dirtier and I will root him on to the point where it’s filthy.”
Every time the clip ran, Shane felt the whiskey burn up his nose. Rose had always been a soft-spoken woman, with never a mean thing to say about anyone, but something about what Ilya had done had snapped something in her and she’d come out fighting harder than ever.  He turned the volume up, just once, to see how it sounded in the wild.
“I hope the league gets dirtier.”
He turned it back down before the anchors could reply with their stuttering nonsense.
The third time, he killed the audio entirely and just watched the crawl: ROZANOV’S #OMEGAPUNCH SHAKES SPORTS WORLD : WAS HE RIGHT? : COACHES RESPOND TO OMEGA BOY’S MOMENT : OMEGA RIGHTS ADVOCACY GROUPS RENEW LAWSUIT AGAINST NHL DRAFT PRACTICES : WHERE DOES HOLLANDER STAND?
The question repeated, again and again, on every channel.
Where does Hollander stand? 
Many people wanted his opinion, but he knew exactly what they were really asking. 
Where did the Golden Alpha stand on an Alpha making the league look soft, making the game into something anyone could play, not just the chosen few? Where did Hollander stand on Ilya Rozanov, the Dirty Russian, the “trash” of the league, taking the side of an Omega on national TV?  Where did Hollander stand on making Hockey “a bitch sport”.
Shane drained the rest of his glass, savoring the silence that followed. His hands were shaking. Not just from the whiskey, but from something deeper, meaner. He stared at his reflection in the window, ghosted over the city, and forced himself to hold the stare. He tried, and failed, to look like the man from the commercials, the game-winner, the unbreakable Golden Alpha.
Instead, he looked like a kid on the verge of a meltdown.
Dark circles under his eyes, a patch of stubble he’d missed along his chin, a dryness of his skin from the environmental system that he hadn’t even bothered doing his skin routine, a tightness in his jaw that made every muscle stand out. He looked like he was one bad question away from jumping someone and beating their face in.
He poured another whiskey, hands clumsy now. The bottle made a hollow thunk when he set it back down.
“It should have been me,” he muttered, loud enough for the apartment to hear.
The first real move in Omega rights for the NHL in over 5 years should have been driven by HIM. 
In his mind, he still played around with when he’d do it.  Maybe in his forties or fifties, right around the time he retired.  Maybe he’d be lifting up the Stanley Cup when he’d made the confession.  The big moment when FINALLY, after years hiding, he’d announce to the world he was an Omega.  That all these years, these fuckers didn’t know what the truth was.  That real strength and determination had always been there, and no amount of “studies” or “feelings” really mattered.  An Omega had stood at the height of Hocky Greatness, as their undisputed God.
No. 
The movement started in the way that mattered, and that hurt him worse than anything. 
Because the movement started with making it safe for Daniel, or for anyone, to be what they were. To not be afraid.  To play the sport. 
Ilya made it safe.
Ilya made it about the Omegas, about kids like Daniel.  He didn’t make it about himself like Shane was doing.
The man who, two weeks ago, Shane would have called his mortal enemy. The man who was a monster on the ice, a terror, a legend for breaking noses and putting people in the hospital, had done something Shane never dared to do:
He let everyone see what an Omega truly was, and didn’t flinch when they showed what they could do.
“It should…. have been me,” Shane said again, slurring it, and this time it sounded like a question.
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Something inside his chest tried to squeeze shut. He took the glass and walked to the far end of the penthouse, to the wall of windows that overlooked the river, the whole blue-black sprawl of the city.
His legs felt hollow.
For a moment, he let himself think about what it would be like to just keep walking, right through the glass, out into the air, to let gravity take him and see if anyone even noticed before he hit the bottom.  How would that be for a statement?  Discovering him as an Omega that way.  On a coroner’s report. Maybe as a martyr, he’d do better.
He leaned his head against the window, let the cold bleed through his skull. He was still there when the door lock beeped.
He jumped, hard. The glass in his hand shattered against the tile, sending whiskey and shards everywhere. He swore, clutched his hand, and turned to see who had the balls to break into his apartment at this hour.
The answer was a Beta, tall, gray at the temples, wearing a battered overcoat and a look that could have been concern or disappointment depending on the angle.
“Dad,” Shane said, voice raw.
David Hollander stood in the entryway, surveying the mess like a lawyer surveying a crime scene. He said nothing for a moment, then bent to pick up the largest chunk of broken glass. “Do we need to call a doctor?”
Shane checked his palm. A thin red line, already closing. “I’m fine.”
David tossed the glass in the sink, wiped his hands, and went to the fridge. He opened it, took out a bottle of seltzer, and poured it into a glass. The entire motion was so precise, so careful, that it made Shane want to smash something else just to see if his father would react.
“You saw the interview,” Shane said.
“I did.”
“Which one?”
“All of them.” David’s eyes lingered on the TV. The sports anchors were dissecting every frame of the press event, replaying Ilya’s speech to Daniel, slow-mo on the moment Ilya caught the punch and bled for the camera.
Shane felt his stomach twist. “They’ll never let me be anything but a lie.”
David looked at him. “They already do. That’s what all this is.”
Shane wanted to fight. He needed to fight. He needed someone, anyone, to feel as bad as he did right then. “You know what I mean,” he said. “I spent my whole life trying to make it so nobody would ever look at me the way they look at that kid. I worked, I worked myself to the bone, I learned to talk like them, to be one of them, and it didn’t matter. All it took was a single punch, from a scared little boy, and now the whole country is talking about how maybe we should all just be nice and let everyone play. That’s the kind of change they want? A punch in the face and a hashtag?  THAT’S ALL IT TOOK!?  WHAT THE FUCK HAVE I BEEN DOING MY WHOLE LIFE FOR?!”
“It’s not the punch,” David said. “It’s the man who took the punch.  It’s the boy that threw the punch.  It was never the punch.”
Shane glared at him, but his hands wouldn’t unclench. He hated that his father was right. He hated that, in one afternoon, the Russian had made more progress for Omegas than Shane had in a decade.
He picked up the seltzer and drank it, then threw the empty glass in the sink for no reason other than to hear it break. “You think I should quit?  Is this…  Just a waste of time now?” Shane said, voice sharp.
David raised his eyebrows. “Do you want to quit?”
“No.” Shane’s answer was instant. “I want to keep going. I want to crush every record, every asshole who ever said I couldn’t. But…” He stopped. The words wouldn’t come out.
David finished for him. “You want it to mean something.”
Shane almost choked on the next breath. “It’s just… I look at Ilya, and he’s not even pretending. He just is. He’s a fucking Alpha, and he gets to be everything. He gets to be the monster, and the hero, and nobody cares. But if I so much as miss a step, if I slip once, they’ll say I was never real. That it was all fake. That Omegas don’t belong.”
David came around the kitchen island and put a hand on Shane’s shoulder. It was a gentle touch, barely there. “You’re real,” he said. “You’re the realest thing in this whole circus.  Your mother and I…  We’re so proud of you.  Of everything you’ve sacrificed for.  We see you.  We know who you are.  We know how great you are.  Someday…  Everyone will.”
Shane closed his eyes. The words hurt. They landed in the center of his chest and dug in, twisting.
He could feel something crawling up his neck, the beginnings of a scent that wanted to break out, even here in the fortress of his own home where he did everything to kill it. He fought it, tried to breathe it down, but with the whiskey and the seltzer and the lack of suppressant, the edges were already fraying. The air in the apartment tasted faintly of vanilla, so faint that maybe only an Omega would even know it was there.
Shane looked up at his father, saw the lines in his face, the way he looked at Shane with a mix of pride and worry and absolute total acceptance.
He tried to hold himself together, but it was slipping fast.
“I wish I’d had someone like him, when I was a kid.  I wish…  I wish I’d had an Ilya,” Shane said, the words tumbling out before he could stop them.
David nodded, slow and careful. “I know.”
For a long time, they just stood there, the silence as heavy as the city outside.
When David finally spoke again, his voice was low. “Your mother wanted me to check in on you tonight. She’s worried about the meds. She says adjustments make you…  Hormonal.”
Shane barked a laugh. “So, she sent you to babysit.”
David shrugged, unapologetic. “I’m not leaving until you’re in bed.”
“I’m not a child,” Shane snapped, then caught himself. “Sorry. I just,”
“You’re exhausted, and the only thing you’ve eaten today is probably that apple over there.” David glanced at the trash with just a single half-eaten core in it.
Shane didn’t argue. His stomach was an empty drum.
David crossed the kitchen and opened the side pantry, pulling out a nest of blankets from the upper shelf. They were old, mismatched, soft from a thousand washes. Shane stared at them, stunned.  He didn’t even know he still had those.  He hadn’t used nesting blankets since he was 10.
He tried to push them away. “What are you doing?”
David ignored him, draping the blankets over the sectional in a way that made a soft, circular hollow. “Your mother said to let you try this out. She said you’d refuse, but you’d want it anyway.  Especially tonight.”
Shane wanted to protest. He wanted to tell his father he was being ridiculous, that the last thing he needed was to be coddled like a child, but the sight of the blankets, the memory of nights at home when he was still a kid and could just “be”, when his Beta parents learned how to nest and build them for Shane.  When they’d get together and watched movies, or big league hockey games, back when he still loved and idolized the sport, and they ate popcorn and didn’t care about anything other than a good night’s rest.
David stepped back, arms crossed. “I’ll go, if you want.”
Shane tried to say yes, but the word died in his throat. Instead, he slumped onto the couch, into the heart of the blanket nest, and pulled the edges around himself. The weight of it, the smell of old detergent and home, was so familiar it hurt.
David sat next to him, not quite touching but close enough to be a presence. “You know,” he said, “public opinion is shifting. Even faster than I expected. There’s talk about making the designation stuff illegal in the next draft, or at least not allowed in team marketing.”
Shane snorted. “They’re only doing it because it makes them look good.”
“Maybe. But someday, you’ll be able to be you. Not The Golden Alpha. Just Shane.”
Shane buried his face in the blanket. “I don’t know who that is anymore.”
David smiled, faint. “You’ll figure it out. I believe in you.”
Shane wanted to laugh, but instead he let himself cry, quietly, so softly that maybe only his father could hear. David didn’t move, didn’t say a word, just sat there and let his son exist, in all his anger and grief and longing.  He patted Shane’s shoulder, scratched his head, and just let him mourn.
Outside, the city kept moving. T
The TV kept rolling the same highlights, the same question:
Where does Hollander stand?
 
+++++
 
The morning TV set was a cold hell: four chairs, blinding lights, two Beta makeup techs working overtime to tamp down sweat, and the Alpha host, who had a smile so blindingly white it was probably classified as a weapon.
The Voyagers had been herded in at dawn, told to act natural, and then made to wait in a green room with a breakfast spread of six different protein shakes and nothing else.
Shane could feel his skin crawling under the layers of makeup. The scent blockers he’d worn for TV weren’t as strong as the ones he used on the ice, and in the crush of the set, all it did was make his own scent come through sharper, like burnt sugar.  Which felt all too appropriate, given his fired up emotions. He tried to sit tall in his chair, hands folded over his thighs, spread outward, the way a “Golden Alpha” was supposed to.
Ilya slouched two seats down, all legs and arms, his expression stone blank. The two other Voyagers, an Alpha rookie named Wallen and a Beta defenseman, Dion, sandwiched the Captain and his "rival" for symmetry.
The host, a local legend named Gregory, wore a suit so tight it looked like it had been painted onto him, and he made a show of straightening his tie every time the cameras came off standby.
“Three, two, one, and... go!” said the producer, finger slicing the air.
The host came to life. “Welcome back to Mornings on Ice! I’m Gregory, host of Montreal’s number one morning show!” He grinned at the camera, then swung to his right. “…and with me today, Montreal’s own Voyagers: Captain Shane Hollander, the Beta wall of power Dion Rousseau, rookie phenom Tommy Wallen, and, last but never least, ‘The Dirty Russian’ himself, Ilya Rozanov! Give them a round, folks.”
There was no audience, but the studio pumped in applause anyway.
The questions came, soft at first, lobbed straight to Shane as the unofficial spokesperson: How do you keep the team so tight? How does it feel to mentor the next generation? How do you keep your competitive edge, year after year?
Shane answered on autopilot, smile steady, eyes fixed just off camera so he could look smart without being a psycho. “You have to love your team like you love your family,” he said, knowing that was a soundbite. “That’s what makes a difference out there.  Trust.”
The host nodded, approving, and then turned to Dion, who got one question about “Beta grindset” in a league full of Alphas before being cut off by a commercial break.
During the cut, makeup hustled in, patting down foreheads and dusting color back onto Ilya’s dead-eyed face. Gregory leaned over and whispered something about “don’t take this personal, big guy it’ll make for good TV,” which made Ilya smirk, but not in a way anyone else noticed.
Segment two, and the gloves came off.
Gregory said, “We all know the Voyagers are the best in the league, statistically, anyway, but let’s get into what everyone’s talking about.” He flipped a cue card, face brightening. “Ilya, you lead the league in both points and penalty minutes. What’s the secret? Do you get bored out there and decide to spice things up, or is it just a matter of being the scariest Alpha on the ice?”
Ilya cocked an eyebrow, lips barely parting. “You watch the games, yes? You see what happens. Sometimes I get bored, yes, but mostly I just do my job.”
Gregory grinned, sharklike. “Your job is... what, exactly? To keep your captain in one piece?  Or just spend time in the penalty box?” The camera cut to Shane, who smiled like he was in on the joke, even as his thigh twitched under the table.
Ilya shrugged, noncommittal. “My job is to win. Sometimes, winning is ugly. I do ugly well.”
Gregory pressed on, voice dropping to the "serious journalist" register. “You’ve been suspended three times this season, including that notorious incident with the Bruins,” a B-roll of the brawl spun up on the monitor behind them, Ilya flattening another Alpha in slow motion, “…but lately, you’ve been making headlines for, let’s call it, a... softer side?”
Ilya blinked. “If you say so.”
The host leaned forward, hands steepled. “Yesterday, you let a ten-year-old Omega hit you in the face on live TV. Some people are saying you staged it to make you look better to the public. Others say you’re sending the wrong message to Omega youth, encouraging them to put themselves at risk in violent sports they can’t possibly handle and get themselves hurt. I have to ask, man to man: Was it a PR stunt, or do you just have a thing for watching people be in pain?”
Before Ilya could answer, Shane felt his body tense, his own scent creeping up, blood beating in his ears.
“I…” Ilya stammered.  He always struggled when questions came at him too fast.  After all, he had to translate on the fly, constantly. 
“…the boy, Daniel.  I understand that he actually had quite a few injuries during his last season and almost broke his arm. Was it really wise to encourage someone so frail and so much weaker than Alphas to stay playing like that?  I mean, if you ask me, Omegas are better suited for more…  Soft sports.  Don’t you think?  What were you thinking?”
Ilya was getting angry.  More questions, without time for his brain to think.  Shane knew the man was smart, you had to be in order to speak as many languages as he did, but still, the host was flat out bullying him at this point.
“…I guess what I’m saying, Ilya…  Do you really think an Omega would ever be able to play in the same rink as you, at your level of play?  Don’t you think someone as violent as you would break them? Would you even want an Omega playing beside you on a team?  Would you want…  a liability like that?”
The next words felt like they had been incubating in Shane for years.
Shane didn’t wait for Ilya to respond.
He cut in, voice steady but cold. “With all due respect, Gregory, that’s not what happened at all and you clearly didn’t see what everyone else saw. What happened was a scared kid walked up to his hero, the toughest guy in the league, and was told he could be himself. That he could be strong, even if everyone told him he wasn’t. Ilya gave him a moment he’ll remember forever. That’s not weakness. That’s leadership. That’s being a team player.  That’s…  That’s what we need more of in our league these days.”
The studio went silent. 
All eyes were on Shane.  Most of them?  In fear.  Because while Shane didn’t see it himself, his face was scarier than Ilya’s had ever been on the ice.  He was breathing in and out, deeply, teeth gritted, his hands tearing into his jeans and cutting them.
The mask was gone.
The host tried to redirect. “But you have to admit, Shane, there are risks…”
“I’m not admitting anything,” Shane snapped. “You can quote whatever ‘risks’ you want, but truth is, we all play on the ice and take the same risks.  I could break my arm tomorrow, same as an Omega.  I could get body checked into a panel and be out for a whole season, same as an Omega.  Everyone, regardless of designation, takes risks. Ilya did what more Alphas should be doing out there, myself included. Being a true ally and defender, being a true Alpha that protects his people and lets them feel safe enough to be themselves and take those risks. Maybe if more of us did that, we wouldn’t have to have this conversation every fucking time an Omega wants to play sports like a normal person!”
He heard, distantly, the stifled intake from the makeup techs. The host was shocked, and Shane could already hear the technicians bleeping him live on air.
Gregory smiled, plastic, crumbling, sweating. “That’s a strong statement, Captain, but don’t you think…”
“No,” Shane said, voice rising, “I don’t. I don’t think it’s strong enough, actually. Because if you really watched what happened, you’d see before Ilya stepped in, everyone else laughed, made a show of it, treated that kid like a joke. But you know what? That kid was braver than any grown man in that building.  He fucking punched Ilya Rozanov.  Not even I can punch the bastard.  So everyone on the air can shut the fuck up about that being staged, or that kid being weak, or this being a joke!  You hear me!?  You want to know where Hollander stands?!  I stand with fucking Daniel and Ilya, that’s where I fucking stand!”
The host blinked, caught off guard.  Another set of bleeps from the sound studio.  The cameramen looked nervous.  The other Voyagers, Ilya included, were blank faced and utterly helpless to do anything but be frozen.  Nobody had ever heard Shane speak like this before, and nobody knew what to do.
Ilya, looked at Shane, surprise flickering behind his eyes.
Gregory tried to salvage the whole thing: “But, Shane, there are studies. Decades of research. Omegas, biologically, are not equipped for contact sports. My words I’m saying, all I’m implying is that it’s irresponsible to encourage…”
Shane laughed, short and sharp.  Cruel, almost, which made Gregory flinch.  “Those studies were paid for by old men who couldn’t stand to lose to someone who wasn’t like them. Those studies have been debunked for ten years. If you did your homework, you’d know that. Bring Rose Landry on your show.  That’s a brave damn Omega for you, three gold medals and probably more dexterous than I am! She’ll set you straight, you fucking… Worthless piece of goddamn Alpha sexist trash.  Why does anyone watch you?  Or this show?  Fuck, you’re so…  Useless.  All  you Alphas that talk like this are…  Fucking useless.”
The set was silent except for the whine of the lights. Shane realized, belatedly, that his hands were knotted in his lap, bloodless from the grip.  His scent practically seared through the musk.  Burnt sugar turned to a sharp carbon scent.  Like he’d burnt from the inside out.
Because he wasn’t done.
He looked straight into the camera, ignoring the host. “Actually, while we’re on the subject of Ilya Rozanov, I’m sick of people calling him dirty. It’s tired. It’s lazy. Maybe he’s rough, maybe he doesn’t always play by the rules, but there isn’t a single player in this league who wouldn’t want him on their line in a crisis. So let’s be better, Montreal. Let’s be better, fans. From here on out, if I’m the Golden Alpha, Ilya is the True Alpha. Ilya is a real one. Probably one of our best.  Next time I hear someone call him dirty, I’ll shove my fist so far up your-”
He didn’t blink until the camera cut away and Dion and Tommy covered his mouth and pulled him off the set.  Ilya followed behind, awkwardly waving to the cameras as they stepped off.
The host, off script, mumbled something about “powerful words” and “thank you for joining us,” and the studio manager hissed, “…and we’re clear!” into the earpiece.
For a long moment, nobody moved as they went to the corner of the set.  Shane was panting, blood still broiling.
Then Dion, the Beta, reached over and clapped Shane on the shoulder, a real, solid grip. “Damn, Cap,” he said, quietly.
Ilya sat back, expression unreadable, but Shane could see something shift in the way he held himself, just slightly.
Shane wiped his palms on his thighs, only now feeling the tremor in his fingers.
The next segment was commercials, but it didn’t matter. The real show was over.
“Guess they know where you stand.” Ilya muttered.
 
+++++
 
Shane barely made it out of the studio before the PR manager found him.
The moment he rounded the corner off set, a hard hand closed on his upper arm, fingers digging in just above the elbow. Shane jerked his shoulder out of the grip, but the man, Anton, one of the Voyagers' new breed of "image managers", blocked his path with a smile that was all teeth, no apology.
"Captain Hollander," he began, voice pitched so low it was a warning. "What in the absolute hell was that?  Do you like destroying our respectable image by blowing up on talk shows like a child!?"
Wallen and Dion, the other players, peeled off immediately, not even pretending to stick around and Shane didn’t blame them, they weren’t at fault for…  Whatever the hell he’d just done. Ilya lingered, just far enough away to look bored, but close enough to hear everything.
Shane drew himself up, but his voice felt hoarse in his throat. "It was the truth."
"Truth doesn't pay my salary, and it sure as fuck doesn't get us positive press," Anton snapped, stepping in closer. "You went off script. You know how many times you said 'fuck' on live television?  Do you know how BAD it is that you called Gregory TRASH, and implied that Alphas like him are TRASH? You think I don't have to explain that to the board?  We have to pay FINES for that sort of thing, not to mention how it’s going to play on every damn sports show from now until forever!  We’re going to have to completely change our marketing to SCRUB the fact that our flawless, Golden Alpha Captain just lost his shit on national television!"
Shane swallowed. He could taste the edge of tears, and he hated it. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to…"
"No, you didn't mean to," Anton cut him off. "That's what I keep telling them…  Hollander always keeps it together. That's why we give them the Captain on all the press tours. That's why they let you go on these things. But today? You lost your composure. You made it about you, not the team, and you made Rozanov look like a fucking saint.  Do you know how bad that is?!"
Shane clenched his jaw so hard it ached.
"You want to fight for designation rights?  I don’t care!  Do it!  Whatever woke crap you guys are into these days, I don’t give a damn!" Anton hissed, voice dropping to a hiss. "…but do it on your own time and not when you’re wearing our jersey.  Not when you’re our Captain.  Not when you’re the Golden Alpha. Not when the franchise has sponsors watching. You have any idea how many angry emails I've already fielded this morning for Ilya?!  Now I have to deal with you too?  What the hell were you thinking!?  Please tell me you’re drunk or high so I can at least sell THAT and I can get you on stage to apologize or something!?"
Shane blinked hard. His eyes stung. "I'll do better," he said, because that was what he was supposed to say. "I'll…"
"What you will do," Anton said, "is sit out the next round of media. I'll tell the board you're dealing with a family thing, that you got emotional, and we’ll let it blow over. But if you pull that shit again and I will talk to your agent, got it? I don't care what you are or who you are. You're a product, and you do not get to damage the label."
The words landed like a slap.
Shane lost all fight in him.  It was easy to fight for others.  To fight for his team.  Though, he’d always found it hard to fight for himself.
A second voice, quiet but unmistakably Russian, drifted over Anton's shoulder. "Is this how you treat Captain?" Ilya said, not even pretending to hide the contempt in his voice.
Anton didn't turn. "Not your business, Rozanov."
"Is my business. Captain is team. No Captain, no team." Ilya walked up, looming over Anton, every bit of his 6'5" coiled for violence. "You ever think maybe Captain did good thing? Maybe people need to hear truth for once?"
Ilya stepped in.  He pushed himself in between Anton and Shane, gently pushing Shane back to a safe distance.  He was shielding Shane.
Anton snorted. "Last I checked, you work for me too."
"No," Ilya said, "I work for team. Not for suits.  Especially not overpaid marketing twat nobody likes." He cocked his head, then leaned in so close that the tip of his nose nearly touched Anton's. "You mess with Captain, you mess with me.  You mess with team.  We are the moneymakers here.  Not you.  Without us, you are nothing.  Remember your place, trash.  Especially with Hollander.  Don’t you ever fuck with Hollander.  You think if Golden Alpha asked you wouldn’t be fired?  Hell, maybe we should find out.  Who is more useful to Voyagers?  Shane?  Or you."
Anton went dead white.
Shane's breath caught. He'd never seen the fight drain from someone's face so fast.
Anton backed up, hands out. "Fine," he said, choking on the word. "Fine, I'll spin it. I'll tell them the passion was a spur of the moment thing, that you got blindsided by the topic and went off.  We’ll…  We’ll do something."
Ilya grinned wider, stepped back, and waved a hand. "Very good.  Now fuck off little suit man, men are talking here."
Anton glared at Shane one last time, then vanished down the hall, phone already pressed to his ear.
Shane tried to breathe, but his chest felt hollow. He pressed the heel of his palm to his eyes, wiped away the wet, and sucked in a shuddering breath. He wanted to say thank you, or I'm sorry, or maybe just collapse right here on the tile, but his brain wouldn't send the signals.
Ilya was watching him.
After a long, uncomfortable pause, Ilya said, "He gets worse every week. Reminds me of old coach, back at Gulag. Yelled so hard veins pop in forehead. Always for nothing.  Like zepplin.  Or…  Wait.  No.  Full of warm air. Or, something. He is dick!"
Shane tried to laugh, but it sounded like a cough. "You didn't have to do that, you know."
Ilya shrugged. "Was easy. You think I'm scared of suit? Fuck the suits.”
Shane risked a glance at him. "You really meant that? About standing behind me?"
Ilya nodded, solemn. "Is truth.  You’re a good man, Hollander.  I respect you.  Now more than ever.  I see you are human.  Even you have limits to your perfect image.”
They walked in silence back to the green room, which was empty except for a single untouched tray of protein bars and a big jug of day-old coffee. Ilya poured himself a cup, then sat, hands bracketing the paper cup, eyes on Shane.
"You okay?" he asked.
Shane wanted to say yes, but the word stuck.
Ilya frowned. "You do not look okay."
Shane let out a long, slow breath, then slumped onto the couch, pulling his knees up to his chest. The posture was undignified, definitely not like an Alpha, but he couldn't bring himself to care.
"I'm tired," he said, voice small. "I'm so fucking tired."
Ilya nodded, as if this made perfect sense.
For a long time, they just sat. The lights from the set flickered against the glass door, and Shane could hear, through the walls, the faint echo of the TV show as the next segment ran on air. It was surreal, listening to himself be dissected by a dozen talking heads.
He didn't look at Ilya, not at first, but he could feel the man's gaze on him, sharp as always.
"You know," Ilya said, "you surprised me today."
Shane shrugged, cheeks burning.
"Not the yelling," Ilya went on. "The other thing. The 'True Alpha.' No one ever said that about me. Not in good way. Was always... joke. Like I’m “scary” Alpha.  I like how you said it.  That I am… “Protector”.  I’m a “good” Alpha. Sounds nice, coming from you."
Shane laughed, but it came out shaky. "You are a good Alpha.  Never saw it before, but…  You really are.  Like, with Anton, there you were, my knight in shining armor."
Ilya considered this, then grinned. "Anytime, Captain."  A pause, and then, softer: "Thank you. For what you said. Means a lot. Makes me feel... clean. New. Is that the right word? Fuck this language, so complicated, so many words."
Shane looked at him. For the first time, he noticed that Ilya had shaved for the show, that his hair was combed, that the ugly scar on his jaw had faded to a soft, silvery stripe. He looked... human, maybe even kind. It was a weird look for him, but it worked.
Shane found himself smiling, not because he had to, but because he wanted to.
"Thank you for what you did for Daniel," Shane said. "You have no idea how many kids you're going to help with that."
Ilya shrugged, a little embarrassed. "Just did what was right. You would have done same, I think. Maybe better.  Golden Alpha doing such a thing?  Ah, people would lose their minds."
"No," Shane said, and it was honest. "I don't think I could have."
He finished his coffee, then stood and stretched, joints popping in his shoulders. When he turned to Shane, the air between them changed, something in the scent, something in the way Ilya held himself.
"You know, after all this, we should get real drink. Not this American coffee. Something harder. Is good for soul.  How about lunch?   My treat?” Ilya said, but he said it with a warmth that made the words…  Warm.  Almost inviting.
Shane hesitated. He felt it then: the wave of need, the heat pooling in his gut, the pulse of desire that he'd spent his entire adult life burying. It was sudden and impossible to ignore, shooting through his veins.
He started to say something. Anything, but Ilya moved closer, just a step, and Shane felt his body react without permission. His head tilted, ever so slightly, exposing the gland at his neck, the way he'd done only in the most private moments of his life.  From it, a puff of scent came.  Still burned from his emotional outburst and marred by the Alpha musk, but there.
Shane burned red.  He’d just given Ilya permission to scent him.
Ilya stopped, eyes going wide. For a split second, neither of them moved.
Then, without warning, Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane, lifting him clean off the couch in a bear hug so tight it squeezed the breath from Shane's lungs. "Glad we are friends now.  First America allowing me to scent," Ilya said, half-laughing as he nuzzled into Shane’s neck.  The scent of pine and wood now rubbing at his gland.  Then, he set Shane down.
Their scents mingled, vanilla and pine, sharp and sweet and so, so complicated.
Shane felt a sound slip from his throat, a purr so soft he wanted to die from the shame of it.
Ilya grinned, delighted, and patted Shane on the cheek, laughing loudly. "Is cute," he said. "You purr like Omega in love.  Good impression!  Very funny!  Did not know you had humor!”
Shane, blushing so hard he thought he might pass out, nodded.
Ilya's phone buzzed. He fished it out, read the message, then looked up. "Car is here. You want ride for lunch?  How about Antonio’s?  We carb load before practice."
Shane shook his head. "I'll meet you there," he managed.
Ilya nodded, as if this made perfect sense, and strode out of the green room, leaving behind the faint echo of pine needles and winter air.
Shane stood for a long minute, hands shaking. His body was alive, every nerve humming. He could feel the slick beginning to gather between his thighs, an ache  he’d never felt but knew goddamn well what it was.
He pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead, tried to focus. Instead, all he could think about was Ilya’s arms around him, the way the man’s scent lingered on his skin, the way, for a single, electrified instant, he’d wanted something so badly he could barely stand it.
Fuck. 
No. 
WHY. 
WHY HIM?
WHY NOW?
He staggered to the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face. When he looked in the mirror, he barely recognized himself.
“My stupid body has a crush on Ilya fucking Rozanov.”






      

  












      Chapter 5: A New Feeling
  








  Ilya got a warning from his uncle once the news blasts started hitting about #OmegaPunch in Russia.
do not answer your father’s calls
After getting the warning, Ilya’s phone rang around 140 times. Each time, he let it go to voicemail and ignored his father for the first time in nearly a decade.
Though, it didn’t stop his father from filling his voicemail which eventually maxed itself out. Ilya got every variation of “what the hell do you think you’re doing” in a wide spectrum of Russian idioms, insults, and profanities.
When the threats of beatings and calling in favors from old Soviet groups (that no longer existed), Ilya stopped listening.
His father had never been “all there” at some point, but now, his mental state seemed to be in a different decade with his health degrading.
In some messages, he spoke as if Ilya was still a child still at hockey boarding school. In others, he called him Alek and made insults that made no sense either for him or his older brother. In one instance, a message had been a brutal dressing down of what Ilya suspected was meant for Irina, his mother, talking about a cold meal from nearly 20 years earlier.
The one that really stung, though?
“You should be more like your mother and make things easy for me. Rid me of the shame.”
Ilya had a wave of guilt, anger, and anxiety that he pushed down.
He wired over the usual funds that kept his father happy, paid the hospital for end of life care, sent his uncle a bottle of the “good” vodka as thanks for the warning, and prayed to whatever god was listening that everything would be okay.
Thankfully, the Voyager game schedule was going to be brutal for the next few weeks.
They had a string of away games across the continent that would keep his mind far away from Russia, all the press and drama of the punch, and his father’s outrage.
The team and their staff landed in New York early afternoon. They were given a curfew to meet at the hotel by 9 PM that night.
Until then, they had free time.
Or, more specifically, he and Shane had free time.
The rookies were off to do random American tourist traps, and the older guys were hitting up strip clubs, while the married men were probably out shopping for their mates or catching up on sleep.
None of which appealed to him or Shane.
“Where should we go?” Ilya asked as they stepped out of the airport.
Shane stretched out, tilting his head and exposing his scent gland. Ilya smiled, settling his arm around the man’s shoulders, letting his fingers settle and rest on the gland.
“So…. There is a place I’d like to go, but you aren’t allowed to laugh.”
“I promise nothing,” Ilya said, scratching the gland, and letting Shane’s sweet scent bloom.
Shane laughed, leaning into the touch. “I uh…. I get a lot of skin care products. It’s my thing to de-stress. There’s a store here with good stuff you can’t order online. I also hear there’s a Yoga store that has some weird crap I need to see that involves goats. You okay with some shopping?”
“Of course,” Ilya was already ordering a car on his phone. He smiled. “In exchange, you help me find toys for my niece. Maybe books. She is learning English for visit to Canada some day, reading fun books make easier. Need to know what are good choices.”
“Deal.”
In the car, Ilya leaned on Shane in the backseat, mingling their scents. He’s scratched the scent open, and in turn, he rubbed in his own from his cheek.
“Is okay?” Ilya asked.
Shane nodded. “Yeah. Feels nice. Nobody’s gonna jump me on the street now that I smell like vodka and sweaty jockstrap,” he joked.
“Too early to drink. I wash ass, too.” Ilya said, mock-offended. “Besides, someone must make you less sweet. Otherwise they lick you. Like lollipop.”
Shane snorted, playfully shoving at Ilya. Ilya shoved back. They were all smiles.
The scenting was an experience Ilya didn’t know he’d been missing all his life.
Sure, plenty of the guys on the team scented each other, and it was a normal part of life. In sports, it helped with camaraderie, and made everyone feel like part of the same unit. There was even some use of it on the nice, using scents to know where your team was around you.
The thing was, he’d never been close enough with anyone, not even his own family, to scent with.
Nobody ever wanted his scent on them.
Nobody wanted him to be a part of their everyday smell. Nobody wanted Ilya as part of them.
Not until Shane.
In truth?
Ilya didn’t know how to handle this newfound friendship with Hollander.
Ever since the news conference, he wanted to be in the other Alpha’s presence, day and night.
Shane? He seemed to feel the same way, even if neither of them said it out loud.
Everything was unspoken. Like if they tried to give it a label of anything other than “captain and teammate”, it’d shatter to pieces.
So instead of worrying about it, Ilya took Shane to lunches and always paid for them. They worked out together on training days, and Shane would spot him. They partnered more and more on drills, tightening their sync down to the nearest second on the ice.
They talked, too. About their lives. Or, rather. Shane talked and Ilya listened. He still struggled with his own voice. How to say the things he wanted to say.
Like, Ilya learned that Shane’s parents, Yuna and David, were both Betas. That they’d had trouble having more children and poured all their love and adoration into Shane, and he admitted he’s always been a bit of a spoiled brat because of it. “They could never tell me no. To anything I asked them for.”
He learned that Shane struggled with his split ancestry from Japan and Canada, and felt self-conscious when people played “guess the race” around him.
He learned that Shane hates anything more complicated than a beer. "When there's too many flavors in anything, my brain hurts."
He learned that Shane takes his nutrition seriously, including a wide array of pills to keep his body where he wants it. "Seriously, if I miss one meal and don't have the right calories, I'll lose three pounds."
He learned that Shane struggled with keeping muscle tone, and had to eat and work twice as hard as everyone else to maintain his body, and it was something Shane was deeply embarrassed about. "I can't miss a gym day or I deflate like a balloon."
He learned Shane liked yoga. Liked stretching. Liked the medication. "We should try it together. I think you'd like it."
He learned Shane struggled with scenting, too. He worried he was too sweet, too sugary, too much. "It's embarrassing. It's why I don't shower with everyone."
Ilya made sure, on the last point at least, Shane never felt the way with him.
That afternoon, they shopped.
They talked.
Ilya listened and learned more about his Alpha.
Ilya watched Shane practically glow at the overpriced skin products, the weird little tools that Shane explained the functions of, and how much he enjoyed soft things. Then they went to a yoga studio, where Shane bought him a “beginner” kit and promised to show Ilya how to stretch himself when they got back home. They then paid good money to have goats stand on their backs, but it made for fun social media posts, and Ilya nearly died of laughter when a goat started eating Shane's pants.
Shane, in turn, walked Ilya through a bookstore, helping him find the best of North American fiction for his niece. He wasn’t sure who Percy Jackson was, but based on how Shane went on and on about him, Ilya would have to read a copy too. Ilya found himself some books too, mostly the ones Shane gushed over. He wanted to see what made his Alpha so passionate about them.
They had lunch, and Ilya made sure it was a nice place where Shane’s nutritional needs could be met and let Shane eat off his plate when he was still hungry. He saw how happy fluffy cakes made his Alpha light up in joy, and took pictures of the cake so he’d remember what to get him next time.
They caught a movie. They sat next to each other. Ilya kept his arm around Shane’s neck. Just for casual scenting, of course. They shared a bucket of popcorn, and Ilya fed Shane a few handfuls when he could. When the movie was over, they both agreed it was the worst movie they'd ever seen in their lives and shit-talked it for the next half hour in the uber.
As the day turned to evening, they went to a bar that wasn't overly flashy. Shane got beer, and Ilya helped himself to some vodka. They both tried the spicy pepper poppers and regretted it. Ilya had to slap his Alpha on the back to keep him from choking. They got drunk and sang karaoke. Nobody at the bar knew what Ilya was singing in Russian, but to be fair, neither did he. Shane’s voice was terrible, off key, and got several boos. Ilya clapped anyway.
Eventually, the night caught up to them and they slung themselves back to the Hilton.
As Ilya made his way in, he held the front door for Shane. They shuffled past a rotating rack of tourist sweatshirts, joining the rest of the Voyagers who stank of strip club, bad decisions, and cheap wings. They grabbed their luggage from the team manager and hit the check-in line together.
“Today was fun. Haven’t just been out with a friend like that in…. Ever.” Shane said, cheeks still a bit pink from their booze.
“My Alpha is lightweight.” Ilya thought to himself. He’d tuck that away for later to make sure Shane didn’t get himself in trouble.
“Very fun. Most fun I have since coming from Russia,” Ilya said.
“You never talk about Russia much. I know you like, came from a hockey boarding school thing. What was that like?” Shane asked.
Ilya froze. The weight of his phone, saddled with hundreds of messages and tied down with obligations, was the only thing he could feel in the moment.
He sighed. “Is Russia. What do you expect? Fucking cold and grey. End of story.” He laughed.
“Yeah, but like…. What does that mean?” Shane asked.
Ilya bit on his tongue. He sighed. That was a fair, if difficult question. “Not all of Russia ugly and cruel. However..a My home? My family? That school? It was…” he paused. He searched for a word that made sense in English. He struggled. nothing truly fit.
“Complicated?” Shane offered.
Ilya nodded. “Yes. Complicated.”
“I get that. Everything feels complicated. Like…. Wouldn’t it just be easier if everyone was just…. Cool? Nobody gave a damn? Everyone just stayed in their lane and didn’t make it hard on other people?” Shane hiccuped.
Ilya ruffled Shane’s hair and offered his shoulder for support, he was definitely still a bit tipsy. Also, quite a bit handsy. Ilya didn't mind the way Shane's hand found a belt loop next to his groin and stayed there.
With each new bit of knowledge, Ilya found himself more and more fascinated with this handsome, strong, and charming Alpha.
Which is why he felt all the more protective of him and why he sniffed out a set of scents and felt the presence of eyes on his Alpha. He glanced around, and clocked the gawkers.
A cluster of teenagers, six in total, all wearing the same navy-blue letterman jackets, stood off to one side, whispering behind their hands and watching the Voyagers with reverence.
The tallest of the group (freckles, 6’3 and confident) nudged the boy next to him and nodded at Ilya.
“Look, it’s him! The True Alpha! See, he’s on the poster! So that’s got to be Hollander too!”
Ilya glanced to the side. The promo posters in the lobby, which usually went up for whatever town they were playing in that week, used to have Ilya’s picture with “The Dirty Russian” in massive, jagged font with him looking like some kind of villain.
This time, his manager already made the changes to his image and marketing. On the updated poster read “The True Alpha”, in metallic gold, the same font as Shane’s poster. His image looked brighter, and they’d finally used one of him clean-shaven, without a helmet, letting his soft curls be on display.
He nudged Shane, who was so deep in his own head he nearly walked past the front desk. “Look,” Ilya said, pointing with a chin to the gaggle of teenagers. “We have company.”
Shane barely glanced up. “Yeah,” he muttered, voice flat, “Get ready for autograph hell.” The poor Alpha looked exhausted, both physically and mentally.
Ilya pouted. “Want me to send them away?”
“No. It’s not their fault I’m tired and got toasty.” Shane said, slapping his face with both hands and slapping on the metaphorical mask of the Golden Alpha. He perked right up.
The kids waited until most of the Voyagers were out of the way, then sidled up shoulder-to-shoulder. Their leader cleared his throat and spoke first. “Mr. Rozanov? Mr. Hollander? Sorry, we… we just had to say hi. It’s, uh, important. Please?”
Ilya was surprised by the soft tone, the wave of softer, floral scents, and then… He saw it. Each of these teens had a pin on their lettermans. A crescent moon, a symbol for Omegas. It was proudly displayed alongside their school letter.
The boy next to him (smaller, classic blond, eyes ringed red from crying) nodded, voice shaking. “We’re locals. Uh, we all go to the same high school, and we were all on the same Hockey team in middle school. We all got cut last season when we got into high school because, you know, ‘no Omegas on varsity', but after what you did for Daniel? We complained, we got together with our parents, and our old teammates and some teachers in the school helped us convince our coach put us back on. All six of us. Some of us are… Even starters this year! We even got our own little squad name, The Omega Six!”
The smallest of the group piped in. “You took that punch like a true Alpha, sir and Mr. Hollander, you didn't let anyone shit talk us. Thank you! Both of you! It’s a viral clip here in America. It’s all over our feeds!”
Ilya blinked, then looked at Shane for guidance. Shane, already off-balance, lost his mask just as quickly as he’d put it back on, offered a winning smile and said, “You guys are the brave ones. We just play the game.” He then took the time to shake each and every one of their hands.
The teen’s leader said: “Yeah, but, no, really. You made it so we can play the game. We came all the way out here tonight to say thank you, and…. To meet you both. The punch was awesome, and hearing the golden alpha scream at a bigot for us? That was fucking cool. That was a clip I could show my dad and say, SEE, even Hollander says I can play! Nobody can argue with Hollander and Rozanov.”
There was a pause.
Ilya caught a change in Shane’s scent. Subtle, but he’d become something of an expert on Eau de Hollander. Something in the kid’s speech had hit his Alpha hard. Deep in the soul. As if Shame reached some kind personal Nirvana. He was happy. No, more than happy. Fulfilled.
“You’re damn right Hollander says you can play. Need me to sign something? Take a video? Whatever you need, I’m here for you guys.” Shane said, immediately sobered up in the blink of an eye, as if he hadn't spent the last few hours pounding beers.
Ilya looked over to their team manager, alongside a Voyager suit, who gave a nod of approval, alongside the universal sign of “just don’t let this turn into a big thing”.
He turned to the kids and nodded. “You want a picture? Or punch?” He made a fist, then pointed to his own jaw. “Tradition now, I think.”
The boys cracked up.
Each, in turn, got a picture of themselves fake-socking Ilya in the chin, while Shane, beside them, did his “Hollander Death Glare” for every shot, the one that was now infamously meme’d from the news interview.
The Omega guys were over the moon. A hotel clerk tried to shoo them away, but instead of leaving, one of the boys sheepishly handed Ilya a battered puck.
“Will you sign it to the ‘Omega Six’?”
Ilya did, writing the word in big block letters. He also wrote: “Keep playing. True Alpha believes in you.” Then, below, he added his signature.
After the impromptu photo session and the boys were (gently) asked to leave by hotel security, Shane and Ilya migrated toward the elevators with the rest of the Voyagers.
Shane was quiet, face pinched, as if holding back a lifetime worth of emotion. They waited until the very end of the crowds of their teammates, so just the two of them shared a single elevator.
Once inside, Ilya broke the silence. “Is strange, to be hero to them. Never thought… you know.”
Shane leaned against the mirrored wall, expression somewhere between self-loathing and pride. “You’re good at it. Being a hero.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Yes, but also can still be villain.” He made a show of pressing every elevator button in a row, one by one, with a playful "boop" noise.
Shane tried to smack his hand away, grinning like an idiot and failing in the process, as they now how to spend 24 floors together, just the two of them.
The elevator beeped in protest as it stopped on every floor, and at each stop, Shane muttered “fuck” in the same tone as he’d used on the interview, but added a bad Russian accent to it. Ilya howled each time in laugher.
At the twenty-fourth floor, they got off.
The rest of the team was already in front of them, led by the team manager, who read off the room pairings with all the joy of a man about to eat his own necktie. “Alright, who’s bunking with who and who wants the VIP treatment?”
Plenty of teammates were already pairing up together. It was tradition for teammates to share rooms on away games. For some it was for team bonding and the fun of having someone else to hang out with during the downtime hours. Others had been friends for years, scent buddies, and shared rooms just for the sake of having a night together as guys. Some, though, had to be babysat (Dion) because they got too rowdy and tended to stay up all night with “company” or booze, or both.
Ilya always took a private room. Nobody had ever asked him and he’d never asked anybody.
Though this night… He felt something different. Maybe it was his head being halfway in Russia, or maybe it was just the joy of having had the best day of his life with Shane, but the words fell from his mouth without his consent.
“Shane, want to share tonight?”
“Huh?” Shane was already halfway to picking up a private room key.
Ilya rubbed the back of his neck, nervously. “Want to share room? You and me? Continue party? Continue…. Us?”
“I…”. Shane froze.
Ilya was surprised at how long it took Hollander to decide. Like he was weighing a life or death decision, instead of just deciding where to lay his head to rest.
In fact, it was impressive how much it short-circuited Hollander. A few guys on the team also seemed to notice, pointing at the reaction.
“If you prefer privacy, I don’t mind. I understand. Is no big deal.” Ilya said, throwing him a lifeline.
“No, I’d… I’d like to share a room with you.” Shane finally spat out. He handed back his private room key, and picking one out for a double instead.
“You sure about that?” Ilya asked.
“Yeah. I’m sure.”
Shane took one of the keys and pocketed it for himself. He handed the other to Ilya.
Ilya, feeling a sudden urge to make things easier, took Shane’s duffle bag from him, slinging both over one shoulder and carrying both their weight, just for a little while.
“Thank you.”
“No, thank you.”
As they walked down the hallway, side by side, Shane kept shooting him sidelong glances, like he wanted to say something but didn’t have the words. Their arms occasionally brushed.
At the hotel room door, Ilya stopped, waiting for Shane to unlock it. The two stood there, face to face, neither one moving, until Shane finally said, “You sure you want to do this?”
Ilya didn’t know what “this” meant, but he said “Yes” anyway.
As the door closed behind them, Ilya felt something in his chest flutter, an excitement he hadn’t felt in years. Not for hockey. Not for glory.
For maybe…
“No.” Ilya shook his head.
It couldn’t be that.
Alphas didn’t feel that way about Alphas.
Right?
 
++++++
 
The hotel room looked exactly like every other suite the league put them in: beds too big, decor too modern, TV too new and too complicated.
As soon as the door closed, the place was transformed.
Ilya watched as Shane became a man on a mission, unpacking his clothes and hanging them up, unfurling the wrinkles and even steaming them out. He sat out his toiletries, a row of prescription bottles, vitamins, and took up half of the sink space without so much as a thought. He then stole another fourth of a sink for his skin care products and tools, including the new stuff he’d bought.  He'd even packed an extra toothbrush, still in the package "just in case".
Ilya, by contrast, just dumped his duffle bag contents into a drawer. He unpacked deodorant, a toothbrush, toothpaste, and put it in the bathroom next to Shane’s collection.
It was nice.
To have his things part of someone else’s things.
Ilya turned on the TV, caught the scores for the day, and watched as Shane pitter pattered around the room. He took a deep breath, soothed by the scent of “them” instead of just him.
Shane’s bedtime routine that followed was an industrial operation. Ilya, hearing commotion for well over ten minutes, finally went to watch the event unfold. In the bathroom, Shane would apply cream or product on his face, sometimes use a tool, sometime wash it off, and then repeat it with some other tool or product. He rubbed in enough cream and product on his face to make a second, more moisturized Shane.
“Do you need help? Blink once if skincare industry holding you hostage.” Ilya asked, not even trying to hide his grin.
Shane turned, cheeks glowing. “No. No help needed. Unless you’re trained in the Chinese technique for staying wrinkle free until you’re 80 passed down by mother’s family from ancient times, this is far too dangerous for amateurs to attempt.” He popped the lid on a glass jar and dabbed something thick and green onto his chin.
“I thought mother was Japanese.  Her parents, both from Japan.” Ilya said, smirking.
“She is. You remembered.”
“Of course I remember.”
Shane smiled at that. “Okay, you caught me. I’m a neurotic mess. Not even my mother does this shit.  This is all me.  Well, me, and tiktok.”
Ilya came closer, peering at the label. “Is this made from... Snails? What the fuck, Hollander.”
Shane didn’t miss a beat. “Snail mucin. Good moisturizer. Rose Landry swears by it on her channel.  I get most of my tips and tricks from her.”
Ilya nodded solemnly. “Many snails died for your beauty, then.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but the corners of his face blushed as he was called "beautiful". He started on a new step, then paused. “You don’t have to stay in here, you know.”
Ilya shook his head. “Is good to watch.  Good to see how you relax. Besides, must hold memorial for lost snail souls. Your beauty comes at such a high cost, but I suppose for world, it is necessasry.” He put a hand over his heart and started singing a Russian funeral ballad. Soft and mournful.
“Asshole!” Shane chucked a wet washcloth at Ilya. They both cackled in laughter.
Ilya stepped back and made himself at home on the far bed, dropping onto it with a bounce. He stripped down to his boxer briefs, adjusted himself through the fabric, chucking his clothes to the side of the room. Ilya leaned back on the bed, folding his arms behind his head.  He let his scent go free and didn't bother covering his pits.
Shane finished his skin routine, slapping both cheeks as if prepping for battle. He looked… Softer, not quite so stressed out. He then eyed Ilya on the bed, took a deep breath, eyes immediately trailing to the outline of a dick, and paused, frozen.  He coughed, taking in the unfiltered scent of Rozanov.
Ilya rose an eyebrow at the display. “Am comfortable in just underwear. Is this problem?”
Shane shook his head, but averted his eyes. Then rummaged in his closet for pajamas, full set of long-sleeves both on shirt and pants, navy, silken, with white piping. He went into the bathroom and changed, closing the door for the first time that night as he changed.
When he came out a few minutes later, Ilya had moved his attention to the minibar, pouring a shot of vodka into one of the heavy hotel tumblers.
“You want?” Ilya asked, offering the glass. “One last cheer for the night?”
Shane wrinkled his nose, but accepted. “Only if you promise not to tell the team accountant you used the minibar when the hotel bill comes in.”
Ilya drank his in one go, then tipped the bottle to refill, laughing loudly. “Accountant can suck my fat cock. Knot too,” he said, then regretted it as soon as it left his mouth.  He'd let himself be just a bit too free in that moment.
Had that been too…. Dirty?
Wait, why did he care?
They were just a couple of Alphas.
Hanging out?
That was fine, right?
Shane looked at him, eyebrows up, and for a second, Ilya thought maybe he’d offended the man. The way the Alpha flushed, though, was odd. He’d never seen an Alpha make that kind of face or turn that kind of color before.
Shane just snorted in the end, nearly spraying vodka all over the bed through his nose.
Ilya wiped his mouth. “Sorry. I sometimes forget how to talk nice when I'm...  Alone.  I don't censor as much.”
“Don’t ever change. I like you when you’re you. When you’re honest.  You look happier that way, too,” Shane said, and his voice was more confident than Ilya had ever heard it.
Shane started scrolling through his phone, taking the other bed in the room and cuddling up in the thick bedspread for the night.
The vodka (and nothing else) burned warm in Ilya’s belly. He turned down the covers and reached into one of his bags. An old, battered paperback, dog-eared and water-stained. He curled up on his side of the bed, and started reading.
For a while, the only sounds were the dull sounds of the sports channel, and the distant honk of New York traffic below.
It was Shane who broke the silence first, voice soft and strange. “What are you reading?”
Ilya held up the cover. “The Outsiders”. American book. Young people book. Is easier English than bigger books, helps me learn language better and give context.  Learn idioms and sayings and how the English put words in sentence. First one I read when started to learn back in Russia. My favorite. Each time I read, I understand more words and know more context. Understand characters more.”
Shane sat up, interested. “That’s a classic. You like it?”
Ilya nodded. “Is good. Ponyboy, he is… how you say, troublemaking scoundrel, but also, he wants to be more. To be good, not just tough. Johnny is his best friend. They run away together. Lots of problems.  They are bad, but they do good things.  Even if not rewarded for those things, and one die in the act, they still did them.” He glanced up. “You read?”
“Yeah. In middle school, before I started doing distance learning for sports. The ending was…. Sad. I guess the part about staying golden always stuck with me, though. I’m glad one of them got out of all of that thought.  At least one good thing got to happen in such a sad story.”
Ilya grinned, delighted he had a connection with his Alpha. “Stay gold, yes. Even if world tries to turn you bad.” He thought about that for a moment, then said, “You ever feel like that? Like, you try to stay good, but everything wants you to be… something else?”
Shane stared at the ceiling, then said, “Every day.” He looked over, eyes soft. “I think that’s why I do the skin stuff. Like, if I can control one thing, maybe I don’t have to think about the rest.”
Ilya looked at the empty vodka bottles lined up on the counter. “Makes sense. Sometimes, for me, it’s gym.  Or booze. Or breaking things that don't matter. Feels better when world is simple. Less rules, but rules are clear.”
Shane nodded, and for a while, neither of them said anything. Then, quietly, Shane asked, “Did you always want to play hockey? You said life in Russia was complicated.”
Flashes of his old life ran through Ilya. Pain. Anger. Violence.
“Can I say secret? Something I never tell anyone before?”
Shane nodded, immediately.
Ilya chuckled. “I fucking hate hockey.”
The words were dropped like a bomb. Shane’s face crumbled. Shock, surprise, maybe even sympathy?
“Why?”
Ilya put the book aside. “When I was a boy, I was best player in park with other school children. I boasted I was best. I thought I was hot shit. Cocky Alpha boy in Russia, name better pairing. Word got around. A coach for the country's hockey program said I had talent, was a scout for Olympics. Liked how I played. Father was paid off soon after. I was sold to school, so I could be great athlete and perform for Mother Russia. Father was promised riches and fame when I was grown. In meantime, he gain forgiveness of bad debts. Told it was for the country, too, they played my father, a proud former Soviet. Country and pride above all else.  Needs of many much better than needs of one boy.”
“Sold?!” Shane’s face dropped.
“Is true in essence.  I'm sure part of money was meant for me, but I learn later in life from uncle it was hidden from me, never saw any of that money for myself. Not uncommon practice, even in countries like America and Canada. Much national pride in sports. Olympians are valuable and rare, most children...  Would prefer simpler life playing with friends in park and hugging their mother.” Ilya dropped his head. “Hockey was all I was allowed to have. Day, night, only breathe and eat hockey. No time for anything else. Education, especially, except for language which was valuable. Should have been called Stupid Russian instead of dirty.  I never smelled, never once.  Always stayed clean.” He laughed, pretending it all didn't hurt.
"Why am I telling all this?"
"Nothing can be done about it."
"Past is in past."
"...but still feels good to say anyway."
Ilya’s chest felt ripped open. Raw. Like he’d torn his heart out and showed it to Shane.
“I’m…. Sorry.” Shane said, unable to look Ilya in the eyes.  "Shit, here I am complaining about...  Nothing.  At least I had...  Fuck, I'm...  I'm really sorry, Ilya.  I'm sorry you had to go through all of that."
Ilya smelt of genuine empathy coming from Shane. That alone, brought a tear to the corner of Ilya’s eye. One he blinked away. One he appreciated more than he could ever express with words.
“Don’t be.” Ilya shut his eyes. “Yes, Hockey was why I wasn’t there when my mother died. When she took her own life because life with father in that home was unbearable. Hockey is why I never got to be a child. Why most of my life sucks a big dick.” Ilya bit down on his lip. “...but Hockey also ticket to freedom from that hell. Reason I am here today, in Canada. Reason I can become a citizen here someday. Reason my brother and niece have chance at good life away from hellhole. Reason I am rich and can live good now and in future. Reason I have amazing day with Captain in New York. Reason I…. Reason I still have purpose.”
“Complicated.” Shane offered.
Ilya nodded, laughing as he nodded. “Complicated. I like this word.”
There was a long, awkward, silence.
“Thank you for hearing me.” Ilya said, setting the book aside. “Nobody else knows. I never speak truth of it. Hard to say. Harder to feel.”
“Thank you for telling me.  Really, if you ever want to talk more, about anything, I'm here.  Always.” Shane said. He then took a deep breath. “I… almost feel like one secret deserves another.  You opened your heart, maybe I should open mine?”
Another long, pained pause.
Ilya shook his head when he saw Shane struggle and could smell just as much anxiety as Ilya felt in opening his mouth. “There is no pressure.  We have all time in the world.  We're friends now.  Friends can tell each other these things.” He flipped off the light on his side and tucked into bed. “We have big game. Should sleep.”
Shane paused. He seemed to have something on the tip of his tongue, but gave up. He turned off his own lights, slipped under the covers, cocooned himself in the blankets, and was out in minutes.
Ilya?  Ilya was not out in minutes.
Ilya watched, fascinated. Shane was beautiful when he slept, all the mask and hardness gone, just a man with a tangle of dark hair and soft hands resting by his face.
He stared at the ceiling. One hour. Then two. Sleep wouldn’t come.
A tightness in his chest, which would itself more each time he looked at Shane, illuminated by the moonlight peeking out from the curtains, was the last straw.
Ilya reached for his phone and typed a series of searches into the browser:
 
“Can Alpha fall in love with Alpha?”
“Can Alpha be happy with other Alpha?”
“How to make Alpha happy as Alpha partner.”
“Can Alpha have safe sex with other Alpha?”
“Can Alpha submit to other alpha?”
“Can Alphas be equal? Do they have to be dominant and submissive?”
“How to tell if an Alpha likes you back.”
 
Each response usually went to places like Reddit, or forum posts. Each one was long, heartfelt discussions from Alphas like him who’d also fallen in love with an Alpha. He read every word of every story. His heart wound up fast the whole time, and each story of love and happiness, each one proclaiming “YES” an Alpha can love other Alphas, and there was plenty of people out there who felt that way.
Same-Designation, Same-Sex Relationships (SDSS). They were legal in most of the world. Rare, yes, but recognized in almost every country.  (Except Russia, naturally...)
Ilya wiped away a tear. He turned to face Shane. He wondered if Shane would ever be able to feel the same way. Because even if he liked an Alpha, there was no guarantee it was mutual.
Though something else popped in his head.
Because…. Well, Ilya had never liked another Alpha. Not in this way. Not like with Shane. Most of his life, he’d always been attracted to Omegas. He’d fucked a few. Preferred the subtle and soft masculinity of male Omegas to the soft femininity of female Omegas.
A new string of searches started in the browser.
 
“Is it normal to only love one Alpha and not other Alphas?”
“Is it possible to be attracted to just one kind of Alpha?”
“Can you be attracted to both Omegas and Alphas as an Alpha?”
 
These searches were less than helpful.
One post, especially, seemed insulting. It was a reply to an Alpha who’d fallen love with another Alpha, but who was curious like him, as to why it was just “one” Alpha. The response said to “check” their crus, and make sure it was really an Alpha, because Designations are easy to fake those days.
“You can totally buy Alpha musk from sex stores and Omega pheromones from most natural stores. Slap it on over scent blockers and a strong suppressant and BAM! You’ve got a fake designation ready to “trap” you into a kinky sex scheme.”
Ilya ignored that stupid comment, and put the phone down.
Despite the last searches being a disaster, he felt lighter. He looked at Shane one more time before falling asleep himself.  Alpha, or whatever...  Maybe he was just "Shanesexual", if that was even a thing.  Regardless, he didn’t feel so alone anymore.
Home felt a lot closer than he ever remembered.
 
+++++
 
Game day in New York felt like stepping into a fistfight.
Madison Square Garden was a cathedral compared to Voyager Stadium, every row packed with half-drunk Alpha stockbrokers, loud Beta local diehards who screamed themselves hoarse before the first puck even dropped.
The air inside the Garden pulsed with enough testosterone to fuel a riot, and the Voyagers, down by one, had exactly two minutes to pull off a miracle or else fly home to headlines that would sting for weeks.
The New York Admirals played dirty, but tonight they’d taken it up a level.
Their captain, Scott Hunter, the 35-year-old pride of the Admirals and an Alpha so Alpha it bordered on cliché, was skating like he had something to prove. Rumor was, he’d proposed to his Omega partner, Kip, just before warmups. Every play, every brutal check, was for the future Mr. Hunter.
Ilya didn’t care about the romance. He cared about winning, for making his Captain proud, and over the bubbling anger that he was having trouble keeping up with the play.
Apparently, a lot of Alphas on the Admirals took issue with his #Omegapunch. They’d been targeting him all game, and the refs were letting it go. One guy had nearly took his head off with a stick. Another almost broke his ribs.
By the end of the game, his lungs burned. His thighs felt like they were full of cement. The only thing that kept him up and going was Shane’s scent and the Omega Six he saw cheering for him with a big poster of him in the stands. He had to keep fighting. For his Alpha. For the people that needed him. For himself. Ilya chose to break through his limits that night and kept going, even though he should have been benched 10 minutes ago.
Scott, the bastard, saw the weakness and shadowed him every shift, muscling him off the puck and jawing in his ear in a mix of English and shitty Russian he probably picked up from Duolingo’s Eldritch green owl.
What made it hard was Shane, skating beside him, who wasn’t playing like himself at all, and Ilya didn't know what the fuck was going on.
Shane flinched away from checks. He dumped the puck instead of taking it into the slot. His usual vicious, beautiful edge was dulled, almost scared.
When Scott Hunter lined up for a faceoff, he leaned across and sneered, “What’s the matter, Hollendar? You finally get sick of cleaning up Russia’s mess? Or has the gold finally rusted off?”
Shane just stared past him, jaw clenched, eyes ringed red.  No banter back.  He kept his mouth shut.  His stance was off, like he was trying to keep himself angled away from Scott.
Ilya wanted to scream. He wanted to grab Shane by the shoulders and shake the fire back into him, but there was no time, and every time they hit the bench, the coaches just yelled over them. “Get your heads out of your asses! We’re not letting the damn Hunter Engagement Night headline the news! Next line change, I want Rozanov and Hollander on the ice until it’s over!”
The next play, Ilya tried to get through to Shane. “We have to get in close. Scott is only good at distance. He’s…”
Shane wouldn’t even look at him.
He stared straight ahead, silent, sweat dripping down his face. Like Ilya, he’d been targeted all game, and he’d practically sweated through his deodorant.  They were both pungent.
Ilya caught a whiff of him as they lined up for the play.  When he did, the scent that didn’t make sense at all. Sweet, vanilla, Shane, yes, but.. So much more behind it. A deeper volume, something sensual, warm, and almost pornographic to a degree. Like someone had soaked Shane in Omega pheromones. Ilya felt himself dizzy by it and was half-hard.  Though, there was no time to think on it.
The puck dropped. Shane managed to muscle Scott away from the faceoff, and the game turned into a blur.
Boards rattled. Sticks splintered. The crowd noise rose and fell like a wave, sometimes drowning out even the slap of blade on ice.
When Scott tried to overtake Shane, getting within inches of him, Shane fell back and gave over control of the puck.
Thankfully, Scott seemed…. Distracted, giving Shane a pair of eyes that Ilya couldn’t read. The two seemed to exchange a few surprised words, but he couldn’t hear it.
The play fizzled on both ends, and neither team got much headway.
With less than a minute left, a short TV break was called. The team huddled, out of breath, as the coach scribbled something desperate on the whiteboard to try and get them a tie score and head into overtime.
Ilya pulled Shane aside, away from the cluster of reporters and screaming trainers. “What is wrong with you?” he hissed, desperate. “You are not you. You skate like you want to die. Like you give up. What the fuck?”
Shane met his eyes, finally.
For the first time, Ilya saw the tears at the corners, the way Shane’s hands shook when he balled them into fists.
“Everything is wrong,” Shane said, voice shaking. “I can’t get hit, Ilya. I can’t… I can’t let anyone close, or smell me, or touch me. My medicine isn’t strong enough anymore to help, and it’s all just… it’s all coming apart, okay? I’m fucking done. The musk sweated off, the suppressant is fucked, this is…. It’s just pure me now, and I think Scott smelled it. I’m scared, Ilya, I’m scared. Help me…”
Ilya stood there, stunned.
He didn’t know what to say.
He didn’t even know what it meant.
Clearly his English was not as strong as he thought, because Shane's words made no sense in any kind of context.
All he knew is that seeing Shane like this made the ache in his own chest was suddenly a thousand times worse.
The horn sounded.
The last play of the night.
Ilya bared himself. “Trust me. I will make opening. I will shield you. Nobody touch my Alpha. I swear on my life.  Nobody touch you.  Just...  Go.  Power through.  Be our Captain, alright?  I take care of everything else.”
Shane blinked, slow, and nodded. “I trust you,” he whispered.
Back on the ice, Ilya watched as the world shrank to just the players in the ice, the puck, and the precious time on the clock.
Scott Hunter waited at the blue line, a brick wall in bright red. Though…. Scott seemed distracted. He couldn’t stop staring as Hollander. He looked at Shane like the Alpha had three heads. Whatever Shane had been so scared about, clearly was something big.
The puck dropped.
Shane got it and was off.
Ilya went full violence, getting a second wind from Shane needing him. He smashed two Admirals against the glass at the same time, then took the puck on a pass and fed it back and forth down the line with Shane, who waited just outside the shooting range
Scott peeled off, chasing, but Ilya got between them, using every ounce of his weight and speed to keep Scott away.
There was a blur of motion. Shane cut across the crease, stick ready. He was fast. He’d always been fast, but right now…. He was grace, too. With a poise and strength that reminded Ilya of Rose Landry.
For a split second, Ilya saw the old light in Shane’s eyes: the killer instinct, the spark.
Ilya wanted to scream, to cheer, but there was no time. He had to block another Admiral, which gave Shane the slim opening he needed.
Shane, with a flick of his wrist, buried the puck in the corner of the net.
Goal.
Tied game.
The timer rang not a second after.
They’d taken it to overtime.
The Voyager crowd erupted. The Voyagers bench went wild. The Omega Six were screeching in support.
New York wasn’t as happy for them as the Garden started to boo.
Ilya skated up to Shane, slapping him hard on the back. “That’s our Alpha!”
Shane turned, hugging Ilya right back. “Knew I could trust you.”
Yet, as both teams started to get ready for overtime, Ilya caught a bad smell on his nose.
One of the Admirals, a burly guy that had been up Ilya’s ass all night, was skating toward them, his face screwed up in anger.
Ilya knew that kind of look. He’d given it plenty of times in his life.
The asshole was going for Shane.  "Like hell."
Ilya pushed Shane back, readied to go down on a brawl on his behalf.
Except he’d completely missed the second Admiral in his blind spot, the one who’d been gunning for Ilya the whole time that he hadn't even registered. Who’d taken off his glove and cocked Ilya right in the face, knocking his helmet off in the process.
The crowd immediately went silent from the violent, unprovoked attack. Even the home crowd knew it was a bad hit. The Omega Six were swearing, loudly.
The refs? Wow, what a surprise that they were clearly blind and were not on top of things.
Ilya spat out a wad of blood, and yelled, at the top of his lungs. “Daniel hit harder than you, bitch!”
That did it.
Both Admirals were on him, and slammed him into the boards, over and over, until Ilya got dropped right into the ice, his head hitting the cold without the benefit of his helmet.
For a while, there was nothing but darkness.
Sound came back before vision.
At first it was just a roar, far away and pulsing, then the sharp sting of cold air and the throb of blood in his skull.
Ilya blinked, but the world kept spinning, a carousel of bright lights and blurry shapes. He couldn’t make out anything.
He was flat on his back, neck braced by the team trainer. The smell of ice and sweat and something metallic, blood, maybe, filled his nose. Hands hovered over him, voices urgent but just out of reach.
“…Rozanov, can you hear me? Squeeze my fingers if you’re with us.”
Instead, he caught a flicker of color at the edge of his vision: Voyagers blue, slashing through a knot of red and white. Shane.
Ilya watched Shane being physically restrained by Scott Hunter and six other Voyagers, trying to keep him from going after the Admirals who had clocked Ilya.
Shane’s face was red with rage. He was yelling, voice hoarse, every line of his body broadcasting,
“Fucking cowards! Let me at them! I'll bash their skulls in!  It's only fair!  MOTHERFUCKERS!”
Then he heard Scott, panicked throwing his red jersey over Shane's neck for some reason. “Calm down, Hollander. They’re taking them out of the game. I’ll kick their ass for you, just…. Don’t do something stupid! You’re…. Pungent right now.  Seriously, be smart.”
“I’m the dumbest motherfucker out here, let me at them!” Shane screeched.
Ilya would have laughed, if he’d had the breath.
The medics started to lift him onto a stretcher. Ilya’s head lolled sideways, eyes struggling to focus.
The last thing he saw before blacking out again was Shane, fighting so fiercely for him, and all the pain faded away into something warm and perfect.
 
+++++
 
The hospital room was too white.
Every surface gleamed, every inch sterile and stripped of personality.
Ilya woke with a headache, a mouth like old pennies, and a half-dried line of blood crusted in his eyebrow. The hum of machines filled the air, beeping steadily, and a thin line ran from his arm to a bag of clear fluid. He was in a simple hospital gown. 
Everything was sore. His neck was stiff, mouth full of cotton. He tried to speak, but only a wheeze came out.
When his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw Shane curled in a chair by the bed, chin tucked to his knees and wrapped in a blanket, asleep. Even slumped and with a bruise blooming across one cheekbone, Shane looked like the cover of a magazine.
Unfair.
Ilya tried to speak, but nothing came. He watched the rise and fall of Shane’s shoulders, the way his hands clenched in sleep. He remembered, suddenly, the ice, the hit, the way Shane had fought to for him. The look on Shane’s face.
He wondered, with a strange tenderness, if this was love.  If this was really what he thought it was.  Because it sure felt like it. At least, he hoped it was.
He was staring when Shane woke, blinking in the fluorescent light. For a long moment, they just looked at each other, silent.
“Hey,” Shane rasped, voice rough from too much yelling.
He then reached to the side of the bed, getting a container and helping Ilya with straw.
Ilya drank deep of fresh, cold water, until his throat was refreshed. He slowly flexed his body, feeling his limbs and finally “waking up” fully.
Ilya tried to sit up, but couldn’t. “Did we win?”
Shane smiled, tired but real. “Yeah, we won. Overtime was a joke. They lost three of their players from ejections. Though I'll be honest, I think Scott practically shamed his team into giving it to us.  They didn't put up a fight at all in overtime."
Ilya snorted, then groaned at the pain in the back of his head. “Good. Very good. Am I…. Okay?”
“Yeah. They ran plenty of scans. Doc says you just had a nasty fall and slammed your head good, but you fell at a good angle and the impact wasn't as bad as it looked. That’s why you blacked out. Luckily, it’s so thick, not even solid ice can stop it, and you’re barely concussed. Drama queen.” Shane smiled, mostly in relief.
Ilya smiled.  “Hey. I’m sick. What is this…. Bedside thing? Manners? Be nice to me.”
Shane laughed. “What, would you like me to kiss the boo boo and make it better?”
Ilya got a mischievous smile. Maybe some of his bravery came from the pain meds flowing through him. “Yes. Kiss boo boo and make it better. You’re Captain. This is duty. I want kiss.”
After a few brief moments of thought, Shane nodded. He stood up, leaned over and gently pressed a kiss onto the top for Ilya’s skull, which was still covered in bandages.  "There.  I made it better."
Ilya hummed, warmly. “Thank you. Feel better.”
“Good. By the way, the doc says you’ll be back in play game after next. Wants you out one game just to be safe,” Shane said.
Ilya scoffed. “Bullshit. Will be next game.” He tried to move up, got dizzy and laid back down. “Okay, game after next. If you insist.”
They both chucked.
Shane moved closer, voice lowering as his face started to crack at the edges. “You scared the shit out of me. Thought you….”
Ilya shrugged, wincing. “You did good to fight for me. Very… Happy for that.”
“Of course I did. You’re my Alp-“ Shane said, catching himself on the word.
They sat, the silence soft between them.
After a while, Ilya reached out, hand trembling, and took Shane’s hand in his own. Held it, warm and firm, grounding him to the moment.
“You’ll stay?” Ilya asked, so quiet he wondered if Shane would hear. “Stay night with me?”
Shane squeezed his fingers, so gently it made Ilya’s throat go tight.
“Yeah,” Shane said, eyes shining. “I’ll stay.”
Two outsiders that night, golden and true, held on tightly.
 
 






      

  












      Chapter 6: #hollanov
  








  The last 24 hours for Shane had been a roller coaster of emotion. 
Things started high.  Hitting New York City with Ilya, just being himself without much of a mask on, had been one of the best days of his life. Each moment, and each experience, he’d remember for the rest of his life.
“Maybe it’s not just my body that has a crush on him.” Shane thought, right around the time Ilya let him eat the rest of the strawberry shortcake the Russian hadn’t finished.
The curve and acceleration hit when they got to the hotel.  Meeting the Omega 6, hearing how he, Shane, had been inspiring to others, just like Ilya, was a life’s goal come true. His heart melted.
Then, the little things started to climb up the arch of the coaster.  A little scary at times, but a good scary, a happy scary.  Ilya’s obvious flirting, the elevator, and then, right when he reached the top…
“Shane, want to share tonight?”
Terror, at the peak of the coaster’s arch.
The answer should have been obvious.  Of course not.  Sharing a room with Ilya would be the dumbest decision of his life.  If there was anywhere that his secret could have been found, it would be in a shared hotel room with an Alpha who had an intuition like a goddamn ace detective.  One mistake and Shane’s entire world would be crushed.
“No, I’d…  I’d like to share a room with you.”
The coaster plummeted.  Good scary.  Bad scary.  His stomach tumbled the whole night, not knowing if he was going to be flung off the coaster, or ride out on an adrenaline rush.
Shane worried the entire walk to the room.  Why had he said yes?  Why had he trusted Ilya Rozanov, of all people in his life.  Even his best friend on the team, Hayden, didn’t know he was an Omega yet.
Why?
“He made Daniel feel safe.  He makes me feel safe.  I…  Trust him.”
That was the God’s honest truth.  Ilya made him feel safe.
When he got into the hotel room, when all his personal “crazy” was laid out on display for the Alpha to see?  Ilya didn’t mock him for his skin care.  No, Ilya embraced him and all his weird little habits.  He flirted, he joked, and he entered Shane’s world with a bright smile and a good attitude. 
After the coaster evened out, the real shake ups started.  Up.  Down. Left. Right. He got nauseous just thinking about it.
Hearing about Ilya’s childhood broke Shane in a way he didn’t know he could be broken. He wanted to climb into Ilya’s bed, wrap himself around the Alpha like a weighted blanket, and rock him slowly.  Tell him sorry, over and over again, until it made it right.
Suddenly, everything about “The Dirty Russian” made so much more sense.  Why he was so grumpy, why he was so violent, and why he always had a chip on his shoulder.
“…and he told it to me.  He trusted me.”
Shane felt the connection, then and there.  He knew they were more than just teammates.  They’d trusted each other with the ugliest, rawest parts of each other.  Opened their hearts to one and other.  He almost told Ilya the truth, right then, and right there.  “I’m an Omega.”  He’d been…  Seconds away from saying it when Ilya turned off the lights.  When Ilya, obviously, saw it was a big deal and didn’t want to rush Shane.
“He listens.  He remembers.  He sees.  He’s got more empathy and loyalty in his bones than anyone I’ve ever met, and…  He shouldn’t have to.  He shouldn’t have to hold so much weight on those shoulders.  Fuck, he’s…  Really the best damn Alpha in the world.”
Then? 
The coaster broke down and he plummeted, falling to the ground without a parachute.
The Admirals game had been a fucking disaster.  They were gunning for both him and Ilya the entire game, and by the end of the first period, Shane was so sweaty and worn down that his Alpha musk evaporated in record time and without his full suppressant, even he could smell his own pheromones.  He’d resorted to desperate measures, just pouring an entire bottle of musk he kept hidden in his gear, enough to actually fuck with his own medication, but at that point, he didn’t care, he was desprate.
Mistake.
Not only did the musk evaporate just as fast, but it really did fuck with his medicine and his hormones.  It made him sweatier.  It made him hormonal, as the worst of Alpha and Omega urges slammed against each other.  To bite, to tear, to clew, to destroy…  To cry, to yell, to scream, to hurt… 
Then, the worst.  Scott Hunter.  They’d been competitive rivals in the league since Shane came on the scene. Hell, Shane would almost call him a “friend” in the loose sort of way you think of your weird boomer Uncle as a friend.
Shane knew Scott could smell him.  Scott’s eyes were wide.  No matter how hard Shane tried to keep a distance from everyone on the ice, Scott wasn’t one to shy away from The Golden Alpha.
“You’re…  Not an Alpha.” Scott had whispered to Shane on the faceoff.  “Hollander, are you…  are you an Omega?”  There wasn’t malice in his words.  More like…  Concern.  More like…  (and Shane hated this most of all…):  Pity.
By the time Ilya pulled him aside a play or two later, his brain was mush.  He could barely form a coherent sentence.  Though, he did know one thing, for certain.  A beautiful, wonderful scent that cut through the entire ordeal, resonated with him, and bonded with him.
Ilya’s.
Ilya, who gave him the opening for the tiebreaker shot.  Ilya, who brought him back from the edge.  Ilya, who had overpowered the Alpha musk swimming under his skin, and replaced it with his own. 
Then, the metaphorical coaster was hit by a meteor from space and everyone on the planet died.
Ilya went down.  Hit, by a couple of bigoted assholes who just wanted to hurt Ilya for being an Omega rights supporter.
Shane had heard that Omegas, when seeing their children or their mate in danger, got superhuman power.  He learned that night, that, yes, that was indeed the case.  He’d gotten one good punch in on the bastards and cracked one of the Admiral’s helmets with his fist alone.  Scott had pulled him back, covered his scent glands with an Admiral jersey, practically rubbing his own brand of Alpha musk over Shane.
Shane lost himself somewhere between the attack on Ilya, the blur of an Overtime game that Shane barely remembered, and him rushing to the hospital to see Ilya.
 
Now, here he was…  At dawn, in a New York hospital, killing time and trying not to think too much.  Which of course, meant that’s all he’d did the entire morning.
The chair he’d claimed beside Ilya’s hospital bed was so uncomfortable it might have been designed to make people confess to minor crimes. The clock above the TV moved slower than a training-camp morning, while the American news played on the TV, their “brawl” on every station, and the drama cranked up to an eleven due to a slow news cycle.
Shane still had his phone, but he’d chewed through every social, news, and fantasy sports app three times since waking up this morning.
Not scrolling for the attack, no…  He was waiting for when the “real” story struck. 
When Scott would realize the need for damage control on the Admirals and out Shane to the world as an Omega.  So that they could spin the attack, spin the journalists, and let Shane become new offering to the media Gods.
By 9 AM?  To his surprise?  Nothing.
Now it just sat in his hand, inert, a prop.  He knew it would come, and it made his anxiety all the worse for it because he didn’t know when his world was going to burn down.  He knew, any second, the pings on social media and his email would wash over him, drown him, and take everything from him.
Shane kept wiping tears from his eyes. 
Ilya was out for one more handful of scans, the last round before they’d let him check out and release him to fly. Shane had stayed behind, alongside a handful of Voyager suits and the assistant manager, to be with Ilya.  The rest of the Voyagers were sent on to the next game out in Colorado, and they’d be following behind on the next flight.
He stared at the pale square of sunlight that crept across Ilya’s rumpled blanket. For the hundredth time, he pictured Ilya’s face as he got lifted up on the stretcher, blood at the brow, eyes glazed but smiling.
“My Alpha is so fucking strong.” 
Then the door opened.
Shane straightened, half expecting the nurse or, maybe, Ilya.
Instead, it was Scott Hunter.  A slab of a man, the Alpha of Alphas, at least 6’8, and probably as heavy as he and Ilya combined.  He wore an Admirals hoodie and aviator sunglasses pushed up on his head.
In his hands: a squat glass vase with a perfect arrangement of red, white, and blue roses, ribbon-wrapped and straight out of a “Sorry We Broke Your Face Please Don’t Sue” specialized catalog of expensive.
Shane blinked.
“Nice digs,” Hunter said. His accent was more New Yorker than Shane had ever heard, so thick it might have been a bit. “How’s Rozanov?”
Shane’s heart knocked twice in his chest and his stomach cramped. “He’s out,” he said, automatically. “They’re doing more scans before we fly out. What the hell are you doing here?”
Hunter glanced at the flowers, then at the empty space where Ilya should be, as if disappointed the victim was missing from the crime scene. “Came to apologize. For my team. For the hit, and for the part where your guy’s helmet went fifteen rows up. He got a pretty good arc on it.”
Shane frowned at the vase. “You brought flowers?  To fucking Rozanov?  You really think he’d like flowers?”
Hunter looked sheepish. “My fiancé said it would look good as a peace offering. They’re expensive.  I let Kip use the good credit card on this one.  He claims everyone loves flowers, and if they say otherwise, they’re lying.”
Shane had a lot of pre-set ways to respond to this, most of which involved sarcasm, and none of which felt quite right. He settled on, “Rozanov’s going to throw them at you.  Be careful, he’s got good aim.”
“Fair enough,” Hunter said, setting the vase on the nightstand with care.  Then, he paused, rubbing the back of his neck. “Listen, can I…?  Can we…  Talk?  Man to man?”
“Yeah. I mean. Whatever.”
It got quiet for a second.
In the old days, Shane might have looked for the punchline or a way to steer the conversation back to hockey, but right now he just wanted Hunter to say whatever he’d come to say and leave.
Hunter rocked back on his heels. “Look, I won’t be long. Just had to say that the ones who went after him? They’re sitting out the rest of the season. They know it. Coach knows it.  Those fuckers have been on my shit list for a year, and I basically told coach to either trade me, or them. My husband is an Omega, and they still fucking treat them like…”  He practically growled in frustration.
Shane nodded, but kept his eyes fixed on the window, watching a pigeon strut back and forth on the ledge.
After a minute, Hunter shifted. “Though you can guess that’s not the only reason I came,” he said. His tone had changed, stripped of the locker room bravado. “I wanted to talk to you. About the game. About what happened.  What I smelled.  What we…  Both know.”
Shane’s gut clenched. He tried to force a laugh, but his throat was too tight. “That I needed a shower?  Yeah, man, sorry I stink.  You should really be used that by now.  Your team is full of fucking gorillas.  Hope you do laundry a lot.”
Hunter looked at him, straight on. “You know what I’m talking about.”
He did.
“You’re an Omega.  Probably the first Omega to ever play professionally in the NHL.  …and you’re one of the best players in the league on your way to a Stanley Cup playoff.”
Shane took a deep breath.  He glared, trying to will as much “Alpha” as he could.  “Look, if you’re here for blackmail?  I’ll pay you to sign and NDA, name your price.  I’ll give you and your future husband the best damn honeymoon money can buy.  If you’re here to tell me you’re going to release this for your own press campaign to do damage, control, whatever, don’t waste my fucking time, you can say it to my agent or the Voyager PR team. Thing is, if you’re here to just threaten me or shit, try to get me to throw games or whatever, I’m not in the mood for….”
“I’m not here to threaten you,” Hunter said, and for the first time since he’d walked in, he looked a little vulnerable.
Shane’s stomach bottomed out. “Then…  What the hell are you-”  It felt like the hospital room shrank by half.
For a second, Hunter seemed like he might lose his temper, but he just blew out a breath and looked at the window, watching the same pigeon Shane had been fixating on.
“My fiancé,” Hunter said. “He’s Omega, too. Kip, he does the color commenting for a big network here in the States on big sports events. He’s had to deal with this shit his whole life, being called soft, being told he can’t do the job, can’t even walk in the building some days without getting checked at security, because “why is an Omega in a sports network, seems wrong”.  He’s got a great voice, he likes hockey, and just wants to be involved in broadcasting and the thing he loves, but because he’s an Omega…  Everyone just assumed he didn’t know shit about sports.  Or that he’d be better with figure skating or some shit.”
Shane blinked, taken off guard.
“Kip never let it get to him. He just kept showing up and making idiots eat their words.  My fiancé is so fucking strong, and I don’t know how he does it, because I would have been punching people by then, and he’s just…  So happy.  So kind.  So…   Omega.”  Scott wiped a tear from his eye.
Shane finally relaxed.  He could smell it.  Scott was being sincere.
Hunter’s voice got softer. “You’re the best player I’ve ever faced off against for your age. Bar none.  Made me think…  How hard Kip had to work, and then how hard you must be working.  Harder than me, that’s for sure.  Harder than most of us.”  He turned, clasping a hand on Shane’s shoulder.  “Look, it doesn’t matter what you are or what you hide.  Your secret is safe with me.  I won’t say shit, and if you need someone to help keep the lie up, I’ll go to hell and back for you, but if you ever decide to stop hiding…” he shrugged, “…well, you’ve got one New York Alpha in your corner, and I’ve got a loud fucking mouth in the States and two Stanley Cups to back it up with.”
It was so much, so fast, Shane had to bite down on his tongue to keep from saying something stupid.
He looked at Hunter, trying to see if this was a trick, a setup, something to be weaponized later. Was he recording this?  Was he trying to get “evidence”?  Was this some kind of scam?
No.  The guy just stood there, hands jammed in the kangaroo pocket of his hoodie, like he was still waiting for his coffee order in the hotel lobby.
Finally, Shane cleared his throat. “Why tell me this?”
Hunter shrugged, a lopsided grin creeping in. “Because you look like you’re about to puke every time I come near. I figured if I was going to rattle your cage, I might as well let you know there’s no snake in it.” He paused. “…and, if you ever want to talk about it, with me, or Kip who went through something similar, or just vent, or hit me in the face, I’m around. You know how to find me, you know my number.”
Shane considered it, then, “You’d probably duck if a punched you.  Your old man face can’t take much more these days.”
Hunter flashed a grin. “You never know. I might let you land one.  #Omegapunch, am I right?”
Shane grinned.  They fist bumped, then wrapped each other into a tight hug.
The door creaked behind them, and Ilya shuffled in, head bandaged but upright, with a bag of hospital snacks, fully dressed, with discharge papers and a wicked smile.
“Well, the American Idiot himself,” Ilya drawled, looking between Shane and Hunter.  He frowned, putting himself between the two men. “You come to finish job or make sweet apology to avoid lawsuit? I accept Mastercard.”
Hunter smiled, extending a hand. “Wanted to make sure you weren’t dead. Also, this is for you, from me and the New York Admirals,” He gestured at the flowers.
Ilya rolled his eyes and looked at them, sniffed the bouquet, then frowned. “Why flowers?  You make offering of beauty plucked from land that dies in days.  Is this message?  Message that I shall perish soon, but leave pretty corpse?”  He picked up one of the blue flowers.  “…and this one was forced to consume chemical dye for its sins.  You are a cruel man, Scott Hunter.”
“Goddammit, Kip.  I told him Romanov wouldn’t like it,” Scott grumbled.
Shane laughed, the tightness in his chest letting up for the first time in hours.
“Anyway.  Yeah.  Apology?” Hunter said.
Ilya rolled his eyes.  “Apology not needed.  Violence is hockey, hockey is violence.  Besides, you did not smack me like cowardly bitch.  Only crime you commit is terrible hockey overtime.  That may be worse. I judge you more for that than terrible teammates.”  He shook Hunter’s hand anyway.  For peace.
“Yep.  Figured as much.  Good luck in Colorado, those guys are pretty good this year,” Scott said.  He glanced at Shane, voice dropping to a low rumble. “Don’t stress, okay? We’re good.  Just get a handle on it, because not everyone’s like me in the league.”
Shane nodded, watching him go.
The door closed, and Ilya immediately rounded on Shane. “What did he want?”
Shane grinned, unable to keep the relief out of his voice. “Just to talk. About the game. About how we kicked his ass.”
Ilya cocked his head, unconvinced. “You sure?”
“Positive,” Shane said. He reached over, stealing a pack of crackers from Ilya’s stash. “You ready to get out of here?”
Ilya considered, then shrugged. “Fine.  Here, you take these abominations from me,” he said, handing Shane the expensive, fat bundle of roses. He smirked, winking.  “Their sacrifice to beauty, just like snails.  You surely appreciate it.  Death and beauty for you, is same, no? You are reaper, reaping attractiveness.”
“I will throw you off this building,” Shane joked, taking the flowers and smelling them.  They were nice.  “We’ll put these in our room when we get to Colorado.”
Ilya smiled, immediately.  “Sharing room again?”
“Of course,” Shane said, biting his lip.  “I mean…  You’re my Alpha, aren’t you?”
A long, deep pause.
Ilya’s face froze for a bit.  Then, bit by bit, his mouth opened, revealing the biggest, widest smile, practically showing his entire set of teeth in the process. 
“Of…  Of course.  You are my Alpha, too, no?”
Shane nodded, swallowing, hard.  “Yeah…  Something like that.”
 
+++++
 
The Colorado lodge felt like an extension of the mountains themselves: rough-hewn log walls rising to meet exposed timber beams, a stone fireplace dominating one wall, and floor-to-ceiling windows framing snow-dusted pines. A crisp scent of cedar mingled with woodsmoke.
A far cry from the stale, minimalist, almost sterile atmosphere of New York. 
Yes, they’d found a bug in the smaller bathroom, yes the water pressure wasn’t nearly as good as New York, and yes, they had to schlep upstairs without an elevator, but…  It was all natural.  From their room, they’d seen wild animals scurrying around outside, in the mix of natural and urban life of Colorado.
Ilya liked it this way. It felt lived-in.  It felt honest. 
Which was helpful, given the state of the Voyagers that night, everyone was going to need a hardy helping of honest.
The game that night?  Yeah, a loss.  An embarrassment, as far as Ilya was concerned.  Shane tried his hardest, but the Alpha was still jet-lagged, running on two hours of sleep from the hospital, and a can of energy drink.  The team wasn’t much better, most of them rattled from New York, and someone (Dion…) got sketchy street food with three guys were shitting themselves to death in their hotel rooms for the game. 
Though, if Ilya were being honest with himself, and perhaps a bit of pride…  “Those idiots can’t do anything without me.”
Ilya stretched out on one of the queen beds, scrolling his phone, waiting for Shane to return from town with food.  While Ilya had offered to take them out for dinner (his head was fine, he wished everyone would stop fussing), Shane had been insistent on picking up their dinner that night.
“What is wrong with my Alpha?” Ilya pondered.
Shane had been weird since New York: distant, yes, but also wild around the edges.  Like a dog that realized its leash could break if it pulled hard enough.
On and off the ice, Shane seemed to be stuck in some weird daze, always rubbing at his neck or smelling the sleeve of his own hoodie like he was afraid he’d forgotten deodorant.
When the door finally opened, Ilya looked up. Shane walked in balancing a massive brown paper bag of takeout and several cans of American beverages in a plastic bag. He held the bag out like a peace offering.
“Dinner, delivered,” Shane said, dropping the food on the desk in the room. He grinned, but it was a tired version, more practiced than real.
Ilya’s stomach gave a hopeful growl. “From the place with good dumplings?”
Shane nodded, tossing him a can. “…and extra hot mustard, so you can incinerate your sinuses.”
Ilya caught it, laughing. “You know what I like.”
Shane shrugged, already unpacking the food. “It’s not hard. You’ve ordered the same thing every away game for three years.”
“Is called tradition,” Ilya said, sitting up and stretching the stiffness from his arms. “Is very important. Like, if you don’t eat same thing before fight, you lose.”
Shane snorted and handed Ilya his takeout. “Good to know you consider dinner with me a fight.”
Ilya set the carton aside. “Not a fight. Just… you make me hungry, is all.”
He let that hang, tried to see if it landed. Shane’s eyes flickered, just for a second, and then he sat cross-legged on the other bed, opening his own box of food.
They ate quietly for a while, both too hungry to talk. The only sound was the TV and the clatter of plastic chopsticks.
He watched Shane for a moment, watched the way he hunched forward, shoulders curled in. He didn’t look like the Golden Alpha tonight. He looked… smaller.
Fragile, even.
“Are you okay?” Ilya asked, careful, not sure if he’d get an answer.
“Not really.  Did you not watch the game?  Fuck, what a piece of humble pie.  Also, we’re all in agreement that Dion gets put on the punishment wheel.  We’re hoping he gets stuck as Hayden’s free childcare for a month.” Shane said. He stabbed at a dumpling, but his hand trembled just a bit.
Ilya frowned. “Not what I mean. You played weird last game. With Scott Hunter. Then, after, in hospital, you barely slept.  Eyes on phone, always, like expecting bad news. You talk less. Even now, you eat like sad puppy.” He tried to keep his tone light, but the worry snuck in at the edges. “Tell me. Is it about scent? The thing you said during Admiral game?  You said…  You were scared.  You said…  You were “pure” you.  When you smelled oddly.  This…  Scares me.”
Shane flinched. Not big, but enough to notice. He set his food down, licked his lips.
“Ilya, can I ask you a question?  A real one.  No jokes.”
“Of course.”
“If you found out I… lied to you. About something important, about something I’ve been hiding about myself...  If part of me that I’ve been showing the world was a big lie… Would you hate me?” Shane’s voice was flat, the kind of voice you used to hide a landmine.
Ilya shook his head, immediately. “No. I never hate you. Maybe punch you, if funny, or crack joke, but hate? Never, Shane Hollander.  Never.”  He then got up, took his own food, and crossed to Shane’s bed, settling down on the far corner so there was space, but not too much.  The were maybe a foot apart. “Is this about what happened with Hunter?”
Shane looked at the TV, then at the wall, then finally at Ilya. “It’s… not just that. Yeah, though. He… I mean… forget it. I’m fine, really. I just… I’m tired.”
Ilya poked at his food, gathering words like poker chips before pushing them into the center. “You are not fine. You smell like fear, even when you try not to. On ice, you skate like you are being chased by wolf pack. In locker room, you don’t even joke. Tonight, when you got back, before getting food, you were…” He stopped, then decided to be honest. “Tonight, you cry. In shower. Thought, I did not hear, but I have good ears.  I heard.  Such sobbing was not about stupid game.  You are sad.  You are hurting.”
Shane’s face went red. He blinked hard, jaw tight.  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you worry. It’s… it’s just a thing, okay?  A thing I’ve been dealing with my whole life, and…  With Scott, I thought it was going to come out, this…  This thing, but he’s a cool dude about it, but now I’m like…  Struggling, because I didn’t expect him to be cool about it.  I don’t expect anyone to be cool about it.  When they are, it just…  Pisses me off, and I know it shouldn’t, but I…”  He swore.  Loudly.  Repeated. 
Ilya put down his food, wiped his hands on his sweatpants, and grasped onto Shane’s shoulder. “I want to help you, Shane. You help me so much these days. In Russia, in Canada, I never had friend like you. Someone who… who cares, even when I am monster in public. I don’t know how to be good at caring, but I try.” He took a breath. “If you do not want to talk, is okay, but I need you to know, if you want me to stay, I stay. If you want to go, I go. You just say, and I do.”
Shane’s eyes were wet at the corners. He rubbed his face, shaking his head. “Why do you do this?  You…  You don’t know me at all!  Not…  Not everything!” he asked, voice ragged.
“Because,” Ilya said, “I care about you.  In way I didn’t think I could care about someone.  Ever.” He reached across the small gap, took Shane’s hand, careful and gentle. “I think maybe…  Because I fall in love with you.”
Everything fell quiet.  Shane dropped his food on the floor, where it spilled everywhere.  His eyes never left Ilya’s. They weren’t of disgust. They looked…  Hopeful, but pained.  Like he wasn’t used to good things in his life.
“Even if I am not supposed to. Even if both of us are… you know… Alphas.  Both men.  Both big dicks with big knots…  Even if both of us are aggressive, dominate, strong…” He shrugged, sheepish. “…but that’s how I feel.  That is why I care.”
For a long time, Shane didn’t move. His hand trembled in Ilya’s grip, but he didn’t pull away.
“Ilya, I…” Shane started, but the words caught. “I don’t know what to say. I… want this. I want you. …but I can’t… you need to know something before you decide if you love me or not. Something big.  The thing with Scott.  Because…  If you don’t know, I don’t think I could be with you.  I couldn’t lie to my mate.”
Ilya nodded, with a wide smile. “Tell me, then. Please.  So, we can go on loving each other.”
Shane pulled his hand back, wiped at his eyes again. He cleaned up the food on the floor and threw it in the trashcan, then stood, turning his back to Ilya. He reached down, grabbed the hem of his sweatshirt, and peeled it off in one smooth motion. Underneath, he wore a tight athletic undershirt, which he also tugged off, leaving him bare from the waist up.
At first, Ilya didn’t understand. Shane’s body was lean, cut, every inch an athlete’s. Where was the problem?
Then, as Shane turned, he saw them: three small patches on his chest and two on his waist, each about the size of a postage stamp, matte white, pressed flush to the skin.  Prescriptions, clearly, from the markings.
“Will you take them off for me?  Just…  Rip them off.  Like bandages.   You’ll know why.” Shane asked, voice shaking.
Ilya’s heart hammered in his chest. He got up, crossed the room, and stood in front of Shane. Up close, the patches looked medical, but not the kind he recognized from the trainers. He reached out, slow, then peeled the first one from Shane’s collarbone. It came off with a gentle snap, like breaking surface tension. He did the next, then the next, careful not to hurt.  Ilya had to tug down Shane’s pants a bit to get at the ones attached at his hipbones, but he snapped those away too.
As the last patch came off, Ilya paused, waiting for… something.
Shane stood perfectly still, eyes shut, breathing shallow.  He was tense.  More tense than any man should be.
A minute later, Ilya smelled it.
Not the sharpness of Alpha, not the neutral blankness of the blockers, but something else, something sweet and deep and perfectly familiar. It flooded the room, wrapped around Ilya’s senses like a blanket fresh from the dryer. It was the scent from the night before, the one that didn’t make sense.
Vanilla, sugar, salt. Warm and alive. Like they were bubbling together into something beautiful and magical. 
Then…  The smell that hit home.
Omega.
Ilya’s knees almost buckled. He stared at Shane, his hands grasping onto the sides of the man in an instant.  He marveled at the way the scent clung to him, so different than any Omega Ilya had ever met, but undeniably there.  A song only he could hear.
This wasn’t a synthetic smell.  This wasn’t a false scent.
Now, with the truth burned into his nose, he finally realized that Shane’s “Alpha” scent had never been his love’s real scent.  That scent could go fuck itself, the liar that it was. 
This, laid bare before him, was the real Shane Hollander.  This beautiful, gorgeous man was even more beautiful on the inside than he could have ever imagined.
“You’re…” Ilya started, but his throat closed.
Shane nodded, eyes shining. “I have lied about who I am since I was 10 years old.  I’ve been on blockers and drugs to hide my scent, used Alpha musk to fit in. I was my parents only child, they never could tell me no on anything, and they helped me hide the truth because it’s what I wanted to do.  The blockers, the drugs, the faking… it was all just so I could play, so I could be a great hockey player, be a Captain, so nobody would ever look at me like I was less than…  Anyone else.  I…  I’m just like Daniel.  I’m just like the Omega 6.  I just wanted…  To be good enough so that someday…  It didn’t matter that I was just a….”
“Say it.”
One last, terrified breath.  Then, the words came.  “I’m an Omega.”
Ilya didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Shane by the waist, pulled him close, and wrapped him in the hardest hug he’d ever given anyone in his life. He held on, tight, like he was afraid Shane would disappear if he let go.  He covered him like he was a blanket, and rocked him, back and forth, trying to be a shield from the terrifying world.
“I’m sorry…  I’m so sorry…  I wanted to tell you, I just…”
Shane buried his face in Ilya’s neck and just sobbed, silent and shaking. Ilya let him, rubbing circles on Shane’s back, breathing in the scent, feeling it fill every empty space in him.
There was no mistaking it, for Ilya.  This scent, finally unleashed, told Ilya’s brain and body everything he needed to know.  This was the smell of his mate.  His Omega.  His love.  His everything.
“It’s you I love,” Ilya said, softly. “Always has been you. You are… everything. I don’t care if you are Omega, Alpha, Beta, or what. You are Shane. You are my Alpha, even now.  Alpha and Omega, my beginning and my end. My light that brought me out of darkness and showed me kindness like none before.” He kissed Shane’s forehead head, then again, lower, near his temple, then on his nose, then, quickly on the lips. “Thank you for telling me. Thank you for trusting me with this.  I understand now.  So much.  So…  So much…”
Shane laughed, wet and broken. “You’re not mad?”
“Mad? No.” Ilya pulled back, cupped Shane’s face in both hands. “I am happy. I am so fucking happy. Now I can finally stop pretending or worrying about things I do not need to worry about. Now I can just… love you. For real.  For both of us, are honest.  Both of us…  Know everything.”
Shane looked at him, hope and fear tangled up in his eyes. “You still want this? Even though…?”
Ilya kissed him, soft and certain. “I want you,” he said. “I always wanted you.  Everything else was just window dressing.”
They stood like that for a long time, wrapped up in each other.
Shane gulped.  “I want you too.  I want this.  I want us.  I want you to be my Alpha.  Want you to…  Claim me.  Take me.”
“Then…  We will do just that,” Ilya whispered.  He hoisted Shane up, carrying his Omega.  Shane wrapped his legs around Ilya’s waist. 
As Ilya walked to the bed, he flipped off the overhead lights, leaving the room to flicker in only the flames of the fireplace.
 
+++++
 
They wasted no time. 
Shane barely landed on the bed before Ilya ripped their clothes off.  His pants were now slowly hanging off a ceiling fan, his underwear was on a lampshade, and Ilya’s was a torn mess of sad fabric on either side of the bed.
In a blink, Shane was on his back.  Ilya pushed pillows behind his head, tucked blankets and sheets on every side to give a better angle and ensure Shane knew nothing but tenderness. 
Then, Shane watched his ankles rise up over his head, guided by Ilya’s thick, muscular arms.  He saw Ilya diving down, tasting and rooting at Shane’s hole with his thick tongue.  A gush of wetness, all Omega and smelling only of Shane, followed.
“This good?” Ilya asked, slicking a long stripe up Shane’s thigh.
“So…  So good,” Shane whimpered.  He dug his fists into the thickness of his thighs, focused on keeping the stretch of his legs and exposing himself, all of himself.  He’d hidden for so long, there was no way he would be shy now.
Ilya’s cock, already impossibly hard, jutted out above a dark thatch of hair at his groin. Shane wanted to touch it, wanted to taste it, but Ilya pushed him down, gentle but unyielding. 
“Let me do this.  Let me lay claim to you.  Let me show you my love.  We have…  Forever to play.”  Ilya whispered, pressing a gentle kiss on Shane’s lips.  Shane tasted himself, his sweet vanilla slick, in that contact, and a fuzzy warmth spread throughout him.
“Ok,” Shane whispered, all he could manage.
Ilya pressed Shane down into to the mattress, climbing over him.  Every movement was slow, tender, gentle.  The Alpha lubed himself up with the slick Shane was gushing, lined up, testing the rim, before he gently pushed himself in.
Shane whimpered from the girth.
“Does it hurt?” Ilya asked, voice raw.
Shane shook his head, then, “No. Don’t stop.”
Ilya didn’t.
He fucked Shane with a slow, easy rhythm, checking his every expression, smiling with each moan and purr, kissing and nibbling on Shane’s neck, his chest, his belly, his nose, and one particularly devious swipe of a nipple.   
With each thrust, Ilya seemed to measure the response, like he was trying to learn Shane’s body from the inside out. Shane clung to Ilya’s shoulders, nails digging grooves into the skin. Every time Ilya bottomed to the hilt of his cock, he paused, breathing hard, letting the fullness stretch Shane, letting them both feel everything.
The sheets were soaked with sweat and slick and a minging of both Alpha and Omega.  A sweet, sensual musk that Shane wanted to bathe in.
The room filled with the sound of wet bodies slapping against each other, of breaths turning ragged, of low, guttural moans.
Shane couldn’t stop shaking. He felt exposed, flayed open, the most intimate and secret parts of himself explored, loved, and crashed into. He wanted it. Wanted it like the air he breathed, the water he drank, the food he ate.  Like it was a vital, necessary part to continue life on this stupid, bullshit planet.
More than that, though, he wanted Ilya to see all of him.  What made him an Omega.
No, actually, what made him Ilya’s Omega. 
He shut his eyes to hide the tears that flowed.  In just one night, he’d shed his secret, found the man he loved and adored loved him back, gotten support from more than one Alpha in the sport he loved, and was getting an heated, fuck-filled experience he never thought he’d be able to have in this lifetime. 
Intimacy.  Love.  Truth.
It was too much.
“Look at me,” Ilya said, voice fierce.
Shane did. He met Ilya’s eyes, and in them saw everything he’d ever wanted to believe about himself: strength, beauty, worth. He broke, then, completely. Tears slipped down his cheeks, silent and clean.
Ilya bent down, kissing the tears away, one by one. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “You know this? Beautiful. Stunning. Gorgeous.  My pretty, handsome, strong, enduring Omega… My Shane.  Моя любовь…”
Shane shook.
Ilya kissed him, slowly and deep, tongue sliding into the Omega’s mouth.
They didn’t stop.
Ilya slid Shane down the length of the bed, allowed the Omega’s legs to relax, instead hooking them over Ilya’s shoulders.
The Alpha kept fucking him, deeper and deeper, until Shane felt the world shrink to just the two of them, bodies joined, hearts pounding in the same desperate rhythm.
He came first.  From both parts of what made him an Omega.
The first, an orgasm that wrenched a broken sound from his throat,  spurting from the head of his cock, and painting Ilya’s chest in glistening white. Ilya held him through it, fucking him through the aftershocks, not letting go, never letting go.  Their chests smeared in it, mingling their scents further.  Which triggered the second from Shane.  A gushing of fluids, coating Ilya’s crotch in glistening, silver, oily slick as he came from Ilya’s dick deep in his hole.
When Ilya came, it was sudden and brutal. He slammed into Shane, knot swelling, locking them together. He roared, not unlike a bear, and flooded Shane with his molten seed.
The fullness was overwhelming and beautiful. Shane cried again, but this time it was pure joy.  He laughed through the tears.
Ilya slumped over him, sweat-slicked and trembling. For a long time, they just lay there, tangled and knotted and utterly spent.  Though Ilya never stopped pressing kisses into Shane.  Neck.  Ear.  Cheeks.  Lips.  Chest.
Then, slowly, the kisses centered on Shane’s scent gland, hovering just over his neck.  Ilya raised himself up, teeth scraping over the gland. He paused, asking with his eyes.
Shane nodded, just once.  “Please.”
The bite was sharp, almost painful, but the pressure faded into a rush of euphoria, a wild, sweet heat of endorphins that flooded Shane’s whole body. He gasped, clutching Ilya’s head to his neck, wanting to be claimed, wanting the mark.
Ilya licked the wound, gentle now, and whispered, “Mine.”
Shane, high on the feeling, reached up, found Ilya’s matching gland, and ran a stripe over it with his tongue.
“Make me yours,” Ilya whispered.
Shane bit down, hard. He tasted blood, then tasted Ilya, pure and unfiltered as the Alpha’s own scent flooded his entire being.  Ilya shuddered growling in a tempo that matched Shane’s purr.
“Yours,” Ilya managed, with a shudder.
Shane licked the mark, then kissed it, lips lingering on the pulse.  “Mine.”
They were both crying now, both laughing, hugging each other and tumbling on the bed.  Play wrestling while still knotted and tied.  Neither knew what they were doing, really.  They just watched to touch, to explore, to seek out and understand each other’s body from head to toe. 
Shane lost track of his placement on the bed, and they both fell off, slamming into the hardwood below in a tangle of limbs and stained sheets. 
“Don’t try and hit head again, I just got better,” Ilya joked.
Shank laughed, cackling.  “Don’t worry, I’ll kiss the boo boo again.”
Ilya panted, pressing kiss after kiss onto Shane’s bitten gland.  “No.  My turn to kiss the boo boo.”
“No fair,” Shane pouted, and he kissed Ilya’s as well.
Neither of them moved from the floor.  They were too busy smiling, both so full of love it hurt.  For a long time, they just breathed each other in.
Eventually, Ilya hefted them back onto the bed, rolled them to their sides, knot still locked, bodies pressed together.  He wrapped them in soft blankets for warmth, letting the light of the flickering fireplace dance their interlocked silhouettes on the wall.
Shane nuzzled into Ilya’s chest, breathing in the scent.  Or rather, the new scent.
Their scent.
They stayed like that, quiet, until the knot softened and Ilya slipped free. Shane hissed at the loss, but Ilya only pulled him closer, arms wrapping around him like armor.
“I clean you up?” Ilya asked.
Shane shook his head.  “No…  Spent too long cleaning.  I just wanna…  Be us for a while.  Let the scents take me.  Is that okay?”
“Is more than okay.”
They fell asleep that way, still tangled, still holding tight.
 
In the morning just before dawn, Shane woke first. Light filtered through the curtains, painting stripes on Ilya’s back. Shane ran his fingers down the length of Ilya’s spine, tracing each vertebra, each curve of his muscle.  He never wanted to wake up to anything else.
Ilya stirred, blinking awake. He smiled, lazy and soft.  He leaned forward, greeting a day with a kiss against Shane’s lips.
“Good morning, my love,” he said.
Shane kissed him back. “Morning, Alpha.”
They laughed, giddy and stupid.
For a while, they stayed in bed, talking about nothing and everything, all at once.
 
Their next game was first up on the topic. They had to be on a plane in six hours.  They were heading to Florida, where they knew that even their rookies could probably handle the game all on their own. They were more interested in the downtime.
“Florida is so hot, even in November.  I enjoy.  Cold I am used to.  Warmth, is nice.  I can go to beach.” Ilya said.
“The water would be freezing!” Shane exclaimed.
“Bah. Freezing in America is brisk summer day in Russia.” Ilya proclaimed.
They argued over who could last the longest in the water.  They’d have to test it out.  A promise.  A date.
 
Shane talked about dinner with his parents he was past due for.  On their next home game, he was going to meet up with them, at their favorite restaurant.
“I hope you can come with me.  I’d love them for you all to meet.  For them to know who my…  Alpha is.” Shane muttered, quietly.
“I do not have good track record with parents, but…  I try.” Ilya pressed a reassuring kiss onto the back of Shane’s hand.
Ilya was, secretly, deeply frightened of Yuna Hollander. She was protective mother grizzly crazy, and Ilya didn’t like the way she looked at him.  Though, he wouldn’t tell either Shane or his mother that fact.
 
Ilya talked about his brother and niece.  How would he like to go see them once the season is over.
“Brother and I have…  Complicated relationship. Brothers, yes, but never close. He is a good man, with a good wife, and I love niece.  Wish I knew him better.  Wish I had…  Good family,” Ilya grumbled.
“We’ll fly them out here more.  My Dad has connections with places if you need help with the legal stuff,” Shane offered.
They did have problem with the legal things.  Ilya would make a note to speak with David during their family dinner.
 
Shane talked about his cottage.
“A place on the lake.  Away from everyone and everything in the wilderness.  Had all my summers there when I was growing up.  When it got hard being an Alpha, Mom and Dad took me there so I could just be an Omega for a bit.  We should go there.  You and I.  We can both just…  Be ourselves.  No family, no hiding, no secrets…  Nothing.  Just us.”
“Sounds beautiful,” Ilya hummed.
They planned for the cottage trip.  After the Stanley Cup.  In the warm summer.  Ilya would finally get to swim in a warm lake, on a summer day. 
 
Then… 
The switch flipped.  It had to, at some point.  They both knew it.
“What do you want in future?” Ilya asked.
“As in…”
Ilya gulped, his hand slowly tracing the contours of his mate’s stomach.  “Children.”
Shane nodded.  Because, yeah, that made sense.  They’d skipped a few steps in their courtship.  Actually, they’d gone from 0 to 100 in the time span of a week.  Normally, courting involved a lot more discussion about…  The Future.  Though the future was hard for both of them, given their unique circumstances.
“I want kids,” Shane said, being honest.  He wasn’t sure how Ilya would feel, but…  Ilya was his Alpha.  He needed to be honest.
Ilya nodded.  “I…  Yes.  Me too.  Being Uncle is amazing job I wish I could do more often.  My sister-in-law, she says I have “girl dad” energy.  Don’t know what that means exactly, but she says I would be good parent.  I don’t know about that, but…  Can’t be worse than my own father.”
“I want…  At least two.”  Shane said, a bit more boldly.  He gulped at Ilya’s surprised expression.  “Being an only child sucks sometimes, and…  I’d want them to have someone else.  Besides, my mom and dad would kill to be grandparents, and we’d have the money and resources for it, so I think it’s-“
“…I am fine with multiple children.”  Ilya said, quickly hushing Shane’s nerves with a kiss.  “So long as…  We have enough to give love equally, but not too much that one would starve. So long as their future is theirs to decide.  We never…  Force.”
“No kids until I’m out though.”
“Of course.”
“So, when I’m in heat, you’re wrapping that dick.”
“Of course.”
Then, it was agreed.
“Are you going to become a Canadian citizen?” Shane asked, biting his lip.  “…or would you want to go back to Russia at some point?”
Ilya chuckled, and nodded.  “Manager has been working on this for years now.  Three years in country came and went and was easy.  Paid ass and half in taxes.  Language proficiency was struggle at first.  I passed citizenship test months ago.  Waiting for oath of citizenship ceremony.  Maybe, in few months, maybe weeks…  It is final and it is coming.”
“I didn’t know.”
Ilya chuckled.  “I tell no one but manager.  Until now, had no one to be happy for me.”
Shane brushed Ilya’s cheek.  “I am happy.  That you’re here.  With me.  Make sure and invite me to the ceremony.”
“Of course.”
Then.  The bomb.
“Can we tell people… is this okay? You and me?” Ilya asked.
Shane thought about it, really thought. He was terrified of the implications, of people seeing past the “Alpha/Alpha” relationship or questioning it.  Though, this time the terror felt manageable. Maybe it was Scott Hunter not giving a fuck, or the Omega 6, or Daniel, or all the people who been so supportive lately.
Their relationship, being public, felt like something he could face, as long as Ilya was there.  He reached out, touching the gentle bruise on Ilya’s gland.
“I’m not ready for everything to change. I’m not ready to come out as an Omega.  It’s getting easier, but…  I don’t feel ready for it.  I want everything to be…  Perfect for that,” he said, shaking his head.  Shane took a breath, and smiled, regardless. “…but I’m ready for people to know we’re together. As Alphas.  As mates.  That we’ve claimed each other.  That we’re going to be courting each other.  That someday…  We might get married. I want that.”
Ilya nodded, understanding. “I want this too.  We can go slow with everything. I can wait. We don’t have to hide what’s most important from the world, our love, but everything else?  Well, we have each other for everything else.”
Shane smiled, feeling the truth of it settle inside him. He cupped Ilya’s face, kissed him, and said, “No more secrets from each other.  Ever.”
Ilya kissed him back, long and deep, and for once, Shane didn’t feel the need to come up for air.  “Never.  Ever.”
 
+++++
 
The locker room before a press conference was nothing like the locker room before a game.
No yelling, no ass-slapping, no soundtrack of slamming metal. They were all (mostly) dressed respectably well, button-ups and nice pants.
Ilya sat beside Shane on a wooden bench, their knees almost but not quite touching. He picked at the taping on his stick, just to have something to do with his hands.
Shane was in full Captain mode: suit tailored, tie straight, hair slicked to perfection. He sat upright, hands folded. Ilya knew he was nervous, because his love was tapping his thumb against the side of his leg, a steady little tick that nobody else on the team would ever catch.
The press conference itself, when they all finally filled in as a full team, looked like every other one they’d held the last few years, except for the fact it was standing room only. Shane sat in the center, flanked by Ilya and Hayden, with the rest of the team filling out the ends.
Ilya noted the sightlines made it impossible for anyone in the room to not look directly at Shane. His presence was magnetic, even when he was just sitting still. He tried to copy his mate’s posture, sitting tall, chin up. He had even worn a suit, navy blue with a silver tie, and for once he actually liked how he looked. Next to Shane, he felt… right.
The moderator did a brief intro, then opened the floor for questions. At first it was all hockey.
“Shane, the Voyagers are third in the standings as we start to exit the month. How do you feel about your chances this season?”
He smiled for the cameras. “I think we’ve got a lot of hockey left to play. The boys have worked their asses off. Detroit’s got a scary new line, but I like our odds. Every year, they say the Golden Alpha can’t do it, but every year, we find a way.”
A dozen microphones thrust out. Another question.
“Ilya, are you worried about facing the Thunder in the playoffs? They’ve taken two out of three from you this year.”
Ilya shrugged. “It’s as they say, lightning is fast, but sometimes it strikes the wrong target. Last time, we had rough night, but we make adjustments now. Is what good teams do.”
Hayden Pike, the comic relief of their team, father of four (or was it five?), and one of Shane’s friends from the rookie years, chimed in. “…and if we can’t beat ‘em on ice, Ilya just drags them into the boards until they forfeit.”
The room laughed.
More questions, rapid-fire. The season, the team, even the mascot drama involving Onlyfans (don’t ask, everyone blames Dion). It went smooth. Ilya felt his pulse slow, the pressure easing. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.
Then the tone shifted. The Omega Rights Ball question came, just as the manager had said it would.
“Captain, there’s a lot of buzz about you and Rozanov attending Rose Landry’s Omega Rights Ball together next month. Are you supporters of the cause, or just there for the charity auction?”
Ilya saw Shane’s jaw clench, just for a second, but then he leaned into the microphone.
“We’re both honored to be invited as well as be part of the auction pool of prizes.  If anyone out there is interested, you can win a day with me and Ilya, alongside a tour of the Voyager organization.  All proceeds go to the Rose Landry organization,” Shane said. “I’m not going to pretend I know half as much as Rose about these issues, but we want to support our friends. We’re not there as speakers, we’re not going to be talking, we’re not the faces of anything, we’re just guests and allies, proud to be there and ready to listen. As for my personal statement, and I can speak for Ilya as well, I believe everyone deserves to play the sport they love without being told they’re not good enough. That’s all.”
The room went quiet, for just a beat.
The next question came from a woman in glasses, who gave Ilya a direct look. “Rozanov, is it true you’re becoming a Canadian citizen?”
He grinned, relaxing.  This would be the easy question. “Yes. I have private ceremony in two weeks. Very excited. Russia good for long time to me, but Canada is home now.”  He “oversold” a bit about Russia, but he wasn’t about to throw up a middle finger to his home country anytime soon.
A few of the old guard reporters grumbled, but the younger ones wrote it down, some even clapping. Ilya felt pride bloom inside him.
Someone else asked, “What’s the first thing you’ll do as a Canadian?”
Ilya grinned, “Learn how to incorporate “eh” into my language.  Like true Canadian, eh?”
Even Shane snorted at that, but the room devolved into laughter.  It felt good to be laughed at, for humor’s sake, anyway.  He was learning jokes.
Then it was time.
The blue-jacketed journalist stood, index card in hand.  The plant.  The one the PR team had worked with for a solid week.  A friend of Kip’s, who’d come highly recommended from Scott Hunter.
“This is for both of you, Shane and Ilya both,” he said. “There’s been speculation this season about your off-ice friendship, your frequent public appearances, and even a few viral videos of you together at bars, singing karaoke together. People are wondering: is there more to your relationship than just teammates?”
The air went electric.
Not a single reporter had even thought to ask such a thing.  Nobody, outside of tumblr fan accounts, anyway.
Everyone turned, waiting.  Most scoffed.  Some were already laughing loudly at the young journalist for what seemed like a stupid question.
Ilya’s heart raced.
Shane took the lead.
“We’ve been teammates for years.  Here in the last few weeks, we became close friends.  Because of our united front in Omega rights.  Then, we got to know each other, on a deeper level.” he said, voice steady.
Then, the levies rose, and the water rushed out.  No taking it back after this.
“To answer your question, yes, there’s something more. We’re together. We’re dating and will be officially courting shortly. We’ve both claimed each other as the first step in that long journey. I know that’s not normal for a lot of people, two Alphas courting, but…” he shrugged “…maybe it’s time we get over that too, yeah?”
There was a stunned silence.
Then, a hundred camera shutters went off at once.
Ilya, feeling brave, reached for Shane’s hand under the table and laced their fingers together. He faced the crowd. “Shane showed me how a good life can be led,” he said, choosing each word with care. “He made me want to be a better person. If that means we are strange, or rule-breakers, or ‘not normal,’ then I’m happy to be all of those things. I have already been these things my whole life, so nothing new there.”
A Beta in the front row whistled, loud and sharp. Someone else clapped. In a blink, the room was full of applause.
Shane turned to the right and left.  The team was all smiles, all of them applauding.  They’d “come out” to the team the day after the Colorado game.  Coach, and all the guys, were a bit stunned at first, but in the end, they’d been a tight-knit team for years.  Nobody gave a fuck.
Though they did make quite a few inappropriate jokes, one too many “knot” puns, and started a betting pool started on who the “dominant” Alpha was, but hell, that was just locker rooms.  They’d had betting pools on when Hayden’s wife would snip his balls off or how many strippers Dion could go through in one night.
Though not everyone was on board in the crowd. The next questioner, a sports radio guy with slicked-back hair, tried to needle them. “How do you think the rest of the team feels about sharing a locker room with two Alphas who are, you know… hot for each other?  Do you have a side eye for any other teammates?  Does anyone worrying about getting…  Stared at?”
Hayden, sitting on Shane’s other side, stole the microphone before anyone else could.
“Look, buddy,” Hayden said, voice all charm. “Shane and Ilya have seen all of us cocks out for the better part of a decade, and none of them want anything to do with us, for a wide variety of reasons. You know, like a normal person.”
Ilya chuckled.  “Many.  Many reasons.”
The crowd laughed, except a handful of assholes. 
Hayden continued.  “I speak for all off the The Voyagers when I say, we support our Captain and Ilya. Anyone who’s got a problem with it can take it up with us.”
The room applauded.  More questions started coming in, and Hayden became the comic relief, tagging in and out with other members of the team.  The support?  Unquestionable.
Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand, unable to stop the goofy grin on his face.
The world wasn’t burning down. If anything, it felt like it had caught fire in the best way.
Shane leaned in, voice soft enough just for him. “You okay?”
“Never better,” Ilya whispered.
They fielded a few more questions, mostly about the team, the season, nothing too hard, and when the moderator called an end, the Voyagers rose as one. Shane stood, but didn’t let go of Ilya’s hand.
Camera flashes tracked them as they left the stage.
Back in the player’s lounge, they collapsed onto a leather couch. The media manager appeared, face flushed but grinning. “That was perfect,” she said. “You’ll be on every channel by noon.”
Hayden bounced in, grabbed a handful of protein bars, and winked. “You two did good. Don’t let the haters get to you.” He gave Ilya a slap on the back, then vanished to go prank call Detroit.  More of the Voyagers came by, patting shoulders, slapping their asses, congratulating in their own crazy way.
Shane pulled out his phone, scrolling through as the new started to roll in.  Then, something must have shaken Shane, as he nearly dropped said phone.
“Ilya, look.”
On the home page of every sports news app, their faces stared back.  Some included them kissing during the press conference.  Others were scenes of them on the ice.  An edit of the Omegapunch and Shane’s breakdown on the news station.
All centered by the headline: VOYAGERS GOLDEN ALPHA CAPTAIN AND TRUE ALPHA ROZANOV : HOCKEY’S NEWEST POWER COUPLE TIES A KNOT! #hollanov
Ilya laughed. “They make us sound like movie stars.”
Shane just watched the feed, thumb flicking faster and faster. Then his phone buzzed with a video notification sent from his mother. 
He hit play, and the screen filled with the faces of Scott Hunter and his Omega husband, Kip, both grinning for the cameras in the comfort of their home. Kip spoke first.
“We just want to say, from one hockey couple to another, congrats to Shane and Ilya. Hockey’s changing, and I think that’s pretty damn cool.”
Scott leaned in, voice full of gravel and pride. “To the Golden Alpha and the True Alpha: Kick ass this season. Let’s see what the power couple can do on the ice and let them put their money where their mouth is. See you in the playoffs. Hope to see you both in New York some day.  We’ll do a double date.”
Ilya looked at Shane, at the pink in his cheeks, the soft smile. “You want to send them something back?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Shane said, voice thick. “Let’s do it.”
They recorded a short video, nothing fancy, just a sincere “thank you” and a shoutout to Scott and Kip. Ilya threw in a joke about naming his next dog after Hunter so at least one of them would be well trained, which made Shane crack up.
When they finished, Shane leaned against him, letting his weight rest there for a moment.
Ilya stroked the back of Shane’s hand, thumb grazing the knuckles. “Is best feeling,” he said.
They sat for a while, not talking, just letting the moment settle around them. Every few minutes, Shane’s phone buzzed with another notification, some hateful, some supportive, most just in awe of the news.  One deranged fan kept sending “I KNEW IT” over and over again, with some weird music edit of the two of them in the news set to Taylor Swift.
The world would talk, and then the world would get over it.  At least this time, they’d been the ones to control it.
When the rest of the Voyagers trickled back into the lounge, someone cranked up the TV to the sports desk, where every commentator in the country was already dissecting their story.
Some of them grumbled about “distractions” and “integrity of the game”, and “what this looks like to young Alphas”.  Though to Shane’s surprise, they were in the minority.  Easily, the support was 80% positive, but the 20% against them was loud as fuck.
Then came Rose Landry’s callout.  She called them brave, congratulated them both and looked forward to their “forward thinking” being at her charity event, wishing them well.  Ilya liked that one best.
When it was finally time to go home for the night, Ilya stood, offering Shane his hand. Shane took it without hesitation.
They left the building together, out into the cold December air and the roar of the waiting crowd who mobbed them with pictures as they walked to their waiting car.  They waved to the crowd, cave the journalists what they wanted, and Ilya took a moment to give Shane another smooch, dipping him for dramatic effect. 
In the heat of the scene, Ilya almost forgot their problems.
Almost.
He knew that this one victory, this one bit of acceptance, wasn’t the end of their struggles.
Shane was still in hiding, still scared of being himself in public, and his career still hung by a thread if his secret ever got out.  Ilya still had an ailing father to deal with, whom after seeing this announcement was sure to become even more of a problem, not counting the fact Ilya could never go home again, not after admitting he was courting another male Alpha.
The Stanley Cup playoffs were four months away and they had a lot of hockey to play to keep up.  If they wanted this act to work, if they wanted a chance at Shane being seen as equal, the wins had to keep coming, and they had to be BIG.
People like Daniel and the Omega 6 needed them to keep up the pace.
The Voyagers had given their full, unconditional support, and he would repay that kindness tenfold, by going harder than any Alpha in the history of hockey for their team.
The thing was, Ilya could forget about all of that, just for a little while.  Because while they still had plenty of secrets and plenty of problems, the one thing that wouldn’t be secret and wouldn’t be a problem?
Their love and their relationship. 
At the very least, they could be together in public, share their affections, and move towards a better tomorrow, together.
 






      

  












      Chapter 7: Scars
  








  The first thing Shane noticed when he woke up, besides the January sunlight cutting across the rough-hewn ceiling beams of Ilya’s lakeside home, was the steady sound of Ilya laughing at something on his phone.
Not a polite, half-muffled snicker, but a true, from-the-gut rumble that vibrated through the mattress.
The second thing was that the bed, their bed now, smelled like them: pine and vanilla and a hint of previous night’s activities.
He stretched, felt the familiar pop of his shoulder joint, and turned to see Ilya splayed out beside him, his uncut mess of curls draping over his forehead, scrolling through an endless stream of pictures.
“Good morning, my love,” Ilya said, not looking up from his phone, “but still look like you are in dream. Very cute. Like these picture I find on blog. Dion send me. Claims to be the new Shane Hollander blog. My favorite. I follow them and reblog all.” He thrust the screen in Shane’s face, too excited for words.
The fan blog wasn’t just pictures of himself. No, it was pictures of him in just about every scenario in his life, compared to…. Snoopy. From the Peanuts cartoon.
The one Ilya showed was a photo set of Snoopy in four different moods: sleeping, eating, stretching, and blushing furiously while being kissed.
Accompanying each image was a damning (and oddly accurate) matching candid photo of Shane from either games, public scenes, or photo shoots.
Shane rolled his eyes, but grinned. “I look nothing like that.”
Ilya ignored him and kept scrolling. “No, look, see? When you do this,” he mimed a stretch, arms above his head, tongue lolling out, “Is same. Adorable, yes?”
“I’m not Snoopy!”
“I think maybe you are.  Both adorable, both timeless.”
“You’re an idiot, and I’m telling coach to put Dion on the trade block for showing you that,” Shane said, and batted the phone away.
“Nobody take Dion.”
“They will when we offer him for the price of a croissant.”
“Still overpriced.”
Ilya set the phone on the nightstand, next to a pack of nicotine gum (“I quit chain smoking. Bad habit. I want to live forever.”), and pulled Shane in for a rough, sleepy hug. “You smell so good, my love. Like butter danish filled with piping hot cream right out of oven.” He then leaned in, dropping his voice an octave and niblings on the curve of Shane’s scent gland. “…and I’m the cream.” He said, in a teasing, sexy tone.
Shane blushed, let Ilya lay on top of him, all while wearing a lopsided grin.
After a decade of waking up to nothing and no one, being next to Ilya every morning was like a dream come true. He didn’t have to hide his yearnings. Didn’t have to pretend to be strong or put on a show anymore. Ilya knew him, inside and out.
…and every morning started with “my love” this and “my love” that, compliments and cute remarks, punctuated with something sexual that would either spurn a quick morning fuck, or earn a loud groan the way a dad joke would land.
Today?
A mix of the two for Shane. Bakery metaphors didn’t do it for him, but the cream was a nice touch. He kissed Ilya on the lips, laid on the Alpha’s bare chest and listened to his heart. There would be no “round two” that morning, but Ilya had earned some scratch and sniff time, which he was equally happy with.
The Alpha nipped and licked and nuzzled against Shane’s scent gland, drinking it in before the patches would have to come on and Shane would have to be an “Alpha” for the public. (“Smells so wrong with patches. I bottle you next time. My own cologne.”)
While he could have laid like that all day, Shane’s obsessive need to be productive on days off from hockey took over and he untangled from Ilya’s arm, slipping out of bed to start his morning routine. Ilya whined, like a lost puppy, and Shane just rolled his eyes. “Come join me, but put on pants this time. No more naked Yoga, because I know what you’re doing, horn dog.  I won’t be taken in by your swaying hips and helicopter dong.”
“Horned dog? Why you call me this?”
“Horn dog! Means your horny like a dog in heat! Look it up and add it to the notebook of phrases!”
Shane padded into their living room, pulled out his yoga mat, threw on a pair of black track shorts, which barely covered anything, and unrolled the mat on the wide-plank floor.
Ilya’s lakeside home, for all its log-cabin fantasy on the outside, had once been one of the saddest, coldest, most “gray” places he’d ever walked through. No knickknacks, no photos on the walls, just clean lines, a random hockey stick nailed to the personal gym, and the bare minimum required to survive a day. He’d moved in a month ago, before the press conference where they came out together, and since then, he’d tried to add his own warmth, for both him and Ilya.
Some of his changed included:  A few pictures of the team here and there, and Shane’s family, and Ilya’s brother, niece, and sister-in-law. A shadowbox for each of them, containing their Rookie Year jerseys and pictures to accompany them. A stocked kitchen, simple but necessary pots and pans, spices other than salt and pepper.  A few “soft” things like blankets and quilts.
While he didn’t want to completely overtake the property, he had an incessant need to fill up spaces, spread their scent, and show Ilya he was allowed to love himself. …and well, maybe himself too.
In the past, even in his own apartment, Shane would have felt exposed without a t-shirt or even an old pair of sweats to cover up his physiology. Because while it was hard to tell an Omega male apart from other designations by body alone, there were signs. The way your hips popped, the size and curve of your ass, how the waist connected to the stomach.
Without layers of clothes on and when not buffed up from working out, Shane had always been one of those “so obvious it hurts” Omega. The kind with the so called “child bearing hips”.
Here and now, though? In their home? With Ilya just around the corner? He showed off 90% of his body and didn’t care.
He started his stretches.
Child’s pose, cat-cow, downward dog. Each movement slow, precise, every muscle calling up the muscle memory of years of stretching and recovery.
Ilya joined him a minute later, still shirtless, hair tied up in a lazy topknot and grey sweatpants hanging dangerously low on his hips. He grabbed his own Yoga mat, and started his own set of simple poses. They were harder for Alphas, who had a bigger body frame, a different muscle and bone structure, and a weirder center of gravity, but Ilya gave it his all, every time.
“Today is good day for yoga,” Ilya announced. He always said that and then would proceed to stare at Shane’s ass for the entire session.
Shane shook his head, smiling. “You’re going to pop your hamstring if you do that thing again with your left leg.”
“Never happens,” Ilya said, immediately attempting an advanced pose. He got stuck halfway, grunted, then toppled onto his side.  The thud against the floor was hard enough to send a photo on the wall straight to the ground.
Shane laughed and kept his flow going. “Told you.”
They went through the sequence together, occasionally poking fun or flirting. It was nothing like the team’s mandatory stretching sessions, where everything was loud and competitive and soaked in synthetic Alpha musk. Here, there was just the breath of their scents flowing together, the warm aura of Ilya’s presence beside him, and the comfortable ache in his own muscles as he pushed through the last set.
After a half hour, he rolled up their mats and flopped onto the edge of the bed, heart rate elevated, but not exhausted. Ilya sat beside him, gently massaging Shane’s legs and feet.
“Can you help with hair again?” Ilya said. “I am still new to… Fashion.”
Shane nodded. He hopped up, sat on Ilya’s lap and had the Alpha bend his head.
Ilya was letting his hair grow out, something he’d never been allowed to do before. When it became hard to style or annoying to play on the ice with, they’d started experimenting with ways to tie it back. Shane watched videos online and practiced over and over until he could get it right. Ilya was almost there, being able to do it himself, but still needed just a bit of practice to make it look “better”.
He gathered Ilya’s hair in his hands, twisted it up, and tucked it into a bun. He explained the process, slowly, and Ilya nodded as he made more mental notes.
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When they were done, it made Ilya’s face look sharper, somehow more exposed and open. Shane stared, pleased with his own handiwork, and loved how Ilya’s mane of curls looked in their own natural element.
Ilya studied himself in the bedroom mirror, uncertain. “This is… Fashionable? Do I look… Good? Not like yoga instructor who fucks moms and only eats grass like goats?”
“You look good,” Shane snorted, honest and blunt. “Like a Viking warlord ready for battle.”
Ilya grinned with that response, kissed him on the temple, then asked, “Is your nest ready yet? Is today day when I can open door and see?”
Shane stilled.
All the warmth in the room receded, and suddenly, he felt a chill.
He looked away, toward the guest bedroom at the end of the hall. The one Ilya had given him full charge of to turn into a functioning family nest. Something Shane should have had at his apartments in the past, but never did, out of fear of someone finding it. He’d never even had a bedding nest on his bed, let alone even conceived of an entire room for one.
“No. Haven’t had time, really. Maybe I can work on it some today…” Shane said, taking a long, deep gulp.
Ilya considered that, saw the expression on Shane’s face, then nodded, gently caressing his mate’s cheek. “I will help, if you want?”
“No, I… I should do it myself.” Shane felt his stubbornness welling up. “It’s supposed to be, like, a safe place, you know? For later. For us to… Call home. I’m supposed to make it perfect. That’s what I’m built to do, so that’s what I’m going to do.”
Ilya didn’t argue. Instead, he gave Shane another kiss, this time softer, and left him to his own thoughts.
Shane lingered a few moments, staring at his own hands, which shook just a little.
The thing was, and what made this task so difficult, is he had no clue how to “nest”.
Nesting.  A basic, biological, imperative that was in every single Omega on the planet. A natural thing they did, without thinking. Like eating, or breathing. The act of providing a safe, clean environment for the family unit.
A sense that never came to Shane before in his life. The last time he’d tried, it was in a therapist’s office in his teens and it had involved a beanbag chair and a weighted blanket that he promptly threw up on after a panic attack.
“There’s a chance abuse of suppressants can have unintended side effects.”
Shane bit down on his lip. Dr. Holly’s ominous warning from his first visit kept popping in his mind. He shook them away. He padded down the hall, opened the door to the guest room, then shut and locked it behind him.
He found it exactly as he’d left it: sterile, white walled, cold hardwood floors, bare, like a hospital room with delusions of grandeur. Even the bed, which he’d ordered specifically so he could build it himself, was still in the box, collecting dust in the middle of the room. There wasn’t a mattress or a blanket anywhere to be seen, just metal rods trapped inside carboard boxes that smelt of an old factory. Curtains, the cheap kind that came with the house when Ilya first bought it, barely let any light inside of the room.
He sat, cross-legged, in the center of the room, and glared all around him at the “nothingness”.
Really, the room was a monument to everything he knew about being an Omega. It represented his usefulness as an Omega. It was a living embodiment of how utterly carved out he was on the inside.
“What do you want from me?” Shane asked the room, as if the unopened box would answer him.
Based on videos he’d seen online, and there were a lot of them, apparently there was a lot of boxes he was “supposed to” check.
He was supposed to want to fill it with soft things, to hoard pillows and blankets and Ilya’s old t-shirts like every stereotypical Omega in written history, and anything less than 10 decorative pillows on the bed was sacrilege. He was supposed to cater it to his personal needs and the needs of those that would someday be invited into this room, be it friend, family, mate, or child. He was supposed to want to make it a safe haven, where nothing bad ever happened, like in the movies where thunderstorms rocked the house and small children ran to it for safety and hid under the covers. He was supposed to make it sexy and filled with “toys”, a place where the moment Ilya smelt Shayne’s slick, Shane could be carried, princess-style, across the threshold and then fucked within an inch of his life.
He was supposed to make it the heart of the house.
He was supposed to know what to do.
He was supposed to not need stupid videos on his phone.
All he could do, sitting there, was stare at the blank expanse and wonder what the hell anyone was talking about. Why would anyone want ALL of that in one place?
The house was silent, except for the distant sound of Ilya singing in the bathroom, badly, and loudly, and with total sincerity.
Shane listened, let the sound wash over him, and after a minute, allowed himself to smile, just a little. He fell over on his side, using the unopened box as a pillow.
It was hard, cold, uncomfortable, and had little to no sexual appeal.
“Just like me.” 
 
+++++
 
After Shane disappeared into the guest room to continue building his nest, Ilya drifted aimlessly through his home. Part of him was proud that his mate had wanted to move in, and a deep sense of Alpha pride bloomed that he could provide shelter and safety for his love.
Though, he’d been equally embarrassed about spartan he’d lived up until then. The night Shane first came over, he didn’t even have snacks to keep his mate happy, only had vodka and booze on his shelves, and an empty fridge except for a single container of mustard.
Well, that wasn’t the case anymore. He didn’t even recognize his “home” anymore.
Most of the transformation came from Shane. What had once been a minimalist bachelor’s bunker, a place built to keep the world out, was now undeniably theirs.
The bathroom mirror, once home to nothing but a toothbrush and a half-empty deodorant, now sported a full shelf of skin-care and Omega health products. Rows of glass jars, each with carefully-lettered labels, were lined up like a parade of little soldiers. Some even came with dropper pipettes.
The shared shower, once home to just a single bottle of “3-in-1” shampoo/conditioner/body wash, the color and scent of “blue”, now had four separate caddies. Shane’s side contained an endless variety of scents and textures: herbal, citrus, unscented, exfoliating, hydrating, and so on. Ilya’s own shelf was simpler, but he’d adopted two or three of Shane’s favorites, and enjoyed a few of the simpler skin-care routines.
He pressed his thumb against the soft towel by the sink, of which there were now dozens of fluffy high-end luxury hotel towels, instead of gym towels he’d stolen across his lifetime.
In the kitchen, the change was more dramatic.
Once, the fridge had been a desert. Now, it was full of prepped veggies, cartons of eggs, more cheese varieties than Ilya thought existed, several pounds of lean meat, condiments and milks (plural), and an entire shelf dedicated to the complex array of nutritional supplements that Shane needed to keep up the Alpha act.
The counter had an honest-to-God fruit bowl. He thought that was just a myth from North American television. Ilya had started eating bananas daily. They brought him joy he didn’t know he needed.
He remembered, with a small sting of pride, how Shane showed him the “correct” way to season a steak. At first, Ilya had watched with skepticism, as an Alpha, Russian, and overall a man who had never let anyone else show him how to do anything. Though Shane was patient, demonstrated every step with calm confidence, and praised Ilya’s first attempt even though it was, by Shane’s own standards, “well done, therefore inedible”.
In the month since, Ilya had learned to make eggs three different ways. American hamburger, thought to be cause of obesity, was another meal he could make with ease, and taste quite better than whatever was at fast food places. He’d memorized the exact ratios for Shane’s favorite smoothie, even though it cost him his precious daily allotment of bananas. He’d even made risotto, once, without burning the pan.
He could cook for his mate.  He could cook for himself.  Both things brought him deep joy.
That alone was a miracle.
Ilya passed through the kitchen, stealing a banana and grabbing a muffin Shane had brought home from the bakery.
The last stop was the closet.
It wasn’t even a room, really. Just a shallow walk-in with enough racks to hold his and Shane’s clothes, alongside a set of drawers and a newly purchased shoe rack (“Why do you have more than two pairs of shoes, love? Just need walking and fancy shoes.”) (“Oh my God, Ilya, we’re going shopping and teaching you how to coordinate.”).
Yet, it had become the most important room in the house to him, besides the bedroom.
On one side hung Shane’s wardrobe, precise and organized by color: blues, whites, greys, nothing out of place. Each hanger the same. Each shirt folded just so. Even his socks and underwear were paired by design, a tiny flex that Ilya found endearing.
On the other side hung Ilya’s shirts, mostly black and navy, a graveyard of team-issue polos and the “good” suits for press days. He’d never cared about clothes. He barely even owned a pair of slacks before meeting Shane.
But now, standing in the closet, the two halves merged at the center: Shane’s team jersey, right next to Ilya’s. Their names lined up, shoulder to shoulder.
He touched the fabric, soft under his fingers, and felt something heavy settle in his chest. A good heavy.
He didn’t want to lose this.
Not ever.
Shane reappeared, voice soft at first: “We should get ready, it’s a long drive and Mom will kill me if we’re late.”
Ilya jumped, startled, and turned.
Shane wore a button-up, sleeves rolled to the elbows, and dark slacks. He looked unfairly handsome, and for a second, Ilya forgot how to talk.
“You look… very nice today, my love,” he managed.
Shane blushed, then crossed the closet and pressed a kiss to Ilya’s cheek. He took a deep breath and sighed. “I guess I’ll let you drive today. We have a lot of time to make.” There was a hint of fear in Shane’s face. He always yelled, backseat driving, at way Ilya handled the roads like they bent and curved to his needs instead of federal laws.
Ilya’s pride swelled at being useful to his mate. “I drive always. I take you wherever you want to go. Get you there safe and fast. Canadian roads are joke compared to Russia. Only thing dangerous here is moose.”
Shane laughed. “Yeah, it’s the fast I’m worried about, and the price a ticket you’d get out of it.”
“I can pay any ticket.”
“Ilya, no.”
“Ilya, yes!”
Ilya started getting dressed while Shane started to finish up a quick packed bag for the both of them. His phone vibrated with a message. He walked out of the closet, grabbed it from his nightstand, checked it out of reflex, expecting a reminder from the team or an update about the upcoming game. Instead, it was from his uncle.
 
sorry nephew
i do not support this sickness
you are on your own now with father
i pray you find another someday
 
Attached was a photo of Ilya and Shane from the most recent press conference, their hands intertwined in front of a wall of microphones. The photo was on a local Russian newspaper in his hometown. On the newspaper, someone had made a crude drawing on top of the black and white images of a dick and knot at the curve of Ilya’s ass, and put a dog collar around his neck. “Alpha’s bitch” was handwritten in a crude red market. Probably sketched by his uncle to send the point home.
Then, one final message.
 
alpha who submits is no alpha
 
Ilya stared at the screen for a long time, thumb hovering over the reply button.
Sure, he and his uncle had not always seen eye to eye, the man was no saint, but up until now he’d been… Helpful. Even if they didn’t like each other, at least the bond of family had kept them together. He’d even been supportive of the Omega rights work, but this was the breaking point?   Why?
In the end, Ilya said nothing and made no reply. He swiped away his uncle’s messages and accepted it was a closed door. Most of his relationships in Russia would be the same. Hell, most of them had been that way since he started speaking up for Omega rights. Not that it mattered. His Canadian citizenship was soon, and he wouldn’t be welcomed home anyway.
Though, the problems didn’t stop there.
The next blow came when he checked the banking app, deciding to cut off his uncle’s monthly stipend (only fair). That’s when he realized the monthly wire he’d sent for his father’s hospital and living expenses was rejected. Not just for this month’s, but last month’s as well. He tried to initiate another wire, this time manually, instead of automatically. He’d call and apologize for the mix-up and get things handled. Pay any late fees, or whatever.
Yes, he’d been avoiding his father and blocked his number before the press conference, and yes he was still trying to figure out what the hell to do about the dying man, but that was no reason to make the man starve or not get treatments. Painkillers, at least, might shut his mouth and make his transition to hell easier.
The problem came when the transfer failed.
An immediate, hard rejection. The app wouldn’t even let him start a new transfer.
“What the hell?” Ilya thought.
Then, he thought about why his uncle had waited all this time to text him. The news had been out for so long, if there was ever a time to disown someone, it was then and there, after the press conference. This was too odd of timing and too odd of a coincidence.
No, the only think that made since was his uncle had disowned him because something NEW had just happened. Something that spurned him to send the message. Hell, the disowning might have been a message itself, in its own weird way.
Ilya thought about his father, and immediately called the bank, because some part of him needed to hear it in a human voice why it wasn’t going through.
The bank clerk, voice pleasant and already apologetic (bless the Canadians), explained: “I’m so sorry, Mr. Rosanov, but the funds have been returned and we got the code to not allow transfers from your account anymore. The receiving party included a note, which I can read if you like. Sometimes they tell us if an account has changed. Maybe that’s it? Did your father maybe get a new account?”
Ilya swallowed. He knew that wasn’t the reason. “Please read.”
There was a pause. A long one.  The kind that was uncomfortable.
Then he was put on hold, with an annoying blast of elevator music.
When the voice came back on, he could hear someone else on the phone now, probably the clerk’s manager. “Oh. Oh, sweetheart, I don’t think you want to hear this. I talked to my manager, and I can read it, but I need you to understand that nobody here wrote this, it’s just… What was there. Though, sweetheart, if I’m honest, I suggest you just accept that you’re not sending money there no more. You don’t need to hear this. You deserve better.”
Ilya gulped. Hard. “No, please read. Need to hear. I understand. I know you not write. I know who write.”
The clerk sighed. “Alright, sweetheart, uh… The messages says “I don’t take money from one who takes it up the ass. let it be known you will be one to kill your own father.  I reject shameful money from shameful, worthless, pathetic, embarrassment of son. I will freeze in moscow winter, homeless and dying of cancer, and you will kill me. Just like you kill your mother for being bad son. You killed your whole family. You’re a murderer, a bitch, and…”  A quick pause, and the clerk almost sobbed.  “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m not saying that last part at the end, I’m a practicing woman of faith. Let’s just say it’s… Bad, sweetheart.”
The words hit harder than any fight, any punch, any memory of being “The Dirty Russian.”
The words were like a knife to his heart.
Like any sort of string that once connected him and his father, no matter how frayed, had but cut.
There was no reconciliation.
There was no chance he’d ever be able to see or hear his father again.
There was no way to make anything that happened to him… Right.
There was no way he would ever get an apology he was owed.
Ilya knew that then, his father, in his own way, was getting the last blow in.  One last backhand across the face.
He stared at the blue sky beyond the window, watched a single crow land on the frozen grass, and realized his father really would be going through winter alone. Without medical treatment. Without money. Even if his father’s time was already limited, it would be cut even shorter now.
Gregori might already be dead now.
“I’m so sorry, sweetheart. You okay?” The bank clerk asked.
Ilya didn’t know. He shut off the phone.
Then… A deep sense of dread overtook him.
He’d lost his father and his uncle in one swoop.
There was only one other Rozanov left in his life now.  Only one more connection.
“No. Please, no…”
Ilya checked the banking app again. His fingers were frantic, typing in the login information once more and going to his automatic transfers. He scrolled, down to the bottom. The one for his brother’s account. The one for Anya’s trust fund, college fund, and fun fund.
“Please… Please… Please…” Ilya begged.  Tears welled up in his eyes. 
“What if they cut it off?”
Then, he confirmed.
All the accounts were still accepting funds.
He fell to his knees. He let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. He immediately went to his brother’s contact info. He called Alek. He knew it was late, he knew the man was asleep, halfway across the world in Norway, but he had to hear it. He had to hear his brother’s voice.
Know that he still had someone.
One ring. Then two. Then three. By the fifth, Ilya wants to crawl into a pit and die.
Finally, a pickup.  Sleepy, but there.
“Ilya? What is wrong?”
Relief.
Pure, unabashed relief.
“Alek… I’m sorry, so sorry for calling so late. I. just… I…”
A pause.
Because how do you ask “do you still love me” to your own brother?
Because how do you beg “please don’t leave me all alone” to your own brother?
Because how do you even bring up the topic of “yes I’m dating an Alpha, but I swear I’m not a bad influence on Anya” to your own brother?
Was his brother like his father and uncle? What about his wife? What about Anya?
He didn’t realized he was hyperventilating.
“Ilya. What is wrong? You’re breathing so hard. Are you in hospital again?”
Ilya shook his head. “No, no, I’m fine. I’m fine. I just…” He paused, trying to find himself. Then, bluntly. “Are we okay? You and I?”
“What?”
Ilya shook his head, standing up from the floor and pacing the outside of his home’s back deck. He shivered from the Canadian winter, bare chested. “Are we okay? I mean… With everything in my life. Are we okay? Am I still… Am I still your brother? Am I still Anya’s uncle? Are you uncomfortable with anything I’ve… Said or done?”
That was the best he could do.
In the weirdest way, the frustrated groan from Alek was the best response he could have gotten.
“Ilya, I work in three hours. Brother, I love you, but I am tired. I have no idea what you are saying, this nonsense. Of course we are okay. Of course we are still family. What are you even doing that you have to ask me this? You have Omega rights platform and have new Alpha boyfriend you are courting, what else is there?” Then, a pause. “Are you drunk? What did I tell you about going too deep down the vodka? Those spirits haunt our family, you know.”
Ilya just laughed. He laughed and he pushed away the tears and his lungs found air again to breath. “I… I’m sorry. I’ll let you sleep. Call you later. I’ll explain later, I just… Sorry to wake you.”
“Придурок”
The call ended.
A call so blissfully ordinary.
There was comfort in knowing that had Ilya made the same call before coming out with Shane, Alek would have answered and behaved the exact same way.
Ilya’s nerves softened. The cold of the outdoors calmed him and his heated skin, and eventually headed back in. He got dressed, finished getting ready, and tried to hurry himself, because he’d lost a lot of time.
Shane appeared in the hallway, calling out, “You ready, big guy?”
Ilya managed a smile and joined his mate at the door. He took the bags from Shane, for their overnight stay in Ottowa, and loaded up their car.
For a moment, Ilya held the keys to the car in his hand. His hand still shook from the event. He closed his eyes, swallowed his breath, and turned to his mate. “Love, do you think you can drive? I’m… In head. Don’t want to drive if it makes you unsafe."
Shane cocked an eyebrow. “Sure, anytime. Everything okay?” He walked over, pressing his arm around Ilya’s waist. The scent of his mate had soured, he’d clearly put on his patches for the drive up, which wrinkled Ilya’s nose, but hell if it wasn’t still Shane underneath it all, and hell if it didn’t make him melt on the spot.
Ilya nodded. “Will be.”
 
+++++
 
The drive to Ottawa passed in a blur. Ilya couldn’t tell you half of what he and Shane talked about, the songs they listened to, or even what he drank at the gas station. He was, truly, stuck in his own head.
The house itself was impressive, a sprawling two-story with a basement, the pride of the neighborhood in both size, landscaping, and sign of wealth. Sleek, expensive cars lined the driveway, and a small, hand-painted sign by the front door read: “Hollander.” A string of Christmas lights still hung along the gutter even this deep into January, blinking halfheartedly.
When they pulled into the driveway, nervous energy filled the car that he hadn’t been expecting.
As soon as they reached the porch, the door opened and a woman appeared: Yuna.
Ilya recognized her immediately. She wore a cable-knit sweater and jeans, dark hair down to her shoulders. She wrapped Shane in a fierce hug the moment he stepped inside, hands checking his arms and face as if searching for cracks.
“How is my boy doing?! You absolutely killed it last week, I bet the Voyagers will be in the #2 slot by the end of the month!” she said, pulling back and cupping Shane’s chin. Then, just as quickly as she’d been happy, she frowned. “You’ve lost weight. Are you eating right? You’re not skipping meals again are you?”
Shane smiled, batting her hands away. “I’m fine. We’ve been on the road and takeout is awful. Ilya and I are cooking again, so I’ll be back up soon.”
Yuna turned her attention to Ilya. She measured him with a glance, quick, sharp, not unkind, but analytical. Like a judge who was waiting to hear testimony before passing a sentence. “Ilya. So glad to finally meet you in person rather than by rumor and facetime alone,” she said, not offering a hug but instead a formal handshake. “Welcome. I hope you keep this one eating properly.”
Ilya took her hand. Her grip was light, but her eyes were pure steel. “Of course, Mrs. Hollander.”
Yuna cringed on the spot. “Oh. No, do not call me that. I am not an old woman. I better not hear the word “Missus” out of you again.” She narrowed her eyes. “Do I look like an old woman to you?”
Ilya shook his head, dropping his gaze and stepping backwards. He knew better than to answer an angry parent.
David appeared from the kitchen, drying his hands on a dish towel. He looked, to Ilya, like the everyday suburban dad you saw on television shows, sharing a lot of traits with his son, the same stubborn set to his jaw, but with a little bit of weight packed on as he reached into his 50s. Naturally, he had a Voyagers hoodie on, and Ilya could hear the sounds of sports commentators in the background.
He gave Ilya a brief but solid handshake, breaking the tension between Yuna, then pulled Shane into a half-hug. “Good to see you, kiddo.”
“Hey, Dad.”
The air in the entryway was odd to Ilya as he walked inside the Hollander home. There was a residual sweetness, of Yuna and David, their scents strikingly close to Shane’s, despite their different designations. There was no attempts to hide or mask these scents. They didn’t have separate living quarters and neither hid from the other - a far cry from Ilya’s own experiences when it came to parents.
They smelt of each other. The way he and Shane smelt of each other.
A new experience to be sure.
In equal oddity, there was no tension in the house, no soured smells of an argument, David and Yuna spoke like ordinary people (“Would you get the good glasses down from the cabinent, dear?”) (“Of course. How about I go down to the cellar for the good wine?”) (“That sounds lovely! Get something that pairs well with ham.”), and neither looked like they were “more important” to the household than the other.
Yuna seemed calm, all things considered. Happy. Overjoyed at Shane’s return to their home.
David seemed just as happy, and kept hugging Shane every chance he got.
It was…. Odd.
The domesticity of it all. He knew not every family was like his back in Russia, but this was like something out of a sitcom. Surely this wasn’t how all families acted normally.
Right?
“Hey, babe, could you take my patches off?” Shane asked.
Ilya, brought out of his stupor, was quick to Shane’s side. His Omega lifted up his shirt, and with a practiced ease, Ilya slowly slipped each medical patch off. He gathered them on his fingertips. “Save for later?”
Shane shook his head. “Nah. I’m going patchless until we hit the road tomorrow.”
“Good,” Ilya said, tossing the patches in the kitchen trash and beaming as Shane’s scent returned to normal. He pressed a quick kiss to Shane’s gland.
“You’re letting Ilya take off your patches? My, my… You wouldn’t even let me look at them until you were in your twenties,” Yuna said, with a tilted head and folded arms. She had pursed lips, and was tapping her foot.
Shane laughed. “Yeah, well, it’s different. You’re my mom. Ilya’s my Alpha. It’s different!”
“I know, I know,” Yuna said, clearly put out. She glared, again at Ilya. “You get such an honor, but you didn’t have to change diapers, or be in labor for 30 hours, or staying up all hours of the night feeding this screaming black hole of an infant. You’re on my shit list, Rosanov. I don’t like it.” She smacked Ilya on the shoulder, and laughed, loudly.
Ilya flinched from the contact. He felt a chill down his spine and curled in on himself.
This tiny Beta woman, clearly, reviled him. “What did I do to be on shit list already?” Ilya wondered.
As they took a tour of the house, Ilya tried to keep his mouth shut. He didn’t want to invite any further wrath, but… Yuna’s rage kept coming.
When they put their bags in Shane’s old room and put on a fresh pair of sheets, she made sure that they were told to “keep the door open”, because she didn’t want anything “inappropriate” to happen to her son, to which Shane just threw a pillow at her and David laughed from halfway across the house. All of the Hollanders laughed, to Ilya’s surprise. She slapped Ilya on the shoulder, cackling as she told Ilya to “keep things clean”.
“I’m inappropriate for her son?”
When they went to the trophy room to see all of Shane’s childhood accomplishments. Ilya had a beautiful moment seeing pictures of Shane from all walks of life, and had smiled at each one, including a truly rough patch in his early teens with acne. (“The skin care makes sense now.”) Though it was short lived as she made a point to tell Ilya “no matter what you do, I will always be Shane’s number one fan, just so we’re clear” and glared daggers at him. “So don’t think for a second I’m getting second fiddle on hugs when he wins the Stanley Cup. Alphas snooze and lose; and Mamas always be winning.” Then she ruffled his hair, reaching up on tippy toes, tugging at his bun.
“I lose? I can’t hug my love when we win? Why?”
When they went to the backyard, and as David showed Ilya his collection of motorcycles in the garage, the neighbor’s cat came up and started purring on Ilya’s legs, Yuna made the comment, immediately. “You would be a cat person, wouldn’t you? Makes so much sense no. Shane definitely crawled up and got his claws into you, huh?” She winked, and smacked him again, this time on the thigh.
“Crawl? As in animal? Shane did no such thing. We found each other…” 
By the time the tour was done, Ilya wanted to go back to the car and go home.
Maybe make an excuse of being sick, so Shane could at least stay and have time with his family.
“Just because I’m hated, doesn’t mean Shane should be.”
When they had a moment alone, Shane pulled Ilya aside, back to the front porch. “Everything okay? You smell miserable. What’s wrong?”
Ilya dropped his head, scoffing. “Are you blind or deaf? Your mother hates me. I don’t know what I did for such hate. Should I apologize? Do you know how I offended? Was it calling her Missus? Is this offense worthy of such hate? Should I leave?”
“W… What?” Shane blinked, like Ilya had said the dumbest thing in the world. “What are you talking about? My mom loves you already. She’s been trying to pull you into the conversation all night and you keep ignoring her.”
“Did you not hear?” He gestured back to the inside of the house. “Your mother said I’m on shit list, so I try to be on good behavior and stay quiet! She says that I’m inappropriate for you to share bed with, that I cannot be your biggest fan and cannot have hug with Stanley Cup, that I am some sort of cat man who made you crawl from trash and… She keeps hitting me!”
Shane took a long, deep breath, trying to hold back a wave of laughter. He failed, snorting, breath fogging in the air around them. Practically vibrating from it.
“Is not funny! I am more hated that fucking Centaurs at bottom of league!”
Then, the laughter fully came, bright and honest. Shane hugged Ilya, tight and warm. “Ilya, my mom is busting your balls. She doesn’t mean these things literally, she’s being sarcastic. That’s just the way she is with everyone. She’s a hockey mom! A boy mom! This is her schtick, and she’s putting on a big show right now because it’s the first time I ever brought anyone home. I promise you, my mom doesn’t hate you. She’s trying to bond with you.”
Ilya’s brain took a moment to process. Tried to think back to all the times, and realized he’d really never gotten a good look at Yuna’s face or expressions. He’d always been used to keeping his head down around adults and his own parents, so he hadn’t thought to look. He just assumed anytime they spoke, it was meant to be a negative experience.
“Bust balls. Like locker room talk?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. Wait until she gets a few beers in. Mom gets fucking wild, especially if we’re watching hockey. She’s loud. She’s touchy. Everyone thinks she’s an Alpha the first time they meet her.”
Ilya’s shoulders loosened. “Your mother does not… Hate me? I’m not inappropriate?”
“If she hated you, or thought you were bad for me, she would have punched you in the balls, shot you twice with a shotgun, thrown your unconscious body in the Ottowa River with cinderblocks attached. Dad would have drove the car, too scared to tell her maybe it wasn’t a good idea.” Shane said.
“Truly?”
“Truly.”
Ilya nodded. “Alright. I will… Try more, then. I… Don’t have best track record with mothers. Or fathers. Or parents. Sorry I misunderstood.”
Shane took Ilya’s hand and pressed a kiss to his knuckles. “It’s okay. I understand. Cultural barrier. Not everyone’s got… Parents like mine.”
“No, they do not,” Ilya muttered, thinking back to the incident with his uncle and his father that morning.
Once they walked back inside, Yuna directed everyone into the kitchen to coordinate efforts at getting dinner on the table.
Inside their massive kitchen was a homecooked treasure, the biggest feast under a single family’s roof Ilya ever saw, that set his mouth watering. A salad bowl Yuna was tossing had thick vegetables, fruits, and a beautiful homemade dressing that smelt faintly of lemon and apple. A ham in the oven (that could have been an entire pig for all Ilya knew) was baking with a beautiful pineapple glaze. A pan of bread rolls rose on the counter, and enough sides filled pots and pans to feed the entire Voyager team. Yuna and David were feeding for an army.
“I hope this is enough. I’ve never cooked for a biological Alpha before. Though I checked with some friends and claimed I should just double what I usually cook.” Yuna said, patting Ilya on the arm. “Does it look good? I should have called ahead to make sure you liked ham, but I got so focused on work, I completely forgot.”
Ilya still flinched at the contact, but this time, he watched her face.
Yuna was all smiles. He didn’t smell any malice on her. Her voice? Aggressive, yes, but the eyes? No… No, those were kind eyes.
Like his mother, Irina, once upon a time.
Like when she told him goodnight and tucked him into bed. Like when she prayed for him.
Ilya felt the weight of his late mother’s cross, the only memento he had left of her, on his neck, hanging  by a simple chain of gold.
Shane hovered around, helping with little things, but made a show of sneaking bread rolls until Yuna slapped his hand away and faked like she was choking him with a kitchen towel.
Ilya, trying to test the waters, offered to help Yuna with the setup. He was immediately tasked with opening and pouring wine, which he did. He popped an old bottle, a good vintage that David handed him, and carefully poured into each of their glasses as the food made its way to the dining table, bit by bit.
When everything was ready, they sat around the dining table, plates piled high, and the conversation started after a brief prayer.
The conversation was dominated, mostly the Hollanders, talking over each other, with Shane and his father sparring gently about hockey statistics, which Yuna would correct them constantly.
They caught up on the latest Voyager drama. Shane told the story of how Dion and Anders were suspended from any form of booze for three months after what could only be described as “Pukemageddon” right onto the coach’s back during a bus ride.
Though the biggest drama, of course, were rumors about that year’s trades and transfers, with rumors they may be trying to claim Eric Bennett.
“He’s ancient! He should be thinking about retiring! What is your coach thinking?” Yuna screamed.
Shane shrugged. “He’s a veteran, our goalie is a rookie, and I think Coach would just like someone to teach rather than play as much. Though that’s not the biggest shocker. The big one coach is thinking on is Troy Barrett.”
David and Yuna both froze, in a quiet, solid anger. Suddenly, the “joke” about Yuna with a shotgun did not seem so outlandish.
Ilya definitely agreed with their reaction.
Troy Barrett was one of the most toxic Alphas in the entire league, right behind Barrett’s long time mentor, and personal friend, Dallas Kent, the captain of the Toronto Knights. The two of them were nearly inseparable, and people expected Barret to step right into Kent’s Captain shoes someday. They represented everything about the NHL as it used to be. Strong, masculine, violent Alphas being the only thing welcome on the team. In their world, even Betas would be banned from the sport.
Yuna was the first to speak out.  “Why him?  Forget the fact that he’s a monster, Toronto put a fortune into him!”
Shane shrugged.  “Why? Because he’s being offered for fucking nothing. Last I heard, Toronto is willing to take ANYONE for him. Apparently, there was some big mess between him and Kent. NDAs and the NHL Commissioner Crowell were involved, and apparently he got slapped with a big fine too, but nobody, and I mean nobody in Toronto is saying jack shit,” he said, taking a moment to pause as he ate.  “Must have been big though, because the NHL practically ignored Ilya and I’s coming out conference and even quietly approved of it on social media.” Shane poked food around with his fork. “Despite everything, Barrett is a good defense. Coach would be crazy not to try. Toronto loses one of their best players, and we get him for practically nothing while we’re on the best winning streak in decades?  Even I have to admit…  I get it.”
Yuna practically growled. “It goes against everything you and Ilya have been working towards. Barrett was outspoken against you and Ilya supporting Omegas in the sport, and I saw he was ugly to you both when you came out at the press conference. I know, I have a list of them all so I can key their cars if I’m ever around them.”
Ilya could tell Yuna was upset. David, too, though he took his fury to quietly cutting into his dinner with a knife. Deep down, he wanted them to feel… Safe.
Yet another new, strange, unexplained feeling.
“I want them… Under my wing.” Ilya thought. Then, he made a quick proclamation, the only thing he’d said at dinner that night. “He starts shit with anyone, especially Shane, and I break kneecaps,” Ilya offered.
“Good,” Yuna said, with zero hesitation. “I’ll get the crowbar.”
Ilya smiled. “Crowbar is good. Brings message home. They live, but suffer. Will need bribery money, and call to Moscow connections with KGB to cover up crime. Hard, but not impossible. Need fall guy too. I vote for Dion.” He joked, trying out a bit of humor and hoping it landed.
After a moment?  It did.
All three Hollanders spat out their food in unison, choking and screeching in laughter. Yuna, especially, was wiping away tears from her eyes. David, unable to stop from laughing, started having hiccups. Shane? Shane just looked proud.
Shane leaned over, pressing a kiss onto Ilya’s cheek. “My Alpha already told coach he better not put us together anywhere. Coach says he can keep Barrett on a leash. Apparently, they’re gonna put the new social media guy on correcting his attitude and helping his image, you know, the one who gave Ilya and I the question at the press conference so we could come out? Uh… Harris something.”
“At least there’s that,” David muttered.
With hockey talk out of the way, and with Ilya now opened up, Yuna immediately locked eyes and locked onto Ilya as the target of her interrogation. “So, Ilya, what are your plans for the future?” she asked, at one point. “Will you be moving back to Russia after your career is over?”
Ilya shook his head, immediately, a flash of the newspaper image burned in his memory. “Canada is home now. Forever. I want to stay. With Shane. Be his Alpha, be his partner. From now until the end.”
Yuna nodded, as if this was the answer she’d been hoping for, and she seemed genuinely relieved. “Good. We could use more honest Alphas in this country.” Then, as if she was asking about the weather: “What are my chances for grandchildren before I’m in a retirement home?”
“Mom!” Shane groaned.
Yuna pushed his face away with her hand. “What?! You never talk about these things. I’m only curious about when, how many, and what kind of variety? Adoption? Biological? Cats, Dogs? Hell, I’ll settle for babysitting a hamster if that’s all you want, but I’m about 5 years away from prime Grandma years!  That’s all I’m saying!”
Ilya smiled. He was starting to appreciate how direct Yuna was. She was, just as Shane said, a ball buster, but seemed like a genuinely fun person to be around. A strong, loving mother, woman, and wife.
“Shane and I want children of our own. When the time is right. Shane decides the time, as he is the oven, and I’m but the provider of ingredient. He… How you say… Wears the slacks in our relationship."”
“Oh my God,” Shane said, covering his face in abject mortification, in perfect timing and in unison with David.
Yuna, however, was elated. “Yes!” She threw a hand up in victory, liked she’d scored a game winning shot.
David, for his part, kept the conversation easy after Yuna’s bombs, steering it away from anything too sharp. He talked about his law practice and getting ready to sell it off, about a recent story he’d read in the Globe and Mail. He had a way of asking questions and steering conversations so that everyone could participate, and made everyone else’s words sound important, as if listening itself was a kind of art.
Ilya dIdn’t know what to make of David. To Ilya, fathers weren’t supposed to be like that. Fathers were supposed to be authoritative, set the standard, know everything, and speak loudly enough so that nobody dared to speak over them. David wasn’t like that at all. Suddenly, Shane’s kind heart made so much more sense.
Though, after the meal, when everyone was sluggish with food and wine, David stood up and clapped Ilya on the shoulder while Yuna and Shane were arguing about his last few games. “Walk with me? Would love a word if that’s alright with you?”
Ilya nodded. He followed David downstairs, with sick twist in his stomach. He wasn’t sure what was down below, but each step felt like he was walking into something painful.  Like when his father would take him to the shed to be “punished” with the old man’s belt.
Instead?
He walked past a wall of family photos spanning Shane’s entire life from infant to grown man in his late twenties. Then traveled down a set of stairs with lights hanging in the shape of hockey pucks, and into a basement that was a literal shrine to hockey. Framed jerseys from professional players across the ages, signed pucks, old sticks. The air was chilly, but not unpleasant. A big screen TV, a huge family-sized couch, and what looked like a white board keeping stats and placements of the current league was on full display. There were two names being tracked as well for their overall stats. Shane’s, and Ilya’s.
David led him to a corner of the room, where a sturdy oak table was set up with a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle, the box displaying a photo of a lake at sunset. All around the nook, Ilya saw many puzzles hanging from the wall, glued together and mounted on frames. Some were recent, though most of them were ancient, probably from David’s own childhood based on the dates signed in the corners.
“My father loved puzzles,” David said, settling into a chair and motioning for Ilya to join. “He said it was good for the mind, like fishing, but without the Canadian cold or bad smell. Shane never cared for them. Too much patience required and he preferred to be active physically than mentally. I thought you might help me with this one. Give some time for both of us to breath from our outspoken partners and just… Think. I love Yuna, don’t get me wrong, but we both know when we need some space from each other, and that’s fine.  That’s normal. That’s part of a relationship. That’s something everyone needs to learn as they head out of the honeymoon phase.”
Ilya sat, surprised by the offer. “I have never done puzzle before. I do not know if I would be good at this. Might mess up or slow you down.”
David smiled. “First time for everything. Besides, there is no way you could do something so wrong as to mess up a puzzle. Aside from lightning it on fire or flipping the table.”
Ilya chuckled. “This, I will not do.”
They worked in silence for a while, sorting edge pieces. The blue of the sky was all but impossible, each fragment a slightly different shade, but they worked together, side by side, and something about the rhythm was calming. Ilya liked it, surprisingly. David was right, there really wasn’t a way to mess up a puzzle. At the end of the day, no matter how long you took, you could technically finish a puzzle, so long as you had the dedication for it.
More than the puzzle, though, was David.
When Ilya took 10 minutes to put two pieces together, he wasn’t chastised for being “too slow”. When he started on a different section because the current one was too hard, he didn’t get called some variation of “a bitch”.
Ilya didn’t know how to feel. About the silence, about the calm, or about David.
After twenty minutes, David finally spoke up. “Yuna and I are proud of our son. We want him to be happy. He’s worked hard, always, to be what he wanted to be. Shane was always so strong, so focused, I suppose I never expected him to… be with someone like you. I honestly didn’t think my son would ever want to be with an Alpha. Not just because of the Omega stuff, but because he’s always had a hard time letting people help him or letting people in.”
Ilya looked up, waiting for the rest.
David met his gaze, eyes soft, smile real. “You’re good for him. He’s different, since you came into his life. Yuna and I can both tell that he’s finally trying to be himself more. Seeing you take off his patches today? I… I almost teared up. Back when he still lived at home, he’d practically lived in the patches, too scared even in his own bedroom to just… Exist. I guess what I’m saying is that when you’re around, he lets the mask fall off completely. Yuna and I are grateful for ththatis, and we hope that… Shane will continue this path. We’re both rooting for you two.”
Ilya felt his own words catch, somewhere deep inside. He shrugged, not trusting himself to say anything meaningful. “Thank you,” he finally managed.
They kept puzzling, in silence.
Eventually, Yuna and Shane joined them, bringing more wine, a charcuterie board, and an open tray of chocolates. They watched as Ilya and David finished the edge of the puzzle, working together in an unspoken partnership.
As Ilya put a single piece into the edge, completing the border pieces, and with them being maybe 5% complete with the puzzle itself, with the worst of the work still to come? He didn’t feel anxious about it. He just sat, listened, observed and fit in the missing pieces where he could, all at his own pace.
 
+++++
 
The night slowly took over, and as dinner, entertainment, and a good 15% of the puzzle were completed, the Hollander family was getting ready to tuck in for the night. David and Shane had gone out to take the trash.
Ilya, for his part in cleanup, has started to rinse the dishes and slowly load them into the dishwasher. He was careful with each piece of delicate China plates, silverware, and the wine glasses. He used a rag to wipe away any sort of debris and would rinse a few times before declaring it “clean” enough for the dishwasher.
Yuna joined him, soon after, taking on the bigger pots and pans.
For a while, neither spoke. The only sounds were the clink of plates, the rush of water, the smell of lemon soap, and the muted laughter of Shane and David out back.
Yuna broke the quiet.
“Tell me something, Ilya.” She took a pot, still dripping from the wash, and set it against the rack to dry. “Why did you change?”
Ilya didn’t answer right away. He finished the plate in his hands, set it in the drying rack, then looked her in the eye.
“I don’t understand question.”
Yuna leaned on the counter, arms crossed. “I’ve been following your career since Shane joined the Voyagers. Because I knew you’d be joining the league. Speaking frankly, in Russia, on their Olympic team, you were…” She hesitated, searching for a polite word. “Brutal. They called you ruthless, and they were right. You were known for hurting people, breaking bones even, and for, pardon my language, fucking with anyone who got in your way. You played dirty, the kind of dirty that would get you suspended in Canada. Then, when you came to this country, you still played the villain, you were still dirty, but just dirty enough to get away with it. When you got drafted to the Voyagers, you were at the top of my list of worries for Shane. But now, you’re… different.”
Ilya nodded. He couldn’t argue with any of that.
Yuna continued: “You defend people who can’t defend themselves. You speak up for Daniel, let him shatter your image in one night, you go to bat for Shane, who then goes to bat for you, you stand up for Omega rights, you come out as a Same Sex, Same Designation couple with Shane, even though it’s not true, even though it means you’ll never be able to go home to Russia, just to be together with my son. Beyond that, you treat my son with kindness, with respect, and clearly have given him love that I and David couldn’t. A love that made him able to tell you everything. A love that lets my son walk around his childhood without patches on. A love that lets Shane move in with his boyfriend, have an active sexual relationship with, and… Be himself.”
Ilya, again, nodded. Those were all true as well.
“I want to know why.  Because as charming and kind as you appear, I’m still Shane’s mother and I’m still worried about him.” Yuna paused, letting Ilya speak.
Ilya thought about it, then shrugged. “Is simple. Shane changed me.”
“Just like that? In such a small frame of time?” Yuna didn’t sound convinced.
Ilya wiped his hands on a towel, folding it with care. “No. Not just like that. Is… many things, over long time. They all built up.”
He tried to find the right words. Yuna watched him, patient, not rushing him in the slightest.
“In Russia, I was only good for one thing. To win and to play hockey. They took child, made him into tool for that purpose. If you hurt, nobody care. If you lose, you are nothing. So, you become sharp, and mean, and you learn to love only yourself, because nobody else will.” He paused, then, “Even family. Especially family. Love is… Transactional.”
Yuna’s expression softened, just a little.
“When I come to Canada, is same at first. I bring all anger with me. Here, there are people that also see me as tool, but not all.” He trailed off, unsure. “People want you to be more than just anger or tool. Coach here, he cared about team. Teammates cared about each other. Even fans. Hockey was not entire life. That softened me first. Though, I still did not know how to be person, not really. I was still tool, but rusting.”
Ilya shook himself out of the darker memories of his life. “Then, Daniel happened. The punch. I see how much Daniel loved hockey, how much he loved himself, even when world hates him. …and Shane… Shane was the first to say I was good. Not good at hockey. Good, as person. Even when I mess up, even when I am asshole. He was first person to be my friend. Real friend.”
He felt his chest go tight. “After that, I could not be same. I did not want to be. I had to be good, Shane said so, you know?”
Yuna smiled, sadness and pride mingling on her face. “You’re a better man than I thought.”
Ilya shook his head, embarrassed. “Not better. Getting better. Always room to improve.  I am still…  Broken.”
“Why did you want to be with him?” Yuna asked, quietly.
Ilya tried to put it into words. “He is strong. He is beautiful in way that made me question my own designation. He is funny, and charming, and warm, but also cares so much it hurts him. He is… everything I never had and everything I always wanted.”
He hesitated, then, voice dropping. “When I learned truth, about him being Omega, I knew I would never leave. Not ever. Alpha, or Omega, the love was still the same in my heart. He needed me, even when he did not say it, and I needed him, when I could not say it. We make each other want to be… Good. Loved.”
Yuna’s mouth twitched at the corner. “You’re honest, I’ll give you that. Well spoken, too.”
She stepped closer, then, and, without warning, wrapped Ilya in a quick, tight hug. He froze, unprepared, and nearly dropped the dish in his hand.
When she let go, she said, “Thank you for loving my son.  I’m so happy that he gets to be loved.  Even if I never have grandchildren, I can die happy knowing my son didn’t throw his whole life at hockey.  He allowed himself to love, too..”
Ilya nodded, trying not to show how much it meant. He hugged her back, holding Yuna in his arms as she rubbed his back.  He’d never believed in “the pack” mentality that came with the old farts who talked about designations.  Ilya never believed that he could have a family, let along an entire group he was bonded with.
Tonight though?  He could feel it.  He could feel himself as part of something bigger.  Part of the Hollanders.  If not a full-fledged son, at least, he was an occupant on the outskirts.  A pack that he would protect, come hell or high waters.
“I will keep him safe. I swear.”
“I know you will.”
“I will make sure he is loved, always. I swear.”
“I know you will.”
“I will be… Good father some day. My children, they will… Be happy.”
Yuna just sat there, unable to speak, still holding tightly onto Ilya.
“I know you will.”






      

  












      Chapter 8: Waking Up
  








  Being home with his parents brought plenty of memories for Shane.
Some of them, good.
Most of them, embarrassing.
Occasionally, Shane would dream about the worst years of his life.  He remembered them, vividly, like they just happened yesterday, instead of nearly 15 years ago.
This dream started with a smell, like the inside of a new hockey bag, vinyl, foam, faint factory-sealed tang. The first “professional” bag he’d gotten. The year the Hollanders packed up their lives and moved to Ottawa. The year he turned 13 years old.
Even in the dream, it felt like the air vibrated with constant tension that never went away.
The townhouse they’d settled in at the time was smaller than their old house in Toronto, and Shane remembered hating the way everything echoed. He could hear every footfall, every whispered conversation between his parents in the kitchen, every time his mom said his name in that worried way that was almost a whine.
For the first few weeks of his new life, he slept in his new room with his hockey stick across his chest, fingers white-knuckled around the tape. As if daring someone to take it from him.
“Paper is just paper. You are who you say you are.” David said, the first time he sat Shane down to go over all the legal complexities of his new world. It had taken the better part of a week for Shane to understand how everything would work and then was given another month to think things over.
“We support you, Shane, but we want you to understand what this all means. This is a lot for a young man to go through, mentally. On top of the physical demands that being a top ranked hockey player requires, and only 2% on average of young hockey players make it to the NHL on this route. From now until you retire? You will never stop moving. You will rarely be allowed to rest. You are giving your body and soul to the sport, or you won’t make it. You are signing on for a full time job to make this work at the age of 13,” Yuna had told him. She was supportive, yes. She was also blunt and honest. As a mother, she never lied to him. Never.  Shane would always appreciate that.
When Shane agreed to his new world, their new start in Ottowa, he was introduced as Shane Hollander, Alpha, a rising star in AAA.
Nobody asked about his old school, or the old city, or his old hobbies..
Everyone who questioned his birth certificate “correction” bought the “designation mix-up” story they’d come up with. Because the world was built to believe that hospitals could fuck up so basic a thing as bloodwork, and because it was true that outside of an MRI, you couldn’t tell a designation of a male, visually, until they went through puberty.
Nobody was going to “look” during signups. Nobody was going to “ask”. All they cared about was a signed piece of paper by a (bribed) doctor that said Shane could play.
By that point at thirteen, nobody was going to question it anyway.
Shane was already on such high-dose suppressants that he hadn’t had a period in over a year. Their family physician had signed a nuclear-grade NDA that probably included the doctor’s own soul as collateral, and when the first scout for the Juniors called, his mother intercepted the message and responded as if nothing about him was out of the ordinary.
“We’re not worried about any ‘designation issues’. Shane’s a late bloomer, and we know everyone thinks he’s scrawny for his age, but he’s always been the most driven kid on the team. Give him six months and he’s going to grow into himself just like all the other Alphas. That’s all you need to know, and if you have a problem with that, there are OTHER organizations that are interested in him,” she’d said into the receiver, her voice sharp as a blade.
That was the other thing that made all of this work.
Beyond his father being a shark of an attorney who’d been known for some of the most bloodthirsty contractual law settlements, nobody was going to fuck with Yuna Hollander.  She was the real threat in all of this.
He also remembered that he was angry, all the time.
Angry at his body for not gaining the weight it needed to look normal, at his schedule that never had him a moment to seek out anything soft, at his parents who kept looking at him like he was a porcelain doll about to fall from a high shelf, at the dumb luck of being born into a world where a single hormone could be the difference between having a life and having nothing.
Angry because anger was the only thing that didn’t get you hurt in this stupid sport.
That’s when his “Alpha” routine started.
Every morning, Shane would wake up before sunrise, shower in freezing water, and tape around his narrow waist to give the illusion of bulk, so nobody could tell how thin it was. He’d stand in front of the mirror and practice his walk: chin up, shoulders wide. (“Don’t show pain, never show pain.”) When his voice cracked, trying desperately to break free, he’d lower it by an octave and answer every question with a grunt instead. At practice, he checked and hit harder than anyone else, and if he cried in those early days before the muscle growth came in, he’d punch his own thigh until the tears stopped.
The memory that always followed in these dreams was always the same. His mother, standing in the hallway outside his room, holding a box of scent-blocking patches in one hand and a mug of cocoa in the other.
“Shane, sweetheart, can I come in?”
He’d been lying on his back, staring at the cracked ceiling, listening to heavy metal in his earbuds. Shane hated the music, but it got your chest thumping, and it’s what most of Alphas on TV said they listened to. He’d grunted at her to come in, because that’s how his teammates did it.
Yuna came in, eyes tired but hopeful, and set the mug on the desk. “I brought you something warm. Thought you could use it. I know you’ve had a rough schedule this week.”
He sat up, slinging his legs over the edge of the bed. “What do you really want?” It came out more hostile than he meant, but she didn’t flinch.
“Just wanted to see how you’re doing. The move was a lot. Your new schedule is a lot, and I…” She stopped, hands folding over the patches. “You know, you don’t have to wear these at home. It’s just us here.”
He glared at the box, then snatched it away. He hid it under his bed, where nobody, not even his parents, could see them. “What if you have a guest show up? Or the neighbors come by? Or Aunt Lauren?”
She smiled, but there was sadness behind it. “Nobody’s coming by, honey. It’s Saturday night. Your dad’s at work, and I made sure to tell the neighbors you’re sleeping early for hockey and not to disturb us or play loud music. It’s safe here. Tonight, you can just unwind. Be yourself.”
Shane shook his head. “You don’t know that it’s safe. You don’t know who’s watching, or if someone’s gonna pop by. There could be one of dad’s employees, or a delivery guy, or literally anyone. I can’t risk it, Mom.” He pulled at the sleeve of his hoodie, picking at the seam until he almost tore it.
Yuna sat beside him, slow and careful. “Shane, you’re allowed to be yourself, here. With us.”
He felt the burn of tears behind his eyes but blinked them away. “That’s the problem,” he said, quiet. “If I relax, I’ll fuck up later.  I have to be vigilant, all the time. This act has to be perfect. I have to live and breathe and BE an Alpha, mom! If I slip, I’ll never get back. Alphas don’t slip. They’re never weak. That’s the whole point.”
She reached for him, but he jerked away.
“I’m doing it because I have to. Because if I don’t, I’ll never get anywhere. I’ll never make it out of this league, or get to the Juniors, or make first draft! You said it yourself! I have to dedicate my life to this! You think we’d be having this conversation if I was born an Alpha? No! You’d tell me to suck it up and move on! Like all Alpha moms do. So just… Don’t treat me like this anymore, okay? Treat me like I’m an Alpha! Don’t… Don’t look at me like that. Quit looking at me like I’m… Weak.  Quit looking at me like I’m an Omega.”
Yuna’s eyes went shiny, but her voice didn’t waver. “I want you to be happy, Shane. That’s all.”
He laughed, sharp. “Who the fuck cares about happy, Mom? That’s not real. That’s not how any of this works. All that matters is being the best. If I have to kill off whatever was left of the old me, my Omega, to do that, then…” He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. It’s not like anyone’s going to miss him. Nobody thinks he’s real anymore anyway.”
Yuna pressed her lips together, holding back something. She caught herself, thought a moment, and sighed. “I’d miss him. I’d miss every part of you, even the parts you think you have to throw away. I don’t want you to disappear, Shane. I want all of you. All of my beautiful, strong boy.”
Shane looked at her then, and for a second, something broke through the anger.
He wanted to tell her he was scared, so scared that if he stopped for even a minute, the whole house of cards would come down and they’d all see what was underneath.
That he was nothing anymore. Just a pale imitation of hundreds of Alphas and their various personalities, quotes, and workout routines slapped together on an empty mannequin that could just barely pass as a person.
Shane wanted to say how he hated the patches, hated the pills, hated the injections, and hated his own reflection. That every time he slipped out a purr, or said the wrong thing, something “too Omega”, he wanted to rip out his own throat. That the clothes he wore, the Alpha brand athletic wear, chafed his skin and was too tight and too much, and the texture was gnawing at him, and sometimes made him cry and he didn’t know why.
Deep down, he just wanted to stop lying. He wanted to stop pretending. He wanted to just be Shane Hollander. But he couldn’t. Not after all the promises he’d made, not after he’d set himself up for great expectations, not now that he was the ace of his league, not after all the sacrifice his parents had made.
Shane wanted to quit. He hated hockey. He’d lost all love of the sport, anyway, so what was the point?
“They’d hate me. They’d scream “I told you so”. They’d know I’m not enough. They’d regret the day I was born.” Shane thought about how his parents would react to any of that.
Instead, he just grunted, reached for the mug, and took a long drink. It was too hot, burned his tongue. He kept his eyes on the wall.
“It’s fine, Mom.” Shane lined. He curled away from her, staring at the opposite wall, closing off the distance between them. He couldn’t talk to her anymore. Not without his heart spilling everything out and fucking everything up.
She nodded, slow, eyes bright. “Just… don’t forget that you’re always ours. No matter what.”
After she left, he sat there for a long time, the patches burning against his skin, the taste of the hot chocolate thick and cloying in his mouth.
 
+++++
 
Shane woke up in the present day to the clink of glass and the faint smell of coffee.
For a moment, he thought he was back at the lake house with Ilya, curled up on the couch after a long practice.  He never napped anywhere that wasn’t safe. Where he might be found out. There wasn’t anywhere else in the world where he felt like that than Ilya’s place.
He then realized he was on the old brown sectional in his parents’ basement room. He’d gotten a little tipsy from the wine and was full of cheese. There was a warm weight gently on his head. A hand, gentle and tender.
Shane blinked. His neck hurt, but not in a bad way, just an awkward sleeping position. He must have been out for a few hours, at least. The TV was on low, a muted loop of sports highlights, but Yuna’s voice was the first thing he really processed.
“…never seen any other kid sleep like this. He used to doze off on drives to practice, but God help us if we tried to move him or wake him, he’d pretend he’d been awake the whole time just “resting his eyes”. He’s always been stubborn about his naps,” Yuna was saying, her hand moving gently through Shane’s hair, untangling it with practiced ease.
On the other side of the room, Ilya sat cross-legged on a chair, hunched over a sea of puzzle pieces in David’s puzzle corner. Next to him, David was wielding a pair of reading glasses and a cup of coffee, scanning the edge pieces as if they might reveal the secrets of the universe. They’d were determined to finish it before Shane’s visit was over.
Ilya’s laugh was deep and sleepy, like he was past his bedtime, but didn’t want to go to sleep yet. “I try to wake him once. He growls like Russian bear. Take off hand like one too.”
Shane groaned and stretched, arms over his head, toes pointing. The ache in his muscles felt clean. He felt, absurdly, like he’d just finished a long away game and finally gotten home.
He expected the usual jolt of panic when he realized he wasn’t wearing his scent patches, because his neck felt raw where the adhesive usually was.
Though, instead of panic, he just felt… light. The air in the room was soft, flavored with the scent of his parents, and Ilya, and him, swirling together into something strong. It just felt… normal. 
“My pack.  That’s what my pack smells like.” Shane realized.
Nobody commented on his scent. Nobody flinched or looked away. Yuna just kept combing his hair, as if he was still thirteen and not a grown man.
The TV looped through another highlight reel, the audio low. David was talking about something, and Shane listened, curious, content to stay exactly where he was.
“…and that’s how Shane started his career as an ace.  I was the pride of all the hockey dads back in the day.  My boy was a killer.” David was saying, stabbing a puzzle piece onto the table for emphasis. “Nobody, not one coach, had ever seen a kid run through a 65-game season like that. Not once did he call in sick, not once did he ever take a rest, no missed practices, and he busted his ass the entire time. The coach said he’d never seen anything like it, not even from Alphas twice his age.”   
Yuna grinned.  “You know, that’s the season Shane got the nickname as The Golden Alpha. After they won the finals for their season, as his team’s Captain, he held that golden trophy with both arms up in the air.  Then, immediately passed out cold on the ice from exhaustion of that season catching up to him. Had to send the team medic to wake him up with smellingsalts, but even when he was out, he didn’t let the trophy go and didn’t even let it hit the ice.  Everyone started calling him the golden boy, a real true Athlete from the old day sof hockey, and then it just stuck afterwards.”
“Stupid nickname,” Shane argued.
“It’s perfect,” Yuna said, squeezing his shoulder. “I was so proud of you. You know, after that final, I cried for a week.”
Shane stretched again, staring at the ceiling. “You did not. You got me McDonald’s because I wanted something that wasn’t on the nutrition plan, and then made me clean my own uniform the next day”
Yuna made a face, but she was smiling. “True. But only because you smelled like actual death after seven games in two days.”
He closed his eyes, letting the sounds of his family wash over him. It was so different than before, before Ilya, before the patches came off, before he let himself be even a little honest.
It was a weird feeling.
 
+++++
 
The sun came in low and gold through the kitchen window the next morning.  Shane stood barefoot in sweatpants and a faded tank top hoodie, cracking eggs with one hand and whisking with the other, while Yuna bustled between the fridge and the stove, narrating each step like she was on a cooking show.
“Toast is up, butter’s in the dish, you want cheese in your eggs or just straight-up cholesterol?” Yuna asked, already opening the cheese before he could answer.
Shane grinned. “Cheese, obviously. You’re the only mom I know who can out-cholesterol an NHL training camp.”
She winked, tossing him a bag of shredded cheddar. “It’s a talent. Your father says it’s why he married me.  Though I think it’s because I beat him at our college pub hockey trivia night.  I crushed him.  Defeat turns him on.”
“Gross, mom.”
Shane sprinkled the cheese into the eggs, beat them to a light froth, and poured the whole mess into a pan Yuna had already preheated.
The sizzle was satisfying, but not as satisfying as how normal this visit had felt. He usually dreaded visits home, but this time, he was already wondering the next time he’d be able to make it back home.
They worked in silence, the only sounds the scrape of the spatula and the sounds of David and Ilya pattering through the house. Then Yuna spoke, her voice low. “I like him, you know. Ilya.  I was worried at first, and a bit suspicious, but now I see why you fell for him.  I approve.”
He shrugged, pushing the eggs around in the pan. “He’s good for me. He makes things easier.  He makes things simpler.”
“Simple is underrated,” Yuna said, dumping a stack of toast onto a plate.  “Have you started nesting yet in your new place? Or is that still too embarrassing to talk about with your own mother?”
He hesitated, feeling a flush creep up his neck.  It was, embarrassing, in a way.  He’d never talked “Omega” with anyone, especially not his mom.  “I tried. I don’t know what I’m doing. I think I’m the only Omega in history who can’t figure it out.”
She laughed, a sound like breaking glass. “You don’t have to figure it out, sweetheart. You just do what feels right.”
“Mom, have you seen nesting videos online?  Those fuckers have more pillows than a Hilton.  Do you have any idea how stupid it would be to have to move all of those before and after sleeping?” Shane asked.
“Well, then don’t do it that way.”
“The other options aren’t much better!  As far as I can tell, nests come in either boring boomer, sex dungeon, pillow fort, or laundry hamper of dirty clothes.”
Yuna grasped Shane’s hand, squeezing it tightly.  “Nobody says you have to pile up a thousand pillows or knit a blanket out of tears or have enough vibrating dildos to make a pastor blush. If you want a nest, make a nest. If you don’t, don’t. Who cares what the internet says?  Hell, if you ask me, nests that are performative are so much less charming than nests that are practical.  You do  you!”
He frowned, staring at the eggs. “It’s not that easy.”
“Nothing good is ever easy,  but you’ve never done anything the way you’re ‘supposed’ to, so why start now?”
Shane chewed on that, feeling the tension in his shoulders loosen a notch. “It just… pisses me off, sometimes. That I don’t know how to be what I’m supposed to be.”
Yuna looked at him, really looked, and for a moment he was thirteen again, watching her watch him with that same mix of pride and worry. “You’re not supposed to be anything but you. I love every version of you, even the stubborn jackass that never calls me.”
He snorted. “Yeah, well. Sorry for being a stubborn jackass.”
She shrugged. “Could’ve been worse. You could have been a Toronto fan.”
He laughed, and for a while, it was just the two of them, making breakfast and not talking about the heavy stuff.
As the food finished and they set the plates for their mates, Shane found himself glancing at the living room, where Ilya was hunched over a different puzzle (they destroyed the other one the night prior, Ilya is a natural with puzzles) with David. “Hey, Mom. Could you, uh… maybe be a little gentler with him? With Ilya, I mean.”
She paused, setting down a knife. “Is he having a hard time?”
“Yeah. Maybe. He acts tough, but he’s… he’s had a rough go. Not like us. His family’s… not great.  So less punching, less ball busting, more fussy mom spoiling a dog?”
She nodded, slowly. “I thought so. You can tell a lot about a person by the way they stand. People who stand like he does, always half-expecting a punch, usually had a bad childhood.” She looked out the window for a long moment. “I’ll be gentle. Promise.”
He felt a knot in his throat, one he didn’t know was there. “Thanks, Mom.  For the love you give both of us.”
She came over, hugged him from behind, her arms strong and warm. “You never have to thank me for loving you, Shane. Or for loving who you love. That’s my job.”
He twisted in her grip, turning to face her. “I’m sorry, you know. For everything. For being a pain in the ass. For making you and Dad move, and lie, and me being angry all the time, and…everything. I’m sorry.”
She smiled, brushing his hair back from his forehead. “You were the best thing that ever happened to us. Even when you were a pain in the ass. I’d do it all again. A thousand times.”
His eyes stung, and he looked away. “You’re not mad?”
“Mad? No. I’m proud. You’ve come a long way, and you’re still going. I love all of you, Alpha, Omega, and everything in between. Just be happy, okay? Oh, and promise me you’ll never hide from me again.  I don’t want to see those damn scent patches in MY home ever again, you hear me?”
He nodded, swallowing hard. “Yeah. I promise.  Just me.  From now on.”
Yuna’s face softened, and she pinched his cheek. “Good. Now, is Ilya’s dick really that good that you bonded the first night you had sex, or were you just that in love?”
He groaned, face going beet red. “Jesus, Mom.”
She cackled, grabbing the plates and heading to the table. “I mean, it’s a fair question. If I can’t bust Ilya’s balls, I guess I just have to go for yours.”
Shane, still blushing, called after her, “Maybe I’m just that good!  Did you ever think of that?”
She didn’t even turn around. “Sweetheart, I know better.  If you’re anything other than a pillow princess, I will eat your hockey stick.”
Shane laughed, a real laugh, and brought the rest of breakfast to the table.  He’d missed his mom.  A lot.
 
+++++
 
The Voyager stadium locker room was thick with steam after their practice.  Several big games were coming up, games that would either set them up to be #1 in the standings, or drop them back down to #4. 
Coach had run them ragged.
Most of the team had already finished their showers and were halfway through popping beers and sliding into post-practice banter.  Most everyone was busy making fun of Dion’s new mustache attempt, comparing him to an 80’s porn star, and the man was trying to “reenact” a porn scene with his hockey kit to “bring the look home”.  Ilya had seen better “performance” in a Russian strip club on a Thursday afternoon.
Ilya lingered under the hottest water the showers could manage, letting the steam soak his face, chest, and weary body.
He kept his eyes closed as he lathered up his hair, letting the world fade for a moment.
Being with the Hollanders for a few days had helped make him forget the real problems in Russia, but when he’d returned home, the fantasy had dispelled and he had a job to do.
Ilya knew, realistically, his father could have been dead already.  Or he could be still in the hospital, taking out mountains of debt to cling onto life.  Or this was all a big act, where he’d call Ilya any day now and demand money.
There was no way to know. It was not knowing that made it worse, the pain more in the uncertainty than the injury itself.
Nobody he called in Russia would pick up.  Those that he tried to contact, using a different number, heard the name “Gregori” and hung up instantly.  Once, he tried to use the name “Rosanov” instead, and got the same result.  Then, a fake name, but he swore that the forces that be just “knew” who he was, and he couldn’t get any help whatsoever.
Ilya didn’t know what to do.  He couldn’t do this on his own anymore.  He needed help, as much as it pained him to admit.
Somewhere behind him, a bar of soap thudded against tile, followed by a familiar voice: “Nice practice, Rosanov.”
Ilya blinked through the spray, turning just as Hayden Pike strolled up, towel slung over one shoulder, already grinning. 
The Alpha joined Ilya under a spray, smacking the Russian’s ass.  Hayden started to soap up, groaning as his body melted under the warmth.  “How’s life with Shane?  Does he work you to the bone in bed the same as he does everyone on the ice?” He wagged his eyebrows, and Ilya caught the sexual innuendo quickly.
Ilya actually smiled at that. Hayden was… likeable. He always had been. A class clown, a social glue in the locker room, the kind of Alpha who never had to posture because he knew exactly where he stood.  At first Ilya hated his carefree attitude and constant bragging of his and his wife’s active sex life, but…  As a man who now had an active sex life, he understood the appeal.  He too, wanted to brag, but Shane’s ears always turned pink when Ilya tried.
“Captain and I are…  Quite happy with our arrangement.”
“Figured as much.  You guys are both brighter people these days.  One of you must have phenomenal cock game.”
Ilya rolled his eyes.  He chuckled, taking his own turn to waggle his eyebrows.  “Who do you think?”
Hayden laughed.  “I dunno.  Bro code says I should answer Shane, but I bet they didn’t call you the Dirty Russian for years just because of your play style.”
They both laughed, and turned back to the showers.  Though the silence was short lived as Ilya heard Hayden’s foot tapping in the water.
“Hey, you okay, man?”
Ilya paused.  “What do you mean?”
“I mean…”  Hayden started lathering up under his pits.  “Today your shit talk was bland and uninspired.  You didn’t go home to shower with Shane and instead stuck yourself with our gross asses. You checked your phone six times during practice.  You let Dion get away with laughing at your missed shot.  Oh, and you’ve been under the shower for so long, I’m pretty sure even your cock is pruned.”
Ilya ducked his head, ran a hand over his wet face, saw his hands were indeed pruned behind normal limits.  He considered lying, telling Hayden to fuck off, but…  In a weird way, he didn’t feel he needed to. He blamed Yuna and David.  They’d made him realize some things really were just a cultural barrier.
“Is my father,” he said, softly. “Back in Russia. I have not been able to reach him. Long story, but… not good.  Father has disowned me, for Alpha pairing.  He was sick.  Dying at time.  Now I do not know where he is or if he is safe.”
Hayden nodded, not in a way that said “I get it” but in the way that said “Go on, if you want.” He started working on his chest and abs, slowing his washing pace.
“I am struggling with relationship with father.  Complicated.  Would normally be okay with breaking contact, but…  It’s the not knowing that bothers me,” Ilya continued, keeping his voice low. “I…  Wanted to have one last word.  Wanted to say my truth.  Even if on dead ear.  Was supposed to be for me.  He take that from me too.  I am…  Livid.”
“Does Shane know?”
Ilya paused.  He’d felt guilty about not sharing, but…  Well, it was a lot of emotional baggage to put on someone you’d just started courting.  “No.”
Hayden started rinsing himself off, deep in thought for a moment before he spoke. “Did you ever think about asking Shane for help at all? I mean, you two are basically joined at the gland, and his dad has crazy legal connections. There’s not a single problem in this world that David Hollander can’t find a loophole for.”
Ilya winced.  He’d considered David, considered he might know some method, but hadn’t wanted to interrupt their puzzle time with Ilya’s problems. “I do not want to burden Shane or David. Shane has enough. With hockey, with… me. I am his Alpha, I am supposed to protect him, not make him worry more.”
“That’s not how it works, bud,” Hayden said, voice softening. “You’re not just “his Alpha” now, you’re his mate. You guys are a team. Like me and my wife.  We couldn’t raise our kids without helping each other.  Yeah, I’m the breadwinner, but she needs me to tag in when shit gets hard with the kids and she needs mommy time at the spa.” He grinned, then pulled a little more sincerity into his voice. “Sometimes, you have to let people help you. Otherwise, you’re just carrying the whole fucking world on your back for no reason, and nobody’s better off for it.  You get tired, you get resentful, and you take it out on people.  Sometimes you take it out on the one you love the most.  I say this, as a child of divorce, whose parents fuuuuuucking hated each other, don’t let stuff fester like that.  Learn good communication habits, NOW.”
Ilya considered.  He shut off the shower, grabbed a towel, and started to dry.  Hayden joined him, doing the same.
He thought about it. 
Thought about opening up.  Telling Shane.  Asking David.  He thought better of it, at first.
“Let me put it to you this way.  If Shane started hiding something from you and didn’t want to tell you about his problem, because it would worry you or make you have to help him or be be bothered in some way, what would your first response be?” Hayden said.
In a flash, Ilya understood.  He groaned, rubbing the temple of his forehead.  If Shane didn’t trust him, he’d be heartbroken.  He’d wonder why his love didn’t trust him.  He’d wonder why he thought their relationship, and their support, was seen as a burden. 
They’d already promised no my more hiding the truth.  So…  Pike had a point.  How annoying.
“Maybe you are right.”
Hayden joined Ilya at their lockers and started slipping into clothes.  “I am right.  I also know for a fact that Shane would be devastated if he knew you were sad and hiding it behind his back.  Dude is like a puppy.”
Ilya smirked.  “Like Snoopy.”
“There, you’re getting it!”  Hayden gave another slap to Ilya’s bare ass.
Ilya sighed, and started to slip into his clothes . “I do not like to admit this, but… You are good friend, Hayden.  To Shane, and…  To me. Thank you for being…  You.”
 “You better thank me. I give great life advice.  I have the wisdom of a Dad of 4 and a husband of 7 years.  Compared to the rest of the douchebags here, I’m a goddamn sage.”
Ilya let himself laugh, full-throated. It felt good.
As they finished dressing, sitting together on a bench, Hayden’s tone shifted. “So, can I ask something, too?”
“Of course.”
“What’s going on with Shane, anyway? He’s been acting weird. Not like “Oh shit, I’m in love” weird, but like, “I just realized I’m not the person I thought I was” weird. It’s throwing me off, man. He was my wingman for years, and now he’s…” Hayden struggled for the word. “He’s different, but I can’t put my finger on it.”
Ilya hesitated, thought about loyalty to Shane, but also…  In his own way, wanted to help his mate out. “Shane is reflecting a lot. Many things change for him in his life, not just because of us. If you want to know, ask. I think he will tell truth. He is… tired of secrets, I think.  I think you, his best friend, might be able to help him.  Shane has day of rest tomorrow before next game, and I have meeting with Canadian government, so good chance for you.”
Hayden mulled it over, then nodded. “Yeah. I think you’re right.  I will talk to him.”
They finished dressing, and Hayden clapped Ilya on the back. “Let me know if you need anything. And I mean anything. Even if it’s just to get drunk and make fun of Dion’s new mustache. I’m there.”
Ilya felt something loosen in his chest. “Thank you. I will.”
Sometimes, it took a dumb joke and the naked truth to wake you up.
 
+++++
 
The Montreal Zoo was an unmitigated hellscape of tourists, strollers, family arguments, sticky fingers, and juice box puddles. 
Hayden loved it anyway.  He’d proposed to his wife here, in front of the “love birds” exhibit, the night that he’d signed his first major league contract.  Because finally, he could provide for his mate and make her the happiest woman in the world.
As the Traditionalist saying went in his faith, “Heats Follow a Prosperous Alpha”.  Meaning that nature found a way to bring new life into the world only when an Alpha could provide nourishment and shelter for their family and their mate felt safe, loved, and provided for.  Given his annual salary was in the millions, nature had seen fit to bring his wife multiple heats, and blessed him with four beautiful children, and a fifth on the way.
Given the sensitive nature of what he was going to be asking, he wanted to do it somewhere special.  Somewhere that made him comfortable.
Hayden had considered the aquarium for this outing, but he remembered the last time he’d taken Shane there, Shane pissed off a bunch of fans and nearly vomited when he’d had to hold Arthur.
“Let’s try somewhere fresh.”
Hayden’s girls, Jade, Ruby, and Amber, were three miniature tornados between the ages of 4 and 7, all shrill voices and mismatched coats.  His six-month-old son Arthur already had a full set of lungs, plus a gurgle that could melt the ice caps. All Omegas, all clingy, and all who loved their dad fiercely.
They hit the front gate at opening and didn’t stop until the map was soaked with snack crumbs and at least one of the girls had already tried to run off and hop into an enclosure.
Shane showed up about five minutes late, running inside, looking guilty as hell.
“Sorry, traffic,” Shane said, though he was dressed perfect, as always, in a nice windbreaker and skinny jeans that showed off his nice Alpha form. “Hey, girls! Are we ready to see some actual wild animals?” He beamed, gesturing towards the animals.
All three daughters shrieked in unison, clustered to his legs, and demanded a group hug. Shane gave it to them without hesitation, crouched so they could all pile on, then rose up, Ruby riding his hip like she weighed nothing.
“What…  The hell?”  Hayden thought. He’d never say it to Shane’s face, but the Captain had always been a natural at this. Not with kids, exactly, Shane flinched at the idea of holding babies or interacting with small children but was good with people and inspiring others. He could make a whole bus full of grown Alpha men shut up with just a single pointed look and then inspire them with a dramatic speech right afterwards.
Though…  Shane had never been “close” with Jade, Ruby, and Amber.  He didn’t seem to want to get close to them, almost out of fear.  Like they were a danger he needed to avoid.
Today though, he seemed like a totally different person.  Hayden was definitely right, then.  “Something is up.”
They started in the Arctic Pavilion, where the girls squealed over the baby seals and forced Shane to read every plaque about narwhals. The whole place was a blur questions about whether penguins had boyfriends (“Yes, sometimes they marry forever”) and what would happen if a polar bear got into the city (“Absolute chaos, but probably it would get drafted to the Toronto Knights before it did any real damage”).
Shane had answers for everything, always quick, always just the right amount of silly with the smart.
Hayden wrangled the stroller, which was stuck in the “Always Pulling Right” setting, and followed behind. Every few minutes he’d check to see if Shane was losing patience, but the Alpha never was. Not even when Jade stole his hat and made a run for it, or when all three girls howled at the top of their lungs to try and “call” a wolf from the next exhibit over, which Shane joined them in until the zoo security threatened them all with violence.
Shane just kept laughing, then lifted one of the girls onto his shoulders when she got tired of walking up a set of stairs to the water exhibits.
At the snack stand, Shane bought everyone ice cream, even though it was barely above freezing. He handed out cones, wiped sticky faces, and let Arthur grab his finger for a good five minutes. “He’s got a death grip,” Shane said, shaking out his hand. “You sure you’re the father on this one?  He can probably hold a hocky stick firmer than you.”
“Nah, he’s just a hungry Omega,” Hayden said, winking. “Wait until he’s teething.  Won’t be so cute then when he both bites AND screams.”
Shane made a face, but he kept smiling.
They looped through the Tropical House (“Smells like Dion’s hockey bag in here, girls”), then hit the Aviary, where Shane impressed the twins by naming every parrot they could spot. By the time they got to the petting zoo, Jade had convinced him to let her braid his hair into a wolf’s tail, and all three girls had taken turns riding on his back like he was a sled dog.
Hayden watched it all with a strange feeling in his gut.
He’d always thought of Shane as the “Alpha’s Alpha”, the one every other Alpha measured himself against, the one Hayden had looked up to they joined the same youth hockey team back at 13.  Yet, here, with the kids, Shane was… different. Gentler, maybe. More open. It wasn’t like he was faking it for the girls, either; he seemed genuinely happy to be their fun uncle.
Like this was the real version of him, not the mask he put on for the ice or the media.
The big surprise came when Arthur started to fuss. Hayden reached for the bottle in the stroller, but before he could, Shane said, “You want me to take him? You’ve got your hands full.”
“Seriously?” Hayden blinked. “You never wanted to hold my kids, like, everwhen they are babies.  What’s the deal?”
“Yeah, well. I’m in a better place,” Shane said, with a half-smile. “Hand him over.  I…  I never really wanted to before, but now I’d like to see what it’s like.”
Hayden did, carefully.
Shane supported Arthur’s head, cradled him like he’d been doing it his whole life, and started feeding him the bottle. Arthur went quiet instantly, staring up with big Omega eyes, clutching at Shane’s jacket.
“Hey, bud,” Shane cooed, bouncing him gently. “You’re a bottomless pit, huh? Gonna bleed your old man dry on formula, huh?”  Then he adjusted the bottle, wiped Arthur’s chin, and started humming a tune under his breath.
Yep, Hayden was now convinced.  “My captain either has a terminal illness with less than a year to live, or he’s been replaced by the pod people.”
They found a bench near the Tiger Exhibit, where the glass wall let you watch the big cats up close. It was heated, thankfully, so the girls pressed their faces to the glass, eyes huge as the tiger paced back and forth. It was perfect cover; nobody was paying attention to the dads and the girls would be occupied for quite a while.
Hayden settled beside Shane, who still had Arthur on his lap, burping him gently with his tender hand.
For a while, neither of them said anything. The noise of the zoo was a blanket, a steady hum of kid shrieks and distant animal noises.
Finally, Hayden nudged Shane’s knee. “You want to tell me what’s up?”
Shane glanced at him, then looked away, focused on rubbing tiny circles on Arthur’s back. “Nothing’s up. I’m just happy to help.”
Hayden snorted. “Bullshit. You never want to help. At least, not with kids. You’d rather skate a hundred suicides than get covered in baby puke or have an emotional connect with a child, but today you’re Mr. Perfect? Either you hit your head, you’re sick, or you’re hiding something.”
Shane didn’t answer, and Hayden pressed on.
“Look, we’ve known each other since you moved to Ottawa. We’ve played together almost as long, shared hotel rooms, gross stories, our fears, and…  Look, I know when you’re faking it, and I know when something’s eating at you. You don’t have to tell me, but… If you want to, you know I’m not going anywhere.”
Shane was quiet for a long time. Arthur made a little whine, then burped, then fell asleep on Shane’s chest, drooling onto the windbreaker.
Hayden took a deep breath.  Because, he worried there was another reason Shane wasn’t opening up.
“I’m not offended, by the way. Of you and Ilya being a double Alpha pair.,” Hayden said. “I swear I won’t make another joke about Alpha/Alpha stuff again. Locker rooms are rowdy and we all say stuff we don’t mean, but if I’d know that’s how you swung, I would have never made those kind of jokes around you growing up. Promise.”
“Hayden…  Man, it’s not…”
 …and trust me, I know a lot of people think that Traditionalists give shit on Alpha/Alpha and Omega/Omega pairs, but that’s nowhere in our faith.  We just believe that heats are nature’s message to bring new life into the world, and using suppressants or birth control is going against nature’s will, but… That’s the gist of it. That’s where our faith begins and ends. I would, never, ever, think less of you or anyone else because of who they love.  Nature is both beautiful and terrifying in that way.”
In the tiger exhibit, one of the tigers was currently ripping a piece of meat to shreds, shredding blood and chunks of raw meat everywhere, much to the amusement of the girls.
Shane finally met his eyes. “You’re not a dick, Hayden. You never were. That’s not what this is about.  It’s…  Fuck.  It’s so much more than that.”
Hayden waited, letting the silence stretch.
Shane took a shaky breath. “Look.  I have something to tell you, but you have to promise not to freak out. Or tell anyone. Not even your wife. Not even your kids. Arthur can know, I guess, but that’s it.  You can’t share this unless I tell you you can.”
Hayden held up a hand, serious. “Cross my heart, dude. Unless you are like, doing tax evasion. Because I’m not going down as an accomplice against the tax man. Fuck that.”
“It’s not that,” Shane said, and for the first time, Hayden realized his friend was actually scared. Like, shaking hands, biting-his-lip scared.
“I’m not an Alpha,” Shane said. The words came out in a rushed whisper, barely audible over the crowd. “I never was. I’m an Omega, and I’ve been hiding it since I was thirteen.”
Hayden stared at him, waiting for the punchline.
When it didn’t come, he tried to process it.
“You’re… an Omega?”
Shane nodded, jaw tight. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I wanted to, a million times. I just… I didn’t think I could. Not with the team, not with my parents, not with the world. I didn’t want you to look at me differently. Or treat me differently. Or… Out me. We were all so competitive back then, I… I didn’t know who to trust.”
Hayden tried to say something, but his brain short-circuited.
He’d spent a decade with Shane, sharing hotel rooms, training together, fighting for each other on the ice. He’d seen Shane go toe-to-toe with the biggest Alphas in the league, and he’d never, ever considered…  He could be something as soft and precious as an Omega.
“You’re not messing with me?”
Shane gave a half-smile. “I wish I was.”
Hayden blinked. “How…?”
Shane lifted the hem of his windbreaker, and beneath it, the edge of a white patch was visible, stuck low on his abdomen. “Scent blockers. I’m on injections for heat suppressants, and a cocktail of other drugs to help me grow like an Alpha would,” Shane said. “Been on them forever. My parents helped me cover it up. Nobody ever looked close enough to know.”
Hayden stared, tried to do the math. “You… I mean… …but you’re the strongest guy I know. You’re the Captain. You run the locker room. You’re an Omega, and you’re doing all of that, and… Holy shit.”
“I know,” Shane said.
“Holy shit,” Hayden said, sitting back. “This is like… I mean, this is huge, man.”
Shane nodded, eyes not leaving Arthur, who was still asleep. “You’re not mad?”
“No! God, no.” Hayden rubbed the back of his neck, trying to catch up. “I mean, yeah, I wish you’d told me, but I get it. If I was in your shoes, I probably would have done the same. Like, you’re THAT good of a player, and you’re an Omega, and nobody would have given you the time of day if you weren’t lying, but… It’s just… a lot, you know?”
Shane nodded again. “I’m sorry. I just… After hearing you talk, I felt it, right now, that…  I wanted to tell you today. I hate the idea of hiding, and…  Ilya’s just made it a lot easier for me I guess.”
Hayden let out a long breath. Then, gently, he patted Shane’s shoulder. “Still best friends?”
Shane looked up, surprised. “Yeah? We are? Even though I’m… Using suppressants? Even though I’m lied to you?”
“Yeah. You’re still the same guy who got me out of a chokehold when I tried to fight that Beta at hockey camp. Still the guy who talks me down when I’m about to punch a reporter, or drink too much. You were my best man at my wedding, you helped me stay motivated through hell and back at camps!  I have my contract and my career because you helped me get here, and without that, I wouldn’t have my family, my wife, or my kids.” Hayden smiled, wide and real. “If anything, you’re more of a badass now in my eyes. Hell, it’s… It’s good to finally meet you Shane Hollander.  About fucking time we met!” He held out his hand to shake.
Shane snorted, took the hand, and shook it. “Nice to meet you, Hayden Pike.”
The girls came running back, shrieking about the tiger’s “giant paws,” and Shane handed Arthur back, careful and gentle.
The rest of the day went by in a blur: more exhibits, a trip to the gift shop where Uncle Shane bought all the girls stuffed toys, and got Arthur a big tiger onesie complete with hood, ears, and tail.
Seeing Shane all domestic and loving like this was odd, but knowing that Shane was an Omega was even odder.
Hayden never thought of his friend as anything but the strongest guy in the room.
He still was, funnily enough.
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Shane didn’t know what he was expecting after he told Hayden. Hell, he hadn’t had any aspirations of coming out to anyone again so soon.
Maybe he thought Hayden would throw his arms up, say “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” or maybe laugh it off as a joke until Shane had to spell it out, letter by letter.
Maybe he worried that the next words out of Hayden’s mouth would be something like “You lied to me for ten years?” or “Does this mean you’ve been sniffing me or the guys in the locker room all these years?”
Or maybe, somewhere deep down, he was prepared for the worst: for Hayden to pull back, to go stiff and awkward and cold, the way people sometimes did when you introduced a new truth that didn’t fit their map of the world.
Instead, after the bench by the Tiger Exhibit, after Shane pulled up his shirt and showed the scent blocker patch, after he said the words “I’m an Omega,” Hayden just… sat there. Like he was holding the entire conversation in his hands, rolling it over and over, careful not to drop it.
They walked the rest of the zoo in a weird bubble of silence. The girls didn’t notice, Jade was too busy listing every animal they’d seen so far, and Ruby was trying to win a giant plush flamingo from a claw machine, and Amber kept poking the ice cream stain on her coat like it was a science experiment. Arthur slept in the stroller, drooling contentedly, and Hayden handled the turns and ramps one-handed, never once losing pace.
It wasn’t until they’d buckled all the kids into the van at the end of a very long (and successful) day, and the chaos had settled into the soft, exhausted hum of post-adventure.  All the kids were asleep in the backseat of their carseats, except for Arthur, who kept giggling at the hood of his new onesie.
Hayden finally spoke again as he turned on the car, heated it up, and waited for the frost on the windshield to melt over.
“Is it always like this?”
Shane blinked. “Like what?”
Hayden stared at the rigid frost, as it slowly started to heat up, dribbling bits of water down the edges. “The hiding. The waiting for someone to notice, or find out, or for it to slip out. Does it ever get easier?”
Shane had never heard Hayden use that tone. It was quiet, and kind, and so fiercely protective it almost hurt Shane to realize he had another Alpha who was protecting him.
He swallowed, and tried to be honest. “No. It never gets easy. You just get used to it, and then, some days, you get tired of being used to it. That’s when it gets really hard. That’s what makes days like today… So fucking special.  Because it’s not something you’re used to, and it doesn’t suck.”
Hayden nodded, and something in his eyes went shiny. The kind where you could see the hurt, and the anger, and a sort of primal urge to go punch something, all at once.
“Shit,” Hayden said, wiping his cheek. “I’ve been the biggest asshole, haven’t I?”
Shane shook his head, fast. “No, man, you’ve always had my back. You’ve never…”
“I have, but I haven’t.” Hayden squeezed the wheel, looking like he was ready to snap it in half. “I mean, the jokes, the shit talking about male Omega figure skaters, badmouthing Omegas that try and join the draft. You never… You never said a word. Hell, you shut that shit down. I always figured you were above it, because you’re the toughest guy on the team, or you were just really that progressive, but… Fuck. I never thought. I just… Damn, all those years.”
Hayden looked over at Shane, and there was something close to panic on his face. “Did I ever…? I mean, was I ever…?  Did I ever say something that…  Hurt?”
Shane grinned, because he couldn’t help it. “Yeah, man. You were a total prick sometimes. You made some truly horrific Omega jokes. The one about the cheerleading squad? That still haunts me. Thing is, I knew you didn’t mean it about me. It was never mean. Not from you. Just… Jock talk. We’re all a little gross sometimes.”
Hayden let out a long, shaky breath. “Still. Doesn’t make it okay. I got four Omega kids in the back, and I can’t imagine what it would be like for them, if the world was like… what you had to deal with. If they had to hide. Or lie.” He paused. “Did your parents really help you hide it?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. They knew from the start. My mom, especially. She… She went to war for me, man. Kept the clinics and the schools off my back, made sure nobody but the doctors ever saw my records. Dad covered the rest. Made the right connections. It was easier than you’d think.”
“Damn.” Hayden sounded almost jealous. “Wish I could do that for my kids, if they wanted it. Wait… No. I don’t want that. I don’t want them hiding.”
Shane said. “You’ll do whatever they need. You’re a good dad. The best.”
Hayden laughed, a little wet. “Don’t let my wife hear you say that, she’ll argue the hell out of that one.”
They sat for a while, listening to the soft sounds of Hayden’s daughters sleeping. Arthur snored, like a tiny old man.  The ice was finally about to fully melt on the windshield.
Finally, Hayden turned to Shane. “Can I ask you something? …and you don’t have to answer if you don’t want.”
“Shoot.”
“Why tell me now?”
Shane thought about it, tried to put it in words that didn’t sound stupid. “Because… you’re my best friend. You always have been. I didn’t want to lie to you anymore. I’m tired, man. Tired of hiding from the people I care about. I can’t tell the world, but I feel like there are people I can trust with this. People like you.  So I can feel like me, more often.”
Hayden reached over, rested a hand on Shane’s shoulder. “Thank you,” he said. “For trusting me. I know it must have sucked, carrying that.”
“Yeah, well. Hockey kind of prepared me for that.” Shane smiled, but it didn’t really reach his eyes. “But, Hayden?”
“Yeah?”
“You gotta stop with the Omega jokes. Not for me, not because of what I just told you. For them.” He jerked his thumb back at the van, where his children were sleeping, dreaming probably, about their day. “Someday they’re gonna hear it, from someone who doesn’t mean it in the way that you meant it, and it won’t be funny. Or worse, they’re gonna hear you say it, and they’re going to think there’s something wrong with them.  Happened to me.  A lot.”
Hayden nodded, eyes locked on his kids in the mirror. “You’re right.” He had a long, deep pause. “I didn’t even think about it, not really. I just figured, you know, it’s what guys do.  Jock talk is…  About asses and pussies, and boobs and sex, and…  We’re these guys with big fucking dicks, we’re the hot guys that everyone wants to fuck, we’re millionaires and overpaid fuckwads, and…”
Hayden paused, laughing.  “You want to hear something really fucked up?”
“Always.”
“I never really believed Omegas could make it in sports.”  Hayden admitted.
Shane was taken aback by the honesty.  The frost on the windshield cracked in two, melding down the window and shattered on the parking lot grounds.
“I mean, yeah, I supported all the campaigns and wore the pins and whatever, because it’s the right thing to do, and I told myself it was the rules that needed changing. Equal is always better, right?  I’ve got Omega kids, so..  that’s the shit you do. But, deep down, I never thought they’d actually do it. Not at this level. I thought… Hell, just do it to placate Omegas, never believing they’d amount to anything. But now… You’re my Captain. My best friend.  You’re an Omega, and you’re better than ninety-nine percent of the Alphas in the league, including me. You proved that, yes, Omegas can actually reach this level of play. Hell, they can reach this level and fucking crush it. It’s…” He trailed off, shaking his head in wonder. “It’s… Humbling, man.  I really am a dumb motherfucker.”
Shane didn’t know what to say. The only thing he could do was sit there, and let it in, and maybe let his own eyes get a little misty.
Hayden wiped his face again, then grinned. “You know what this means, right?”
“Yeah?”
“No more walls. No more bullshit. Just the real us.”
Shane punched him on the arm, light. “Damn right.”
Hayden pulled out of the zoo parking lot and let the radio fill the car with static and bad pop music.  Both men would forever remember that day, and both men would grow from it.
 






      

  












      Chapter 9: Asking for Help
  








  Ilya was up before dawn.  He moved quietly through his home, careful not to disturb the Omega curled up in the bed, a tangle of limbs, hair, and the entirety of the bed’s sheets that he claimed each night.  (“You are blanket swine.”)  (“That’s sheet hog.”)
Shane looked peaceful.  His brow was unknitted, mouth slack, curled up into a fetal position and positioned in such a way that would be embarrassing if Ilya ever mentioned it.
So he didn’t. He let his mate sleep. They’d stayed up most of the night “celebrating” Shane’s first coming out as an Omega that was on his own terms with Hayden. 
The house was cold as Ilya padded barefoot across the kitchen’s hardwood floor.  He turned on the range, setting a pan on the burner. He gathered and surveyed his ingredients, eggs, bread, pancake batter, and a pack of expensive slab bacon from the Montreal butcher.  He tried to remember the order, how Shane and Yuna had done it back in Ottowa.
"Coffee first, then bacon, then pancake, then eggs, yes?"
"Or maybe pancakes last so they stayed hot?  They were also called “hotcakes”, right?  No, wait, didn’t bacon take longer the cook?  Shouldn’t that be first?"
 A chill crept up his neck. He should have made a list.  He tried googling what to do or what order he should do it in, but every recipe or video came with a 10-minute life story before anyone actually talked about cooking and his mate was going to be awake before anyone got to the damn point. 
“Fuck internet.” 
Ilya wanted breakfast to be perfect.  Shane always made breakfast for them, and it always looked stressful to Ilya, all the steps he went through. 
“If I am going to ask big favor, I should at least do big favor in return.  One day, my love, not have to make breakfast”  
That had been his logic, anyway.  Sure, Hayden made it sound easy to just “ask for help” when it came to his father’s whereabouts, but Ilya’s brain wouldn’t let him do it without offering something in return. 
Nothing in the world was free, after all.
The coffee went okay. The fancy machine spluttered and gurgled, but he got a carafe going, the smell strong and sharp, with the good stuff Shane had purchased.  Machines?  Machines he could handle.  Easy enough to keep warm on the side.
The bread, too: he sliced it thick, remembering to check for mold, and laid out four slices on a plate. The butter was soft and spread perfectly. This was easy.
Making the pancake batter went “okay”.  The batter, a kind you just added water to a premade mix, was a little too liquid, and his first three pancakes came out more like a crispy pudding.  He adjusted, added a bit more powder and it was fixed.  His next pancake came out more like he’d expected.
It was the bacon that would bring his downfall.  The expensive, amazing, overpriced bacon.
He put the strips in a pan, watched as the fat began to sizzle. The smell was intoxicating, even to someone who had grown up eating more fish than pork. He turned the heat up to its highest setting, wanting it crisp and perfect just like Shane loved it.  “More heat is good, yes?” A few minutes later, smoke started to curl, thicker than he’d expected, and soon the pan popped, spitting tiny droplets of scalding fat onto his wrist.
He bit back a curse, swearing quietly as each pop got more and more powerful. 
Ilya wondered if he should move the pan off the heat, and in his panic, knocked the handle against the stovetop. A whole slab of bacon flopped off, dangling, and with a wet slap, it hit the burner coils, sending up a sudden, angry burst of flame.
The fire was small, but it was a fire.
Real fire.
“Shit!” he said, and in his panic, he reached for the faucet, grabbed the hose sprayer and splashed water onto the pan, right onto the grease. 
“Water put out fire.  Easy.  I can handle this.”
The grease exploded. 
It was only a foot-high column of fire, but it scared the hell out of him. His first instinct was to grab a dish towel and swat at the flames. That only made things worse: the towel caught, the flames leapt, and for a split second, Ilya thought he’d managed to burn down the house, Shane, and the lake all at once.
He panicked.  Ilya started beating the fire with a thicker oven mitt, trying to smother it adding more water with the hose.  He grunted as fire started to burn at his forearm and the grease pops practically melted his skin. 
Thankfully, it was already almost out.  The water had doused the worst of the flames, leaving a hot mess and a sharp stink of burnt pork, a charred towel, and melted synthetic fabric.
The smoke alarm started howling.
“No…  No, shut up!  Shut up!” Ilya yelled at the tiny white tattletale.
By the time the fire was really, truly out, his left forearm was bright red, the hair singed off, and he had a throbbing ache where the bacon grease had painted his skin in dozens of angry red dots.
He slumped against the counter, chest heaving, and stared at the carnage. Three strips of bacon were welded to the coil. The eggs sat uncracked on the counter. The bread, perfectly buttered, so easy, and now covered in the carbon powder of what had once been bacon mocked him.  Even the coffee had been hit, specks of burn bacon now floating at the top of the carafe.
“Dammit.” Ilya mumbled.  He barely felt the pain in his arms. It wasn’t half as painful as his failure or even remotely as important as wasting all of Shane’s fancy bacon.
Shane arrived less than a second after the alarm started. He didn’t shout. He didn’t even look panicked. He strode in, scanned the room, and made a beeline for Ilya, sniffing the air.
“Did you, oh, fuck. Are you okay?!” Shane’s hands were already on Ilya’s shoulders, pulling him around to inspect the damage. He took in the burn, the trembling hands, the smoke in the air, and made a soft, sympathetic noise.
“Sorry,” Ilya said, barely audible. “I ruined breakfast. I ruined your bacon. I ruined everything.  Sorry.  I will clean.  Go…  Go back to bed, I’ll order delivery.”
Shane ignored the words. He pulled Ilya’s arm up, squinted at the burns, and made a quick calculation. “Sit,” he commanded, voice gentle but firm, and led Ilya to the table. “Let me get the kit.”
He disappeared, and was back within seconds, the first-aid box clutched to his chest. Ilya couldn’t help but watch as Shane worked. The Omega’s hands were steady as he unscrewed a small tub of ointment and squeezed it gently onto the burns and massaged them in.
“Does it hurt?” Shane asked, wiping away the grease and examining the blistered skin.
“It’s nothing,” Ilya lied. “I’ve had worse in practice. In Russia, once, I…”
“Don’t compare it,” Shane interrupted. “A burn is a burn.” He wrapped a cool gel pad around Ilya’s wrist, careful not to pull too tight, then looked up, eyes serious. “Do you feel dizzy? Are you going to pass out?”
“No. I’m fine.” Ilya almost bristled at being fussed over, but something about the way Shane’s face pinched with worry made him stay still.
“Good,” Shane said. He leaned in, kissed the tip of Ilya’s nose, then sat across from him. “The only thing that’s dead is a half-pound of bacon and your pride.  So, no big deal.  Don’t look like you burned down an entire village.  It’s just breakfast.” He grinned, and for a second, Ilya wanted to believe it could be that simple.
“Why were you up so early, anyway?” Shane asked, softer now. “We had a late night. Thought you’d want to sleep in.”
Ilya stared at his hands, still shaking a little. “I wanted to make you breakfast. Wanted it to be… perfect. So I could ask you for something.”
Shane’s eyes narrowed, and he scooted his chair closer. “You never have to bribe me to ask a favor, big guy. Just say what you need.” He said it with warmth, but there was a warning underneath.
Ilya’s mouth went dry. He had rehearsed it in his mind, a thousand different ways, each time backing out at the last second. But the pain in his wrist, and the real pain twisting in his chest, made it impossible to keep avoiding.
“My father,” Ilya started. “He is missing. I told you he was dying, but now he has… disappeared. Nobody will tell me anything. They cut off taking my support. My uncle says nothing, except that I am dead to him. I do not know if my father is alive, or if he…  If he died.” He looked away, the words burning worse than the grease. “I do not know how to find him.  Hayden says your father is…  Shark.  Can find blood in water?”
Shane listened, silent, letting Ilya work through it.
“I want to find him,” Ilya said, voice almost a whisper. “I want to know what happened, I want to have final words with man who…  Broke me.  I deserve that.  But I do not know how. I am not… I do not have the intelligence to know what to do.”
Shane reached across the table and took Ilya’s unburned hand in both of his. “We’ll ask my dad,” he said, voice calm and certain. “He knows people. If anyone can find him, it’s David.”
Ilya frowned. “It is not fair to ask your family for…”
Shane cut him off. “Yes, it is. That’s what family does. You’re mine. You’re ours. Don’t ever think you’re a burden or can’t ask us for help.” He squeezed Ilya’s hand hard. “You’re my mate.  You made me feel like I could be open with people again.  You reconnected me and Hayden in a way I never thought was possible.  So…  Yeah.  None of this one sided bullshit.  We protect and provide for each other.  Alright?”
Before Ilya could argue, Shane had already pulled out his phone and dialed David’s number. The screen flickered, FaceTime connecting. David appeared, wearing a pressed shirt and glasses, looking as if he’d been awake for hours.
“Hey, kiddo. Everything alright?” David’s eyes flicked to Ilya, and in an instant, he saw the bandage and the strain in Ilya’s posture.  “Woah, everything okay there?  My boys aren’t hurt are they?”
Boys.  Plural.  Specifically, “my” boys.  Ilya’s heart twisted.
“Morning, Dad.  We’re okay, just a breakfast disaster, nothing serious,” Shane said. “Ilya’s got a favor to ask though.”
David nodded, letting Shane steer the conversation. “Of course. Anything.”
Ilya swallowed. “I am sorry to interrupt your day. I… It is my father. I think he is missing, or in trouble. There is nobody in Russia who will help me. I… would like to hire a lawyer. Or investigator.  Could you recommend someone?  I do not wish to be bother.”  He took the time to explain everything in more detail, trying to ignore the sympathetic looks Shane and David both gave him.
David’s face softened, all business gone. “You don’t have to hire anyone, son. I’ll make a call, see what I can do.  I’ve got some investigators I know, and I’m sure they know somebody who knows somebody I can hire in Moscow. If there’s a record, if anyone’s heard anything, I’ll find out. You have my word.”
Ilya felt his breath catch. “How much should I send for fees? For the investigator?”
David laughed, not unkindly. “You’re my boy now, Ilya. My services for you and Shane are always free. Don’t ever ask about money. You got that?  I’m a grown man who can take care of himself. You just worry about being you.”
Shane grinned, and Ilya felt his chest go tight, this time in a good way.
“Thank you,” Ilya managed, not trusting himself to say anything more.
David seemed to sense the emotion on the other end. “Hey, one last thing. I just picked up a new puzzle for our next visit, Shane, you’ll like this, it’s Snoopy at the hockey rink. I’m planning on making it a family tradition.” He gave a little wave, held up a puzzle box with Snoopy on it, and just as Shane began to screech disapproval, David howled with laughter and then disconnected.
Ilya sat there, stunned, feeling the warmth of Shane’s hand, the coolness of the gel pad, and the ache of something that wasn’t quite pain, wasn’t quite relief.
Shane squeezed his hand. “See? Told you dad would help us out.”
Ilya nodded, a single tear rolling down his cheek. He wiped it away with his good hand, embarrassed, but Shane only smiled.
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The air inside Voyagers Arena felt electric, the hum of sixty thousand fans cranking the atmosphere past normal game-night intensity.
The Voyagers’ locker room was a war zone of nerves: tape unspooling, voices rising and falling in an uneven chorus of pregame rituals. Ilya relished the tension, let it settle in his bones, the old familiar feeling of being just barely in control. He lived for games like this.
Tonight, their game was against the Toronto Knights.
The most “Alpha” team in the league, if you asked their captain.  They were the only team in the league that refused to draft Betas, even if it meant their roster was basically the same body type and same skill set, copy and pasted for every seat on the bench.  They had zero diversity, which worked in games where strength was the only skill, but struggled against teams that implemented complex plays and used more hockey IQ. 
None of the Knights, nor none of their rabid fans, cared, though.  They saw hockey IQ and complex plays as “the death of the real game” and still had their heads convinced that the pre-90s “gladiator” style of hockey was still the best format.  An era when there weren’t pads or helmets, Alphas played just with sticks, bare-chested, and usually just in a pair of tight underpants.  That “glory era” consisted of at least 2 Alphas dead a season and was, in Ilya’s opinion, the most braindead sport that had ever existed.
That night they’d be playing against the King of the Braindeads, Dallas Kent, a monster, in every sense, and proud of it. Dallas’s face had graced more anti-Omega campaign ads than some actual politicians. He even funded a “sports science” institute whose sole purpose seemed to be proving that Omegas didn’t belong on ice.  He funded Alpha-only hockey camps that, if Ilya’s suspicions were right, were right up there in comparison with The Gulag.
It was a point of pride for Ilya to check Kent into the glass at least once a period.
Today, though, there was more than rivalry on the line.
The rumor mill said that Kent had been “embarrassed” in Toronto last month by his own protégé, Troy Barrett, and the man’s ego was wounded. He’d spent the week baiting Shane and Ilya in every interview, telling the press that “The Voyagers can’t even decide which one is the Alpha in their captain’s relationship.” He’d even referred to Shane as “the Golden Bitch” on live TV and Ilya as “The Dirty Knot”.
“We will break him.” Ilya had told Shane earlier in the locker room.
“Oh, we’re going to show him just how embarrassed he can be.  This Alpha is going to get spanked.” Shane said, with a dark streak of confidence, that Ilya would have to explore more on later.
The doors to the tunnel opened, and the teams filed out onto the ice. The clash of sticks, blades on fresh-cut sheet, it all sounded like the opening scene in a war movie.
Ilya’s gaze found Dallas instantly, he was a head taller than anyone else on the ice that night, a slab of muscle with a sneer to match. Dallas’s line skated directly past the Voyagers’ bench, not subtle about it, and as they passed, Dallas craned his neck, locking eyes with Ilya.
“Gotta know, Rozanov.  Which one of you is the bitch tonight and taking it up the ass?” Dallas grinned, loud enough for half the front row to hear.
Ilya didn’t flinch. He angled his helmet just so, voice low. “You seem obsessed with our sex life.  Perhaps little too obsessed.  What, you want to watch us or something?  Pervert.”
Dallas’s face twitched, just a fraction. He muttered something, but before Ilya could catch it, Kent’s Alpha winger, Chmiel, nudged Dallas, and they kept going. But even then, Dallas kept glancing back, like he couldn’t let it go.
By the second line change, the insults got sharper.  Like he was trying to bait them into something.
“You need a leash for your bitch?” Dallas called as Shane skated by, slapping his own thigh like he was summoning a dog.
Shane rolled his eyes.  “I don’t know, but you might need a leash for your own.  What happened with Troy?  Lost your favorite lapdog?  What, did he not bark loud enough for you?”
Something in that tame comeback sparked something in Dallas.  He practically charged at Shane, nearly taking his head off with a stick and shouting obscenities that even Ilya thought was “excessive” by Russian standards.  Dallas was in the penalty box, and fast.
Ilya dropped back, waited for Kent’s shift when he got out of the box, and when the man barreled up the ice, Ilya body-checked him so hard they both ricocheted off the boards. Dallas grunted, but instead of barking back, he leaned in.
“What did you hear?” Dallas hissed, eyes wild. “About me and Troy?”
“What?” Ilya mumbled, confused beyond measures.
“If you say one more fucking word, I’ll end you.”
Ilya saw how rattled Dallas was.  He grinned, showing teeth. “All I know is that you were not Alpha enough for him. You always need little dogs to bark for you.  Maybe he realized you were not top dog anymore.” He jerked his chin at Chmiel, who had to physically restrain Dallas as the Alpha lunged, frothing.
“Fucking dead, Rosanov,” Dallas spat.
“Try me, Kent, just know boyfriend and I sucked each other off before game, you might catch a taste of our nasty if we touch,” Ilya said, fake blowing a kiss, and let the distance build as he coasted away.
The first period was a bloodbath after that.
Kent’s team played ugly: elbows up, slashes to the ribs, cheap shots every time the refs looked away. They scored first, and the Knights fans went feral.  Then Shane stole a pass at mid-ice, outskated two of their so-called “Prime Alphas” and wristed a goal past their goalie so graceful it almost looked like a magic trick.  Shane repeated this same trick, over and over again, with the Alphas on the Toronto team unable to do anything when it came to actual strategy.  They could be aggressive and violent, but if that didn’t work, they didn’t have a plan B.
Ilya’s job, tonight, he’d decided, was to be a wall. He hardly touched the puck unless it was to pass it right back to Shane or set a screen for someone else.  The Betas on their team, the leaner ones who were built for speed, were even running circles around the Knights.  So, yeah, Ilya would not be adding to his scoring record tonight, but he wasn’t the right choice for it anyway.  He trusted his Captain.
Instead, spent every shift shadowing Kent, making sure that if the man so much as breathed in Shane or a beta’s direction, there’d be a price.
Near the end of the second period, Dallas took a run at Shane, catching him mid-stride. The two slammed into the boards, Dallas pinning Shane under three hundred pounds of old-school Alpha. For a second, Ilya saw red.
He flew in, fists up, and the two men tumbled to the ice. Dallas had at least thirty pounds on him, but Ilya fought dirty, he’d learned from the best. He jabbed his thumb into Dallas’s rib, enough to make the Alpha yelp, and used the distraction to twist out from under the weight. The refs blew the whistle, and both benches erupted, but before anything could escalate, Ilya righted himself and skated away, refusing to let Kent have the satisfaction.
The third period was more of the same.
The Voyagers, led by Shane, played fast and loose, dancing circles around the lumbering Knights. Every goal brought the Montreal fans to a fever pitch; every failed check made Kent’s team look a little more pathetic.
“Tonight is a prime example of why you don’t build your team on strength alone.  Toronto fans have got to ask themselves if maybe the Voyagers have a point about a more diverse bench lineup.  Clearly, we’re seeing Dallas Kent’s philosophies just do not work in the world of hockey.”  A sports commentator said, which Ilya overheard on a live feed of the game down on the bench.  Kent must have heard it too, because Ilya watched the man roar and fold a news tablet in half and get chucked into the ground.
By the final five minutes, it was a rout. 6-2, Voyagers, and the Knights’ body language was that of a team in defeat.  They’d worn themselves out trying to keep up, and at best, they were running on fumes.
The thing was…  Ilya wanted more. He wanted to leave a scar.  Not just for the insults all game, but against Kent too, who represented everything bad in the industry.  Everything that made his mate too scared to come out.
On the next shift, Shane skated up the left wing, ballsy and alone. Kent was waiting, telegraphing a bone-crushing hit. Instead of taking the bait, Shane slashed left at the last second, slipped the puck through Kent’s legs, and spun around him.
Ilya read it perfectly. He streaked up behind Kent, checked him just enough to throw the Alpha off balance.  Through yoga, Ilya learned exactly how fucked up a small change in the center of one’s gravity meant for an Alpha, and as Kent turned to recover, just like Ilya making a bad pose to impress Shane, Kent caught an edge and went sprawling, arms out, ass up, stick flying.
Shane, meanwhile, danced past the chaos and, with a flick of his wrist, sent the puck screaming into the top shelf.
Goal, 7-2.
The fans went berserk.
Kent lay sprawled on the ice, helmet askew, face down. Ilya skated over, slow and deliberate, then crouched beside him.
“Maybe next time, if you wish to bark, you better bring bite.  Guess we learned who the real bitch was tonight, no?” Ilya said, not quite whispering.
Kent roared and tried to grab Ilya’s jersey, but Ilya was already gone, skating backwards toward Shane, who met him at the center ice. They bumped gloves, grins wide, and for a moment, the world was nothing but the sound of the crowd, the icy burn of adrenaline, and the shared triumph of having absolutely, undeniably humiliated the “Alpha of Alphas.”
As the final horn sounded, Ilya could see Kent, still on the ice, screaming at the refs, at his team, at anyone who would listen. He looked lost, furious, irrelevant.
Ilya relished it.
When the handshake line began, Kent refused to meet Shane’s eyes, shaking hands with the bare minimum of force, but as he got to Ilya, he squeezed hard, a last show of dominance.
Ilya just squeezed back, harder, until Kent’s knuckles cracked.
He left the ice victorious, arm around Shane’s shoulders, both of them flushed with sweat and pride.
Let the league talk, he thought.
Let them see who ran this ice now.
 
+++++
 
The post-game locker room alive that night, humid, noisy, alive with the sting of sweat and the stink of victory. Ilya slumped against his locker, forehead pressed to the cool metal, counting the rising and falling breaths that meant he was still alive, still riding the high from the blood and ice. Someone had cranked the classic rock playlist, and the chorus of "We Are the Champions" bounced off the cinderblock walls.
Shane crashed into the bench beside him, grinning, even though one eyebrow was split and swelling. His hair was plastered to his head, helmet crease still visible, and his jersey was half peeled, hanging off one shoulder. For a second, Ilya wanted to reach out, kiss him right there in the open, but contented himself with a knuckle nudge to Shane’s ribs.
“That was fucking beautiful,” Shane said, voice raspy.
Ilya shrugged, rolling his shoulders to work out the ache. “You did most of work. I just kept Kent from eating you alive.”
Shane snorted.
Ilya leaned in, stealing a quick kiss when nobody was looking.
Though…  That’s when Ilya noticed it.
Shane’s scent.  It was gone.
Ilya leaned in, sniffing again.  Yep.  No mistaking it.  It was subtle, bordering on non-existent. 
“Did doctor change your dosage?  You don’t seem as…  Sweaty today.  Musk stayed on longer.  Doesn’t smell like you anymore.  Reminds me of…  Old days.  Before I knew your scent,” Ilya whispered, ensuring nobody nearby heard.
Shane blinked, as if realizing the same thing.  He pulled the neck of his undershirt down, checked his scent patch and took a whiff to make sure. “That’s weird.  I haven’t changed anything. I should smell like I’m dying after a game like tonight, but it’s...nothing.”
Ilya leaned closer, inhaled. Shane’s normal “Alpha” scent with the musk additions, sometimes so strong it short-circuited Ilya’s brain, was just...gone. Only the faintest trace of synthetic Alpha remained.  Hell, if he didn’t know any better, he’d think Shane was a Beta wearing Alpha-grade deodorant.
“That is weird,” Ilya agreed, frowning. “You always sweat off patch by now, or scent gets overpowered.”
“Maybe it’s all the sex we have.  You just fucked the scent right out of me,” Shane joked, but he rubbed his neck again, uncertain. “Or maybe my body’s just…  Doing weird shit again?  I swear, going down to half suppressants is turning my body weird. You should have seen me at the zoo.  I have never wanted to hold a baby before, but I didn’t want to put Arthur down for a second after I got a hold of him and anytime the girls asked for anything, I had this urge to buy them half the zoo and spoil them rotten.”
Ilya thought about it, then shook his head. “Should ask Dr. Holly. She will know.  Maybe schedule exam after Rose’s charity auction.” He watched Shane for a second, then added, “Is not normal, but you feel okay?”
Shane nodded, eyes bright. “Never better, actually.  Less headaches, less stress, less anxiety, less depression.  I'd go as far to say I'm at the top of my game.”
“Good,” Ilya said. He let the silence settle, but couldn’t stop glancing at the patch, wondering if something had gone wrong. It had never failed before. He made a note to set up an appointment, maybe even drive Shane himself.
“Let’s hit the strip club and get some of that sweet Omega pussy tonight!  Who wants the man cunts?  They’re always nice and tight this time of night!”
Ilya and Shane were brought out of their stupor, as a rowdy cracking of beers had started to bring out the “jock talk”. 
Shane shuddered.  “I hate this shit.  Male omegas are more than the extra hole in our backdoor,” he said. 
Ilya watched Shane get up, ready to cut the shit out, but…  Someone beat him to it.
Across the room, Hayden was up on a bench in a flash, holding court, still in his jockstrap and nothing else, hair slicked back, face flushed with beer and adrenaline.  “Hey, asshole, do you speak to your mother with that mouth?” He yelled.
The locker room shut up.  When Hayden talked, most of the players listened.  Usually because a joke was soon to follow, but also because a lot of the guys did actually want to listen to what he had to say.
“Hey, listen up!  Let’s get something straight here” he hollered, adjusting himself so nothing was slipping out from his jock. “Anyone talks shit about Omegas or calls them ‘man-cunt’ or anything like that again, I will personally come to your house and take a dump in your laundry basket.”
A few nervous laughs.  A few surprised faces. 
“Come on man, it’s just a joke,” one Alpha on the team, a rookie, said.
“Want to say that to my infant son?  You think it’s cool to call him a man-cunt?”  Hayden said, sharply.
All conversation died. 
Even Spotify realized the mood had shifted, and somehow managed to pause itself.
“Look, guys.  Real talk.  I got four Omegas at home and a fifth on the way.  My girls are angels, and my son is an angel in the making.  I want you to think about what you say around here.  Because it matters.  There’s a difference between a joke and you reducing someone down to just their sexual organs.  Look, I’m…  I’m not gonna raise my kids in a world where they gotta hear that crap.  I’m just as guilty as all of you, I’m not going to stand here and not pretend to be a hypocite and pretend I didn’t make the same jokes, but…  Do better, team.  Do better for my kids.  Do better for if you ever have kids.  Do better for your future partners.  Most of us here are Alphas.  We’ve got a goddamn duty to set an example.  We’re supposed to lead and protect.  I think that’s what we should do.”
For a beat, nobody said a word.
Dion, from the back, shouted “Hell yeah, Alpha Dad, tell em!” and the rest followed, clapping and whistling and howling like a wolf pack.
Some…  Weren’t as convinced, a few rolling their eyes, who weren’t ready to look inside themselves, but a few sobered up quickly from the words.  Probably picturing Hayden’s young kids and having a moment of reflection.  Maybe thinking of their own relatives, partners, or friends, and how they’d feel to hear that kind of talk.
Ilya couldn’t help but smile, watching as the tone shifted. Hayden was an idiot, but a good-hearted one, and when he put his foot down, the whole room paid attention.
Shane caught his eye and whispered, “He’s really leaning into the dad role.”
“Is good,” Ilya said, and meant it.
They showered, quickly, in the private area the team reserved for “the happy couple”, and changed into street clothes. Ilya’s ribs ached, and he had a split lip he hadn’t noticed before, but none of it mattered. He felt weightless.
They walked out together, heading for the parking lot, when Shane said, “You want to get food?”
Ilya nodded. “Entire cow.  Put it in me.”
Shane laughed, a real one, then fished in his pocket for the keys. “You’re driving. I’m still amped up.”
They were nearly to the exit of the team hallway when a shape moved out of the shadows. Ilya’s reflexes were sharp, but not sharp enough.
Dallas Kent was waiting, his hair slicked back from a shower, bare-chested, in just a tight fitting pair of briefs.  He looked…  Like a psycho.  His eyes were wide, bordering on dilated, and steam was coming off his body in the cold of the tunnel.
Before either of them could react, Dallas balled a fist and caught Shane across the face, landing with a heavy thud that sent him flying.
This wasn’t a hockey punch. It was personal.
Shane slammed against the wall of the hallway. “What the fuck, Kent?!”
Dallas’s lips peeled back in a snarl. “You think you’re better than me? You think you can make me look like a fool on national TV?  You think you can make my foundation, my philosophy, and my lifetime of work look like some kind of comedy sketch?  I don’t fucking think so.”
Ilya stepped in, placing himself between Shane and Dallas. “Game is over, Kent. You lose. Go home.”
Dallas wasn’t hearing it. “You little fucking bitches are what is wrong with this damn sport. You know what this league was before you? Before all the ‘soft’ bullshit?” He jabbed a finger at Shane, voice rising. “Back then, real men, real Alphas played. No pads, no helmets, no whiny Beta refs.  Just pure strength on display.  You wanted to score a goal?  You better be the strongest motherfucker, or it wasn’t happening.  You wanted to take someone out of the game?  Go for it.  Nothing’s stopping you except your own weakness!”
The Alpha yelled like he was screaming about his manifesto from the rooftop.  His spit coated the floor, yelling so loudly that he couldn’t even control his saliva.
That’s when Ilya noticed it. 
A little streak of oil under Kent’s nose.  Too shiny to be snot.  He tried to get a whiff of it, but couldn’t, as he watched Kent try to advance towards Shane.
“You want to be the Golden Alpha? I’m going to show you what a real Alpha looks like, and we’ll see if you’re still fucking standing.  We’re doing this old school.”
Ilya felt the old, familiar rage flicker.  From a lifetime ago, when he’d been in an environment just like Kent was describing. Unfortunately for the spoiled Canadian man-baby, Ilya grew up in a world where fighting meant survival. This outburst was nothing.
“You sure you want to fight?” Ilya said, stepping forward, shoulders squared, voice as dark and deep as he could summon. “Because if you touch my mate again, I will break you.”
Dallas didn’t hesitate. He lunged at Ilya, driving them both into the wall.
For a moment, it was pure chaos: fists, knees, wild swings. Ilya took a punch to the temple, but landed a solid uppercut to Dallas’s gut. They grappled, fell to the ground, rolled. Growls, snarls, and teeth flashed.  Dallas was bigger, but Ilya was faster, meaner, and not afraid to gouge, scratch, or bite.
Shane tried to intervene, but Dallas shoved him back, hard.
Shane clipped his head on the metal door frame, braining himself in the process, and slumped, dazed.
That’s when Ilya stopped playing fair.  He went and threw a punch to the Alpha’s throat. Dallas gagged, grabbed at Ilya’s hair.  Dallas’ hands, both of them, were going for Ilya’s throat, inches away from crushing them.
Then, a massive pair of arms wrenched them apart.
“Let’s take a breath here.”  A calm, but forceful set of words.
Ilya looked up and saw Eric Bennett, having come to intervene.
Even out of uniform, and in a nice suit and tie, he was a force, easily six-four, built like a tank with legs so thick from years of being a goalie that Ilya was sure they could be used as a deadly weapon. He was the oldest veteran in the NHL at that time, rumored to have played and blocked a few shots against Gretzky, at 38 years old, and about to turn 39.   By and far, one of the most respected men in the league.
Eric hauled Dallas off Ilya like he weighed nothing, holding him in a perfect rear choke, just tight enough to keep him from moving.
“That’s enough, Kent,” Eric said, voice low and even, emotionally distant. “Let it go. Reporters are just down the corner. Think about your career.  You’re already going to have a rough night with the press.  Don’t make it worse.”
Dallas tried to buck, but Eric only tightened his grip, expression unchanging. “Let. It. Go.”
Across the corridor, Shane had righted himself, blood trickling from his lip and holding his head for support.
For a moment, it looked like Dallas was stupid enough to try and fight both Ilya and Eric at the same time.
“Still don’t know what ‘no’ means, do you, Kent?”
Down the hallway, just at the edge, stood Troy Barret.  A cocky Alpha once on the Toronto Knights, who’d been let go and forced into the transfer portal after unnamed “drama”.  Ilya could tell, the moment Troy spoke, was the moment that Kent backed down.
Dallas sputtered, red-faced. “Shut the fuck up, Barrett.  Or I’ll make you suffer more than  you already have.”
Troy shrugged, but didn’t move. “If I had a dollar for every time you said that to someone, I’d have…  About 10 dollars.  Maybe 11, but that last one’s just a rumor, so I’m not allowed to speculate.”
Eric finally let Dallas go.
The Alpha stumbled forward, gasping, glaring at all three of them.  Dallas spat at the ground, then stalked off into the night, cradling his bruised ego.
For a few moments, nobody spoke. Then Shane turned to Ilya and, without warning, kissed his cheek. “I would have had him, you know.”
Ilya rolled his eyes, but let himself lean into the touch. “I know, but it was fun to share burden, right?  Like you said, we don’t have to ask for these things.”
Eric patted both of them on the shoulder, gentle for a man with hands like shovels. “You two alright?”
“Better than him,” Shane said, nodding toward where Dallas had vanished.  Then, back to Eric.  “What are you doing here?  Playing superhero?”
A chuckle from Eric.  “No, not really.  I just signed the last of my new contract with the Voyagers this week. I was supposed to meet with your social media manager tonight, but I got distracted with my boyfriend calling me, got lost walking and talking and just managed to be at the right place at the right time,” Eric explained.
Shane glanced down the hall, staring at Troy.
Tory shrugged.  “Same.  Congratulations, you got a Toronto Alpha on your team.  Though after tonight’s performance, that’s not much of a compliment anymore.  Not that you dicks are gonna play me anyway, sooo…” He sighed, stretching out.  “Anyway, I’m gonna-“
“Please help me bring Ilya to the infirmary.” Eric said.  It wasn’t a question.
Ilya laughed.  “I am fine.  I don’t need-“ he tried to stand, got dizzy and immediately fell back down again.
“You got struck in the head.  Let’s not take any chance,” Eric said, helping Ilya up and using his shoulder to give the other Alpha some aid.  He nodded towards Troy.  “You’ll, help, right?”
Troy rolled his eyes.  “I guess.”
 
++++++
 
Troy’s hands were still shaking as he helped lug Ilya into the medical bay.  Seeing Kent again had not been in his bingo card for that night, and he almost wished he hadn’t said a word. 
“Kent’s going to complain to the Commissioner again about me.  I’m going to deal with a call.  Probably another fine.  Another threat to keep my mouth shut.  Bastards.”
The Voyagers’ medic was already handling Ilya, running gloved fingers over Ilya’s eyebrow and making little “tsk” sounds. “You’ll need a stitch, maybe two, otherwise you’re fine” she said. “Anything else broken?”
Ilya grinned, blood in his teeth. “Only Dallas is broken.” He jabbed a thumb at Troy, who just rolled his eyes and looked away.
Shane hovered at Ilya’s shoulder, hands restless, trying to find a place to help. He said, “Thanks for stepping in, both of you.” His voice was tight, like he wanted to say something more, but the words wouldn’t come.
Eric, leaning against the counter like a very large, patient cat, shrugged. “Just happened to be in the right place at the right time.  Consider it a sign of good faith in our new Captain.”
Troy didn’t say anything.  He didn’t want to be thanked. He didn’t even want to be there. He wanted to go home to his new apartment, drink three beers, black out, and maybe forget for a minute that he was about to spend the next five years being hated by everyone on this goddamn team.
He glanced at Eric, who caught his expression and raised a brow. “You good, man?  Need to talk to someone?”
“Never better,” Troy said, which was both a lie and a code for “I’m out of here.” He jerked his chin at the door. “I’ve got shit to do,” he grumbled.
Troy parted ways with the group and made his way out into the night. He walked until his face stung from the wind and his ears went numb. He let the noise and the cold soak through him, burn away some of the rage and the leftover shame. He tried to picture the next five years, showing up for games, playing like a robot, letting the NDA bonus stack up until he could vanish to some nowhere town and never watch hockey again.
It didn’t sound so bad, as long as nobody ever asked him for anything ever again.
“Not that I’d ever put my neck out again anyway.”
He wandered the stadium concourse, hands still shaking, and found himself in front of a massive LED display cycling through the next week’s events.
There was Rose Landry, dressed in a gold sparking outfit and winking at the camera, advertising her big charity auction: “Raising Funds for Omega Youth and Omega Rights ; Special Guests Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov!” Their faces were side by side, both of them looking so happy and clean, not a hint of blood or bruises.
Troy snorted, watching as group after group of Omega youth sports started to run on the LED.  One face, a Toronto male Omega, a figure skater with a perfect smile and a face that looked like an angel, could be seen posing for a picture with Rose Landry, the two of them arm in arm.
The moment Troy saw the skater’s face on the LED, his stomach soured.  Flashes of scenes he’d rather forget walking in in the team training room ran through his mind.  The skater’s voice.  Kent’s voice.  The slapping of skin and the smell of sex. The sound of someone-
No.  
Troy shook his head.  He forced himself to forget.  He’d already tried explaining what he saw, once before, and all it got him was his life savings eaten up in NHL fines, booted from his team, booted from his hometown, forced to move to Montreal and play for a team that would keep him shut down for the rest of his career, disowned by his father, and screamed at for six hours by the NHL commissioner.
He shook, angry. 
Trying to do the right thing had just made his life worse.
 “Fuck ‘em.  Fuck ‘em all,” he muttered, not really sure who he was talking to or about, but it didn’t sound as harsh as he meant it.
He turned to go, but nearly collided with a guy holding a stack of flyers and wearing a Voyagers pullover that barely fit his beanpole frame.
Omega, maybe early twenties, bright green eyes behind ridiculous glasses and a beard that was obviously compensation for a lack of bulk elsewhere.  He wore a beaning so obnoxiously yellow and so filled with support pins of every designation and support system, that it was a wonder it didn’t fall off his head.
“Sorry about that!  Oh!  Hey, are you Troy Barrett?” the guy asked, voice chipper and professional.
Troy blinked. “Yeah. Who’s asking?”
“Harris Drover, team social media manager.” He stuck out a hand, but Troy ignored it. Harris didn’t miss a beat, just grinned wider. “Congrats on your trade to the team! I’m supposed to give you the social media rundown, show you the new protocols, maybe do a walk-and-talk for Insta, short interview. We usually do a “who’s new” section.”
Troy frowned. “You serious? It’s the middle of the night.”
Harris shrugged, not remotely put off. “They said to find you ASAP. Shane and Ilya are in the promo for the Rose Landry event, but you’re on deck for the next day’s media with Eric, so…” He waggled his phone, already unlocked to a recording app. “You cool with that?”
Troy just stared at him. “Listen. I don’t know what you heard about me, but I’m not gonna be getting any play time. Nobody wants to see me on their screens. You can skip me.”
Harris shook his head. “That’s not how it works. Every player on the Voyagers matters. Even benchwarmers.”
“I’m not a benchwarmer,” Troy said, bristling. “I’m just biding my time until…” He caught himself, shut his mouth.
“Until what?” Harris pressed, genuinely curious, eyes too green and too open.
Troy exhaled, then said, “Until people forget what team I came from.”
Harris nodded. “That’s fair. But, you know, the only way people forget is if you give them something better to remember.”
Troy didn’t answer. He tried to step around Harris, but the guy blocked him with surprising agility.
“I’m gonna ask you one question, and then I’ll get out of your hair,” Harris said, smiling in a way that was more challenge than comfort.
Troy rolled his eyes. “Fine. Shoot.”
“Do you want to disappear? Or do you just want to stop being seen as Kent’s lapdog?” Harris didn’t flinch, didn’t even seem embarrassed at saying it.
Troy stared at him, stunned. “Is it that obvious?”
Harris shrugged, suddenly a little softer. “Not to everyone. But, uh… I have an eye for drama and social shit.  Clearly the fallout with Kent was nuclear grade, and I don’t even want to speculate what happened.”
Something ugly and hot twisted in Troy’s gut. “I don’t want to be associated with any of it. I just want to be invisible, if it’s all the same to you.”
Harris looked at him for a long second, then nodded. “That’s cool. But if you ever change your mind, the offer stands.” He passed over a business card, actual cardstock, which was so old-school it looped back around to being kind of endearing.
Troy took it, shoved it in his pocket, and walked away.
As he made his way out into the night, Troy thought about what it would be like if someone had believed him.
About the Knights, about Kent, about why he’d signed the fucking NDA between him, the Knights, and the NHL that paid him 50 million CAD over the next five years to keep his mouth shut.
About how deep Kent’s organizations were with the NHL commissioner, and about all the fucking… Fraud going on. All the lies, and how fucking fragile the inner workings of the NHL really were, once you saw the man behind the curtain.
But then the wind hit his face, stung his bruises he’d earned from the last beating he’d gotten from Kent a few weeks prior, and he remembered that sometimes, the best thing a guy could do was keep his mouth shut and ride it out.
Nobody wanted the truth.  Nobody wanted to face how fucked everything was.  Nobody wanted change.  They just wanted to ride the 10 billion a year industry until it either made them rich, powerful, or both.
So, that’s what Troy was going to do.
If nobody wanted the truth, he wouldn’t tell it.
If nobody wanted to face how fucked everything was, he wouldn’t speak up.
If nobody wanted change, he wasn’t going to fight for it.
“…and nobody is going to change my mind.”
 






      

  












      Chapter 10: Heat of the Moment
  








  Shane couldn’t stop looking at Ilya.
He had one hand on the wheel, one on the gear shift, but his eyes kept drifting to Ilya. His mate sat in the passenger seat, cheek swelling, a nice bruise over his eye, and his left eyebrow sporting two shiny new butterfly bandages and two stitches from the Voyagers’ medic. Ilya wore it like a badge of honor, grinning through the swelling, humming along to a radio station. The only sign that he hurt at all was how gingerly he turned his head, like the muscles in his neck were all glass.
They’d left after filing a report with Voyager admins. There weren’t any security tapes in the hallway, and “post-match fights” were a common enough occurrence between Alphas in the NHL that nobody was going to take it seriously and with Kent’s notoriety with the Commissioner, it would probably be more trouble for the Voyagers than for Kent.
Thankfully, the Voyagers treated their talent right and admin had sworn to give the locker room extra security on home games, and surveillance cameras would be added to the exit halls.
“About the best we could hope for.” 
Shane was replaying the whole night in his mind, again and again, eyes burning as the adrenaline tried to wring one last drop out of his system.  Though this adrenaline was something that that Shane had never felt before.
Shane was so hard and so wet that it hurt.
It was all Shane could do not to pull over, climb onto Ilya’s lap, and ride him right there in the front seat.
It made no sense, none at all, but there it was. He could barely concentrate, could barely keep his foot on the gas. His body wanted to reward Ilya, to thank him, to comfort him and celebrate him for being so strong and so good and so his.  Shane wanted to not only kiss the boo boos, but also fuck its brains out.
Ilya turned, caught him staring.  He grinned, slow and wide. “What are you thinking? I’m smelling little bit of…  Spicy on you.” he asked, voice a little rough from the game.
Shane cleared his throat, focused on the highway, the lines turning silver in the headlights. “Just thinking about tonight. You were… amazing.  Both in the game, and…  After.  Fuck, you were…  A fucking phenomenal Alpha.”
Ilya looked pleased with himself. “Was good fight,” he agreed. “I think Dallas will cry himself to sleep for weeks. Maybe will have to retire early, if he cannot stop remembering how I smashed his face into the floor. I put Alpha in his place.  Show him who Daddy is.”
Shane purred, biting down hard on his lip. “You’re really proud of that, aren’t you?”
Ilya shrugged, as if to say “why wouldn’t I be?” and then went back to his phone, typing something out with his thumbs. “Also, you did good job. Outplayed him on ice. Outplayed him off ice, too. I was watching. You are best Captain team could hope for.  So graceful, so beautiful.  Also hot that that you tried to front on Dallas.  Bet you could make him your bitch too, just as good as I.”
The words made something warm unfold in Shane’s chest. He swallowed, searching for what to say.
Deep down, all he wanted was Ilya.
He wanted to get them home, now, to the warm and safe house at the edge of the lake. He wanted to tend Ilya’s wounds, wanted to lick the worst of the blood away, wanted to let his protector Ilya, his fucking stallion of an Alpha, fuck him so deep and so hard that he’d remember it every time he walked into the locker room. He wanted to be knotted, wanted to have the proof of it inside him, wanted to fill the house with their scent so nobody could ever, ever forget who he belonged to.
Shane gripped the wheel harder, just to keep from moaning.
He didn’t say any of this, but he didn’t have to. Ilya reached over, caught Shane’s knee in a warm, heavy palm, and squeezed. “Is okay. You don’t have to talk. I know what you need.  Smell this too.”
Shane shuddered, fighting the urge to press his leg against Ilya’s hand, to ask for more.
He kept driving, faster than the speed limit, barely noticing the snow at the edge of the road.
By the time they got home, his whole body was vibrating.
He parked in the driveway, turned off the engine, and unbuckled before the headlights had even faded from the snow. Ilya was out of the car and around to Shane’s side in a flash, opening the door, cupping the back of Shane’s neck in his hand, and hauling him up for a kiss.
It was wild.  Desperate.  Needy. Like Shane had molted out of his skin and laid his primal, long sealed away Omega, out for everyone to finally see.
Shane tasted blood, tasted the metallic tang of Ilya’s split lip, and it made him groan, fingers twisting in the front of Ilya’s coat.
He wanted to thank Ilya, to check him for wounds, but instead he let himself be pulled through the front door, tripping over his own feet, letting Ilya guide him into the warm, dim light of the entryway.
They dropped their bags, coats, and shoes in a heap.
Shane followed Ilya into the living room, where the big sofa chair was waiting, the one they always curled up in together and sipped cocoa on. Ilya sat, let his head loll back, and looked up at Shane, eyes heavy-lidded.
“Come here,” he said.
Shane went. He climbed onto Ilya’s lap, straddling him, and pressed his nose to Ilya’s throat, inhaling the wild, sharp scent.  A scent that was all his.   Only his. 
“Let me look at you,” Shane murmured, pushing Ilya’s hair back from his face, checking the swollen cheek, the split lip. He ran his thumbs over Ilya’s jaw, careful and gentle, inspecting for any hidden hurts.
Ilya grinned, even with the busted mouth. “You worry too much.  I am fine.”
“You’re mine,” Shane said, fiercely. “I get to worry.”
“Good,” Ilya said, catching Shane’s wrist in his hand and pulling him closer. “Because I worry about you too.  My love, you are…  All mine.  All fucking mine.”
Shane’s body went molten. He laughed, shaky, and then rolled off Ilya’s lap, kneeling on the carpet in front of him.
He tugged Ilya’s pants down to the Alpha’s ankles, exposing the length of him. He was already hard, already leaking, and Shane felt his own mouth water.
He wrapped both hands around Ilya’s cock, licked up the shaft, and took him into his mouth all at once, letting the stretch and the taste fill every inch of his awareness.
Ilya groaned, his hands immediately threading into Shane’s hair, holding him in place but not pushing, just there, a presence.
Shane sucked, slow and deep, breathing through his nose, letting himself focus on nothing but the heat and the pressure. He tasted the salt, the faint bitterness, the sharpness of what the most intimate part of what made Ilya both a man and an Alpha. Every time he bobbed down, Ilya moaned, muttered sweet Russian nothings.
He felt his own cock straining, trapped in his underwear, and ignored it.
This was about Ilya, about worshipping him, about showing him what it meant to be loved by an Omega who wanted him more than air.
When Ilya finally came, it was sudden and violent, his hands clenching in Shane’s hair, his hips jerking forward. Shane swallowed all of it, sucking through the aftershocks, letting the taste coat his tongue and throat, letting it mark him from the inside out.
He stayed there, breathing hard, feeling dizzy.
When he looked up, Ilya was watching him, face slack with awe and pleasure.
Shane grinned, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and then stood, kicking off his own pants and underwear in a heap.
He reached to all the patches on his body and ripped them off, leaving behind red marks in his rush.  The adhesive hurt a little, but he didn’t care. He wanted Ilya to smell him, to smell all of him.
Within seconds, his slick started up, leaking down his thighs, dripping onto the carpet and Ilya’s bare feet. The room filled with it, a pure and undiluted Omega scent, heavy with need.
Ilya groaned, deep in his chest, and sat forward, hands gripping Shane’s hips.
“Need you,” Shane said, voice trembling. “Need you so bad, Ilya. Need you to fuck me, please.”
“Always,” Ilya promised, and guided Shane down, seating him on his lap, cock already hard again and slicked from before.
Shane reached behind, lined himself up, and sank down in one smooth, perfect movement. The stretch was delicious, burning and filling and everything he’d ever wanted.
He rode Ilya, slow at first, then faster, hands braced on Ilya’s shoulders, feeling the way his Alpha’s cock fit him perfectly, the way their bodies moved together.
He didn’t need to come.  He didn’t want to come.  He didn’t need anything but this.
The pleasure was so much it almost hurt, so he rode the edge, let himself get lost in it.  What he wanted right now wasn’t his own orgasm, but seeing his Alpha’s pleasure, and letting it fill him up, coat him, and stay there…  Forever.
Ilya was almost incoherent, praising him, kissing him wherever he could reach, hands clutching Shane’s ass, guiding the rhythm.
When Ilya’s knot swelled, Shane pushed down harder, desperate for it, needing the tie, needing to be filled and knotted and claimed.
Ilya came again, knotting Shane so hard it made him see stars. The Omega let out a sound, half-laugh, half-sob, and buried his face in Ilya’s neck.  He purred, harder than he’d ever purred before, complimenting the guttural growls coming from Ilya’s own throat.
They stayed like that, stuck together, breathing each other in, sweat cooling on their skin.
After a long while, Shane started to laugh, helplessly. “Holy fuck, I’m… I think I’m broken. I can’t even see straight. You just…  You really got me going tonight.”
Ilya smiled, lazy and sated. “Is not problem. Is very good thing. I like when you ride me. You can do anytime, no permission needed.  Ride my dick, day or night, it is there, it’s all yours.  Think of me as…  Living dildo.  Just take out when you need.”
Shane snorted. “You’re such a pervert.”
Ilya cupped Shane’s face in his hands, eyes going soft. “Not pervert. Just love you. So much, Shane.”
Shane went quiet, heart stuttering.
He leaned in, kissed Ilya’s swollen lips, and stayed there, just breathing with him.
After a while, the knot softened. Shane let Ilya pull him up, cuddle him close, and together they sprawled on the couch, a tangle of limbs and blankets and damp skin.
They fell asleep that way, together, safe, and so fucking happy it hurt.
 
+++++
 
Shane woke up with Ilya’s arm slung heavy over his stomach, one thigh wedged between his own. Sunlight snuck in through the cracks of the curtains.  The room smelled like sweat, dried slick, sex, and them.
Shane tried to move but was pinned, in every sense. The knot had long since softened, but Ilya held onto Shane like a barnacle, lips mashed into Shane’s shoulder.
He lay there for a while, letting the warmth sink in. His own body felt like it was humming, a buzz running through his blood. He was, embarrassingly, already half hard, the memories of last night’s fuckfest looping in his head like a greatest hits album.
Shane was already ready for the next round, and he felt himself giggle over it.
He had never, not once in his life, been this horny. It was ridiculous.
He wriggled, testing to see if Ilya was really asleep.
Nope.
The Alpha’s hand shot to Shane’s ass and squeezed, then traced lazy circles up to Shane’s lower back, where the faintest stickiness remained from the day before. “Morning, my love,” Ilya mumbled, voice thick with sleep and gravel.
Shane shivered, all over. “God, your morning voice isn’t fair,” he said, wincing at how desperate he sounded.
“Is not my fault you have no willpower,” Ilya said, already grinding his morning wood against the small of Shane’s back. “You want breakfast? Or you want cock?”
Shane, without thinking, rolled over, kissed Ilya full on the mouth, then slid down the length of the sofa, pushing aside the blanket to get at Ilya’s cock. It was already half hard and only took a second of attention to fill out, thick and perfect.
He got on his knees, licking a stripe from base to tip, then took it into his mouth and bobbed his head, deep and insistent. He sucked like he’d die if he stopped. He used his tongue and the flat of his hand and even the soft edge of his teeth, and when Ilya moaned and tried to warn him, Shane doubled down, taking it all, swallowing every drop, letting it coat his mouth.
He swallowed and gasped for breath, sitting back on his heels, licking his lips.
They managed, somehow, to get dressed and make coffee.
Shane wore only boxers and a t-shirt, and Ilya had on sweats and nothing else. Shane was trying to make toast, but the smell of Ilya, the way his chest looked with yesterday’s scratches, the way he licked coffee off his lip, it was all too much.
At one point, as Shane was buttering toast, Ilya snuck up behind him, pressed a hand between his thighs, and Shane buckled, dropping the toast on the floor. He bent over the counter, presenting himself, just to see what Ilya would do.
Ilya laughed, low, and squeezed Shane’s ass. “Maybe later. Need to keep your stamina for later.”
Shane pouted, but then Ilya picked him up and sat him right on the kitchen island, hands on Shane’s waist. “You want to do Yoga after breakfast?” Ilya asked.
“Only if it’s naked yoga,” Shane shot back, barely a second’s thought.
Ilya’s eyes went dark. “Deal.”
Yoga, it turned out, was Shane’s weakness. The moment he started a downward dog, Ilya knelt behind him and pressed a hot, wet mouth to Shane’s hole, eating him out slow and thorough until Shane was shuddering and begging. He made it ten minutes before he was straddling Ilya’s face, riding it, grinding down, the sounds coming out of him embarrassing and perfect.
“Fuck, I can’t…” Shane gasped, coming without even touching himself, knotting his fingers in Ilya’s hair.
Ilya, for his part, licked his lips and beamed up at Shane like he’d just been handed a gold medal. “Best yoga class,” he said, voice smug.
Shane collapsed onto the mat and laughed until he couldn’t breathe.
Afterwards, they showered together, Ilya pressing Shane against the glass and fucking him with fingers, then cock, until Shane was drooling, the world gone fuzzy at the edges. They went through two full cycles of the hot water, and by the end, Shane was so wrung out he could barely stand.
He dried off, pulled on a robe, and watched as Ilya flexed in the mirror, admiring the bite marks Shane had left all over his arms, his chest, his neck. “You are insatiable today.  I like,” Ilya said, grinning. “I am lucky to survive night with you and these teeth,”
Shane blushed, looked at the floor, tried to keep it cool. “Sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me today.  Seriously.”
Ilya shrugged. “Nothing is wrong. You are happy. We are happy. It is nice. You are not robot, Shane. You can want things. You can want sex.  You can want me.  Just like I want you.”
Shane made a face, then moved to the bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed, and pulled Ilya onto his lap. For a while, they just held each other, not needing to talk.
Eventually, Ilya broke the silence. “We have to get ready for Rose’s event, yes?”
Shane groaned, let his head thunk against Ilya’s shoulder. “Can’t we just stay in and keep doing this?”
Ilya kissed Shane’s hair. “We promised. Besides, you want to see Rose, no?”
Shane did, sort of. He’d rather die than admit it, but he loved the drama of a fancy gala, the pageantry and the gossip. The Omega Ball was supposed to be a big deal, a charity event for youth athletics, and every year Rose’s foundation tried to outdo the last.  Without a doubt, he wanted to go.  Though…  If he were honest, he’d almost be okay skipping this year if it meant Ilya and him could keep going at it like rabbits.
They went to the closet to get dressed. Shane eyed the suit hanging up: midnight blue, with black satin lapels, a bow tie, and shiny dress shoes. He didn’t love wearing a suit, but Ilya looked devastating in one, so Shane was happy to play arm candy.
He got dressed, hands moving on autopilot, but when he got to the scent blockers in the bathroom, he hesitated.
Shane stared at them for a while, feeling the strange pull in his chest. For a wild second, he wanted to leave them off, just to see what would happen. To show up at the Omega Ball and let his scent pour out, let everyone know who he really was.  What a fucking show that would be.  He’d be out.  This would all be done.  He could REALLY be Ilya’s arm candy at that point.  They wouldn’t have to hide, or lie, or be stressed, or…  Anything. 
“…we could start working towards us having ki-“




A hot flash caught Shane by surprise.  He shook himself out of it, wiping the sweat from his brow.
In that same instant, he remembered the world, and what the world did to people who were too obvious, too loud, too vulnerable.  He knew, as nice as it might be to dream of coming out at the annual Omega Ball, it wasn’t practical.  No.  He couldn’t do it yet.  The time wasn’t right.  This wasn’t the perfect scenario to do it in.
He put the patches on, slow and methodical, then finished knotting his bow tie.
Shane went to find Ilya, who was already dressed, the suit straining against his shoulders, shirt buttoned all the way to the collar, hair still wet from the shower.
Ilya looked up, let out a low whistle. “You are hottest man in Canada.”
“Shut up,” Shane said, blushing.
“Never,” Ilya replied, and swept him into a kiss.
They left the house, hand in hand, and got in the car, the cold air biting at their skin. Shane looked at the snow, the trees, the sky above, and let himself imagine, just for a second, that someday, he’d get to go out in the world without hiding.
As they pulled onto the road, Ilya squeezed Shane’s thigh and said, “Maybe, after party, we can try naked yoga again.”
Shane grinned, leaning his head on the window. “Only if you promise to survive it when I pull out the advanced poses.”
Ilya winked. “For you? I would die happy.”
 
+++++
 
Voyagers Stadium was unrecognizable.
The entire main concourse was swathed in gold and white banners, dotted with rose and silver balloons, and everywhere you looked there were spotlights and flower arrangements and Omega-rights pins glinting from lapels and gowns. The usual sharp smell of fresh ice and beer was drowned out by expensive colognes and the faint, mouthwatering aroma of gourmet finger foods.
Shane arrived with Ilya at his side, his hand in the crook of Ilya’s arm, the two of them looking like they’d just come off a magazine cover shoot.  The effect was not lost on the room; at least a dozen photographers tried to angle for a shot before Shane could even check their coats.
He tried not to flinch at the attention. He was used to crowds, the noise of it, the energy, but this was different. This was a parade of donors and sponsors, league officials, minor celebrities, every hockey mom in the Montreal area, and more than a few journalists with notebooks already open.
Ilya leaned in, voice soft. “You want to run away yet?”
Shane grinned. “I’d rather run towards the bar, but let’s go find Rose first.”
The rink had been converted into a show space, with bleachers pulled back and the ice prepped for a night of Omega youth sports as the main event. The first event was already underway: a 300-meter speed skate, all the racers tiny and quick and decked out in custom uniforms with shimmering OMEGA logo across the back.
Shane and Ilya found their seats, front row, of course, just as the first heat started. The crowd exploded with applause as the kids hit their stride, the skaters hitting a stride that would outpace any professional hockey player. Shane felt a jolt of pride for the whole designation, even if he’d never set foot in a speed skate before.
Ilya whistled, impressed. “Look at them go. They are all legs and no fear.”
“They just keep getting faster the more they go on,” Shane said, watching as the winner punched the air and did a lap of honor, the gold OMEGA patch on his sleeve almost blinding in the lights.
After a few more heats of speed skating, they cleared the ice and brought out the next competition.  Figure skating. Shane’s favorite these days, not that he’d ever admit it to a journalist.
A whole cadre of Omega girls and boys hit the ice, all tinsel and sequins and big, nervous grins, all decked out in glitter and fashion that wouldn’t look out of place on the world stage. The routines were flawless, athletic and crisp. The top three were so good, Rose would have to fight to keep them from stealing her sponsorships when they got to her league.
He nudged Ilya, who had his phone out, recording every second. “Careful, you’ll run out of memory.”
“Never. I save space just for events like this.” Ilya zoomed in on a particularly fierce-looking Omega who landed a triple axel, then grinned, proud as if he’d coached the kid himself.  “I send to Anya.  She wishes to be like ice princess when she grows up.”
After the figure skating ceremony was done, came the part Shane had been waiting for: Omega-only hockey.  A first for the Omega Ball.
The teams wore custom jerseys, black and gold, with a massive stylized Omega symbol on the chest. The skaters were a little rough around the edges, didn’t have much muscle on them yet, and were definitely less seasoned than the other sports (which, give them a break it was their first year at the Ball), but they went hard and fast, crashing into the boards with total disregard for their own bodies. 
Shane could see, immediately, the problem.
“They don’t have a coach who knows what they’re doing,” he muttered, half to himself.
“They have heart,” Ilya said, watching as the goalie, barely big enough to fill the net, made a save by having crazy fast reflexes, rather than weight.
Shane’s chest squeezed.
These kids were good, but they had no resources. No access to the fancy Alpha-run hockey camps, no ex-pros showing them the right way to take a check or set up a zone trap. Every pass was improvisation, every play pure adrenaline.
“If anybody even gave them a slightest chance, they could be great instead of good.”
He remembered being a kid, the first time he’d gotten onto real ice, how he’d almost thrown up from nerves. But he’d had his dad and the best gear, and all the right connections. These kids had… a foundation, and each other.
The game ended 4-3, with a buzzer-beater slapshot that sent half the rink screaming. Shane found himself on his feet, cheering like a maniac. Ilya whooped beside him, cupping his hands around his mouth and yelling, “Better hockey than Toronto has played in months!”  Which got a big laugh from the crowd around them.
They made their way down to the rink entrance, where the Omega teams were lined up, trading gloves and hugging and shrieking with joy. When Shane and Ilya stepped onto the mats by the ice, a sudden hush fell over the group.
A captain, a girl with pale hair and a gap-toothed smile, came forward, holding out a trembling hand. “You’re… Captain Hollander, right?”
Shane blinked, then took her hand, squeezing gently. “Call me Shane. You played a good game out there.”
She blushed furiously. “You really think so? I, uh, I didn’t even score—”
“It’s not always about scoring,” Shane said, grinning. “You ran the defense. You were everywhere at once.”
The other kids clustered closer. A few of the older ones tried to look unimpressed, but he caught them sneaking glances at Ilya, who stood with hands folded, the very picture of Russian Alpha Elegance.
One of the boys, bigger than the rest and already growing into a hockey frame, spoke up. “Do you have any advice? For, like… getting picked up by a real team?”
Shane wanted to lie, to give them some platitude. But he saw their faces, and knew they’d hear the truth. “Honestly? Keep playing like you did tonight, but watch the passing. You’re all fast, but you leave each other out to dry. If you can’t make a clean pass, slow it down, set it up, and wait for the opening.  Oh, and you’re going to hate me for saying this, but you’re gonna have to put on more muscle and bulk up.  If you can’t survive getting checked or can’t check in return, it doesn’t matter how fast you are, you won’t get back up.”
He saw them nodding, hungry for any tip.
The goalie, still in pads, looked up at Ilya, eyes huge. “What about for goalies?”
Ilya smiled, knelt down to the kid’s height. “Goalie is important player on team. You are last defense, but you are also first offense. start every breakout with good pass, not panic. If you give away puck, rest of team is already behind.”
The goalie nodded, fiercely.
Then another voice, from the back: “Can you… show us? On the ice?  Just a little bit?”
Shane and Ilya looked at each other, then at their own suits.
Shane shrugged. “If we rip our pants, it’ll be worth it.”
Within two minutes, they had skates on, someone produced a pair for each of them, probably as a joke, but Shane wasn’t about to let a bad fit stop him. He and Ilya slid out onto the rink, followed by a dozen Omega kids, who now looked like they were in the presence of gods.
They spent twenty minutes running drills, with Shane calling out plays and Ilya quarterbacking the defense. The kids soaked up every second, and soon they were running tape-to-tape passes, double-teaming, even pulling off a feint or two.
Shane loved every fucking second. He let himself laugh, sweat, and even fall onc, —deliberately, so they wouldn’t feel embarrassed about it. Ilya kept up the trash talk, coaching in broken English and Russian, getting the kids to chase him up and down the ice.
Someone’s dad filmed the whole thing.  A TV crew was too.  A few misty eyed parents were watched in awe.
Shane didn’t care; let the league and let the fans see him skating with Omega youth. Let them see they were worth coaching.
At the end, the goalie, tired and pink-cheeked, said, “You guys are the best. Can we get a picture?”
Shane smiled so hard his face hurt. “Of course.”
They clustered at center ice, the Omega kids flanking them like a wolfpack, some still in full gear and others in just skates and sweatpants. The stadium lights beamed down, cameras flashed, and Shane felt an unspoken knot in his chest dissolve for the first time in years.
Afterwards, Shane and Ilya sat on the benches, catching their breath.
Ilya looked at him, something gentle and private in his eyes. “You belong here, you know.”
Shane swallowed. “Yeah. Maybe I do.”
He watched the kids, wild and loud and free, and let himself hope that someday, someone would see them the way they deserved to be seen.
Maybe, if he kept showing up, they would.
 
+++++
 
The main hall of Voyagers Stadium looked like a movie set.
Cascades of string lights made the space shimmer, while live jazz echoed off the glass and concrete and made everyone seem a little more glamorous than they actually were. The silent auction took up a whole wall, each item displayed with little spotlights and tiny gold placards listing the current bid.
Shane and Ilya weaved through the crowd, stopping here and there to admire the ridiculousness: a private dinner with the city’s mayor (“Hard pass,” Shane muttered), a solid-gold goalie mask (“Bet it makes you play worse,” Ilya said), a year’s supply of something called OmegaFlex multivitamins (“Gimmick,” they agreed).
It was fun, wandering together, dressed up and formal, but when they reached the centerpiece table, Shane had to stop and laugh.
There, under a literal spotlight, was a photo of him and Ilya, both grinning like idiots. The caption said: “Spend a Day With The Voyagers’ Power Couple: Shane Hollander & Ilya Rozanov!”
The bid was at 500,000 CAD.
Shane nearly spat out his gingerale. “Who the hell is bidding this much to spend this kind of
“Either a stalker, someone who thinks we are hot, or…,” Ilya said, but then pointed at the bidder code. “Nope. Is not that. Is..  What the fuck, Scott Hunter?!”
Shane did another double-take, but sure enough, Scott Hunter had come through with his earlier promise.  Though, to be fair, out to the side, it read “double date with Kip”.
“Good man,” Ilya said.
“Good man,” Shane agreed.
They kept moving. Shane read the names, the items, the stories behind them. He saw a lot of impressive things, a lot of good causes, but at the far end, a tiny table was almost empty.
Nobody had written a bid on the last item: “Sponsor a Mixed-Designation Ice Camp for Montreal Youths.” The description was simple.  One summer camp, open to all designations, promising a equal split ratio for Alphas, Betas, and Omegas so that nobody was left out.  Staff would also be an equal match of Alpha, Beta, and omega instructors, all vouched.  Each designation could choose a summer session on speed skating, figure skating, hockey, or even snowboarding, and there was no limitations on what designation could play what.
Shane’s heart thumped. He read it again. Then a third time.
Then, quickly, he made up his mind.
He looked for a pen, found one, and wrote “500,000 CAD” in tidy, careful letters, then signed his name.  Shane stood there, staring at it, as if the number would vanish when he looked away.
Ilya came up, reading over his shoulder. “A good cause.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, feeling it right to his bones. “I wouldn’t be the same person I am today if I’d had that kind of support, but…  At the same time, I don’t want kids to get to my level if it means they have to erase themselves.”
Ilya put an arm around his waist, tugged him close. “You are good man, Charlie Brown,” Ilya replied, then kissed him right there, not giving a single fuck about who might be watching. 
Then, with a playful grin, Ilya snatched the pen out of Shane’s hand.  He scratched out Shane’s bid and Ilya made a new one.  1,000,000 CAD.  Out to the side, he put both his name and Shane’s name. 
“Ilya…”
“What?  I believe in cause, too.  This is important to you.  We’ll split the cost.”
“I fucking love you,” Shane said, grasping tight onto Ilya’s side.  He let Ilya hold him for a long moment, watched the crowd move past, and thought about the kids on the ice, the way they played, the way they lit up when someone noticed them.
He hoped, fiercely, that his bid would change something. Even if just for one kid, if it was some kind of a game changer for them, then it was a million bucks well spent.
 
+++++
 
By the time the press room filled, the crowd was electric.
Rose Landry stood backstage, one hand on her hip, the other fidgeting with a stack of index cards. The dress she wore tonight was gold, the kind of gold that made everyone else’s outfits look like faded receipts, and her hair was woven with delicate glass beads that flashed every time she moved. She looked like the queen of the world, and in Shane’s opinion, she might as well have been that night.
He and Ilya took a seat at one of the VIP tables near the front. Every other chair was filled with a person of note: sponsors, sports reporters, a few high-profile Betas and Alphas who “wanted to be seen supporting the cause.” The lights dimmed, and after a moment of excited whispering, the MC took the mic.
“We’d like to thank everyone for coming to the Rose Landry Omega Rights Ball,” she said, smile wide and genuine. “Because of your generosity tonight, we didn’t just meet our fundraising goal… we shattered it. Over TWO HUNDRED PERCENT increase from last year alone.”
Thunderous applause. Ilya whistled, even as he tried to look dignified.
The MC beamed. “Now, to speak about what this night means for the next generation of Omega athletes, please welcome our founder, Rose Landry!”
Rose stepped out, absolutely unphased by the spotlight, and took the stage with a grace that made even the room full of hockey fans hush up. She stood at the podium, looked at the notes, and, after a second,set them down.
She chose instead to speak from the heart.
“I’m supposed to thank everyone for their money, and I do. Money matters, a lot. It buys ice time, gear, trainers, coaches, all the things that most of us in this room took for granted growing up, myself included” She let that hang for a second. “But I want to talk about something else. Something that money alone can’t buy.”
Shane felt himself lean forward, caught in her gravity.
“Every time I compete,” Rose said, “there’s always someone who says, ‘You look so pretty out there.’ Or, ‘You make it look so easy.’” Her voice got a little sharp, a little dangerous. “Nobody ever says, ‘Wow, you must have worked so hard.’ Or, ‘You skated better than any man on the ice tonight.’ It’s always pretty. Always delicate. Never strong.”
Shane’s jaw clenched. He could feel every Omega in the room tense up, just a bit.
“When you’re a male Omega athlete?” Rose went on. “You work three times as hard for half the respect. Even when you win, they say, ‘Good for an Omega.’” She paused, eyes scanning the crowd. “I want to tell you something, every kid who skated here tonight? Every single one? They worked their asses off to get here. They weren’t ‘born to nurture,’ or ‘born to look good.’ They were born to win, and they did. They are.”
The applause this time was huge. Even the reporters stopped scribbling, just to join in.
Rose smiled, but it was sharp as a skate blade. “I’m tired of hearing about how Omegas are ‘too emotional,’ or ‘too soft,’ or ‘not real men’ for my male Omega brothers in arms, I’m tired of being told we don’t belong on the ice, or on a bench, or in a locker room. I’m tired of seeing amazing athletes quit because nobody believed in them. That ends tonight.”
People were standing now, clapping and hooting, every kid from the rink pressed up against the barrier, trying to get a better look.
Rose looked down, almost shy for a second. Then up. “Thank you for your money, but thank you even more for the faith. Because there’s a fire burning now, thanks to the #Omegapunch movement, all the hard working Omegas in our leagues right now, and even something as ridiculous as the Hollander News Meltdown.  Eyes are on our every movement right now, as it burns away centuries of bigotry and ignorance, and it’s not going to go out until every single Omega gets the chance they deserve. Until every single one of us is seen as strong, and talented, and worthy.  Until all of us are more than just pretty or nurturing. Until we can just be… us.”
She raised her hand, a final, perfect pose. “That’s the world I want to live in, and I know you do, too. Thank you.”  She bowed, like the queen she was.
The room exploded.
Shane’s heart thudded hard enough he felt it in his toes. He looked at Ilya, who wiped at his eye, pretending he had “dust in it.” He looked at the kids, who were yelling Rose’s name like she was the best thing that had ever happened to hockey.
He felt the truth of it, right down to the bone.
 
++++
 
The dance floor was a mosaic of bodies and light, couples drifting in slow, contented circles under the spinning disco ball. The playlist was heavy on classic love songs, the kind that made even the most jaded hockey enforcers pull their partners close.
Shane and Ilya found a pocket of space by the bandstand, arms looped around each other, swaying with the crowd.  He could barely feel his feet. maybe it was the adrenaline from earlier, or the way Ilya’s hand held tight at his lower back, or maybe he was just a little drunk on the whole night.  Everything felt warm.  He felt…  Floaty.
“Is nice,” Ilya whispered, his lips grazing Shane’s ear. “To be here. To dance with you in front of everyone.”
Shane grinned, letting his head drop to Ilya’s shoulder. “Don’t get used to it. Next week we’re on the road we’ll be dancing in Detroit trying not to get our asses kicked.”
“Mm,” Ilya rumbled. “Maybe, at least, I say something flirty to you on bench, just to see you blush on national TV on highlight reel.”
“You’re an asshole,” Shane said, but he meant it fondly. “I’m going to rock your world when we get home.”
Ilya’s grin was wicked. “You already rock it, but if you want to try new things, I have some suggestions. We have not done in the sauna yet. Or on kitchen counter. Thought about on beach of lake when it’s warm.  Maybe bathroom counter with all skin care products, so souls of departed snails can at least get a good show for their sacrifice to your beauty.”
Shane cut him off with a kiss, laughing into Ilya’s mouth, feeling the heat curl up in his chest. His body was humming again
No, not humming, more like vibrating at a frequency only animals could hear. He wanted Ilya, needed him, right now, enough that his hands were shaking.  He considered taking him to a storage closet for a quickie.
They swayed through another song, lost in their own orbit, until a tap on Shane’s shoulder broke the spell.
It was Rose, dressed now in something even more dramatic, with a gaggle of Omega figure skaters orbiting her like satellites. “You two are the hottest thing on the floor tonight,” she said, winking.
Ilya bowed, ridiculous and perfect. “We try.”
Shane tried to focus, but the room was getting weirdly hot, his skin prickling under his tux. “Hey, Rose,” he managed, voice a little hoarse. “You want to join our conga line?”
Rose laughed. “Tempting, but I’ve got work to do.” She leaned in, a little more serious. “Thank you, both of you, for tonight. The donations, the time with the kids. You have no idea what it means.”
“We’re just glad to help,” Shane said, but it sounded thin even to his own ears.  He could barely hear Rose’s reply.  Everything was…  Weird.  While he’d been floating before, he was above his body right now.
Everything was fuzzy at the edges of his vision. The lights were too bright, the sound too sharp. His hands were sweating, and the urge to rub himself against Ilya was getting hard to hide.
He squeezed his thighs together, nodding and agreeing with whatever the hell Rose said, hoping it would go away, but then…
He felt it.
A slow, sticky trickle, wetting the inside of his pants, running down his leg. His heart slammed against his ribs.
No, he thought.
No, no, no.
“Fuck,” Shane whispered, voice trembling.
“What?” Ilya asked, instantly on alert. “Are you okay?   You look like you’re in pain?”
“I’m…” Shane tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry. He felt his own scent crash out of him, raw and sweet and unmistakable, flooding the air between them.
The word echoed in his ears, huge and terrible.
Heat.
Suddenly, a lot of things made sense in context.  His horniness.  His need to be at Ilya’s side the last day and a half.  Wanting to fuck Ilya’s brains out. The fever, the flashes of heat, the hormones! 
Shane realized the patches were weird the last few games, because they worked in tandem with his heat suppressant.  A suppressant, that very obviously, had failed, and the patches had been impacted as well.  The half dose, for whatever reason, hadn’t been enough to put a stop to Shane’s first natural heat in his lifetime, which based on the slick continuing to trickle from behind, was going to explode in the next twenty minutes.
Ilya’s eyes went wide in recognition.  He, too, must have figured it out.
Rose, who was still talking, trailed off mid-sentence. All four of her Omega friends turned in unison, eyes wide as saucers, noses twitching.
It was dead silent for a full five seconds.
Shane’s cheeks flamed. He felt every eye on the dance floor turn, every Omega in the room’s head whip around, nosing flaring.  They weren’t on him, they hadn’t discovered him, not yet, but he started to hear the whispers.
 
“Oh, is someone in heat?”
“I don’t know.  Smells like it.  Poor sweetheart.”
“Well quit staring, it’s rude, they're probably embarrassed enough as it is!”
“I can’t help it.  It smells so sweet.  Like vanilla and cream!  It’s adorable.”
 
The world tilted.  Shane clung to Ilya, desperate, as his body went into full panic, looking at all the cameras, influential figures, and the entire hockey world was poised to see him at his most raw and unfiltered.
Rose, softly, was the final nail in his chest that night.
“Shane, are you…not an Alpha?”
 






      

  












      Chapter 11: Love Finds a Way
  








  “Shane, are you…not an Alpha?”
In that split second after Rose’s words, time froze.
Ilya saw Shane’s lips part in a wordless response, his skin almost translucent with panic; saw the furrow between Rose’s perfectly drawn brows as she pieced together every clue in real time.  All three of Rose’s Omega friends seemed to realize the truth too, four complete and utter strangers; saw the full table of sponsors, minor celebrities, and Omega youth behind them, all ignorant for one blessed second longer than Rose was.
Fight or flight? 
For Ilya, there was only one answer.  The only thing he cared about doing these days.
Protect.
His body coiled tight around Shane, arm to waist, both to steady him and to hide the tremor threatening to take his mate down to the floor. If the entire world was about to see what Shane really was, at least they’d see him protected. He’d been in fights before, on and off the ice. He’d been jumped in alleys, taken a punch to the throat once or twice, wrestled three men in a Moscow nightclub and won. But this? This was war, and Ilya was ready to throw himself on the grenade if it kept Shane’s secret even a second longer.
Though in this instance, a fight wasn’t the answer.  Rose and her friends were good people, and Ilya wouldn’t see them hurt.
No, he needed something simpler.  A distraction.  Something that got everyone’s attention on Ilya instead of Shane.  He briefly considered screaming in Russian, pretending to be drunk, and make an ass of himself.  The news would bring him back round to being the Dirty Russian, and he knew deep down that people would eat it up.
Everyone kept waiting for Ilya Rozanov to fall from grace, and maybe now was a good time to do it.
Except…  Rose didn’t shout. She didn’t point or gawk or call the attention of the crowd. Instead, she pressed a hand to her chest, eyes snapping to Shane’s face with an empathy that Ilya had never seen outside of Yuna or David.
“Oh, darling,” she murmured, voice low enough that only the six of them heard. She reached for Shane’s shoulder, but checked herself at the last second, as if remembering he might snap if she touched him. “That’s why you looked so flushed all night.  I kept worrying you were sick with a fever.”
Shane’s reply was a choked, involuntary whimper, shame and fear wrung out in a single sound. The flush crept up his neck, painting him a soft shade of pink.
All around them, the party swelled and moved on the dance floor, oblivious to the bomb detonating at their table.  A few kept comments on the scent, mostly laughs or jokes,  but nobody other than Rose and her group had zeroed in on it.
Ilya’s mind raced. He considered claiming it was his heat instead, that he was the Omega, and not Shane.  He’d heard of rare Alpha/Omega chimera designations in Russia, enough to cast some plausible confusion. but no, that would be idiotic.  He wasn’t the one with a wet spot on the back of his pants and Shane’s scent that smelt of a bakery turned into a sex club.
Before Ilya could act, Rose did.
Like a general commanding her battalion, she snapped her fingers at her friends, who all straightened like soldiers. “Dahlia, spritz, the good stuff, I’ll buy you a new one.” she hissed.
One of the girls, hair up in a platinum bun, fished in her clutch, drew out a frosted-glass bottle of high-end perfume, and with alarming accuracy, spritzed Shane’s neck and wrists with a cloud of something sweet and floral.
It was an immediate improvement. Ilya could barely smell Shane’s slick now, only the overlay of perfume engineered for maximum plausible deniability.
Another one of Rose’s friends, a man in vibrant pink top and sharp white pants, looked at Shane, discreetly wiped at the wet spot on Shane’s backside with a napkin to dry it off, tucked it into his pocket to transfer the scent.  Then raised his chin and said in a voice that would carry to half the room, “Oh, dear God. I’m so sorry, Rose, but I think it’s happening early for me. I need… I need to get out of here.  Can…  Can I get some help to my car?  Sheesh, these damn suppressants are such bullshit these days.” He pressed a hand to his forehead, then faked a dizzy stagger.  He wasn't a great actor, but good enough for the moment and crowd.
The mother of all decoys. A genius play.
Dahlia and the other girl leapt to their feet and began fussing over the “affected” friend, attracting a miniature storm of concerned attention.  All eyes were on the other Omega, and the crowd bought the act, hook, like, and sinker.
Rose, moving like a paramedic, hooked one arm through Shane’s and another through Ilya’s. “My office, now,” she whispered. “I need to talk to you about those donations you made.  Let’s get those checks cleared!” She announced, loudly enough for several other donors to see and hear.
They made it three steps before Ilya realized Rose was dragging them not to an office, but to the back corridor of the arena, out of the press of the event. The doors closed behind them, muting the din instantly.
Rose scanned them both, then turned to Shane with a face that brooked no argument. “You’re lucky you didn’t pass out this deep in your heat,” she said. “Sit down. Legs elevate. Deep breaths. Ilya, do you have a bottle of water, or…” She caught herself, cursed under her breath. “Of course you don’t. There’s a supply closet up this hall, next to the trainer’s room. Go, and don’t get lost.”
Ilya ran, legs burning, found the supply closet, and returned with three cold bottles, arms shaking as he handed one to Shane. His mate gulped it so fast the bottle collapsed in on itself, droplets beading on his upper lip.
Rose crouched in front of him, voice low and even. “You have about half an hour before the perfume is not going to cover anything. You need to leave this place, and you need to do it now. Is your car in the main lot or the player entrance?”
Ilya hesitated. He’d driven, but the press was already camped by the main lot. “I can call a car,” he said.
“Don’t,” Rose said instantly. “Too many eyes are going to be looking for you. Use mine.” She thumbed her phone, texting at rapid-fire speed. “Car will be at the south loading dock in five minutes. Use the freight elevator, cut through the storage hallway, then take the access door to the loading zone. Dahlia will run point from this side on our act, so don’t worry, nobody’s going to be any the wiser as long as you aren’t seen between now and getting in the car.” She looked at Ilya, gaze sharp as a skate blade. “You got it?”
He nodded, not trusting his voice.
Rose turned back to Shane, who was finally starting to look less like he’d been shot and more like someone who might make it another hour. “I need to ask you a question, and I need the real answer, because you look like shit. Is this your first full heat? With no blockers, no patch, nothing?”
Shane nodded, unable to look at her.
She smiled, gentle. “I know, it’s embarrassing. It’s also fucking normal, so get used to it, sweetie.” She patted his knee. “We’re going to get you home. You’re going to hydrate and eat something with sugar in it, and you’re going to ride this out with your mate.” She jerked her chin at Ilya. “You have done this before?  Helped an Omega through a heat?”
“No,” Ilya said, voice thick with regret. “He has always had blockers.  Never had…  Heat sex.”
Rose nodded, not judging. “Then I’ll give you the CliffsNotes.” She unlocked her phone, thumbed a link, and texted it to Ilya. “Read this. Memorize it. Don’t be a hero and don’t be embarrassed if you need medical assistance, there’s an after-hours Omega clinic on the map at the bottom. Call them for any questions, they have a 24/7 support line.  Just make up names when you call them.”
Ilya looked at the link: “Omega Heat Care 101.” It had graphics. It had flowcharts. It had a three-bullet list for “What To Expect.” He tried to scan it, but couldn’t focus. “What else do I need to know?” he asked, desperate.
Rose’s face turned businesslike. “For the next 24 hours, he will need a lot of sex, a lot of fluids, and a lot of reassurance. Slick will be excessive, so towels, pads, and at least a half-dozen clean sheets are a must. Use condoms. When an Omega is in heat, the window for conception is three days before, day of, and three days after a heat starts. If you haven’t had any contact in that window, you’re safe, but otherwise, just be aware you may already be expecting.” She looked at Shane, who blushed to his hairline. “…and if you ever need help, you can call me. Allies help allies, right?”
Shane choked out a laugh, but his eyes were grateful. “Thank you,” he managed.
Rose winked. “Just promise you’ll let me roast you for this when you’re out and proud in a better world.” She looked at Ilya, eyes twinkling. “Now get your man home before the pheromone bombs start going off.”
They hustled through the back corridors, the din of the gala receding into memory.
At the loading dock, a black sedan idled with its hazard lights on. Rose helped Shane into the back seat, handed Ilya another bottle of water.
She blew them both a kiss, then shut the door. The car peeled away from the curb, blending into the dark Montreal night.
Only then did Ilya let himself breathe. He looked at Shane, who had his head back, eyes closed, breathing in slow, measured counts.
Ilya didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say, except for the quiet, absolute vow of keeping his mate happy and helped through this first time experience for the both of them.
The car sped toward home, the city blurring by, and Ilya gripped Shane’s hand, holding on like a lifeline. He read the first paragraph of Rose’s “Omega Heat Care 101” from start to finish.
By the time they pulled up to their house, Shane was almost asleep, his scent low and syrupy-sweet under the fog of Rose’s perfume. Ilya could feel his own body responding, every nerve lit up, every thought bent toward the next hour, the next minute, the next heartbeat.
He carried Shane inside.
 
+++++
 
The second the door closed behind them, Shane melted in Ilya’s arms. He was like a clingy cat, every muscle shivering and tensed, limbs locked tight around Ilya’s neck. The scent of heat, even under the perfume, was enough to turn the air in the foyer thick and sticky.
The touch, the smell, the grasping, and the yearning made Ilya’s head swim.
He set Shane on the edge of the bed, careful as if setting down a priceless sculpture, then stepped back just long enough to see if Shane could sit up on his own. He did, but barely, chin wobbling as he tried to keep his eyes open.
The room was cold, but Shane was burning. His skin glowed with a fever, cheeks scarlet, hair pasted to his forehead.
“Shane,” Ilya said, low. “You with me?”
Shane made a sound, high and needy, somewhere between a moan and a mewl.
Ilya’s heart thumped so hard it was probably audible all the way to Russia. He knew what to do.  He had read the literature Rose sent him a dozen times in the car, but in practice, nothing prepared him for this.  Nothing prepared him for his mate needing him for…  This.  Someone seeing as a great partner, someone to be used for…
“For breeding.”
Because deep down, that was what this was.  A heat was nature’s way of saying “yes, good job, Omega, you have found a partner that you are deeply compatible with, let’s flip on the baby making switch for your body and let nature take its course, because they’re so good at taking care of you and giving you a safe place to live, NOW is the time to bring life into the world”.
Ilya gulped.
“Shane wants me.  Shane believes in me.  Shane is safe and loved around me.  Shane…  Wants me to make a life with him.”
He started by removing Shane’s suit jacket. Each button undone was an act of devotion. He peeled off the bow tie, then the dress shirt, baring the pale chest beneath. Shane’s skin was so soft, so damp with sweat, it was like his entire body was ready for the act..
Ilya had to stop himself from licking the droplets away. He needed to stay in control. He needed to be the Alpha.  He needed to make sure Shane was the focus today.
Shane slumped forward, boneless, and rested his head on Ilya’s shoulder. “I’m hot…  I’m empty…  I…  I want you…” he mumbled, lips brushing Ilya’s collar.
“I know, my love. I’m here.”
He undid Shane’s pants, slid them off, and then worked his way down to the underwear. Shane’s cock was hard, leaking, red at the tip.  Behind him, he’d soaked through his underewera and created a silvery puddle of slick on the bed.  His ass was like the world’s most inappropriate slip and slide.
The smell was feral.
The room spun for Ilya, but he forced himself to focus on his mate.
He got Shane onto the middle of the bed, then, not sure if he should be dominant or gentle, went for both. He flipped Shane over, supporting his hips, positioning him on hands and knees.
A chirp erupted from Shane’s throat as he adjusted himself.  Shane’s ass was up as high as it could go, dribbling slick that smelt heavenly, back arching on autopilot, and Shane was burying his face into the mattress.  It was the textbook Omega heat display, body positioning to accept and receive seed in the best angle for breeding.  Shane whined again, digging his fingers into the comforter, unable to stop trembling, stop thrusting backwards, stop mewling.
Ilya shucked his own clothes in record time, tossing his suit in a heap, then detoured to the bathroom drawer for a roll of condoms he kept around, just in case. He hesitated, thumb on the wrapper, and remembered Rose’s warning.  About the window of when an Omega could conceive.
He flashed back to a night ago, Shane blowing him on the couch, slick everywhere when they fucked right after, and Ilya not bothering with a condom because Shane was on suppressors.  Because Shane hadn’t had a heat his entire life.  Because neither of them through they’d ever get this far.  They had suppressors.  This wasn’t supposed to be an issue.
A spike of terror ran through him. “Is Shane already…  Could he already be bearing our…”
Ilya wondered if he was even ready for that.
He’d always wanted a family, a better life than he’d had.  From the moment he saw Anya, and here recently, since hearing about Hayden and his family, Ilya had warmed up to the idea.  He knew he wanted it with Shane, to expand the Hollander bloodline, and to ensure Irina lived on in some way.   
…but not now, not this soon, not when they were just learning how to be together in the open, when Shane was still in hiding, and the Stanley Cup playoffs were 2 months away.  This wasn’t the right time for Shane, who adored the sport, who had big dreams and bigger aspirations for Omega rights.
Though that wasn’t the only issue.  Other fears cropped up, one right after the other, coming to the forefront in ways he hadn’t predicted.
Would he be a bad father, like his own?  Would he get angry or upset and take it out on the child?   
Would he be absent, like so many hockey dads always on the road, leaving the WAGs to raise the children?
Would he be able to connect with his child on a deeper level?  Him, a native Russian speaker, and his child, speaking and learning English as their first language?
Would he…
So many woulds started to float around his head.
A whine shook Ilya out of his stupor.  Ilya rushed back to the bedroom.
Shane twisted around, eyes glassy and bright, and reached for Ilya with both arms. “Please,” he begged, voice barely above a whisper. “Ilya, please. I need you, I need…” His body convulsed with another wave, and he arched even higher, ass in the air, thighs shaking.
All rational thought left Ilya’s head. The only thing that mattered was Shane, right then and there.  He could have a crisis later, together, and they’d deal with it, together. He opened the condom, rolled it on, and slicked himself with a generous helping of slick from Shane.
He lined up, rubbing the head of his cock against the wet, open hole, and pushed in, slow and steady.
Shane let out a sound like nothing Ilya had ever heard. A whine, a sob, a gasp, all at once. “More,” he managed. “Harder.”
Ilya gave it to him, but not as hard as he would have probably liked. He remembered the care guides, the warnings about Omega pain tolerance being ridiculously high in heat, and knew there was risk of bruising or tearing if he lost himself. He kept his pace measured, steady, thrusting deep but not fast, letting Shane adjust.
Shane writhed, taking every inch, clamping down so tight Ilya saw stars.
Neither of them lasted long. The sensation was too much, the smell too much, the knowledge that this was his mate and his mate was desperate for him, too fucking much.  The simple change in the tone that this was for breeding more than lovemaking, set something off in both their cores.  This wasn’t meant to be romantic and deep.  This was purpose-driven.
After only a minute or two, Ilya felt the knot building. He warned Shane, “I’m close, love, I’m going to…”
“Please,” Shane hissed, barely audible.
Ilya thrust once, twice, and then his knot swelled, locking him inside Shane. He came, hard, filling the condom, his body shaking with the force of it.
Shane came too, at the same instant, coating the sheets from both the front and the back, his head thrown back in a silent scream.
They stayed that way, joined, until the heat of the moment faded. Ilya reached forward, pressed his forehead to Shane’s spine, bit down at the edge of his neck, and just breathed.
When his knot finally subsided, he pulled out, tended to the condom in a trashcan, rolled Shane onto his side, and wiped the sweat from his mate’s brow.
Shane was already asleep, mouth open, snoring softly, content with the performance and orgasm.  Round one was done.  Just one of many, he was sure.
Ilya covered his Omega with the comforter, letting him be the cover hog as he always liked, then curled up behind him, spooning as tight as possible. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s hair.
He lay awake, heart racing, already bracing for round two, whenever Shane was ready for it.
 
+++++
 
The next day blurred into a wet, sticky, beautiful haze.
Ilya lost track of how many times they fucked.
Most of the time, it was on the bed, sometimes the shower, the living room would have to sanitized before they allowed company again, and even once on the kitchen floor while waiting for the soup to heat. Though he had to admit, his favorite had been Shane had been left alone for exactly 10 seconds, to  fetch a washcloth to clean up a mess, chased after Ilya on all fours, pounced like a fucking lion, and rode him in the sunset on the bathroom tile.
It was a constant cycle of need and relief, each round easier and more natural than the last.  Shane was there deep down, Ilya figured, but was just singular-minded in need, spoke in little more than three or four words at a time, and was direct in what was needed.
That morning, he’d called Voyagers admin (and their coach) at 7 a.m., voice groggy, apologizing in his thickest Russian accent and swearing up and down that both he and Shane had come down with “a food bug, maybe virus.”  Ilya made sure to be overly dramatic about what was theoretically coming out of them from both ends, citing the “pukemageddon” incident with Dion as a base point. The administrator and coach were too disgusted to ask questions, didn’t want it to catch the other players, and got them off the roster for the next 3 games while they recovered.  Later, Ilya would learn they lost 2 out of the 3 games, with Detroit being particularly brutal.  Not that he cared at the time, or in the future.
All that mattered was Shane, and the soft, satisfied look in his eyes every time they finished, the way he would curl up under Ilya’s arm and fall asleep instantly.
By the time midnight rolled around the next day, the worst of it was over.  Heats, the sexy part of them anyway, rarely lasted more than a day, and Ilya was forever grateful for that.
Shane, in the cool dark of their living room, was, for lack of a better word, “blissed out.” He sat on the couch wrapped in a towel after a cold ice-bath, his body no longer producing slick or sweat, and was eating cold cereal (fruit loops by demand) straight from the bowl, eyes glazed and unfocused.  
According to the Omega literature from Landry, post-heat was a bit like someone coming off anesthesia after a Wisdom tooth extraction.  Omegas, naturally, made their bodies strong as hell during heats to facilitate nature’s needs, and needed a bit to come down from that particular high.  By his estimates, Shane would be back to earth by dawn.
Ilya cleaned up the carnage in the bedroom, working their laundry machines overtime, cleaning up spot messes where they’d fucked across the house, started cooking up a hearty soup Shane would want to eat the next morning to regain calories, and eventually joined Shane in the living room, settling next to him and draping an arm over his shoulders.
Shane blinked at him, then giggled, almost drunkenly. “Illllllyaaaaa, I love you.”
Ilya’s heart flipped. “I love you too.  You are cute when you are like this,” he said, smoothing the sweaty hair off Shane’s forehead.  He would have video-taped it, but he’d prefer to get Shane’s permission when not whacked out on dopamine.
Shane snorted, then leaned in, nuzzling Ilya’s neck. “I love your smell.” He trailed off, thinking, then pointed at Ilya’s crotch. “I also love your dick and balls. I think about them a lot.  Like, a lot.  I just wanna…  Gobble them, swallow them, let the…  I dunno how the rest of that song goes, but like…  You know what I mean!”  He made an aggressive statement with his eyebrows.
Ilya barked a laugh. “You are still very high from post-heat, I think.”
“I might be. Is that weird that I like it.  My head is like…  Not yelling at me to shut up right now.  I can talk and I’m not yelling at myself that I’m annoying or nobody wants to listen to me.  Do you like it?  Me being…  Goofy like this?”
Ilya nodded his head. “Is very nice. I could get used to it.  I always want to hear you, whatever you say.”
Shane slumped, laying his head on Ilya’s thigh, looking up at him with soft, heavy-lidded eyes. “Do you mind this stuff? I mean, if we have to do this every month or so, will you get bored of me?  Bored of hearing me yap like a dog?”
Ilya didn’t even hesitate. “I could never get bored of you, my love. I like when you need me. I like being the one who can take care of you.  I love all of you.  Especially the you who is honest.”
Shane grinned, sleepy and honest. “I like you taking care of me.  I don’t have to be strong for a little while, or be the big Alpha everyone wants me to be.  Oh, and I also REALLY like naked yoga, but don’t tell Ilya that, I’m playing hard to get, because I like when Ilya gets all growly and…  Horned up for me.”
Ilya smiled, gentle. “I know. You told me at least twelve times today.”
“Good,” Shane said, closing his eyes. “Next time, we need better snacks for the fuck party.  Too much fruit.  I want sugar stuff.  Pudding.  Chocolate Bars.  Whipped Cream.  Cheesecake.  Stuff I’m not allowed to eat.  Bagel bites.  I want bagel bites next time.  A doughnut too, that you just like…  Store on your dick.  So I can have a snack and a fuck.  Or maybe a day where we do nothing but eat snacks and fuck. Would you like that?  Oh!  You could eat the food off me, and when you clean your plate, you can lick me clean!”  Another loud, giggly giggle, he’d found that idea particularly funny.
“I would like nothing more,” Ilya said, with a gentle kiss.  “You have a long list of things you wish to do. We’ll go over them when you’ve had time to rest.  Why don’t you…  Close eyes for a while.  You are exhausted, no?”
Shane sighed, content, then was silent for a while, eyes shut, breathing slow and even. Ilya stroked his hair, just happy to be there.
Eventually, Shane stirred. “Ilya?”
“Yes?”
“If I’m pregnant, would you want me to get rid of it?”
Ilya went still. He hadn’t brought it up, not wanting to make Shane worry before they knew, especially not while he was blissed out, but it had been in the back of his mind since last night. Ilya kissed Shane’s temple. “We will figure it out together. If you are not ready, that is okay. If you want to wait, or if you decide not to… That is okay too.  I will only say that…  Whatever makes us both happy is important.”  He squeezed him tight. “Whatever happens..  We’ll be…  Together.”
Then, Shane finally slept, it was with a little smile on his face.
Ilya watched him, heart full, and decided there was nothing in the world he wanted more than this.
Just this.
Forever.
 
+++++
 
Shane sat on the exam table, legs swinging over the edge, hands locked tight in his lap. The paper under him crackled every time he moved.
He’d taken a shower that morning, the first after his heat day, but even still his skin felt like it was sweating sex through his pores. He was exhausted, starving, and wired all at once.  As much as Shane wanted to lie down in bed and let Ilya feed him for the next three days, there was other important things that needed tending to.
Like, figuring out why his suppressant had failed.  Why he’d gone into heat.  Or, most importantly…  If he was expecting the unexpected.
Shane’s hand went down to trace the edge of his abdomen.  Where, potentially, a future Hollander, and Yuna’s greatest wish come true, might be residing.
Across the room, Ilya perched on a plastic chair, hunched over his phone. Every time their eyes met, Ilya smiled. A real, helpless, puppy-dog smile.  He also, constantly, was re-adjusting his junk.  Apparently, Ilya had chafed himself something bad, the poor Alpha's dick a raw red mess, and required a lot of Shane's skin-care balms ("Finally!  Snails die for good cause!").  A fact that wasn’t on the handy Omega guide, and something they'd both have to look up later on how to avoid.
“What a trooper.” Shane thought, as memories of his “blissful” state, conversations and fuckings with Ilya, forced him to blush in embarrassment, alongside the complicated feelings that came from being rescued by Rose, and his almost “outing” being the latest news craze.
Thankfully, Ilya’s presence alone was enough to keep Shane from panicking.
The nurse had drawn blood, poked his finger, and taken a urine sample. It had all the efficiency of a pitstop in Formula 1, and left Shane feeling slightly dazed when they were done. She’d said, “Dr. Holly will be in shortly,” and left them alone with the nervous ticking of the wall clock.
Shane tried to imagine the results.
If he wasn’t pregnant? 
Well, nothing changed.  He owed Rose Landry the world’s biggest favor, and would need to let Ilya rest for the next week and a half to recover from their marathon, but…  That would be it.  No big deal?
If he was pregnant?
“Wow.”
Shane was already trying to plan out what would happen, in excruciating detail.
First, they’d have to decide if they wanted to…  Keep it.  Though if Shane were being honest, he didn’t imagine he had the strength to do anything but keep it.  Though he and Ilya would have to talk – have to see how both felt.
Shane’s mental flowchart took a diversion.  If the got rid of it, nothing else happened.  Same as if he wasn’t pregnant in the first place. 
If he kept it?  He’d have to quit hockey immediately. Not for a week, or a season, but probably two full seasons when things looped back around.
Which meant he’d be in breach of contract.  The Voyagers weren’t going to keep him around for that long unless he could come up with a miracle excuse.  Which, even as the Golden Alpha, there wasn’t going to be one.  He couldn’t feign an illness for that long without someone checking on him.  Legal would want a doctor’s note, and Holly wouldn’t lie about something like that.  Besides, a Voyager doctor would have to check him out in that case anyway.  So, yeah, breach of contract.  He'd be kicked off the team at best or expulsed from the league at worst.
The thought made his skin crawl.
A decade of hard work, all for nothing.  He wouldn’t go out with a win, but a whisper, and depending on how the league reacted to him as an Omega, there was a good chance he’d just be a footnote in the future.  A big asterisk next to his name in the records.
Yet, as much as that fear bubbled within him…he thought about the other possibility.
He’d be outed.
There was no hiding it, no plausible deniability, no more “Alpha” act.  A pregnant Omega is unmistakable and unaidable.  If the world found out, if everyone saw, he’d be… maybe free?
For some reason, that thought seemed to swim around in his stomach, offsetting anxiety with…  Hope.
The more he spun it, the less it seemed like disaster and the more it seemed like release.
He imagined announcing it on a talk show. The number one pick in the draft, the face of Alpha hockey, the Golden Alpha, unmasked in front of the world. He pictured the headlines.  He pictured the faces of every stuck-up Alpha asshole realizing this pregnant Omega had been at the top of the hockey world. He pictured his parent’s proud faces. He pictured Ilya’s prideful one.
He liked the last one best.
Shane let his mind drift, thinking about what it would be like.
A kid with his eyes and face, Ilya’s mouth and curls. Holding them and watching as Daddy Ilya played on the big screen.  Teaching them to skate when they’re young, and no matter who they were or what they’d be, they could do anything they wanted to do, even if it had nothing to do with sports. The smell of his child, like sugar and sweat. Holding them in his arms, keeping them safe in a way that nobody ever kept him or Ilya safe, curled up in a bed, with Ilya beside him.
Free.  
Shane’s chest ached. He was scared, but also… realized he wouldn’t be upset, regardless of which answer came next..
There was a knock. Dr. Holly swept into their waiting room, white coat buttoned, hair in a bun, holding a tablet. She didn’t look like she’d slept since the last time Shane saw her, but her eyes were sharp.
“Sorry for the wait, gentlemen,” she said, and then immediately, “Let’s start with the obvious questions for post-heat checkups. Any pain, discharge, or other symptoms since yesterday?”
Shane shook his head. “No. Just… tired, and hungry, and…” He stopped, glancing at Ilya. “I’m okay, mostly.”
Holly nodded. She set the tablet on the counter and leaned against it, arms crossed. “Good. I’ll keep this brief. First: you’re not pregnant.”
Shane exhaled, slow, and waited for the relief.
It didn’t come.
If anything, his stomach twisted tighter in disappointment.
“O…  Oh.”  Shane muttered, forcing his stare to the ground.  His hand, still clutched at his abdomen, slowly lifted.  The happy little life he’d predicted vanished in an instant.  Instead, it was replaced with just…  More of the same.  Being Alpha Hollander.  Grueling practices. Long plane rides and bus drives.  Lying.  So, so, much lying.
“That’s normal, by the way,” Holly added, reading his face. “First heats are rarely fertile, especially given your high dose of suppressant you have been on your whole life. Your body’s still adjusting. It’ll regulate soon, and from what I’m seeing, fertility is not going to be an issue for long. For now, treat it as a learning experience of what’s to come.” She thumbed through a few screens. “Bloodwork looks perfect. Hormones are leveling off. Heart and blood pressure are stellar. You’re a medical miracle, Captain.  You’ve come back from the edge of losing yourself.”
Shane tried to laugh and make it sound “happy”, but nothing came out of his lungs.  It took him a moment to even find his voice. “Thanks. Is there… anything else we should worry about?”
“Yes,” Holly said, deadpan. “You’re going to need a new prescription.  I have never seen a Heat Suppressor fail this spectacularly before.  There's not a trace of it in your blood anymore.” She looked at Ilya, then at Shane. “Let me ask you both something. How often are you… uh, engaging in intercourse, with full knotting?”
Ilya puffed up, proud. “At least two times a night. Sometimes more, if we are not tired.”
Shane blushed to his hairline. “Once in the morning, too, if there’s time.  If we do yoga together, then uh…  Yeah, that’s definitely another one.”
Holly did not blink, as if it wasn’t the craziest thing she’d ever heard. “Right. That’s very impressive, god bless our athletes and their stamina, but what it means the old heat suppressant protocol isn’t going to work anymore. You’re too bonded, and your bodies know it.  Regular sex like that will melt your suppressant hormones and that's what happened here. The only way to stay on the old protocol is to limit yourselves to every other day, one a day.”
Ilya’s face fell and he pouted.  Like a child being told Santa Claus wasn’t real. “…but we like every day.  I like bonding with my mate.  After sex is cuddle time.  Cuddle time is...  Best time.”
 “Yeah, I don’t really want to change that.”  Shane grimaced.  Like Ilya, he wasn’t going to lose one of the good things he’d found in his life.  Especially not cuddle time.  Cuddle time was sacred.  He'd kill a man for cuddle time.  “Is there…  An alternative?”
Holly nodded. “Then you’re going to need this.” She slid a pamphlet across the counter for a different prescription. “No suppressant will work for you anymore with that kind of libido, but we can go on a more aggressive scent blocker as a result. This one will be even better than the last one, but the downside is that you’ll start having regular heats and periods again.  Upside is you don’t have to worry about your scent giving you away anymore.”
“How often?” Shane asked, surprised at how little he hated the idea.
“Male Omega cycles will be every 28 days, give or take from their last heat. It’s predictable, so you can plan ahead.  When the time comes, you can take over-the-counter drugs that make the heats less intense and you're not as far gone, cutting them from 24 hours to about 12. You’ll need to use condoms during them to prevent pregnancy, but otherwise, you can be as active as you want.” She looked at Shane. “You’ll also want this.” She handed over a small, white box. “Heat tracker. Works like a glucose monitor. You prick your finger when you are close to your heat and it tells you if you’re in the 7 day window of fertility. Makes planning a lot easier.”
Shane took the box, turning it over in his hands. “What about the patches?”
Holly shook her head. “They’re redundant with the new medication. Toss them.  Your scent blocker replacement will be a pill you take once a day.  You won’t smell like much of anything these days.  I suggest you continuing the Alpha musk regiment.”
“Finally.” Shane nodded, absorbing it all.
Holly nodded, satisfied. “Alright. If there’s nothing else, you’re cleared. Go home and eat something, and rest, both of you.  You’re clear to play again once you’ve had a good nights sleep and a big meal.”
They sat in the car after the appointment, the heater cranked, watching their breath swirl in the space between them.
Ilya didn’t put the car in drive.  Neither of them were ready to move.  Not yet.
After a while, Ilya asked, “You smell sad. Why?”
Shane stared out at the half-melted parking lot, the salt stains on the ground, the minivan two spaces over. He tried to shrug it off, but his throat was tight.
“I don’t know,” he said, which was a lie. “I guess I thought I’d be relieved. That I’d get the ‘all clear’ and go right back to life the way it was, but…” He stopped, picking at a loose thread on his jacket. “I think I was hoping for something else.”
“What kind of something else?”
“I…”  Shane shook his head.  “I mean..  The…  The other thing.”
“Say.  With words.”
Shane risked a look at Ilya, whose eyes were so gentle it hurt. “I feel selfish, even saying it. You’ve already given up everything for me and here I am…  Wanting…  More.”
Ilya’s brow furrowed. “I have not given up everything. I have you.  I have Montreal.  I have…  friends, now. Voyagers are fucked up family and Dion is deranged cat. That is everything I wanted.”
Shane took his hand, their fingers lacing together, warm even in the chill. “I mean it, Ilya. You left your home behind, forever. You put your career and reputation on the line to be with me when we started faking the Alpha/Alpha pair. Sometimes I wonder if I’m just dragging you down with all my…” He gestured vaguely, searching for the word. “All my mess.”
“Is not mess,” Ilya said, soft but unyielding. “Is what love is. I do not regret any of it.  Because I know our future is bright.  Because I love you.”
Shane closed his eyes.
“Love, tell me.  What did you hope for?”
“Ilya…”
“Please.  Tell me.”
Shane shook his head, glancing outside the window. “I thought, maybe, if I was pregnant, it would force me out. Like… I could finally stop lying to everyone. Or maybe I’d get a clean break from the league. Or maybe it would just be an excuse to start over this stupid life with you. With a family.  I guess, in a way, it’s the coward’s way out.  Like…  Getting caught.  Hell, getting caught would be...  Terrifying and relieving all at once, you know?”
He felt Ilya squeeze his hand. “You want family?”
Shane nodded, embarrassed. “Yeah. I think I do. With you.  But it scares the shit out of me.”
“Me too,” Ilya admitted. “I do not want to be like my father. I do not want to make mistakes, or be cruel, or be gone all the time. I do not know how to be a good parent. But…” He looked at Shane, so serious it made Shane laugh. “I know how to love, and I know how to work hard. Maybe we just start there.”
Shane let the words sink in.
Ilya grinned, slow and full of mischief. “Just because we fail this time does not mean that we have to fail next time.  Maybe…  We just see what happens.”
“What do you mean?”
After a while, Ilya chuckled, “Hayden would say, in his Traditionalist scriptures, ‘Nature finds its way when love is at the core.’ He is dumb, but sometimes he says good things.”  He shrugged.  “I ask him to explain.  He say that…  Nature finds way if we just let love be love.  I figure…  Why not us do the same?  Let our love take us to where we need to go.  Like it always has.”
Shane gulped.  He took a long, deep breath, realizing what Ilya was saying.
“So…  No birth control.  No condoms.  No suppressants.  Just us…  Going through my cycles.  …and whatever happens, happens?”
Ilya nodded.
“You’re…  You’re fucking saying that…  When it does happen, that we…”
Ilya nodded.
“That I just…  When it happens, that’s when I…”
Ilya nodded.  “When you are with child, you tell the world.  You let our love be the deadline.  You let yourself be free.  Until then…  You do what you want.  Like doctor said, you aren’t fertile yet.  Still figuring out.  We can at least get through Stanley Cup.  That much I am sure.”
A loud, almost cruel laugh started to echo from Shane’s chest.  “I…  You make it sound so…  So easy.  Like…  Really?!  Really?!”
“You do not have to do thing that makes you miserable,” Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand.  “Neither of us have to do thing that makes us miserable.  Not anymore.”  Then, in a brief smile, Ilya chuckled.  “Tell me truth, Shane.  Do you like hockey?  Do you want to play hockey?  Or do you do it just to send message?”
A long pause.
Shane thought deep, back to his childhood, back to his youth league years, in the last few years, and even up into this season.  Of all the people he’d met, of all the things he’d done.  Only then, was he able to answer.
“I love and hate hockey,” Shane said, nodding along.  “I like being the best.  I like the sport.  I’m alive when I play.  I love our team.  Hell, I even love Dion.”  That got a chuckle out of both of them, before Shane continued.  “I hate lying.  I hate hiding.  I hate that the league is not making better strides.  I hate that I haven’t been able to do more with my reach.”
Ilya nodded.  “I understand.  I…  Feel much the same.  Things I love, and things I hate.”
“So…  If I had to put a deadline on it, letting nature take its course and letting nature decide what happens to my hockey career.  Knowing that it’s a coinflip what happens to me when I come out, and the stress of what having a child will do to my body, and the idea I might not be welcome back to the sport afterward…”
They both sat in the car for a long time.  Shane, did math and planning and projections in his head, weighting every single option for what felt like the better part of an hour.
Eventually though, Shane finally nodded. “We let our love happen, and when it happens, it happens.”
“You are sure?”
“I am.  I…  I’m almost a little excited.  Letting this be how…  This fucking nightmare will end, is with…  Our child.  Our love is going to set us free.”
Ilya kissed the top of his head. “When we are with child, that is when the world will know how strong you are.  That is when the world will change.  I am sure of it.”
Shane felt something uncoil inside him, a tightness he’d carried since he was thirteen years old.  A fear that this truth would never be known, now a near certainty. He grinned, ear to ear. “We have to destroy the playoffs this year.  We have to…  Be the best.  I…  I have to work harder than ever.”
Ilya grabbed Shane’s hand and squeezed it as tight as he could.  “We fucking destroy everyone in path.  Make this season one to remember.  The season of the Omega holding high the trophy for world to see.”
Shane could already picture the moment. 
Now it was just a matter of making that a reality.






      

  












      Chapter 12: New Chapter
  








  Ilya thought the oath of citizenship would be small, boring, and forgettable event in his life. Just a box on a list.   
Citizenship was just something his manager had suggested years ago, and that Ilya agreed to. Back then it’d been more for financial gain, escaping his past, and to get rid of annoying visa issues.  Nowadays, though, it meant a lot more to him. 
The government building itself did nothing to elevate expectations about boring and forgettable. Its lobby was all linoleum and off-white paint. It looked like any other courtroom in Canada.
Nothing special.
Shane squeezed his hand as they waited for the clerk to call their group. “Nervous?”
Ilya snorted. “Nervous is for children at doctor’s office. I have been through harder.” His bravado lasted exactly five seconds, until he caught his reflection in the glass door and realized he looked like he was about to be executed.
Because to him, it wasn’t just a box on a list. Not anymore. Today would mean that he would be a permanent citizen of Canada. Nobody could take him away from Shane anymore, or this family he’d built in Montreal.
At the same time, this would be the final nail in his coffin with Russia. A final “fuck you”. Not that he would miss much. His mother didn’t even have a grave marker, that he knew of anyway, so what else would he go home for?
Nothing.
The clerk arrived and shepherded them through the metal detector. Ilya spent that time in line fidgeting, trying to make his tie behave.
“So…  Don’t get mad,” Shane mumbled, as they made their way through the last big doors.
“Mad about what?”
“Look, I know you hate big crowds of people, but today was special and I thought you’d like this.”
“Shane…  What did you do?”
“…I may have…”  Shane paused, grinning sheepishly.  “Invited a few people to watch.  Who are all excited for you and wanted to show their support.”
“Oh.”  Ilya nodded.  “That does not sound so bad.  How many?”
“Well…”
When they were finally ushered into the courtroom, Ilya’s heart stuttered.
The bench seats of the courtroom, in one corner of the place, were packed.
The entire Voyagers team filled one row, most of them in suits, some in obnoxious “Canada Eh?” t-shirts they’d clearly bought at a giftshop that morning.
Next to them, Yuna and David sat ramrod straight, hands folded in their laps, with Hayden squeezed next to them and already texting on his phone, all four of his kids attached to him and Yuna in some way, the latter of which was listening intently to everything the small children had to say.
Farther down, a whole row of people Ilya recognized from the team’s front office, a few of them with giant “GO IL-YA!” posters held strategically in their laps.  Even Rose Landry had made an appearance with her entourage, the ones who’d saved Shane’s butt.
Then, at the very end, standing in the aisle because she was too small to see over the others…
… was little Anya.
Little Anyushka, with her hair in a glittery braid, wearing a red-and-white dress and waving a tiny Canadian flag like it was her job.
Standing behind her, as tall and bearish as ever, beaming, was Alek.
Ilya’s throat closed.
He blinked, once, then again, but his brother and niece were still there. This wasn’t a joke.  They were there, for him.
“Alek?”  Tears started to gather.  “You came.  I…  I thought with work and Anya’s schooling, you couldn’t…”
Alek winked, gestured with both arms as if to say, “What, you think I’d let you do this alone?” Anya shrieked “Ilyaaaaaa!” and nearly took out a bailiff as she ran down the aisle.
Ilya dropped to one knee just in time to catch her as she launched at him. “You made it,” Ilya said, voice thick, surprised by how much he meant it.  “Oh…  My little Anya, you grow up so much!  So big!  So glad you are here.  There are not words in English to say how happy I am!”
Anya grinned.  As she spoke, her English was nice enough, though Ilya had to add in a few words here and there for her sentences to make sense, and kept dipping into Norwegian, which Ilya did his best with. “We took big airplane and got here fast! Dad said we could have pancakes for dinner with real Canada maple syrup! We’re buying a bottle to take back to Mom!  She had to stay home for work, but she wanted to tell you congratulations too!”
Ilya hugged her, the way a man does when he knows he only gets a few of these per year. When he stood, Alek was waiting for his turn, and they wrapped each other in a bone-cracking, bear-shaped embrace.
“I am glad you are here. So glad.” Ilya whispered.  “I miss you both.  So much.”
Alek’s eyes shone. He gave a gentle punch to Ilya’s shoulder, then held him at arm’s length, looking him over like a proud father. “You look good, brother.”
Shane, beside them, did his best not to melt at the sight, but failed and just took Anya’s hand, spinning her once, then giving Alek a quick handshake and a longer, softer smile. “You guys ready for the main event?”
“Always,” Alek said.
Ilya swallowed hard, remembering to stand tall, to show the world what he had become. No longer was he the Dirty Russian.  Today?  Today he was Canada’s True Alpha, a leader in this weird pack he called home. He looked down at Anya, who was still gripping his hand, then at Shane, then at Alek, then to the Hollanders, and lastly, the Voyagers.  Everyone in his circle had come out to support him. 
“This is mine.  I am not alone.”
After everyone in the room was seated, the clerk gave a short, nervous speech and they handled the formalities and technical speak.  They then lined up all the applicants by alphabetical order. Ilya was somewhere in the middle, sandwiched between a woman in a sari and a man who looked like he’d never smiled in his entire life.
The presiding judge entered, an older Alpha with a beer belly and a mustache that would’ve made Stalin jealous. “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he said, voice booming, “This is a good day.”
The judge talked about what it meant to be Canadian. He told jokes, made it lighthearted, but serious, and made a point of welcoming the children in the room, and quoted a French poet whose name Ilya couldn’t pronounce and whose words he didn’t quite understand. The judge finished by saying, “Your stories, each and every one, make us stronger. Canada would not be what it is today without people like you. Remember that.” He looked around, making eye contact with as many as he could. When he reached Ilya, he paused, lips quirking. “Especially our hockey players. We do love our hockey, don’t we?  I am glad to see such patriotism in our Voyagers players today!”
The courtroom nodded and clapped in approval. Ilya’s teammates started a clap as well, that fizzled out just before it got embarrassing.
After the judge finished his remarks, the clerk called each person’s name, and one by one, they stepped forward to recite the Oath of Citizenship. Ilya rehearsed the words in his mind, more nervous than he’d ever admit.
When it was time, he stepped up, squared his shoulders, and repeated alongside all the other participants that day:
“I swear that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to His Majesty King Charles the Third, King of Canada, His Heirs and Successors, and that I will faithfully observe the laws of Canada, including the Constitution, which recognizes and affirms the Aboriginal and treaty rights of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples, and fulfil my duties as a Canadian citizen.”
He tried to keep his accent from mangling the syllables, but he tripped over “fulfil” and turned it into a two-syllable word. The judge didn’t mind; in fact, he grinned, then reached across the table to shake Ilya’s hand, holding it a little longer than necessary.
“Well done.  All of you.  To each and everyone one of you here today…  Welcome home,” the judge said, and for a moment, Ilya almost lost it.
Applause.  Loud, thunderous applause.  Ilya wasn’t the only one with misty eyes that day, as many of those around him, he could tell, had the same kind of ties and prides in this new land as he did.
He was then handed the certificate of citizenship.
He returned to the bench, a little dazed, as hands started clapping against his shoulders, from teammates, staff, his family, Shane, his in-laws, everyone.
When everyone was thoroughly congratulates, the judge had them stand, and said, “It is tradition, in my court, to end these ceremonies with the national anthem. If anyone would like to sing, please do.”
The clerk hit play on a battered boom box, and the opening notes of “O Canada” filled the air.
Some sang quietly, some not at all. Ilya heard a few bold voices behind him, then realized it was his own teammates, singing in bad French and worse English. Hayden, in particular, belted out the English lyrics with such patriotic gusto the whole back row was stunned silent.
Ilya didn’t sing at first. He just stood, feeling the warmth of Shane’s hand in his, the press of Anya’s head against his hip, and the weight of Alek’s hand on his shoulder. He let it soak in.
By the final chorus, he found himself singing too, words catching in his throat but coming out strong.
When the last note faded, the room burst into applause.
The judge invited everyone up for photos. Most went in groups, families, friends, a few shy applicants by themselves. Ilya went up with Shane, Alek, and Anya, the Voyagers chanting “IL-YA! IL-YA!” from the benches.
The judge leaned in for the photo and, sotto voce, asked, “If you have a moment, would you sign my grandson’s hockey puck? He’s a fan. A very big fan.” The judge’s eyes twinkled.
Ilya grinned, signed the puck and handed it back.
The judge, beaming, patted him on the back and welcomed him once more.
Yuna and David swept in for the next round of photos, Yuna fussing with Ilya’s collar and David looking proud. “Ilya, you did it. I hope you know how much you mean to Shane, and to all of us. Welcome home, son.”
“Could not be any other way,” Ilya said. Then, he let himself hug Yuna and David at the same time. It was good to have parents at big events like this, he supposed.
Hayden and his brood joined the scrum, all four of his daughters and his baby son crowding in. “Smile for the camera, Fun Uncles!” Hayden yelled. He tossed a Canada scarf over Ilya’s neck, then handed him a tiny plastic beaver in a Mountie hat as a prop. “You can never have too many mascots,” he said, seriously.
Even Troy Barrett, who’d been a ghost at most team events since his trade, slipped in for a handshake and a “Congrats, man” before leaving the event.
But nothing, absolutely nothing, compared to seeing Alek and Anya.
Eventually, the crowd began to thin, people taking their coats and braving the slush outside.
Ilya didn’t want it to end, but to his surprise, there was more waiting.
A text from the team manager told him to get to Voyagers Stadium by 6pm “for a mandatory team event.” He snorted, showed Shane the text, and said, “You think it is surprise party?”
Shane grinned.  “Yeah, you know it.”
Ilya chuckled, loudly.  “First time party ever thrown for me.  This is nice.”
They left the courtroom together, trailed by a parade of children, teammates, and family.
 
++++++
 
Shane had expected something low-key for the Voyagers’ party, a pizza in the locker room, maybe a sheet cake with “Welcome, Eh?” written in frosting.
What they got instead was an entire stadium concourse converted into the World’s Largest Canadian House Party.
The PAMs (Partners and Mates of Hockey Players) had apparently taken “potluck” as a personal challenge. Folding tables stretched for thirty meters, groaning under enough food to feed the whole arena staff.   A “Welcome Home” banner was hung up, and Shane soon learned that all the food was traditional Canadian recipes that one might have at home as a big welcome to Ilya.
Shane had never been prouder of his team, and based on the tears that Ilya swore was just something in his eye, Ilya felt the same way.
There were dishes of tourtière and butter tarts, all varieties of poutine you could imagine, Montreal smoked meats, pancakes and waffles with maple syrup cooked fresh on a griddle, four different kinds of bannock, Pizza and Lasagna with Canadian bacon, sushi trays with local names and recipes that took of the length of a Zamboni, and at least a dozen Jell-O molds, and a whole of “huh isn’t that interesting” that most people looked over and probably wouldn’t try.
The centerpiece was a custom sheet cake, with a tiny fondant Ilya at the top holding a miniature maple leaf.
Shane grinned at the chaos as he and Ilya were swept in by a crowd of the players families who’d shown up for the team event, half of whom wanted autographs and the other half just wanted to hug them. The other players arrived in waves, most of them with partners.
“Come, come, you have to try,” Yuna said, steering Ilya toward the hot food line with the spirit of a mother thinking her child is underweight. “Try everything at least once. That is the rule!  Even if it looks suspicious, it’s probably good.  Probably.”
Ilya, never one to turn down food or a dare, attacked the buffet with purpose. He tried the smoked salmon (“Better than Russian,” he whispered to Shane, conspiratorial), wolfed down three butter tarts (“They are like candy but better, because allowed for breakfast”), and was on his second bowl of chili when he was surrounded by half the defense corps, who dared him to do a line of shots of pure maple syrup from a mini Stanley Cup. Ilya did it and then, to a raucous ovation, did a second, just to “prove no fluke.”  Anya squealed in delight and Alek was cheering loudly.
Shane watched Ilya work the crowd, for once, Shane wasn’t the center of attention, and felt a pressure in his chest he hadn’t known was there. Pride, in his mate, joy in Ilya finally bonding with others, and genuine relief that Ilya finally had a support network to fall back on.
Ilya glowed, truly glowed, being celebrated not just as a great player but as a person, that everyone was proud to have as a fellow countryman. The way the team whooped and ribbed him, how Yuna and David found every opportunity to praise him in front of the other hockey parents, even the tiny shy gestures from Alek, who kept dabbing at his eyes every time Ilya made a joke, Shane could barely handle how happy he was.
Hayden followed Shane’s gaze. “You did good, man.  On the invite list and coordinating all of this. That big Russian lug needed a family more than he ever let on.” He popped a butter tart into his mouth, then added, “…and for what it’s worth, you make a pretty great couple, too. Hockey’s never going to be the same when everything’s out in the open, you know?  We’re seeing history in the making.”
Shane smiled. “Thanks, Alpha Dad.” He said, as if to mock, but the happy pride melted through his words anyway.
Hayden grinned back, undeterred. “If you ever want to join us for our next family game night, open invite. The kids love you, you know.  They keep asking when Uncle Shane is gona take them out again and buy them stuff.”
“Don’t tempt me for a mall trip.  I can and will get all of your kids a drum set.”
“I mean, if you’re buying, I’m…”
Before Shane could finish the conversation, there was a commotion at the far end of the buffet. The crowd parted as a tall, wiry man with neat blonde hair and glasses, balancing a bottle of something clear and expensive in each hand entered the party, a good hour and a half late.
Shane recognized him instantly: Kyle Swift, Eric Bennett’s boyfriend, rumored to be a PhD candidate in something brainy that made Shane’s head hurt and, more recently, three months pregnant.  Though, the biggest scandal (which had hit the group texts like a shockwave when Eric joined the team) was the age difference.  Kyle was about to be 27, and Eric was about to hit 39.
The Voyagers’ goalie, Eric, was deep in conversation with Ilya and some other members of the team, and didn’t notice right away.
Kyle walked the bottles down on the beverage table. “I couldn’t figure out what to cook, and ran out of time, so I went with the old standby,” he announced, voice dry. “This is Vodka. Not the supermarket kind. The real stuff. I figured our Russian friend could use a little pick me up by the end of the night.”
There was an appreciative murmur, mostly from the Eastern Euros on the roster who recognized “the good shit”, and even a whoop from one of the older staffers.  Shane laughed, because out of everyone, Kyle had clearly nailed the assignment and was going to become Ilya’s favorite PAM by the end of the night.
But then… 
Kaylee had to butt in.  The biggest PAM that ever PAMed, and who scared both the Coach, the Team Manager, her husband, and half of the Voyagers.  There were brief talks of trying to draft her to the team just for her presence alone. 
The moment Shane watched her waltz over and inspect the bottles, Shane knew there was going to be trouble. She moved with the self-assurance of a woman who had once won “Top Hockey Wife” three years running on the Voyagers and was acting “head” of the PAMs. She eyed the vodka bottles, then the lack of a food item, and pursed her lips.
“Is this all you brought?” she said, not even bothering to lower her voice.
“Yes…  I followed the budget like the message said,” Kyle answered, folding his arms.
“Oh, oh, I see…  Well, I know you’re new here, but when we say potluck, we mean…  Actual cooking.  Not just buying something off the shelf.  Here at the Voyagers, we really want to show our love to our mates and partners, you know?  Buying from the shelf just…  Doesn’t fit our image.”
Kyle didn’t flinch. “Look, Kaylee was it?  I’m defending my thesis in five days, and I’m three months pregnant. The fact that I’m upright is the real gift here tonight, but I thought I’d bring Vodka as an addition.”
Kaylee arched an eyebrow. “Well, everyone else managed to bring something homemade. Even Jackie, Hayden’s wife, and she has a full house of 4, another on the way AND managed to run our latest charity drive.”
Hayden, hearing his family’s name being used as a tool of warfare, called out, “I got all my girls to help cook! Easy to do when you have four chefs-in-training!  So we cheated!”
Kaylee smiled at this, then fixed her gaze back on Kyle. “Well, sweetie, it’s not about the time only, it also…  Well… I just thought PAMs was about showing support for your partner, you know? Especially when you’re about to be a mom.  Though someone your age might not understand that yet.  You’re what…  Barely out of diapers?”
“Go get Kaylee’s husband before there’s blood,” Shane whispered to Hayden.
“On it!” Hayden said, already running off into the crowd in the back.
Kyle’s cheeks colored, but he smiled, brittle, hurt, but not swayed. “I assure you, my partner is well supported, though it sounds like you have more of a problem with me being young rather than any of this.  So, what’s really the problem tonight?”
There was a pause, awkward and sharp.
Kaylee didn’t back down. “All I’m saying is that if you’re already trading your career for your mate, what it’s going to be like when your baby arrives?  Young omegas these days are so…  Selfish.  They don’t know what’s really important in life, which is devotion to your family.”
Kyle’s face went bright red.  He looked like he was one more comment away from cutting a bitch, pregnancy or life in prison be damned.
Shane, regardless of what the group looked like (which seemed to be oddly split between Kaylee and Eric) felt his hackles go up.  He cleared his throat, loudly enough to gather the group’s focus, then stepped right between Kaylee and Kyle to diffuse the situation. “Kyle, this is some nice vodka. Ilya will probably drink it with a straw if we let him take it home. You really shouldn’t have. Thank you!” He said it with enough volume and genuine warmth, coupled with a side-hug that a ripple of agreement went through the crowd, and even Kaylee’s Beta husband, dragged by his collar courtesy of Hayden, gave a sheepish “Thanks, Kyle.”
Shane pressed on, turning to Kaylee. “Look, not everyone has time or energy to show up at every single event. Which is fine.  We’re just glad for the support when we can get it.  We appreciate everything that all of you do, really.  Events like this wouldn’t be possible without all of your help.  But for the record, Ilya would hate it if this party was built on someone getting torn down and ridiculed.  So, for my man, let’s let this go, alright?”
There were laughs, and then a bit of applause to support Shane’s plane, and the mood broke. Kaylee, outnumbered, did an about-face and started to rearrange the Jell-O salads, muttering about something under her breath, but nobody really paid her any attention.
The group dissolved, and the party resumed.
Kyle let out a long, shuddering breath, then looked at Shane, a wry smile twisting his lips. “Thanks, Hollander. Didn’t realize you’d joined the Home Ec Honor Guard.”
Shane shrugged. “You don’t have to be in PAMs to know good vodka when you see it.” He leaned in, quietly. “She’ll get over it.  She has a lifelong grudge against Hayden’s wife, Jackie, for being the favorite PAM member on the team, so she’ll be back to crossing blades with her soon.”
Kyle laughed, a real one, and rolled his eyes. “Thanks. I just hate being the punchline, and with us, there’s a lot of them.  Big age gap, different paths in life, different ways of being raised, and…  Just once I’d like to go somewhere and not be asked if I was his little brother.” 
Maybe it was because he wasn’t on suppressants anymore, or maybe having Ilya as a partner was making him more emotionally intelligent, but he could tell Kyle was having a rough one.
“Sorry, man.  Wanna step out of the limelight for a bit?”
“Please.”
The two drifted away from the food tables, the party moving on, and Shane found himself in a quieter corner with Kyle. The noise of the party receded a little, giving them space to actually talk. 
“Seriously,” Shane said. “You doing okay?”
Kyle hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. It’s just…hard. I’m not really cut out for this. Eric’s a great guy, I love him, we’re going to have a baby soon, I’m going to let him propose AFTER the baby so there’s no guilt tripping or power imbalance, but I never wanted to be a hockey spouse, you know? The PAMs are nice, but they can be… a lot.  The only reason I even did this stupid thing is because Kaylee wouldn’t stop adding me to the group texts.”  He groaned, softly banging his head against the wall.  “I just feel like the world expects me to hop into stuff like this and just know what to do, and it sucks.  Look, I am a proud and strong Omega, but…  I’m not going to fit their perfect mold.”
“Tell me about it,” Shane said. “I spent most of my life thinking I had to fit in with certain expectations of being an Alpha hockey player. It’s exhausting.  Different than yours, yeah, but…  I get it.”
Kyle smirked. “You seem to manage it pretty well. I saw the livestream from the Omega Ball, by the way. The skating thing you did with the kids? That was killer.  Never in my life thought I’d see the day when professional Alphas would give tips to Omegas.  You and Ilya both are doing great things.”
Shane flushed, unused to compliments about anything off-ice. “Thanks. It just felt…right.  Here lately, I’ve realized that I don’t mind being around kids as much as I once thought.”
There was a lull, then Kyle said, “You ever think about having a kid with Ilya?”
The question caught Shane off-guard.
“Oh.  Sorry, no, I mean, like…  I don’t know how you and Ilya would want to do it since you’re both Alphas, but…  Like surrogacy, adoption, something like that?” Kyle said, correcting himself. 
Shane let out a sign of relief.  “Yeah,” he said. “Not now, but… maybe soon. With Ilya, it actually sounds kind of…nice.”
Kyle put a hand on his own stomach, then said, “It’s scary. But it’s also kind of amazing, knowing there’s something growing in you that’s a little bit you, and a little bit them.  For Eric and I, we just…  We want to give our kid the kind of childhood we didn’t get.  Spoil them rotten.”
“Can I…?” Shane gestured, awkward.
Kyle shrugged. “Go for it.” He placed Shane’s hand on his stomach, and Shane was surprised at the little swell there, solid and real.
“Wow,” Shane said, voice small.
“Three months,” Kyle said, pride and terror mingled. “Eric’s beside himself. I think he’s reading more baby books than me.  He’s already talking about being the stay at home dad once he retires.  Maybe doing something else once peanut here is all grown up.  He loves coaching, so…  I bet he’ll go that route.”
Shane laughed. “He strikes me as the type.  Both Dad and Coach.”
“He is.  Great partner too.  He’s the only reason I’m not a wreck. He listens, you know? Like, really listens. Respects my intelligence and my feelings. Doesn’t judge when I panic or say I’m not cut out for this. He just… lets me be.  That’s…  What I really needed in my life.”
Shane nodded, feeling the words settle in his bones. “That’s all anyone really wants, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Kyle said. “That, and these butter tarts.”  He said, popping yet another one in his mouth.
They grinned.  When the first toast was called, and the crowd gathered for speeches, Shane lingered with Kyle a little longer, just to make sure he was okay.
“Thank you,” Kyle said, when they finally parted. “For standing up for me.  Means a lot.”
Shane smiled. “If anyone gives you trouble, tell them Shane says “fuck off” and I said you can do you.”
Kyle saluted with a shot glass of juice. “To weird little families, then.”
Shane clinked his own glass.
As the party went on, with cake and stories and a lot of karaoke, Shane watched Ilya at the center of it all, laughing and alive. He caught Ilya’s eye once, from across the crowd, and saw in it a message he hadn’t known how to put into words before.
They belonged here.
Together, with these people, in this mess of a world, making it a little better, a little warmer.
 
++++++
 
They made it home before midnight, barely. The wind off the lake was sharp enough to bite, but the warmth inside their cabin was enough to blanket and shelter them.
The silence after a day like today could be strange, even a little awkward, but in their little house it was just peaceful. Ilya and Shane claimed opposite ends of the couch, but it took all of five minutes for them to collapse toward the center, legs tangled, sharing a blanket.
“Ilya Rozanov,” Shane said, in his most ceremonial voice. “Canadian citizen.”
“Don’t say it like that,” Ilya protested, but his mouth hurt from smiling.
“Canadian. Citizen.” Shane enunciated each syllable, then poked Ilya in the ribs. “Do you feel different?”
Ilya thought about it. “Yes. Is like… I am not waiting for something bad to happen anymore. Is strange.”
“I’m glad,” Shane whispered, voice full of sleepy relief. “You’re stuck with me now. No backsies.”
Ilya pinched his arm, gently. “Could not get rid of you if I tried.”
They stayed like that for a while, letting the fire pop and hiss.
Ilya wanted to say something deep, to tell Shane how much the day meant to him, how he’d never thought he’d see his brother at that party, let alone with his niece (who wanted to learn every curse word in Russian), but every time he tried, he got choked up.
So, he settled for an easier topic. “What about your nest?” he said, tracing lazy circles on the blanket. “Did you finish it yet?”
Shane laughed, a little embarrassed. “I barely started. I keep going in there, but all I do is kick one box around a dusty space. I think I hate the room.”
“You hate it?”
“It’s too… cliché. Or maybe too empty. I thought it would just come together, you know? Like, poof, instinct kicks in, and suddenly I want to make a fluffy, cozy den.  Instead, I just stand there and it’s like…  What do I put here?”
Ilya considered this. “Maybe is not about room.  Maybe…  You already do what needed to be done so nesting room is…  Unnecessary.”
“Say that again?” Shane asked, eyebrow raised.
He gestured around. “Before you, this house was just house. I only had bed and sad gym room. Plates were from dollar store. Fridge was empty most of time.  Did not even have matching forks. Was just a place to sleep. Then you came, and now is… home.  Our home.  You bring life into it.”
Shane tucked his face into Ilya’s shoulder, grinning. “You really mean that?”
“Of course. Kitchen smells better now, when cooking and when not cooking even. Bedroom is full of life, sometimes too much.” He squeezed Shane’s thigh, earning a half-hearted slap. “Living room is not just for TV, is for yoga and stretching and laughing at each other’s downward dog. Even the bathroom is better, because you use too many lotions and make it smell like spa and when I see them I know I am not alone here.” He paused, then said, “Maybe you already made the nest. Just did not notice it was as big as house.  Overachiever.  As usual.”
Shane sat up, thinking it over. “You’re… right. I didn’t even realize it, but all the places I want to be are with you. Even the stupid nest room, when I go in there, I just wish you were with me and it was done and over with.”
“Easy solution,” Ilya said. “Bring couch into room. Or bring me.  Buy expensive sex swing and make kinky room.”
Shane laughed, full-throated and unguarded. “Or I just admit I don’t need the room. Maybe the whole house is the nest and I’ll just…  Keep going with that?  You okay with me…  Making this place our forever home?  Now that we know you’re…  Here forever?”
They fell into a gentle hush, the kind that only happens when you’ve said something too big for words.
Ilya kissed Shane’s temple, soft and reverent. “That would make me very happy.”
They sat together, not needing to move. Outside, the wind battered the windows, but in here, with Shane’s heartbeat in his ear and the memory of the day warming him from the inside out, Ilya felt…  At home.
 
“You know, a home entertainment room would be great.  We could knock down a wall, make it bigger, and turn it into something we use to host parties.  Little cinema room.”
“…can I have puzzle corner like your dad?”
“Of course you can.”
“Can I have Snoopy puzzles and hang on wall when done?”
“Pressing your luck, babe.”
 
+++++
 
David was a bit overstimulated from the hotel lobby. The piped-in jazz, the steady clack of suitcase wheels, the way every guest, regardless of background, wore the same slightly baffled expression upon check-in. 
He and Alek sat in plush leather chairs by a fireplace that didn’t actually put out heat (“Then what is point?” – Alek )  (“Aesthetics.” - David)  (“What the fuck is that word? Is abomination to ear.” - Alek).
Through the frosted glass, David could see Yuna leading Anya on a triumphant march through the attached gift shop next door. Anya’s arms were already full: a red Mountie bear, a coffee mug shaped like a moose, a snow globe featuring a tiny Parliament Hill. Yuna herself looked ready to fill another basket, and David silently counted down the minutes before she came back with a flag the size of a blanket.
“She is happy,” Alek said, following David’s gaze with a fond smile. “I think it is the best day of her life.  Your wife is…  Accommodating.  I am grateful for her help.  I am usually…  Helpless without my wife at times.”
“She’s going to be kicking Ilya and Shane to get the show on the road after this.  Grandma Yuna has been awoken, and she’s going to make it everyone’s problem,” David agreed, and they both chuckled, content.
After a moment, Alek’s smile faded. “I wish my brother could see her like this, every day. Maybe then things would have been different.  We’d be…  Closer.”
David shook his head. “Have you ever thought of moving to Canada?”
Alek laughed.  “No.  No, my life is in Norway.  My wife, she has family there.  Anya, she has her friends and school that she loves.  That is where we will stay.  Good memories.  Good life.”  He looked down at his hands, still callused from years of woodworking. “Closer not just about distance.  Closer because…  I feel gap.  Because of guilt.  Because I left. I got out. Ilya had to stay. He had to… deal with Grigori on his own. I could have tried to find this Gulag school, or waited until he come home to visit, but after mother’s death, I… I was too angry to wait.”
“No,” David said, gently but firmly. “You couldn’t have. You were a kid, too.”
Alek’s lips pressed into a line. “Sometimes I think Ilya forgave me too easily.  For leaving him.”
“Maybe he did,” David said. “…but maybe he just wanted someone to love him without strings. You may be the only person in his life before Shane that ever did that for him.”
Alek snorted. “We are not good at saying things in my family, but thank you. I… try.”
They lapsed into silence.  They watched as Yuna was now taking Anya into a completely different store just across the street, both just as excited as the other.
The clock on the wall ticked toward six. David checked his phone for the reservation confirmation, Yuna had insisted on a real steakhouse for family dinner that night for their group” He was looking forward to it and looking forward to gifting Ilya several sets of puzzles he’d found while puzzle shopping.
He was about to see if Alek would bear him talking about puzzles for longer than 5 minutes when his phone buzzed, an unfamiliar number lighting the screen.
David frowned, excused himself, and stepped away from the fireplace, answering in his best professional voice. “Hollander speaking.”
“Mr. Hollander, this is Marcus, the investigator you contracted for the Rozanov background check. I have an update, as you requested.”
David tensed. “Go ahead.”
There was a pause, the faint scratch of paper shuffling. “I’m calling to report that Grigori has liquidated nearly all his known assets. Real estate holdings, vehicles, even the pension account and the account his son had given him.  All converted into cash.  Everything is gone, including himself, as of yesterday, much to the dismay of his many debtors.”
David felt a cold spot in his gut. “Where did he go?”
“Multiple destinations. First, he acquired a new passport. Then, he purchased a series of one-way flights, each one not being more than one or two days long.  If I had to guess, he’s on a “bucket list” trip at this time.  Spain, Germany, France, the US, those aren’t important right now, though. The final ticket, is the one I’m concerned about, is to Montreal.”
David’s mouth went dry. “Why are you concerned?  Is he… stable?  What is his health like right now?”
Tanguay hesitated. “The cancer has made him quite weak.  By all accounts, he could be dead during this phone call, but seems to be pushing through as best he can and apparently has a strong constitution.  Though, I should report that all sources indicate he’s in significant mental decline. Former colleagues described him as ‘unhinged’ and ‘obsessed.’ He was forcibly removed from his hospital room after a neighbor filed a disturbance complaint. Hospital attempted to hold him for evaluation but he resisted, three orderlies were injured.”
The words “mental decline” and “obsessed” spun in David’s head. He forced himself to stay calm. “What about weapons?”
“No evidence of firearms, but he’s a large man, Alpha, and has history of violence. I recommend contacting local law enforcement to keep an eye on his arrival and departure, if it comes to that.  Because he seems to be speaking with everyone and talking about his…  Well, I’m not repeating what he said, but it’s clear that he is unhappy with Ilya’s current relationship and stances on Omega rights.”
David nodded, even though the man on the phone couldn’t see him. “Thank you. Please keep me updated if you learn anything else.  If you can trail him, that would be preferred, and if you can give us a heads up when he heads to Montreal, I’d appreciate it.”
“Of course. I’ll send a written summary tonight.”
David ended the call, staring at the muted lobby TV. On the screen, a news story for the Omega Rights Ball replayed Ilya’s face in slow motion, skating with kids on the ice. He looked so happy, so safe.
“He better not do anything stupid to my boy,” David thought, bitterly. He returned to the fireplace, found Alek peering into the flames.
“Everything alright?” Alek asked, with the intuitive worry of someone who’d spent his life watching for storms.
David didn’t lie. He recognized the protective instinct in Alek, the same one that drove him to build a new life in Norway, to raise Anya with so much love it overflowed. David told Alek as much as he could, watching the anger spark up in Alek’s eyes.
Though, it was short lived.
Yuna and Anya returned, arms loaded with even more loot than was possible. “We are ready!” Yuna declared, as Anya twirled the Mountie bear like it was competing in figure skating, and Anya now sporting a beautiful pink coat with the tags just barely cut off.
David stood, linked his arm with hers, nodded solemnly with Alek, and took Anya by the hand. “Let’s go,” he said, managing a smile. “We have a dinner to get to and so much to tell your Uncles!”
 






      

  












      Chapter 13: Who We Will Be
  








  Shane thought he knew every inch of the Voyagers’ stadium, but that first practice after his heat, when he no longer had suppressants blocking his Omega, felt like seeing the world through an entirely new set of senses.
The rink’s usual stink. a blend of sweat, gear funk, and the comingled scents of thousands of fans, was replaced with a high-definition scent map. He could pick out every player’s cologne and detergent, their general moods, and tons of things he’d never even smelled before.  It was like when someone put on glasses for the first time in adulthood and could see the world for what it truly was.
He’d been nervous as hell, skating onto the ice without his old armor. The new scent blocker kept him from smelling like an Omega, but there was nothing in the world that would mute how much more he felt now. He was raw, in a way, like someone had peeled away the callus built up by years of pretending to be an Alpha.
Now, when he went up to Hayden, he could smell his buddy’s tiredness, probably from a night up with Arthur.  When he was around Dion, the stench of someone trying way too hard to fit in made him feel more sympathetic for the man.  Even Ilya, who’d he’d been closest to out of anyone?  He could now smell and sense just how much his Alpha loved him and how his entire body glowed when around him.
Though, at the same time, he could also smell jealously, envy, irritation, and realized that while the team was definitely bonded and strong, there were those among them who had a lot more on their shoulders than Shane thought.
“Do Omegas really live every day just…  Knowing how everyone feels?  How the hell do they cope?”
 
Practice had started with the usual hell: suicides up and down the sheet, then circuit drills where the coaches stood at center ice screaming for tighter pivots, faster stickwork.
Though this time, Shane found himself less interested in dominating the scoreboard and more in the way the team knit together as a living, breathing thing. He could feel, physically, every minor stumble, every lost edge, every little frustration as if they were happening to him.
He couldn’t help it. he started shouting encouragement at the guys struggling behind him.
“Keep your head up, Bash!” he called, as the youngest winger tripped and nearly took out the boards.
“Hell of a pivot, McKinnon!” he shouted next, even though the guy was, at best, average.
The Betas looked up like he’d grown a second head. Even Dion, the world’s biggest Alpha hardass (on paper), only grunted and skated harder. By the third round, Shane’s line was running a perfect pattern, and even the coach was nodding along, pencil tapping his clipboard in time with their strides.
What struck him the most wasn’t his new ability to smell every mood in the room, or how he could sense when someone was about to cough up the puck. It was the weird, instinctive urge to take care of everyone. He’d always been a little bit of a control freak, but now he wanted to shield his team from every pain and every mistake, like he was a shepherd and they were all his idiot sheep.
Shane nearly laughed at the thought, Canada’s Golden Alpha, secretly running on nesting instincts and compulsive worry.
As the pace slowed, he started to pick up other details.
On the sidelines, Troy was doing a solo skate, shuffling pucks back and forth in deliberate, angry little lines. Troy didn’t look up, even when Shane passed close enough to hear the scrape of his breath. His helmet was cinched too tight, jaw set, eyes locked on the ice ahead.
The guy reeked of misery: shame, embarrassment, envy, jealousy, regret…  A whole cocktail of something sharp-edged, like old bourbon, which swirled through him and guided his every error on the ice.
Shane did another lap, keeping him in the corner of his eye. There was something about the way Troy’s shoulders hunched, the way he drifted away from any passing pack, that set off an alarm in Shane’s chest.
Not a threat, just… loneliness, amplified by a hundred.  The kind Shane knew all too well.
Coach finally called them into the boards for a full-line drill. Shane coasted in, clapping Dion on the back, then nudged Bash into his spot. He noticed Troy slowing down behind them, still skating by himself.
He waited for his opening, then skated to the edge of the huddle. “Barrett, you want to run through a shift with me?”
Troy’s eyebrows shot up, like he’d just been offered a yellow snowball and told it was lemon flavored. “Thought I was supposed to be bench decoration, Captain.”
Shane shrugged. “Not for long. Coach wants everyone ready. Besides, I could use the competition.”
Troy chewed this over for a second. “You sure? Last guy who asked me for a shift ended up with stitches.”
“I’m not afraid of a little blood,” Shane said, grinning. “Besides, you’re assuming you catch me.”
He could tell Troy wanted to refuse, but something in the way Shane smiled. or maybe just the simple act of being asked, cracked the shell a little.
“Fine,” Troy said, then dropped into line next to him.
They squared off at center ice. The drill was simple: one-on-one, best of three, winner takes the round. Troy played defense first, stick low, eyes locked on Shane’s feet. Shane tried his usual feint, shoulder fake, left-to-right cut, then a slap pass to his own stick on the far side. but Troy anticipated the move, blocked with a hip check, and spun the puck out like he’d been studying Shane’s game tape since birth.
“Nice,” Shane muttered, genuinely impressed.
“Round two,” Troy said, deadpan.
Shane, grinning, went at him again. This time, he used a stutter-step and managed to chip the puck through Troy’s legs. They both chased it, nearly collided, then ended up tangled in the boards, laughing before either could stop.
“Shit, you’re fast.  People weren’t kidding, it’s like trying to catch a mouse,” Troy panted.
Shane shrugged. “I have to be. You’re a brick wall.  I get caught, and I’m a pancake on the ice.”
It was the first real smile he’d seen on Troy’s face since the guy had landed in Montreal.
On the third round, Troy played offense. He juked and darted, elbows out, taking risks Shane hadn’t seen since youth league. Then, at the last second, he hesitated, like he didn’t believe he deserved to score. Shane let him shoot anyway, and the puck went high, smacking off the glass.
When they finished, Coach gave a little clap from the sidelines. “Hollander and Barrett, great work. Run that again next shift.”
Shane could feel every eye on the ice, the silent question in the air: when did these two become a team?
As they skated off to the bench, Troy didn’t say anything at first, just unbuckled his helmet and wiped sweat from his brow. Finally, he broke the silence. “Why’d you pick me?  Though you’d not want anything to do with a toxic Alpha and Kent’s former right hand.”
Shane took a second, wiped at the back of his own neck, and said, “Because everyone else thinks you’re a liability. That’s usually a good sign.”
Troy snorted. “You sound like you’re trying to sell me a car, Captain.”
“I’m serious. People said the same thing about Rozanov when he got here. They said he was a selfish, hot-headed jackass, destined to tank the season or ruin our reputation. Dude was literally the Dirty Russian. Now, half the league’s terrified of him and the other half wants him for their top line and he’s a hero to kids everywhere.  Our True Alpha.” He let the words hang for a moment. “People can surprise you when you let them.”
Troy’s face softened, just a fraction. “Maybe.”
“Besides,” Shane said, voice low, “I know what it’s like, starting over from scratch.  Leaving a whole life behind and becoming someone completely different.  That was me, when I was thirteen.  It sucks, it hurts, and when you don’t have people in your corner, it’s almost unbearable.”
That one landed.  Troy nodded and didn’t say anything else for their break.
They ran drills together for the rest of practice. Every pass, every check, every little screw-up, Shane felt it twice, once in his own body and once in Troy’s. He could tell Troy was holding back, but every so often, there’d be a flash of brilliance, the kind of instinct that made a wing go pro in the first place.
By the end of practice, the two of them were running rings around most of the line. Coach pulled them aside, put a hand on each of their shoulders, and said, “I’m thinking about putting you in for some play time, Barrett.  You clearly have good chemistry with Hollanader. You good with that, Captain?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. He’s got my back.”
Troy, for the first time, looked a little proud.
 
+++++
 
When practice was over and everyone was hitting the shower, Shane dropped onto the bench by his locker, peeling his gear off.  He was wringing out his shirt when he caught a fragment of conversation drifting from the far side of the room.
“…yeah, but you know what they say: ‘You can’t trust a Beta in an Alpha fight, and you sure as shit can’t trust a traitor.’”
The voice belonged to one of the newer wingers, a rookie named Ridgeway. He was talking to a Beta defender, both sprawled across the benches like they owned the place.
“I mean, think about it.  Barrett went full Judas on his mentor, like from what I hear, tried to get him cancelled and out of the league.  Probably to steal his Captain’s seat early.  Kent practically raised Barrett out of the youth leagues from one of his camps.  Hand-picked and given the best of everything and God knows how much funding.  If he can betray Kent, who made him who he was, what makes you think he won’t betray us next?” the Beta replied, low enough that they probably thought nobody else could hear.
Ridgeway snorted. “That’s the point, dumbass. You think Kent trained him to be a nice guy? No way. I’d bet my left nut he’s waiting for the right game to take out Hollander, just to finish what Kent started.  Or, when he’s done pretending to be a nice guy, he’s hoping he’ll be the next Golden Alpha.  As if we’re buying that.”
The Beta laughed, a little too loud. “Maybe he should go after Eric, instead, before his hips give out. Speaking of mistakes, who puts a forty-year-old in the net? It’s embarrassing. Guy should just retire and start babysitting his creepy young boyfriend full-time.”
They cackled at their own joke.
Shane felt his jaw clench. His instinct wasn’t to rage or scream, though, just this weird, full-body urge to march over and make them see how shitty they sounded.
He got up, towel slung around his neck, and walked straight over. The chatter around him died a little, like everyone knew something was about to go down.
Shane stopped in front of the duo, hands on hips. “You two got something you wanna say about my team?”
Ridgeway looked up, smirking. “Just talking, Captain. No need to get pissy.  We’re on your side, man.  Barrett’s a-”
“Here’s the thing,” Shane said, voice flat and cutting him off. “Barrett’s past is in the past.  He’s a good player, and he’s putting in the work.  I have no reason not to trust him. Eric is a veteran in our league and knows more than all of us combined.  We need to learn as much as we can from him as possible.  His wisdom is invaluable.  If I say they’re good, they’re good.  Understood?”
The two players dropped their heads and nodded, sheepishly.
“Besides that, they’re our teammates.  If we’re going to be a good team, we can’t have people needling each other, because if they heard you saying that shit about them, they’re never going to fight for you or this team.  That kind of shit is a disease to morale, because it grows and grows until everyone’s infected and nobody’s happy.  That goes for anyone on our team, not just the new guys.  Have you taken a look at Ilya’s stats before and after he was the Dirty Russian and people started being nice to him?  How much he’s improved?  Makes a big difference when you’ve got people believing in you.  People fight for the ones they love and respect, you know.”
Ridgeway couldn’t bear to make eye contact, and neither could the defenseman.
“Leave the trash talk to talking about other teams.  I don’t want to have this conversation again.  If we do, next time, I’m not going to be nice about it. Alright?”
“Yes, Captain,” they both mumbled, in understanding.
Shane didn’t yell the entire time, didn’t grandstand, didn’t shame them in front of the entire team as he might have done in the past. He just stared them down, letting the silence and shame do the work.
After a few beats, he turned and walked away.
He caught a couple of approving nods from the veterans on the team, who’d overheard. Even Dion flashed a rare thumbs-up and goofy grin. Shane didn’t smile, but the tension in his chest loosened a little.
He toweled off and headed for the showers. The tiled hallway echoed with water, laughter, and, to his surprise, Eric’s low, steady voice.
“…if you wanna get by in this league, you have to be able to take a hit and not whine about it for the next six months,” Eric was saying, hands planted on his hips, addressing Troy who looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here.
Shane caught the last of their exchange as he entered.
Eric met his eyes and nodded. “Captain.”
“Eric. Troy.” Shane nodded back, grabbing a spot under the spray.
The water was blissfully hot, melting the last of the ice out of his muscles.
Troy looked at Shane, then at Eric, then back to Shane. “You didn’t have to do that, you know. Stick up for us.”
Shane shook his head. “Yeah, I did. You’re my team.”
He meant it, every word. There was a time when he’d have let things slide, so his perfect image of an “Alpha” wasn’t destroyed, but not anymore.
Eric clapped Shane on the shoulder, squeezing just a little too hard. “Drinks after?  Invite Rozanov too?” he said.
Shane glanced at Troy, who hesitated, then nodded. “Sure.”
“Sounds good. Ilya’s out tonight, anyway, Hayden dragged him off for a family outing.” Shane’s voice softened. “He’s meeting all the Pike kids.”
“Poor bastard,” Eric said, mock-serious.
Troy grinned. “Yeah. Hope he makes it back alive.”
Shane snorted. “If he comes home with pizza sauce in his hair, you’ll know he lost.”
They finished up, laughing quietly to themselves.
 
+++++
 
The bar Eric picked was one of those places that looked like it had survived a dozen generations of hockey teams. The paint on the walls was older than Shane, the booths patched with duct tape and the tables carved with hundreds of names and jersey numbers. There were more beer signs than windows, and the sound system played a playlist that hadn’t been updated since 2008.
It was perfect. 
They claimed a battered booth in the corner.  Eric ordered a pitcher of beer and three baskets of nachos with every topping the kitchen would allow.
The waitress, a Beta with sharp blue eyeliner and a tattoo of a hockey stick up her forearm, grinned when she saw Shane. “Captain Hollander, you finally show yourself to our little establishment? Thought you were too good for our little dive and that delicate palate of yours.”
“Only on weekends,” Shane deadpanned. “On weekdays, I’m slumming it.”
She snorted and wrote their order down.  Once she was gone, they just sat for a while, decompressing. The quiet was nice. Not the awkward kind, either, a silence that said you didn’t have to fill every second to be in good company.
Eventually, Eric cracked his knuckles and said, “You two ever think about what you’ll do after hockey?”
Shane blinked, surprised. “Like, tonight? Or when our knees give out and we’re too slow to dodge the rookies?”
Eric grinned. “Both, I guess, but mostly the second one.”
Troy shrugged. “I’ve been dodging that question since I was twelve. My old man said, ‘You’ll play until you drop, then you’ll die happy.’” His face twisted a little. “Not a lot of career counseling in the Kent school of life.”
“Yeah, but what do you want to do?” Eric pressed.
Shane considered it. He’d never really thought about life after hockey, except maybe a vague daydream about coaching, or doing color commentary on TV with a microphone and a dumb tie. He’d never said it out loud.  Though these days, his dreams involved a couple of kids, Ilya, and a simple domestic life.
Eric sipped his soda, then leaned in. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately.  Got just a couple more years in me now in the NHL. I want to coach, but not just goalies or whatever. I want to run a junior team. Maybe a camp. Show kids what being a real Alpha is supposed to look like.  Not whatever the modern idea of an Alpha is.”
Troy made a face. “What, like another Alpha bootcamp? Isn’t that half the problem?”
Eric shook his head. “No, not like that. I’m talking about teaching kids how to play for a team. How to support each other. How to, I dunno… care. The last thing the world needs is another Kent. The future’s not about making super-Alphas or making Betas into pseudo-Alphas. It’s about making people who know how to work together.”
Troy was quiet. Shane found himself nodding along, surprised at how right it sounded.
Eric pointed at both of them, finger jabbing in the air. “You know what I remember about being a rookie? Every coach said, ‘Be the toughest. Never back down. Never cry. Never show weakness.’ But nobody ever taught us how to have each other’s backs. How to build a fucking family out of a locker room. How to be brothers in arms. That’s what I want to change.”
Troy picked at his drink, thinking hard. “Yeah, but isn’t the point to win? Like, nobody remembers the teams that cared the most. They remember the ones with the banners.”
Eric snorted. “You’re not wrong, but I don’t think those things are mutually exclusive. Look look at the Voyagers. The years they played as a unit, like this year, we’re #2 in the rankings. The years we didn’t? Total disaster, even with all-stars like Hollander and Rozanov on the line.”
Shane remembered those years vividly. The years he and Ilya had played “Alpha/Alpha,” all chest-thumping and showboating, acting like the only two players on the team that mattered, they’d gone nowhere.
This year though?  This year had clicked.  For all of them.  In more ways than one.
Shane sipped his beer and said, “I get it. I always thought being a leader was about scoring more or playing harder, making people respect me from my stats and playtime, but I think that’s maybe not the best way anymore.  I think you have to be more than a good player.  You have to be a good leader.  You have to make the team a pack, a family, a unit.”
Eric raised his glass. “That’s the whole thing, right there.”
The nachos arrived, steaming and overloaded. They dug in, conversation turning lighter—horror stories about team buses, weird locker room superstitions, the time Dion got so drunk he woke up in a hotel laundry chute in nothing but a bunny costume.
Though, the core of the talk kept circling back: what does it mean to be an Alpha? What does it mean to belong?
At one point, Troy wiped his hands and said, voice raw, “You know, I spent my whole life getting told I had to be the scariest guy in the room.  From the moment I was 13 and entering the junior leagues, I got my shit rocked. That if I wasn’t strongest, I was worthless. When I got to the NHL, it was like… nothing changed.  Not in Toronto, anyway, not with the Knights. I just got meaner.” He glanced at Shane. “I don’t even know how to be anything else. Sometimes I feel like there’s not much left of me except the part that hurts people.”
Shane wanted to reach out, to tell him he understood. Instead, he just met Troy’s eyes and said, “You’re more than that. You’re a hell of a player, and you’re good at seeing things others miss. Like, really good.” He shrugged. “Maybe you just need to be yourself and see where that takes you.  No more bluffing, no more blowing smoke, just…  The real Troy.”
Troy laughed, but there was a rough edge to it. “Yeah, well…  People might not like the real Troy either.”
Eric smiled, slow and genuine. “I wouldn’t say so.  I think I’ve gotten a peek at him tonight, and he’s alright, I suppose.  Better than Dion after two drinks, anyway.”
The three of them laughed, louder than necessary, until the next table looked over and rolled their eyes.
They stayed for another round, talked about a whole lot of nothing.  When the waitress came back with the bill, Eric paid without argument.
“Veterans’ privilege,” he said, waving off Troy’s protest. “Besides, it’s my turn to buy. I’ll make Shane do it next time.”
Shane didn’t mind. The bill was just a number, but what he’d gotten tonight felt a lot bigger.
 
+++++
 
They left the bar in a cloud of laughter and greasy chicken wing fumes, stomping through a slushy parking lot toward the rideshare pickup zone.
The night was crisp and clear. The city lights cut little diamond shapes into the frost on the windows, and every sound, the clink of glass bottles, a distant siren, the snap of Eric’s knuckles, felt sharper than usual.
Shane found himself humming along to a pop song leaking from a passing car, content to soak in the fresh air and ride his buzz all the way home. The trio sprawled out on the curb, big bodies in a row, killing time until their Uber rolled in.
It was then Shane heard it, a sound just at the edge of perception, too high and pitiful to be anything but a cry for help.
He froze. “Did you guys hear that?”
“Hear what?” Troy and Eric asked in unison.
Again.  A pitiful cry.  A soured smell.  Shane sobered up in an instant. Then, without a word, he started toward the alley behind the bar, boots crunching through the half-melted snow.
Eric and Troy shared a look. “You okay, Captain?  Need a piss?” Troy called, mock-casual.
Shane ignored him, following the sound: a wet, stuttering whine, like an engine that wouldn’t start. He rounded a dumpster, and the smell hit him first: sharp, sour, chemical, underpinned by something sick and scared.
He found the source almost immediately, a battered blue recycling bin, wedged shut with a big rock on the top. From inside, a scratchy little whimper echoed.
Shane shouldered the lid open. A flash of golden-brown and black darted past his hand, then immediately cowered, trembling, against the grimy wall of the bin.
It was a dog.
Not a puppy, but not old, either.
A French Bulldog, shivering so hard its teeth rattled. Its collar, once white, was streaked gray and muddy, and the tag read simply: “Queen.”
She stared at Shane, bug-eyed and desperate.  When Shane pulled her out, she made a beeline for his lap and wedged herself between his knees like she belonged there.
Eric and Troy came around the corner in time to see Shane kneeling on the asphalt, cradling the Frenchie, cooing under his breath.
Troy deadpanned, “We’ve been replaced.”
Eric grinned. “He always was a sucker for a pretty face.”
Shane glared at them, but it was ruined by the way Queen had already snuffled into his coat and was doing her best impression of a living scarf. He stroked her back, noting every rib that spoke of a day without food, the hot pulse of her tiny heart.
“We’re not leaving her here,” Shane said, final as a gunshot.
“Agreed,” Eric said. He shrugged off his own jacket and tried to drape it around Queen, who promptly sneezed and wriggled deeper into Shane’s arms.  Eric was already on his phone. “There’s a twenty-four hour vet about a mile from here. I’ll call ahead. They can do a checkup, make sure she’s not chipped, maybe find the owners.”
Shane growled. “If her owners wanted her, she wouldn’t have been in a trash can.”
Queen, now a limp noodle, rode in the crook of Shane’s arm, letting out the occasional cough that sounded like a squeaky toy being murdered.
They hustled into the Uber that came just a few minutes later and rode in silence, all three pretending not to stare at the (quite smelly) dog in Shane’s lap.
The vet’s waiting room was fluorescent-lit and empty except for a receptionist who looked up, immediately clocked the three of them, and then the dog, and said, “Is she the patient?”
“Yes,” Shane said, voice brittle. “Found her in a bin,”
The receptionist made a sympathetic noise. “Dr. Trini will be out in a second. You guys, uh, want some water?”
Shane shook his head, too busy fussing over Queen, who was still trembling but had stopped whining.
Within minutes, a young woman in teal scrubs appeared, clipboard in hand and took them to a room in the back. “Let’s take a look at you, sweetheart.”
Shane reluctantly handed Queen over, watching as Dr. Trini listened to her chest, peered into her ears, checked her paws and belly.
“She’s dehydrated and underweight, but otherwise okay,” Dr. Tran said. “No obvious injuries. I’ll run some scans, just to be safe, and check for a microchip.”
Eric nodded. “Thank you.”
They waited in the lobby, drinking paper cups of bad coffee. Troy found a pamphlet on “Optimal Pet Nutrition” and read it cover to cover. Eric cracked his knuckles at thirty second intervals. Shane kept watching the swinging door, as if sheer will could bring Queen back to him faster.
After what felt like an hour but was probably fifteen minutes, Dr. Trini returned with Queen, cleaned, bandaged where necessary, and wearing a ridiculous rainbow sweater over her tiny body.
“She’s chipped,” Tran reported. “I called the number on file. A woman picked up and said they didn’t want her back.  She claimed her husband had taken her to a pound.  Though I think we can all agree that’s not what happened.”
Shane felt his chest seize.
“Apparently, she’s had some health problems. Frenchies are prone to respiratory issues, hip dysplasia, skin allergies… They can be expensive.” Dr. Tran’s expression was kind, but her voice was matter-of-fact. “It happens more often than you think, but they often get…  Abandoned.”
Eric asked, “What happens to her now?”
Tran shrugged. “Usually we keep the dog overnight, call a rescue in the morning. Sometimes the pound, but she’ll get adopted. Eventually. Though she’ll need a lot of special care, so it might be a while before a family agrees to take her.”
Shane said, “No.”
All eyes turned to him.
He cleared his throat. “She’s coming home with me.”
Troy opened his mouth, then closed it again.
Eric grinned. “You sure? She’ll be a lot of work.  Plus, we travel a ton in our careers.”
Shane looked at Queen, who was snoring now, tongue lolling out, feeling safe and loved in Shane’s arms enough that she could sleep. “I’ll figure it out.”
Dr. Trini handed Shane a packet of paperwork and care instructions, including some pet food and essentials for the night.  Shane signed the forms, paid the fees, and scooped Queen up, holding her carefully against his chest.
On the drive home, they dropped off Eric first, then Troy, and at last, Shane stood in his own driveway, holding a tiny, squirmy, wheezing bundle of trouble.
He carried Queen inside, made her a bed out of old sweatshirts of his an Ilya’s at the head of their bed, and watched as she circled, huffed, and then passed out in a heap.
Only then, after his protective instincts died down, and Queen looked safe, did Shane realize he’d just adopted a dog.
 
 
+++++
 
The pizza place Hayden picked was the kind of family restaurant that tried hard to be entertaining to those of all ages.  All-you-can eat buffet and TV screens playing the latest games and sitcoms for the adults, an arcade and play area for the kids, and an animatronic show from the early 90s for those who were fans of eldritch horror.
Ilya stood just inside the entry, wrestling his way out of a parka, immediately set upon by a horde of small humans.
Hayden’s daughters, Jade, Ruby, and Amber, ranged in age from “able to order her own food” to “barely able to see over the counter.” They swarmed Ilya like a pack of ferrets, each one talking over the others at maximum volume.
“Ilya, can I get cheese pizza and a milkshake and a fudge brownie and a salad with extra olives?”
“Ilya, guess what, I had a dream where you fought a polar bear and WON!”
“Ilya, Ilya, I bet I can eat more pizza than you!  I can eat two whole slices!”
He felt dizzy not ten seconds into walking into the world of small humans. Having never been a child, not really, himself, the absurdity of being allowed to be this loud and demanding and saying random stories that had no point was something of an affront to his senses.
Hayden rolled in behind them, baby carrier in one hand, pizza coupons in the other. He grinned, so obviously proud of his tiny monsters.
“Sorry, man,” Hayden said. “If you want to run, now’s your chance. I’ll pretend I never saw you.”
Ilya shrugged. “Is no trouble. I have played hockey in Chernobyl. This is less dangerous than that.  Probably.”
Hayden cackled and started herding the girls toward the buffet line. “Jade, you’re the oldest, you get your plate first. Ruby, remember, no fighting over the pizza. Amber, oh God, Amber, do NOT lick the sneeze guard!”
The girls tumbled forward, and Ilya trailed behind, watching the show.
He found himself helping Ruby with her plate, which she promptly overloaded with every topping in the universe, and when Jade complained that the pepperoni looked “burned,” Ilya simply nodded and said, “Is good for you. Makes you strong like me.” This earned a skeptical look, but she ate it anyway.
Amber, the smallest, got sauce on her sleeve (“My new shirt, Ilya! I just got this and it’s ruined!”) and cried. Ilya didn’t know what to do, so he took her napkin and dabbed at the mess until she stopped. She looked up at him with enormous eyes, and for a moment, Ilya felt something unspool in his chest.
They finally made it to a table, a sprawling booth in the corner, and settled in. Hayden helped divide the food and poured everyone sodas, while the girls dug in with the ferocity of a pack of wolves devouring an elk.
Ilya ate slowly, watching the dynamic unfold. He was acutely aware of his own size, the way his elbows took up too much space and his voice seemed to rattle the table when he spoke.  He was big, and scary, and looked like a serial killer compared to Hayden’s warm charm or the girls’ naïve innocence.  Ilya half expected someone to escort him out of the premises.
“I should not be here.” Ilya thought.
He’d told Shane he wanted to hang with Hayden to “build chemistry for the team”, as well as get to know his mate’s best friend more, but that was only part of the truth.
The real reason was that he wanted to know if he could do this. If he could someday be the kind of father that made his own children laugh and feel safe, like Hayden does, instead of the kind that vanished behind anger and silence like his own. He wanted to know how he acted when his patience was tested.  He wanted to see how he dealt with small children who asked illogical and ridiculous questions. 
He wanted to see if he had any kind of nurturing side to himself. 
Because if he didn’t? 
Well, Ilya didn’t want to think on that too hard.
Halfway through the meal, Ruby piped up: “Uncle Ilya, do you think I could play hockey?”
He blinked and pondered the question for a moment.  He tried to answer, naturally, without overthinking or faking his response.  After all, he needed to see his true self around kids.  “Of course you can. You are fast and tough. Maybe even better than your father.”
Hayden pretended to faint, which made all three girls howl.
Jade asked, “What do you have to do to get to be on TV like you?”
Ilya considered this. “You must practice every day, and sometimes you must do things you do not like.  Like talking to boring reporters or dealing with boring suits or dealing with lawyers.”
Amber, through a mouthful of breadstick: “I wanna be on TV, but I want to be riding a pony.”
“You could be both,” Ilya said, deadpan. “Is new trend, Pony Hockey.  Bring in new demographic.”
The girls went wild, laughing and shrieking and repeating “Pony Hockey!” until Hayden begged them to finish their food so they could go to the game room.
After dinner, Hayden bought a stack of arcade tokens and unleashed the girls into the wild. The game room was a fever dream, neon lights, bleeping sounds, every surface sticky with old soda. Jade and Amber made a beeline for the skee-ball lanes, but Ruby stopped in front of the claw machine, staring with laser focus at a shelf of stuffed animals.
She tugged Ilya’s sleeve. “Ilya, can you help me win the pink bunny? Dad says the game is rigged.”
Ilya crouched down to her level. “Maybe game rigged, yes, but we are tough. We can beat this machine.  Or go broke trying.”
She nodded, solemn, as if they’d just agreed to storm a fortress.
He fed the machine a token, guided her hands on the joystick, and together they maneuvered the claw over the bunny. The machine rattled and buzzed, the claw lowering with all the precision of a drunk mosquito.  They had far more devastating defeats, which both Ruby and Ilya put on their best theatrical performances for, but on the nine try, they snagged the toy and it was dropped into the prize zone.
Ruby shrieked and hugged Ilya, then the bunny, then Ilya again.
Hayden walked up, baby Arthur still asleep in the carrier. “That’s one for the record books, man. Pretty sure Shane’s going to have a hard time keeping up for “best Uncle” title.”
Ilya shrugged, feeling his cheeks warm. “Is easy. They are good kids.”
Hayden nudged him. “Yeah, but not everyone knows what to do with their endless energy. You and Shane ever think about having your own, since, uh…  You know?”
Ilya didn’t answer right away. He just watched the girls, how they cheered each other on, even when they lost at a game, and how they immediately forgave when one bumped into the other or spilled a drink.
He tried to imagine his own childhood with moments like this.
He couldn’t. 
Yet, he liked the idea of making new ones.
“We will.”
At the end of the night, Jade and Amber were riding sugar highs, Ruby carried her pink bunny like it was a treasure, and Hayden loaded the girls into their booster seats.
While Hayden buckled the others, he handed Arthur to Ilya.
The baby was tiny, not much more than a bundle of fleece and soft hair, but when Ilya held him, something in his chest went tight and bright all at once.
Arthur blinked at him, yawned, and made a small, squeaky sound. Ilya, unable to help himself, made the same sound back.
Hayden caught it, grinning. “He likes you. You’ve got the magic touch, Rozanov.”
Ilya shook his head, but he was smiling, too. “I have never held baby before. I did not know they were so small.”
“Yeah,” Hayden said, climbing into the driver’s seat. “…but it’s amazing how fast you get used to it. How fast you can’t imagine life without them.”
Ilya handed Arthur back, carefully, gently. He watched as Hayden fastened the baby in, then checked the mirror a hundred times before pulling out of the lot.
As they drove home, Ilya’s mind wandered, unmoored by the warmth in his arms and the laughter of the girls in the back seat.
He thought of his own father, thousands of kilometers away, bouncing between airports and god knows where doing god knows what on his final days on this earth.
Ilya wondered if Grigori had ever felt this way, holding his sons for the first time. If there was a single moment of softness in all that anger.  Had Grigori, ever, in their lives, felt an ounce of love for them? 
Maybe not.
That thought stayed with him, quiet and solid, even after Hayden dropped him off at his own door and the night settled around him like a heavy blanket.
 
+++++
 
Ilya opened the door and was immediately greeted by a smell he couldn’t quite place.
This was something else, gamey, sour, with a weird note of bubblegum and wet dog.
He toed off his boots, shook out his hair, and padded into the house, following the smell like a bloodhound.
It led him, of course, to the bedroom.
There, splayed on his side of the bed, was Shane, wearing nothing but boxers and a faded Voyagers t-shirt. In his lap, curled up like a tiny loaf of bread, was the ugliest creature Ilya had ever seen: a dog, of some kind, freshly bathed and adorned with a neon-pink collar.
Shane was gently brushing her back, murmuring in a soothing voice.  With each brush, the potato beast let out a satisfied hum. 
For a second, Ilya just watched. There was something about the way Shane’s hand moved, steady, careful, as if he were brushing a living treasure. Queen made a satisfied snorting noise, then stretched and put her head on Shane’s knee.
Ilya cleared his throat. “What the fuck is that.”
Shane didn’t even look up. “A smoothie.”
Ilya blinked. “Is not smoothie. Looks like… rat with allergy problem.”
Queen wagged her little nubby tail at Ilya, then rolled onto her back to show her belly. She was still damp from her bath, and her tongue lolled out, gloriously unbothered by the world.
Shane finally glanced up, expression sheepish but proud. “I found her. Or she found me. Long story, but… she needed a home.”
Ilya crouched at the foot of the bed, studying the dog. Queen immediately scooted toward him, squirmed until her head was under his palm.
He scratched her gently. She huffed, then let out a whuff that could only be described as pure contentment.
Ilya ran his hand down Queen’s side, then looked at Shane. “She has face like it was melted off and then reattached upside-down.”
Shane grinned. “French bulldog. The vet said she’s healthy, just a little underweight and probably traumatized. She had a collar with her name, but her owners didn’t want her back.”
Ilya nodded. “I see. So, she is abandoned. Is why you could not leave her.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, voice small. “I know it’s stupid, but I didn’t want her to end up in a shelter or something.”
Ilya shrugged. “Is not stupid. Is good thing. Is you.”
Queen rolled and pressed her head into Ilya’s thigh, as if recognizing a fellow connoisseur of second chances.
Shane shifted closer, wrapping an arm around Ilya’s waist. “I should’ve asked first, but… I just… It felt right. If you want to say no, we can find her a better place. I promise.”
Ilya considered this, watching Queen snuffle at the sheets. “No. She can stay. I took oath to country, yes? To bear true allegiance to Her Majesty the Queen.” He gave Shane a sly smile. “Would be insult to throw her out.”
Shane snorted, pure joy and relief on his face. “You’re ridiculous.”
Ilya pulled him in for a quick, warm kiss. “Maybe. But you are the soft one, Shane.”
They sat together, petting Queen until she fell asleep. Her snores vibrated the mattress like a tiny, broken engine.
After a while, Shane rested his head on Ilya’s shoulder. “You’re not mad?”
Ilya shook his head. “No. Is good practice, yes? If we ever have baby, I am already expert.”
Shane’s laugh was muffled against his chest. “It’s not the same.”
“Is very same. Look.” Ilya pointed at Queen’s drooling, snoring face. “She is loud, messy, needs constant attention, and she loves you. Just like baby.”
Shane blinked, startled. For a moment, Ilya thought maybe he’d gone too far, but then Shane smiled, soft and hopeful. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”
They lay down, Queen squished between them, her tongue sticking out and her body radiating heat like a little sun.
Ilya closed his eyes, breathing in the weird, wonderful mix of Shane, Queen, and home.
 






      

  












      Chapter 14: The Pack Howls
  








  Game night.
Voyager Stadium was already vibrating before the doors even opened, like the whole city had slipped a shot of epinephrine. On nights like this, the Voyagers didn’t just play for Montreal, they became the city’s pulse.
Ilya stood in the locker room, taping his stick with gloved hands, pretending he didn’t notice how every nerve in his body had gone hot and restless. The stalls around him echoed with the usual pregame rituals: Hayden’s “dad jokes” muttered at rapid-fire speed, Dion’s elaborate hair-gelling routine, the rookies doing awkward one-handed push-ups to impress nobody but themselves.
In the center of it all sat Shane, lacing up his skates, calm as the eye of a hurricane. He had a little crease between his brows, like he was doing complicated math in his head, and a faint, even smile. His scent, thanks to the new blockers, was muted to nothing, but Ilya could sense the Omega’s tension and focus. He’d come a long way from the barely-glued-together Alpha as Ilya once knew. He was the heart of the team now, and everyone fucking knew it.
The music pulsed through the concrete: Drake, then Celine Dion, then an aggressive EDM remix of some song from the 90s.  Someone howled. Several someones howled back.
“Ready for the bloodbath?” Hayden said, settling onto the bench next to Ilya. He was already in full Alpha mode, shoulder pads straining at the seams.
Ilya shrugged, then grinned, showing every tooth. “Always. Detroit is not so tough. Just overpaid and overfed.”
Hayden snorted. “You say that, but we haven’t beaten them in years, and they’re playing for keeps tonight, man. If we don’t shut down their center, he’s gonna make us look like a beer league squad.”
Ilya shrugged again, but privately he agreed.
Detroit’s top line was Alpha, Beta, Alpha, and rumor had it they juiced their pregame with rut supplements and enough scented spray to drop an Omega at fifty yards. On paper, given their stats and win record, Detroit had the edge. On the ice, it would come down to who wanted it more.
He checked the time, then glanced at Shane.
Their eyes met. just for a second, but it was enough to set Ilya’s heart hammering. Shane nodded, and Ilya nodded back, their silent code.
Tonight was important.  Not just for the Voyagers, but for the two of them.  For their future.  As part of Shane’s eventual coming out.
Since Shane’s heat fiasco, he’d come back and united everyone under a common front.  They were on a killer winning streak, beating teams the should have never been able to beat, shutting down opponents, and hitting a record that nobody, not even the Voyager admins, thought they could break.
They’d been assured for the playoffs for the better part of a month now.  However, if they survived this game, if they won tonight, Montreal would be #1 in the conference.  A first for them in many years. 
“With an Omega Captain.” Ilya thought proudly.
Their coach entered, clipboard in hand, shouting over the noise. “Listen up! We know what Detroit’s got. You’ve all watched the tape. They’re going to come in fast, try to rattle us early. Do not let up, not even for a second. Barrett, you’re running wing on Line One with Hollander and Rozanov. Bennett’s on net. Dion, you anchor Second Line with McKinnon and Bash.”
Their coach paused, looking around the room. “We’ve been underdogs compared to Detroit all season, but tonight we are the fucking wolves. You get me?”
The team howled in response, the sound strong and unified.
As they filed into the tunnel, the roar of the arena hit them like a brick wall. Ilya barely registered the cameras and the screaming, except to notice the team’s unofficial mascot at rinkside, Queen, in a custom Voyagers jersey, “QUEEN #1” on the back, with a pair of earmuffs to make the noise more bearable, and a little tiara on the top of her head.  She’d become a viral sensation overnight and now had a twitter account with more followers than Dion and Hayden combined. 
Harris, their social media manager and absolute angel who’d agreed to watch over Queen during game days, was already snapping photos, probably live-streaming to the world Queen’s reaction to the game and doing color commentary. Shane saw it, too, and flashed a quick, secret smile.
And then?
It was go time.
First period? Chaos.
Detroit did exactly as predicted, they came out hard, throwing elbows, checking everything that moved. Their captain, a six-four meat tower named O’Hara, put Ilya on his ass in the first shift, then immediately tried to run Shane into the boards. Ilya bounced up, ready to return the favor, but saw that Troy had already gotten there first, body-slamming O’Hara with enough force to rattle the glass. The crowd went wild.
The rest of the line clicked into place. Shane was everywhere, skating circles around the Angels’ defenders, drawing doubles, feeding passes to Ilya and Troy like it was nothing. Troy, for his part, played with a controlled anger that reminded Ilya of himself in his prime, direct, mean, un-fucking-apologetic. The best part?  It was working. Detroit spent half the period chasing ghosts.
First goal was Detroit, of course, a greasy wrister that slipped past Bennett after a weird deflection. On the next string, Ilya answered back, punching a slapshot through a traffic jam in front of the net, evening the score. Dion followed with a power play snipe that made the highlight reel before the puck even hit the net. Detroit tied it up again on a weird, lucky bounce, then the period ended 2-2, both teams bruised and panting.
In the locker room, the air was thick with sweat and adrenaline.
Coach hollered. “If we play our system, we win this. Stay out of the penalty box and keep your heads up. Troy, you’re doing great, but stop poking the ref. Rozanov, stop looking for the big hit. Focus on position. Shane, run the goddamn pack!  You’re the Captain! You’re our Alpha!  We follow you?  We win!”
That got a laugh, then a howling of support from the rest of the team, but Ilya noticed the way Shane’s eyes went sharp. He was, indeed, running the pack. It just wasn’t in the way anyone expected.
Second period started as a brawl, but gradually the Voyagers’ discipline paid off. Hayden and Dion played shutdown, keeping Detroit’s forwards from even seeing the puck. Troy kept taking O’Hara’s best shots and laughing about it. Shane started to toy with their center, luring him out of position, setting up Ilya for a backdoor tap-in that made the crowd lose their minds.
3-2, Montreal.
Detroit got desperate.  By this point, they usually had games locked in their favor, but now they were struggling. The Angels’ Beta winger tried to break Shane’s ankle on a faceoff. Instead, he ended up getting a stick to the ribs, courtesy of Troy. Benches nearly cleared, but the refs kept things in check with a couple offsetting minors. In the penalty box, Troy smirked at the Angels’ Beta, who was doubled over and wheezing.
“You okay, princess?  Or should we get you a cushy seat with our Queen?” Troy said, gesturing to the dog, loud enough for the TV mics.
The Beta glared, but Troy just laughed.
On the next shift, Ilya and Shane set up a perfect give-and-go. Ilya saw it develop a second before it happened: Shane drew three defenders and no-looked the puck to Ilya, who buried it top shelf.
4-2, Montreal.
The arena exploded in cheer.  Nobody, not even the home team, expected the Voyagers to have a chance tonight.
By the end of the period, Detroit had closed it to 4-3, but you could see the cracks in their composure. They were getting reckless. They started shit-talking, trying to bait Ilya or Dion or even Shane into losing their cool. Yet, the Voyagers were on another level, as Shane called them back or calmed them down. Even the second and third lines played like they had something to prove.
The intermission was a blur. Ilya sucked down two bottles of Gatorade, head swimming. He was so dialed in he barely noticed the cameras when Harris popped in with Queen for a “Good luck, Voyagers!” segment. The dog licked sweat off Ilya’s arm, then made a beeline for Shane, who let her climb up onto the bench and fall asleep.
“You got this,” Shane whispered, just for him.
Ilya nodded, too breathless to talk.
Third period came.  It was War.
Detroit came out with murder in their eyes. They went after Shane first, every shift, trying to wear him down, make him cough up the puck, maybe even draw blood of break a bone. Ilya was ready for them, sticking to Shane like a shadow, refusing to let Detroit’s team get a clean shot. Hayden and Dion played chaperone on every shift, laying out any Angel who tried to get too close.
Despite the pounding, Shane never flinched. He just kept skating, kept making plays. Early in the period, he took a wicked hip check, tumbled into the boards, but popped up and drew a penalty, giving Montreal the power play.
On the man advantage, Troy lined up next to Ilya at the point.
“Wanna see something cool?” Troy muttered, glancing at Shane.
Ilya nodded, with a playful grin.  He recognized that kind of cocky attitude and knew only good things could come from it.
Troy banged his stick on the ice, called for the puck, then ripped a slap pass to Ilya, who redirected it perfectly to the crease, where Shane was waiting, ready. He tipped it in so fast the Detroit goalie never saw it coming. 5-3, Voyagers.
The place erupted
From then on, Detroit got mean(er). Their captain, O’Hara, started hunting Shane, making little jabs with his stick, whispering nasty shit on faceoffs. Ilya wanted to murder him, but every time he tried, Troy beat him to the punch.
On one shift, O’Hara tried to trip Shane behind the net, but Troy blindsided the guy so hard his helmet popped off. The refs called them both, but Ilya could see the spark in Troy’s eyes: this was the game he’d always wanted.
“Let me do my job.  An Alpha protects his pack,” Troy growled, as they both crammed into the penalty box together.
Ilya smirked. “Is good to have backup. We watch out for Captain, yes?”
Troy grinned, blood leaking from his lip. “Hell yeah, man,”
With five minutes left, Detroit pulled their goalie, desperate. Ilya stayed on the ice with Shane, Hayden, and Dion, holding the line. Detroit hammered the net, cycling, firing from every angle, but Bennett was a wall. Even when a rebound got past him, Dion dove across the crease and swept it away.
Then, with a minute left and the crowd counting down, the puck popped loose to Dion.
Instead of icing it, Dion feathered a perfect pass up the boards, where Shane was waiting. Shane looked up, saw the empty net, and instead of shooting, he slid the puck across to Ilya.
Ilya scored the easiest goal of his life.
6-3, Montreal.
The last minute was a fever dream: the sound, the lights, the crowd screaming.  The knowledge that there wasn’t near enough time for Detroit to do anything meaningful but close the embarrassing gap.
When the buzzer sounded, Ilya couldn’t hear anything except the rush of his own blood. The team swarmed the ice, helmets off, gloves thrown everywhere, every player mobbing Shane at center ice, then Ilya, then even the goalie.
Queen was already out there too, held up by Hayden who skated her around, running circles around everyone.
Ilya tried to catch his breath, tried to think of what to say, but all he could do was laugh. He grabbed Shane by the shoulders, spun him in a circle, and screamed, “We did it!” in English, then Russian, then English again. It didn’t matter what language, everybody understood.  They then pressed into a tight, burning kiss, which was caught on the jumbo-tron and for everyone at home watching to see.
The whole team piled together at center ice, roaring and pounding each other’s backs.
It was a victory, sure.
They were #1 in the conference going into playoffs, sure.
Tonight though, it was more than all that.  Tonight, the Voyagers were a real Pack.  Bound not by blood, but by a shared brotherhood, mutual respect, and a wanting to be there for each other.
 
+++++
 
The locker room after-party might as well have been a Stanley Cup Victory party. 
Someone had put Queen on the sound system. Not the dog, the band, though the dog was also there. She ruled the room from atop a rolling equipment crate, surveying her domain with the entitled satisfaction of knowing her every loyal subject was a grown man drenched in beer and cheap champagne.
Ilya took a direct hit to the face from a shaken bottle of Veuve Clicquot, courtesy of Dion, who shrieked, “VIVE LA FRANCE, MOTHERFUCKERS!” before being tackled into a pile of towels by two of the rookies. The entire room reeked of booze, sweat, and victory.
Harris, their social media manager, dashed through the chaos, clutching a phone rigged up with a ring light. “DON’T MOVE,” he barked at Ilya, “I’M DOING A REEL!” Then, in the same breath, “Queen’s doing the interviews, you’re next, make it good!” The tiny dog was plopped into Ilya’s lap and immediately began licking his face.
Ilya tried to compose himself, but Queen’s breath was so bad it nearly knocked him out. “You have garlic? Onion? What the hell?” he muttered, to nobody and everybody.
“Don’t judge her diet!” Harris shouted back, already filming Bash and Troy as they tried to shotgun Red Bulls while also petting Queen.
The celebration swirled around them: Hayden, shirtless and gleaming, hoisting a baby bottle filled with champagne, getting the whole team to chant “PAPA PIKE!” at ear-shattering decibel. Eric Bennett, hair still damp from the net, sipping black coffee with a single cube of ice while solemnly patting Queen’s head. Even the rookies, normally glued to their phones, were taking videos of the mascot, faces open and goofy, like they were kids again.
Harris held up his phone. “Ready, Rozanov? Say something that’ll melt the internet.  Queen here is dying to know, what was the secret of tonight’s victory over Detroit, who Montreal hasn’t had a solid win over in three years?!”
Ilya considered this. “Queen, you want to know secret of win tonight? Is not my goals. Is not Captain Shane’s pretty face. Is because we are… family.” He pronounced it “fam-ily,” extra hard, like an American. “Team used to be made of many Alphas and Betas all after their own goal. Now? Is one pack. We play together, we bonded together, and nobody can stop us.  Nobody!”
Queen sneezed directly into his mouth.
The locker room roared with laughter.
Next was Hayden. He didn’t even wait for Harris to prompt him. “This season is for the kids. My kids, your kids, all the future Voyagers!  For the Alphas and Omegas who I hope to one day see playing in the leagues side by side!  For future families that are to come and that will come, and my unborn child who I can’t wait to meet! Also, Queen is the best dog in the world, how could we possibly disappoint her majesty?!” He rubbed her ears. Queen responded by immediately trying to climb into his mouth.
Dion’s turn. He slicked his hair, dabbed beer from his lip, and said, with unexpected sincerity, “I always got treated like the clown of this team.  Like I didn’t matter as anything but a background character.  But this year? I feel like maybe I belong. Captain Hollander, you’re the best leader I’ve ever had, and I mean that.” He paused, blinked, and then Queen licked him so hard he nearly choked. “Best. Year. Ever!”
Each reel got more unhinged: rookies declared undying love for Queen, a few teary-eyed talks about learning “what it means to be an Alpha” because of Ilya and Shane, and Harris did a “vox pop” style interview with a few involving terrible dog puns.  Though Eric brought the energy back in focus as he allowed himself a rare, true smile as he said, “We’re gonna take this energy all the way to the Cup.  In all my years, I’ve never seen a team more motivated than this one.  I’m proud to be a part of the Voyagers.  There’s no other team I’d rather see my last years in Hockey with than this one.”
Shane was last. He wiped off his face, straightened his jersey, and gave the dog a look of pure, unadulterated affection. Then, into the camera: “This was the wildest season of my life. I wouldn’t have made it through without my team, my pack, and my…” he stopped, mouth twitching, “…my found family. That includes you, Rozanov.”
Ilya felt a flush crawl up his cheeks. He tried to look away, but the room had quieted a little. Even the hangers-on and press at the edges had gone still. Shane’s voice was steady, but his eyes were red.
“I want to say thanks to Ilya,” Shane said, turning to Ilya. “Not just for being the best forward in hockey, but for never letting me go, even when I was falling apart.” He laughed, wiped at his face again. “I’ve never had a better friend. Or a better mate. Or a better…  Lover.” He shrugged, grinning. “I dunno. Just… thank you, Ilya. For everything.  I wouldn’t be where I am right now without you.”
For a moment, the world was quiet except for Queen snuffling into a shredded towel.
Ilya looked down, then up, then shrugged, helpless. “Is nothing. You save me too.”
Harris, sniffling like a man who’d just watched a Disney movie, shoved the phone in his face. “Your turn, Russian wolf. Give us a soundbite.”
Ilya thought for a second, then said, “Is not just us who win this. Is for Montreal. For our city. For my new home. For David and Yuna.  For Alek and Anya.  For my… new country.  For my new Pack. Thank you for making me Canadian. Next time we interview, we win whole thing and bring home pride. Next time, we take Stanley Cup.”
The locker room went up again, louder than before.
Ilya raised a bottle, doused Shane in victory at point blank range, and let himself belong as everyone crowded around in support.
In the loudness of the moment, Ilya didn’t see his phone buzz with notifications from David Hollander.
 
++++
 
The after-party migrated to a bar so Canadian it practically sweated poutine through the walls: a neighborhood dive called the Frozen Toe, where the only rules were “don’t fight the owner”.  The place was packed with fans, city workers, and, tonight, the entire Voyagers roster, who took over half the seating in one, sprawling, undisciplined blob.
Queen, still in her jersey and crown, was instantly a celebrity. She got passed from table to table, everyone cooing, feeding her bar fries (in moderation), even posing for photos. The bartender gave her a shot glass of water, which she lapped up with a great intensity.
Ilya found himself at the center of the action, sandwiched between Hayden (already buying rounds for everyone) and Dion, who kept clinking glasses and announcing “TO FAMILY!” every three minutes. Shane floated through it all, doing the rounds, hugging every Beta, Alpha, and stray bar regular, occasionally checking in on Queen like a nervous parent at a crowded birthday party.
For the first half hour, Ilya just soaked it in, the laughter, the smell of fried cheese, the endless parade of strangers wanting selfies. He was content, more than content, and figured the night would just be more of the same.
Gradually, he realized something weird: every few minutes, a different teammate slid up to him with a drink and an awkward question.  They’d been doing that a lot lately.
First was Bash, the youngest defenseman, who asked, “Uh, how do you not get homesick? Like, my parents suck, but I kind of miss them. Is that bad?” Ilya, caught off guard, just shrugged and said, “Is normal. If they sucked, maybe you just miss the good parts. Or maybe you want to show them you are better than they think.” Bash pondered this, then downed his lager and gave Ilya a grateful hug.
The rookie twins, normally fused at the phone, paused their TikTok doomscrolling to ask Ilya if it was normal to “feel like you’re not good enough for the league.” Ilya told them, “Is normal. Just do your job, and next year you will feel more at home.”
The strangest was Dion.
He sidled up, looking more serious than Ilya had ever seen him, even during playoff eliminations. “Okay,” Dion said, running a hand through his over-gelled hair, “I have to ask you something. Real question. Don’t laugh, please.”
Ilya sobered. “I do not laugh at you.  Not tonight anyway.”
Dion bit his lip, then said, “Do you think people ever see me as more than the team clown? Like, if I just… stopped, would anyone take me seriously? Because I want to. I just don’t know how.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Why do you want to change?”
Dion looked miserable. “It’s not that I don’t like being funny, I just… I don’t want to be the reason people think this team is a joke. I want to win, man. I want to be someone my future kids would be proud of. I’d like to be like you or Hollander, but I don’t know where to start.  I’ve always just been…  A disaster, you know?  So that’s what I leaned into.”
Ilya considered for a moment. “You know who is good example? Hayden. He is goofball at heart, but when he needs to be Dad, he is Dad. Responsible. People respect him because he knows when to stop, and he shows heart. You can be both. Just… try being serious for little bit, then joke later. Is not all or nothing..”
Dion’s eyes went wide, like he’d just learned there were two kinds of ketchup. “That’s it? Just… grow up a little, but don’t kill the kid inside?”
“Yes,” Ilya said, deadpan. “Also, maybe less fart jokes, less drinking, and less fucking prostitutes the night before games.  You’re going to catch something and lose your dick one of these days.”
Dion laughed, relieved, and threw an arm around Ilya’s shoulder. “You’re a good dude, Rozanov. Thanks. Hey, if I do change, will you tell me if I’m being too much?”
“Will tell you,” Ilya promised.  “Then punch you if WAY too much.”
They clinked glasses. Dion wandered off, visibly thoughtful.
The next shift in the night came when Troy appeared, arms crossed, wearing an expression halfway between “I want to fight you” and “I want to tell you a secret.”
“Buy you a drink?” Troy said, more command than question.
Ilya nodded, curious.
They retreated to the bar, where the owner set them up with two tumblers of vodka and a suspicious-looking jar of pickles.
Troy stared into his glass, then started talking, low and tight. “Listen, I know we’re not friends or anything, but you’re the only guy on this team who’s had it rougher than me.  I mean, when...  You know…”
“The Kent Camps?” Ilya offered.  “The rumors were true then.  As bad a Gulag.”
Troy nodded.  “Yeah.  My old man and his grandfather were both hockey guys, so I had a bit of a pedigree going into it.  Then I was good in peewee, in Toronto. My father basically sold me off so he could afford a bigger house. I fucking hated him for making me go through hell and not getting to live a normal life, but I also… wanted him to be proud.  Wanted him to look at me like I was something special. Is that fucked up?”
Ilya shook his head. “Is not fucked up. Is normal. Every son wants father to be proud. Even if father is bastard.”
Troy’s face softened, just a bit. “You ever get over it? Like, all the shit they put you through?”
Ilya considered. “No, but you learn to live with it. You find new pack, you learn to trust. Is not easy. Some days, I feel like nothing inside my chest.  It eats me alive. Though now, with Shane, with this team, I do not think about old days so much.  I think of now.  I think of future.”
Troy nodded, then drained his glass. “That’s good. You’re good for the team. For him.” He jerked his chin at Shane, who was now taking photos of Queen with a pack of fans, all of them grinning like idiots. “Wish I could just…  Grab something like that.”
Ilya smiled, slow and knowing. “You mean Harris?”
Troy’s cheeks colored. “Shut up.”
Ilya laughed, quietly. “You should ask him out. Is obvious he has heart eyes for you. And you like him. Why not?”
Troy groaned, then picked up a pickle and bit it in half. “Maybe. I just… don’t want to mess it up. Never liked anyone before.  Kent frowned on that.  Thought that having a relationship made you weaker, so none of the Alphas on the team were allowed to date or fuck. Had to keep all the testosterone in. Something about…  Shit, it sounds so stupid nowadays.”
Ilya shrugged. “Kent is fucking morong.  Harris is good man.  Treats our dog like baby.  He will forgive you if you are awkward. Just try.”
Troy nodded, not looking at him. “Maybe.”
“No maybe.  Try.  People like Harris and Shane?  They have ways of brightening life.  Like lighthouse.  We are ships in dark ocean about to crash, no?” Ilya said, insisting.
“Yeah…  Yeah, I…  I’ll try it.”  Troy stood up, suddenly feeling more confident (or more boozed) as he took the last of his shot.  Just before leaving, however, he paused.  Suddenly, he leaned closer, voice dropping to a near-whisper. “Listen. I need to warn you. If you ever see Kent with a streak of oil under his nose? Like, lube or something? Watch your back. It means something bad is coming.”
Ilya’s brow furrowed. “Why?”
Troy shook his head. “Can’t say more. NDA.  I just…  You already saw his bad side once, wanted to make sure you knew the full picture.”
Ilya accepted it. “I trust you.  Thanks.”
They shook hands, rough and real.
As the night stretched, the bar thinned, but the team held strong. Shane was doing shots with Hayden and Eric, and Troy was in the corner, flexing his muscles shirtless for Harris for some “Instagram shots” (though nobody really believed that).  Even Dion, for once, just sat and listened to the rookies, a little more thoughtful, a little quieter.
Ilya watched it all, and felt the weight of belonging settle into his bones.
 
++++++
 
Still buzzed, Ilya and Shane made their way home via rideshare.  As they hopped out and made their way to the front door, Queen noticed it first. She whined, hair up on her scraggly little neck, refusing to move past the mat.
Shane, still grinning like the cat that found the cream, paused mid-laugh. “What’s up, girl?” he asked, but even he heard it: the click of something heavy, the stuttering shuffle of boots against the floorboards.
Ilya’s whole body went cold.
He closed his fist around Queen’s leash, then handed her to Shane. “Stay. Call police if I am not out in five minutes.”
Shane’s smile evaporated. He nodded, deadly serious.
Ilya approached the house and saw where a front window was shattered open, glass everywhere.  The point of entry.  He moved through the house like he was back in the Gulag, step by step, every nerve ready for an ambush.   
The living room was trashed, every cushion slashed open, the TV face-down, a jagged arc of glass where someone had thrown a bottle at the wall and missed. The air reeked of smoke and something metallic.
Photos of him and Shane had been torn from the wall, shredded and stomped on.  Soot from the fireplace was kicked up and covered most of their floor.  Blankets, yoga mats, and pillows were shredded.
Following the carnage, Ilya moved to the kitchen.  Inside, the fridge gaped open, leaking cold like a dead animal and a warm amber light in the darkness. Cigarette butts smoldered in an overturned mug on the counter, and the floor was sticky with spilled vodka and juice.  Half-eaten morsels had been thrown everywhere, with leftovers consumed and their glass containers shattered everywhere.  Their good wine and vodka was depleted, smashed and coating the floor with their liquids.
At the far end of the kitchen, hunched over the dining table like a dying bear, was the culprit.
Grigori.
The old man was a ruin. His hands shook so bad he could barely hold the cigarette between his fingers. Sweat soaked his shirt, even though the room was cold, and his face was raw with blotches and old scars. His eyes were yellowed, like lemon Gatorade, and bloodshot.  What little hair the man once had was now falling out, in big splotches. 
He had a crowbar on his lap, and when he saw Ilya, he gripped it tight enough to make his knuckles go white.
They stared at each other.
Neither spoke.
Ilya’s eyes darted over the rest of the room. On the wall, in big, ugly Russian, someone had painted, in blood no less, “ПРЕДАТЕЛЬ.” Traitor.  He looked back at Grigori.
The old man’s breathing was ragged, and each breath sounded like a chainsaw trying to rev up.
There was blood on his lips, old and new.  A steady drip from his lip.
He was dying, Ilya realized. Not the slow kind, but the “any hour now” kind. The cancer had eaten through everything that mattered.
But he’d come here, all the way from Russia, to break something.
Maybe Ilya.
Maybe just a wall.
Grigori tried to speak, but it came out a choking gurgle. He raised the crowbar, but only a few centimeters, then let it fall with a clatter.  He couldn’t lift it.   Not anymore.
For a long moment, neither said a word.
Ilya crossed the kitchen, stepped over a pile of broken glass, and picked up the crowbar. He turned it in his hand, feeling the heft.
In that moment, a lifetime of suffering came flying back to him.  Every backhand to his face, every insult, every moment of pain and torment.
It would be so easy, he thought, to do what the old man had always wanted.  Solve a problem with violence. Just one good swing, and he’d never have to think about Grigori again.  A lifetime of pain and suffering, repaid with one hefty swing.  His demon, now reduced to a babbling infant, couldn’t fight back.
He gripped the bar so tight his hand hurt.
Grigori glared up, eyes red and unblinking, daring him. His father didn’t look afraid, just pissed. Like even at the end, Ilya was letting him down by not following the script.  By not behaving the way he was supposed to.
For a second, the whole world narrowed to Ilya, the crowbar, and the man who had taught him everything he hated about being alive.
Then, through the doorway, he heard Queen whine. Shane’s soft voice: “Is it safe, Ilya? You okay?”
Ilya closed his eyes. He put the crowbar down, gently, then kicked it across the floor, out of reach of either of them.
He turned to his father and said, as flat as he could, in Russian, “You do not matter anymore.  You are nothing.”
Ilya left Grigori there, hunched over the table, bleeding from his mouth and staring at the empty space where the crowbar had been.
Shane was waiting in the hallway, Queen pressed tight to his chest. When Ilya emerged, Shane’s relief was so raw it almost hurt. He set Queen down, reached for Ilya, and didn’t let go.
“What happened?” Shane whispered.
“Father is here.  Broke everything.  He is dying,” Ilya said, voice low. “Nothing left but poison and hatred left in those veins. He came to break me, but I do not break.”
Queen licked Ilya’s hand, then ran back into the kitchen, barking at Grigori with a ferocity Ilya had never seen before.
Shane called 911.
Ilya watched his hands shake, just a little, then forced them still.
When the paramedics arrived, they found Grigori slumping on the floor, half-conscious, eyes fixed on the blood on the wall. One of them asked if he was dangerous. Ilya just shook his head.
“No,” he said, watching the lights spin outside. “He’s not dangerous. Not anymore.”
Shane squeezed his hand, and together, they watched the ambulance drive away.
 
+++++
 
Ilya sat in a vinyl chair, arms folded across his chest, eyes fixed on the worn tile of the ER waiting room. Across from him, Shane squeezed his hand, thumb tracing circles along his knuckles. They hadn’t spoken much on the drive here. Queen was with Harris, who’d shown up at their door in pajamas, holding a dog carrier. “Go. I’ll hold down the fort. Good luck with the dying bastard,” Harris had said, hugging them both with a kind of desperate, awkward warmth.  Neither of them decided to mention or ask why Troy was driving his car that late at night, also in his own pajamas.
It was three a.m., and the world felt thinner than usual.
A doctor appeared; clipboard tucked under his arm. “Mr. Rozanov?”
Ilya stood. “Yes.”
The doctor’s face was neutral, but not unkind. “Your father has extensive, inoperable metastatic disease. He suffered a small stroke about a week ago, likely a side effect of the cancer, which likely explains his erratic behavior. Tonight, he had a significant bleed into his airway. He cannot speak or swallow. His lungs are collapsing at an alarming rate.  He is… at end of life. If you want to say goodbye, now is the time.”
Ilya felt nothing.
Then, in the next moment, everything, all at once: anger, shame, exhaustion, a hollow kind of relief.
The doctor hesitated. “He has not consented to ventilation or life-saving measures. He was… very clear on that.  We will not be able to intubate or intervene when he… Goes. He will not last the night as a result”
Shane’s hand tightened around Ilya’s.
“Can I see him?” Ilya asked.
“Of course,” the doctor said. “Though I should warn you: the damage to his throat is severe. He will not be able to respond. If you need anything, just press the call button.”
Ilya nodded, then glanced at Shane. “Will you come?”
“Yeah,” Shane said, voice steady.
The hallway was silent. They passed rooms full of ghosts, old men sleeping with mouths open, women curled up in thin blankets, a lone nurse reading a paperback at her station. Ilya counted each step.
Then, Ilya stepped inside.  He wasn’t sure what he would say or how he would say it, but he knew that by the end of the night, this would be his final goodbye.






      

  












      Chapter 15: Unbound
  








  The room smelled like antiseptic, soured sweat, body odor of at least a week without a shower, and the faint beeping of a heart rate monitor.
Under the relentless white lights, Grigori looked so much smaller than Ilya remembered. He was just a shape inside the hospital sheets, his hands exposed and trembling, nails yellowed and bitten to the quick, skin bruised and paper thin. There were tubes everywhere, climbing in and out of his arms, nose, mouth; even the mightiest of Soviet Alpha men, reduced to a sack of skin and bones.
The hospital had even restrained him.  Good.  He’d probably swing at any nurse that got too close to him.
“Hate and greed truly warps a human’s body.” Ilya thought.
Shane followed a step behind, quiet, and let the door click shut behind him to give them privacy.
In the moment, Ilya didn't know what to feel. He'd rehearsed this moment for decades in his own head, for the moment when he finally had the strength to tell his father off.  Times in showers when he’s practiced a righteous monologue, the many times he considered in passing to just use his own superior strength to flip the table and be the one on top, or just breaking the man’s throat in half.
Now, standing here, the only thing he felt was heavy.  Because none of those things felt right.
Grigori didn't open his eyes at first. He seemed to know, by the shift in the air, who had come. His lips twitched, but he couldn't lift them into anything more than a sneer thanks to the tube in his throat. When his eyes finally rolled open, they locked on Ilya with the same fire as always. As if he were about to devolve into a “not good enough” speech of his.
The only difference was that now, he had to blink every few seconds to keep them focused.
Ilya pulled up a chair. He sat so that Grigori would have to look up at him, no matter how much the old man slouched. Shane settled in the corner, not speaking, but a steady presence.
“His English is shit, so forgive me if I have to…” Ilya muttered.
Shane nodded.  “It’s fine.  This is for you.  I’m here in spirit.”
Ilya took a deep breath and switched back to his mother tongue.
"You want to hear a story, old man?" Ilya said, his voice even. "Not like your stories. Not the lies you told every night to make yourself big hero from past.  Not the sad jokes when you let others bleed for you in war so that you may live."
Grigori's head jerked, a primitive show of irritation. He tried to say something, but only a bubbling, choking sound came out between the tube. His mouth worked helplessly, as if he could still bully the world into listening.
Ilya leaned forward. "I spent most of my life thinking about this moment. Sometimes, I pictured coming here and yelling until you cried. Sometimes, I wanted to break every bone you left unbroken in me the first time around. Sometimes, I wanted to forgive you, because that's what good sons are supposed to do.  Sometimes, I wanted to just ask what I needed to do to make you love me, like other fathers do.  Because in all this time, I think…  I still wanted your approval and love.  Like one day we could put past behind. …but sitting here now, all I feel is… tired. Tired of letting you live in my head."
He glanced at Shane, who just nodded, calm and strong. Ilya drew in a slow breath. "So I will say what needs to be said, and then I'm gone. We will never see each other again because tonight is the night that you will die. You will never have power over me, or anyone I care about, for the rest of time. I will have my final words. This is not a warning. Is a promise."
Grigori made a sound, then spat a clot of red into his lap. His eyes narrowed, and with a shaking hand, he fumbled for the edge of his bedsheet. It was a pathetic, useless gesture as the chained restraints kept him from moving more than a few inches at a time.
Ilya ignored him.
"I am a better man than you.  I can accept that now," Ilya said, flat and final. "Not because I win at hockey, not because I have money, not because anyone made me True Alpha of anything. Because I chose to be something else than a violent creature who’d been beaten into being attack dog. Because I have people who want me, not for my fists or my body or for hockey, but because they like me. They love me, for my words, for my experiences, and for the heart I have grown. They throw me a party for my citizenship, just to celebrate me being able to stay here. Do you understand this?  What it means to be loved or respected."
Grigori's eyes were slits now, almost animal.
"You don't. Of course you don't. You spent your whole life fighting for a throne of bones in along past war, old Soviet glory that no longer exists, vodka bottles, power, prestige, and all you got in the end was this." He gestured around the room, at the wires and IV poles, the heart monitor’s stutter. "You could not even hold a family together, and when you did, it was just to punish us for being softer than you. You made mother suffer until death was preferable to life.  You scared Alek into running away.  You broke me down and reforged me in kiln, until that little boy you once knew from the park was gone. We were not soft, Grigori. We were just normal people, and you could not stand it.  You could not stand that we were…  Less."
He let the silence stretch. The heart monitor beeped, slow and ugly.
"I have a future now, you know. After tonight, you are just another part of my story. I will walk out of here and I will have my friends, my ugly dog, my pack, my team, my mate," he nodded at Shane, who was standing so tall and proud it nearly cracked Ilya's composure, "…and one day, I will have and hold my children just like Irina had and held me and Alek, with love and devotion.  …and you know what? They will never know your name. They will never feel the weight you put on me.  They will only ever know love, and joy, and happiness when I can help it, so that when the sadness and despair comes…  They will have me and Shane to help them through it. They will never be afraid of men like you.  Because I am an Alpha.  That is our job.  To shelter and protect.  I will take that vow to my grave, old man.”
Something in Grigori’s throat made a choking rattle. He started to thrash, as if the force of Ilya's words could actually drive him to his feet. It didn't. The more he fought, the more his hands twisted in the sheets, the more blood pooled at the corner of his mouth. His whole body shook, but the rest of him might as well have been frozen.  He had to get a word in, but couldn’t.
"I hope," Ilya continued, softly, "that whatever is waiting for you next is less miserable than this life was. Or maybe I hope it is the same, so you learn something before the end, but I am done learning from you.  I am sorry there is no one else here to mourn you, but…  I doubt even in Russia many would come to your bedside these days."
Ilya rose from his chair. "After this, I never have to be afraid again. I don't have to fight for the right to exist. I don't have to prove to the world that I am strong enough, or Alpha enough, or man enough. I already am, and I will use everything I have to burn down every place like the Gulag you sent me to, and every bastard who runs those places, and every man who thinks it is okay to treat his family like a punching bag?  I will make them afraid or ashamed to exist."
He paused, letting it all hang in the sterile, humming air. Then, he bent down, just close enough that only Grigori could hear him.
"I am not your son anymore.  I disown you," Ilya whispered. "Rozanov ends with you.  Your glory, your pride, your everything dies tonight. Maybe, if Shane will let me, I will take his name, and there will never be another Rozanov after this, and when that happens, nobody will ever remember you, except as the last rotten tree in a dead forest."
He straightened, and for the first time in his life, saw fear in Grigori’s eyes. Real fear, the kind that animals get when the trap closes.
Because in the end…  That was all men like Grigori had.  A legacy.  Either out of fear or desperation, but…  Something to be remembered.  He seemed to realize that it was the end of the line. 
That he’d wasted his entire life.
Ilya took Shane’s hand. "Let's go," he said, and together, they left.
Behind them, Grigori tried to scream. The sound came out gurgling and raw, a last gasp of a dying thing.
The monitor on the wall shuddered into a frantic beeping.
Ilya and Shane reached the end of the hallway when they heard a long, flat, uninterrupted tone.
The nurse at the station past them, and in the distance, he could hear them calling for a code, but it was pointless.
Ilya didn't look back.
 
++++++
 
The hospital corridors were emptier than before, the late hour blurring every noise into a hush. Ilya let Shane steer him by the elbow, his mind numb after the violence and finality of that goodbye.
Shane pulled Ilya into a hug right there in the middle of the fluorescent-lit hall. He cupped Ilya's face and pressed their foreheads together, his breath warm and steady. "I'm proud of you," Shane said, voice rough. "I saw you do the hardest thing a person can do. I'm proud, Ilya. Really proud.  Even if I didn’t understand, I felt like…  I got the gist of it anyway."
Ilya wanted to say something clever, or strong, or even grateful, but what came out was a choked little noise that sounded like the old days, like the scared kid in the boarding school. Shane just squeezed him tighter.
The doors to the waiting room shuddered open as they entered the main lobby.
Yuna stood up so fast her purse toppled to the floor, scattering tissues and a half-finished sudoku. David, rumpled from the road and the stress, followed a beat behind, his glasses pushed up but not quite hiding the red rims around his eyes.
“Mom?  Dad?”  Shane asked.
“We came just as soon as we heard!  Are you both alright?!”  Yuna was on the boys as fast as could be, checking their faces, their bodies, for any kind of sign of injury.
“We’re fine.  The worst of the damage was the house, not us.  Nobody’s hurt.  Wait…  You drove all the way here from Ottowa?  How many speeding laws did you break?” Shane asked.
David shook his head.  “Not enough.”  He turned to Ilya, immediately.  “You okay, son?”
Ilya took another long, deep breath.  Because of course the Hollanders came. Of course they were checking on them.  That’s what good parents did.  Tears prickled on the side of Ilya’s eyes and he nodded, unable to trust if he opened his mouth he wouldn’t start to full-on sob.
Yuna and David hovered, awkward at first, but then Yuna bundled them both in her arms, enveloping Ilya with a mother’s warmth he’d barely remembered wanting. David joined in, his hand finding Ilya’s shoulder, solid and sure.
For a moment, they were all pressed together.  Ilya let a few, brief sobs out, but tried to compose himself. 
“Let it go,” Yuna said.
Which, of course, made Ilya finally break down into full on sobs into Yuna’s shoulder, shaking as he cried.
Over 20 years of abuse, finally gone.  His old man was gone.  He’d gotten to have the last word.  He’d gotten to be himself doing it.  His mate had been there with him, supporting him.
Relief.  It was over.
Despair.  His father never loved him.
Anger.  His father got away with so much.
Joy.  He never had to look or hear Grigori again.
Envy.  Why hadn’t he gotten parents like Shane?
Disgust.  Why was he envious like that?
A full spectrum of emotion, all at once.  He cried them all out until there wasn’t anything left.  When they separated, Yuna dabbed at her eyes, then at Ilya’s with a tissue. “It’s done?” she asked, gently.
Ilya nodded, but couldn't say the word.
David, always practical, took over. “I talked to the admitting nurse. There’ll be paperwork to fill out, but don’t worry about it now.” He looked at Ilya, then at Shane. “We’ll take care of everything with the Russian embassy, I’m sure they’ll want the credit of bringing him home anyway. I’ll make sure he’s returned home, if that’s what’s wanted. You don’t have to see him again.”
Relief hit Ilya so hard he nearly swayed.
“I don’t want to deal with it,” Ilya whispered. “I don’t want to ever think of him again.”
David put an arm around Ilya’s shoulders. “You don’t have to. Let me do it. That’s what family is for.” He said it quietly, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
Yuna took Shane’s hand and said, “Let’s get you boys home. We’ll help you clean up, and I’ll get something warm in your stomachs.”
They walked out together, into the dark, cold morning, Ilya between them, for once not holding anyone up but being held.
At the car, David pulled Ilya into a last, tight embrace. “You’re a good man, Ilya.  Don’t ever forget that.,” he said, voice thick with love and regret and all the things left unsaid.
Ilya didn’t know what to say, so he just held on, and let himself be kept safe for a little while longer.
 
+++++
 
The drive back to the house was a quiet one.
Ilya stared out the window, tracing lines of ice on the glass. Yuna hummed something wordless from the front seat with the radio, and Shane spent the ride squeezing Ilya’s hand and watching the city lights flicker by.
It was almost four a.m. by the time they turned down their street. The squad car that had been parked out front was gone, they’d dealt with the police at the hospital while they waited on Grigori.
Though, in its place, they were surprised by the number of cars parked on their road.  He assumed it must have been off-duty officers, or the insurance people, or…  Someone. 
For a long second, nobody moved as they shut off the engine and parked at their home. Shane expected the worst as they all stepped inside. He braced himself for the carnage left by Grigori, the smell of smoke and blood, the lingering terror that his mate’s father might have hidden some last horror in the walls.  It’d take forever to clean up, but it needed to be done.
Yet, the minute they opened the door, a wave of lemon cleaner, fresh bread, and dog shampoo hit them.
Inside, the house was transformed.
The glass was gone from the entryway, and the jagged edges taped off.  The window was covered up with a cardboard box and sealed shut. The living room cushions were stacked in a pyramid, all the shredded fabric replaced with blankets and mismatched pillows. The kitchen floor had been mopped so aggressively it looked shinier than the day they’d moved in.  Hell, even the refrigerator was being restocked with fresh groceries including the wine bottles and vodka bottles.
It didn’t take long for Shane to realize who’d been part of the cleanup efforts.
A small army of Voyagers occupied every available space: Bash and the rookie twins swept up the last of the glass from the dining room. Hayden and Dion wrestled a replacement TV onto the wall and were mounting it. Eric, sleeves rolled up and hair damp from scrubbing the walls, was busy trying to re-hang a crooked photo of Shane and Ilya from their trip to New York.
In the middle of it all was Harris, perched on the edge of the kitchen island like a tiny general, going through a checklist of items that needed to be done.
“Guys?” Shane asked, blinking curiously.
Within seconds, the whole house converged on Shane and Ilya.
For the next several minutes, it was a blur: bodies pressed together in bear hugs, more than a few tears, and the kind of joy that hurt in the best way.  They all offered condolences, got the scoop of the real story, and were keeping Ilya close and warm with even more hugs.
When the chaos died down, Hayden stepped in, shaking his head in disbelief. “You guys really lucked out on calling Harris to watch Queen. I’ve never seen an Omega command a hockey roster like he just did. The man is a machine.  He had the phone tree firing off and all of us out here in seconds!”
Dion piped up from the floor, where he was duct-taping a broken table leg. “As if Captain or Ilya wouldn’t be doing the same for us.”
Even Queen, in a freshly washed hoodie, buzzed around the room, weaving between the team’s feet and occasionally growling at the mop like it owed her money. She jumped into Ilya’s lap the second he sat down, licking his face and letting out a deep, satisfied snort.
Shane hugged every single teammate who had shown up, including the PAMs who had shown up in pajamas and no makeup.
Hayden, Eric, and Troy all clustered around, offering  the three of them and the rest of the Voyagers to spend the night in case “the psycho old man’s ghost” tried to break in.
Shane didn’t even hesitate. “Stay. Please.”
Ilya nodded.  “Yes.  Please.  I…  I could use company tonight.”
Within minutes, the Voyagers had turned the living room into a makeshift dormitory. There were mattresses, airbeds, even a few borrowed sleeping bags. Queen made a nest for herself at the highest point of the pillow mountain, where she could survey her kingdom.
At 4:30 a.m., Yuna did what she did best: she started breakfast. “I make the best pancakes,” she insisted, already cracking eggs. “Waffles, too, if you are good.”
By 5:00 A.M., every surface in the kitchen was covered in food. There was laughter, bad stories, even worse impressions of each other, and the kind of comfort that only comes from being surrounded by people who care.
Ilya, at first, had just watched. But as the noise and the warmth built, he eased up. He started eating, then joking, then. Finally, smiling for real.
At some point, Harris handed him a mug of coffee, then said, quietly, “I’m glad you’re okay. For what it’s worth, if you ever want to talk, just… y’know. You know where to find me.  I know it’s hard sometimes to unload everything on just your mate so…  Yeah, whenever.”
Ilya nodded. “Thank you. Is not easy to let people help.”
Harris grinned. “It’s easier if you pretend you’re doing them a favor.”
Ilya snorted, then squeezed Harris’s arm.
As the first hints of sunrise hit the window, the living room was a chaos of bodies and blankets and, for once, peace.
Shane watched Ilya curl up at the center of it all, Queen on his chest, and realized that even after the hardest day of his life, this man had built something beautiful. something that could last.
Not long after, a cacophony of snoring echoed in their home.
 
+++++
 
When Ilya woke around 10 AM, it was to the thrum of helicopters overhead. A dozen voices murmured just out of sight, teammates sprawled across every square foot of carpet, some still snoring, some already groggily tapping at their phones. For a moment, Ilya let himself believe it was any normal morning. The kind he never had growing up.  Just him, his team, and a sleepover.
Then he remembered.
Everything.
He sat up. Queen blinked at him from her perch atop Bash’s stomach, then stretched and did a quick lap around the room. Harris was already awake, cross-legged in the entryway, typing at a speed that would make a court reporter jealous.
Shane was nowhere to be seen. Ilya’s stomach clenched, but before panic could get a foothold, he heard laughter in the backyard.
He shuffled out, wincing at the stiffness in his neck, and found the patio packed with Voyagers, all facing the street. Past the fence, a tidal wave of reporters, camera crews, and fans pressed against their property. Dozens of news vans blocked the street. There were drones buzzing overhead, voices shouting in at least four languages, and a chorus of cell phone chimes.
Shane stood in the yard, coffee in hand, calm as ever. “Good morning, babe. There’s coffee and Mom made second breakfast, like, three different types of omelet. Also, you’re a top trending topic in all of Canada.”
Ilya snorted, then ducked his head into Shane’s shoulder, content to just stand there for a minute.
Harris appeared, already showered and in a “World’s Best Dad” t-shirt. “Press wants a statement about what happened last night. I called the suits, and the Team says you don’t have to, but… well, the optics are rough and they’re probably not going away until they get something?”
Ilya shook his head. “No. I should do it, but I don’t want to talk to them inside house. Not after… everything.”
Harris, popping up behind them, said, “Podium in the backyard I had in my car. Sound system from the local stations is already being setup.”
“What…  Should I say?” Ilya asked.
Harris paused, briefly.  “Officially, probably just the basics.  Keep it simple.  This kind of drama goes away when it’s boring.  Though, knowing you, I’m sure you might want to give a bit more flavor to your statement.  In which case, I’d just say follow your heart, but expect your manager to get a headache that way.”
Ilya nodded, letting Harris lead the way. At the edge of the lawn, the Voyagers lined up like bodyguards, keeping the press at bay. Harris grabbed the mic, tapped it once, then did a brief intro: “This will be short, no questions afterwards.  Ilya will be making a statement, and after that statement, he will return to his home and he will be given peace. Let’s be respectful, people.”
Cameras flashed. Reporters bickered for the front row. Queen barked at a drone until it retreated.
Ilya looked out at the wall of faces, lights, and microphones, and took a breath that felt a little like skating out onto the ice for the first time as a child. Only this time, he wasn’t hiding.
“My name is Ilya Rozanov, a member of the Montreal Voyagers. Last night, my father broke into my house, destroyed a lot of things, and scared a lot of people I care about.  Nobody was harmed.  Only property.  Only things. He was very sick with aggressive cancer, and he died in the hospital later that night.” He said it flat, without drama, but the crowd rippled. He saw, in the crush, a handful of people who’d lived that too.
Then…  He realized.
Just like he’d told Grigori, he wanted to take this as a chance.  To put his money where his mouth was.  Like he’d told Grigori, he was going to burn down places like the Gulag and put a stop to bastards like Grigori.  He couldn’t accomplish that by hiding. 
Ilya looked to the back row, where Shane was waiting for him.  With Yuna, and David, all smiling at him, supporting him.  Then, the Voyagers, who still flanked him in support.
“He attacked our home because he hated the man I became in Canada,” Ilya continued, voice steady but growing stronger. “He hated that I support Omega rights, that I have a mate who is an Alpha, and that I am not the kind of Alpha he wanted me to be.  I did not fit the mold of what Alphas are supposed to be, he said.”
Somewhere, a reporter started to ask a question, but Harris shushed him with a wave.
“He attacked our home because I was not acting the way he wanted me to act.  When I was young, I was sold to hockey boarding school, called The Gulag.  Where they beat young Alphas until they became appropriate athletes.  These schools exist everywhere, even in America, even in Canada.  You are broken and remade until it is just hockey that you live for.  Until you know better than to talk back, or else.  When I no longer acted this way, father became angry.”
A loud murmur came from the reports.  More flashes of cameras. That information seemed to have struck a wide nerve.
“He attacked our home because he was not in control.  …and I assure you there are many like my father that live and breath in this world, even today.  Alpha, Beta, Omega, Man, Woman, it does not matter.  There are those who wish to have control and fear over others.  I admit, even as an adult Alpha, even as a strong man, even as Dirty Russian or True Alpha, I was still scared of my father.  That is a fear that sticks with you.  For long time.”
The crowd went silent.  The cameras stopped flashing.
“In the end, he tried to break me and the ones I loved, one last time. But he did not win. I am here. My pack is here.  My family is here.” He gestured to the Voyagers behind him, to the friends and teammates who’d filled his house with laughter instead of fear. “We are going to win the Cup this year, because this will not break me or my team, for ourselves and for everyone who was told they were not good enough, and when I am done, I will make sure to use whatever voice I have to help with these problems we face in our world. That is my promise.”
He stopped. The wind rustled the trees. For a moment, the world was quiet, the press stunned.
“Thank you,” Ilya said, softer now. “There is more I wish to say, but not today.  Words are hard for me right now.  If you could please leave us in peace for a little while, that would be good.  I need to mourn.  Not for my father, but…  For me and who I was.”
He stepped away from the mic, not waiting for applause or more questions. Shane met him halfway, hand at the small of his back. The Voyagers fell in behind, shutting the gate on the crowd.
 
++++++
 
After the last of the news vans pulled away and the Voyagers filtered out, hugging, fist-bumping, promising to have a team event at a big buffet place, the house was a different kind of quiet. Not the emptiness Ilya had always feared, but something warm and slow, like the end of a party where only the closest friends remain.
Queen, exhausted by her night of royal duties, had claimed the best spot on the sofa and was snoring loudly. Shane and Yuna were side by side at the kitchen table, hunched over a laptop, scrolling through catalogs of home goods to replace the damaged furniture or nesting gear. There were bursts of laughter every time Yuna found a truly ridiculous rug or Shane read the reviews for a “top rated” air fryer.
Ilya sat with his legs tucked under him, a mug of tea cradled in both hands, watching it all. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so safe.
The front door eased open and David entered, shaking snow from his jacket. He looked tired, but there was relief in his eyes. “It’s done. The embassy will handle the arrangements. You won’t have to deal with any of it.” He paused, watching Ilya for a reaction.
Ilya nodded, the tea burning his palms in the best possible way. “Thank you. I can’t go back there, David. Not even for this.”
David smiled, soft and proud. “Nobody said you had to. This is home now. Let the past bury itself.”
Yuna turned the laptop around, grinning. “We need to replace half the things in this house. I think now is a good time to upgrade. Shane picked out a new sofa, and Queen gets her own matching bed.” She pointed at the screen, where a ridiculous, bone-shaped dog bed was featured. “You like?”
Queen, hearing her name, snorted approval.
Shane added, “We should order new blankets and pillows, too. Start over. Nesting 2.0.”
They spent an hour bickering over which colors went best, what shapes were comfiest, and whether Queen needed a little hoodie for winter walks. David offered opinions when asked, but mostly just watched, content (until of course, talks of Ilya’s puzzle nook was discussed, in which case he didn’t stop talking for 45 minutes).
When the last orders were placed, Ilya stretched out on the old couch, his bones aching in a way that felt earned. He rested his head in Yuna’s lap, surprised when she started gently stroking his hair.
“Everything’s going to get better now,” she said, the same way she’d said it to Shane back in Ottowa. “Maybe not all at once, but it will.”
He almost believed her.
She kept petting, humming a little lullaby. Shane flopped onto the floor beside them, Queen squeezed between his arm and Ilya’s side. David sat on the other end of the couch, feet up on the coffee table, eyes half closed.
Ilya’s eyes drifted shut.
For the first time in his life, he fell asleep without a single nightmare or dream.
The weight in his chest was gone, replaced by the steady, slow heartbeat of his pack all around him.
He slept.
Deeply, and peacefully.
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TSN Alert
Fourth Hockey Retiree joins Rozanov Statement
A fourth retiree from the NHL has leant their voice to Ilya Rozanov with regards to the abusive nature of the hockey industry’s “school camps” on young adults.  They claim a Toronto-based camp, organized by the Kent Foundation, bartered for their placement in the camp in exchange for large sums of money.  Furthermore, the conditions at the camp were akin to “torture” for a young man regardless of designation and claimed they would never want their own children or recommend any children to go through such “hell”, even if it meant their previous career was less successful. 
Many within the NHL are already requesting full investigations into both American and Canadian facilities that greenlight many into the professional leagues and ensuring ethical standards are being upheld for young athletes.
 
++++++++++
 
After Grigori’s death, the days passed in a quiet lull, like the air after a thunderstorm. Bright, sunny, and quiet, but with the remnant of something primal having come through and left its mark.
Shane thought their home was cleaner than it had ever been thanks to the Voyagers’ efforts (and Yuna’s critical eye), except for the broken bits and baubles that would need to be replaced.  Which, thankfully, with their foyer now cramped with delivery boxes, they could get the last remnants of that terrible night out of their periphery.
They both agreed to keep the TVs off the main sports and news stations.  Neither wanted to see whatever was blasting on the air about Ilya’s remarks or hear the speculation the newscasters were throwing about him.
The only thing they cared about was that Grigori’s remains were already back in Russia, and they had a week before practice began again for the playoffs, which they’d use to rebuild their nest and hopefully give Ilya enough time to “mourn” in his own way.
Shane woke the first morning and let Ilya be quiet and introspective.  He watched his Alpha go on long jogs, shower, then take Queen for a walk, go on another jog, shower again, and collapse on the couch into sleep as Queen snored on his chest.
Though, to Shane at least, it wasn’t a bad kind of quiet.  A more introspective, thoughtful quiet that wasn’t waiting for something to go wrong anymore. Like his mate could finally breathe, think, and have time to himself. 
By the next day, Ilya was busying himself with unpacking delivery boxes, making little fixes around the house here and there, try to cook something for himself, or just sit and baby-talk Queen in Russian.  (Shane was sure they’d have a bilingual dog before the end of the year.)
Shane let the quiet ride for a few days, but eventually, the itch to do something, to “help”, got to him. He’d always coped with stress by exerting control over the things he could control and just assumed it would help other people too.
So, he decided the best thing he could do for both was to start rebuilding their nest, inside and out.  After all, now that Shane knew his nest was his home, he’d had idea brimming for a while now, especially with new upgrades now that their Pack had expanded.
Shane’s long line of projects started with the couch.
The delivery guys that day were clearly not paid enough to care about the logistics of a 20-foot sectional, so they left the monolithic box in the driveway and wished him good luck. Ilya came out to investigate the noise, half-awake in yoga pants and stared at the box like it had personally offended him.
Shane handed him a box cutter. “You wanna help me get started with the nest expansions?”
Ilya shrugged, then yawned, then tore into the cardboard with Queen, who immediately started gnawing on the discarded packing tape.
In less than ten minutes, they’d managed to unbox the entire monstrosity on their front porch, but the real puzzle was how to get it inside.  Even the smallest section was wider than their main entrance unless they became masters of contortion.
“I do not think it will fit,” Ilya said, measuring the door with his arms and then the couch with his foot.  “May need to take to basement and go up stairs.”
“It’ll fit,” Shane insisted. “It’s modular. We just have to get the right angle.  Besides, we’re not going up the stairs with this thing.  We literally want this in the living room.  Which is right there!” He gestured right beyond the main entrance.
Ilya laughed, low and throaty. “You are so stubborn.”
They spent the next hour sweating and swearing as they maneuvered the couch through the entryway, failed on at least their first 8 attempts, devolved into a swearing match, which ended in them temporarily removing the door frames to give them a few more precious inches to work with.  Once inside, they took it around the corner, and after a violent negotiation with the hallway light fixture (the fixture lost), into the living room. Queen supervised from a safe distance, occasionally yelping encouragement. When it was finally in place, they slotted the sections together, marveled at the size of it, and they both collapsed onto it, breathless.
“Is like bed for giant,” Ilya said, spreading out like a king and barely taking up any space on it. “You could fit whole team on this.”
“That’s the point. Next time the Voyagers crash here, they won’t have to fight over the old loveseat to sleep.  Or if we have a party, we’ve got seating now,” Shane said, and then, quietly: “Or, you know, if we ever have…  Kids that want a place to do…  Kid stuff.  Like spill juice on it.”
Ilya grinned, then reached over and squeezed Shane’s hand until his knuckles popped.
After the couch, Shane referred to his checklist.
Their next major project was the backyard patio set they were going to setup on the back deck. Shane had splurged on the “deluxe” model, complete with built-in grill, bench seating, a full table with umbrella and chairs, and a mid-sized fridge for outdoor beer and sodas. When the boxes arrived, he looked at the instructions, saw that there were a few more pages than he anticipated, then at Ilya.
Ilya grimaced.  “Perhaps we should call-“
“We’re not calling a contractor for a box set,” Shane said, preemptively. “We can do this.  It’s simple.  Just following instructions to the letter.  How hard could it be?”
Ilya’s eyes sparkled. “You are the boss,” he teased.
Shane rolled his eyes. “Just grab a screwdriver, please.”
They built the patio set together under a sky that threatened to spit snow all day long, but with the promise of spring not far off on the horizon, it never made good on that promise.
Halfway through, Ilya dropped a crucial beam that looked too much like a stick, and Queen ran off with it, so Shane chased her around the yard for a solid five minutes while Ilya laughed so hard he nearly cried. They messed up on the grill, putting part of it upside down and requiring to start over from scratch as Ilya quietly mocked “I told you do” over and over again until Shane started swearing at him in French, and Ilya retaliated in Russian.  Lastly, the seating sets didn’t take much to put together, though with one missed screw, Ilya sat down on an unfinished chair and nearly brained himself when he fell at a wrong angle. 
When the thing was finally assembled, it was a charming, simple space.  A grill big enough to finally host an actual barbeque for friends and family, and enough seating spaces for a backyard party.  Plus, with a close access to the lake meant their home would be popular the coming summer.  Shane was already thinking about inviting Hayden and his family over, with David and Yuna, maybe for some overnight “camping”.
Shane and Ilya sat on the new benches, backs against the cool brick of the house, sipping from mugs of coffee.
“I like this,” Ilya said, voice soft. “Building nest.  Makes home more home than before.”
“Me too,” Shane said, threading his fingers with Ilya’s.
“Better than stupid Youtube nests with 30 million dainty pink pillows.  So much better.” Ilya added, pressing a kiss on Shane’s cheek.
Shane blushed, and smiled with a sense of pride.
They moved on to the new dining room table the next day.
Shane picked a maple cut with a natural finish that accentuated their home’s colors, enough to seat 24 people.  Thankfully, the delivery guys were more helpful this time, as the 9 of them (including Shane and Ilya) maneuvered the massive block of wood into the dining room, where the windows overlooked the expanse of their property.
Shane wiped it down with wax, set it with the fancy placemats, a couple of candlesticks with bright red candles, a centerpiece of warm flowers and ivy, and even a set of charger plates.  Ilya brought in the matching chairs with the delivery guys, setting each one in place with ease.
Ilya snorted at the completed project.  “Why put things here just to be things? Can’t table just be table?  Won’t we take them off when people come to eat?”
“It’s about sending a message.”
“What message?”
“I out-Omegaed someone.  Eat your heart out, Youtube nests.”
Ilya muttered something in Russian, rolled his eyes, but kissed Shane anyway with a goofy grin.
Shane made a mental note to buy at least three folding tables, doing the math in his head if they ever hosted a dinner party for the whole team or had holidays, they’d need some more room for a big crowd. 
Towards the end of the week, the house gradually transformed.
The guest room (the former nesting nightmare) finally became an entertainment room, complete with blackout curtains and a projector so they could host movie nights. Ilya set up his puzzle nook in the corner, shelves already loaded with boxed sets (gifts from David) waiting to be conquered. Shane let him paint the wall behind it any color he wanted, which was apparently “deep Siberian blue,” a shade that made the whole room feel cool and calm.
The kitchen was fully stocked again, with Shane buying a few fancy tools for cooking, some new plates, new glasses, and an island filled to the brim with both their favorite snacks and fruits.  He had hopes that during the off-season, he could experiment more with food. 
Their bathrooms had fluffier towels, new oils and lotions, warming foot mats that self-heated on a timer, and he’d even gone full domestic and gotten them bath robes for spa days.
Even their living room had a bit more color.  Dion brought over a old-school foosball table they put on the edge of the living room. (“It’s for team morale,” Dion explained, which Shane suspected was code for “I need to beat Ilya at something, anything”).
The finishing touch, though, was the backyard.
Shane bought the tire swing and the playground slide set on impulse. He’d told himself it was for Hayden’s girls or any of the team kids to play with whenever they’d come over, but when he set them up, he caught Ilya sitting on the swing, gently rocking back and forth and staring out at the lake.
“Testing the weight limit?” Shane asked, leaning against the fence.
Ilya looked up, a little sheepish. “In Russia, I did not have swings like this. Only ropes from tree. Sometimes we climb and then fall in mud.”
“Well, here,” Shane said, “you have a swing. And if you want, we can put in a zip line to the dock.”
Ilya’s eyes went huge. “Really?”
“Okay, maybe not like a literal zip line,” Shane backtracked, “but we could get one of those treehouse things you can ride all the way into the water. If you want.”
They stood side by side, watching the wind move across the water, and for a moment Shane thought about the future: Queen snoozing at the dock, Hayden’s kids running laps around the slide or fighting over the swing, maybe even their own kids learning how to…
He stopped himself, not wanting to spook the moment, but the thought made his whole chest go warm.
Later, when they finished assembling the makeshift playground, they went inside and collapsed on the couch for the day. Queen sprawled across both their laps, snoring gently.
Ilya traced patterns on Shane’s arm, then said, “Can I make suggestion for nest?”
“Anything,” Shane said.
“Fire pit,” Ilya replied, instantly. “Outside, so we can make fire and sit with friends at night.  Watch stars.  See moon.  Listen to crazy Canadian wildlife. Oh, but one with cover, so I do not freeze off balls in winter.”
Shane snorted. “I can do that. Maybe we can get one with, like, a wind screen or something, and… We could invite the team over and make s’mores in winter.”
Ilya’s eyes sparkled. “I have never had s’mores.”
“Then that’s the first thing we’ll do when it’s finished.”
They sat for a while, letting the quiet fill in the cracks between them, every so often interrupted by Queen’s legendary snore or the faint ping of Ilya’s phone with a new message from his brother or an update from Harris on his social media presence or another notification from twitter.  It hadn’t stopped dinging, even after a week. 
A warmth of well-wishers, mostly was what Ilya had said.
A few tone-deaf “you’re still playing in the playoffs, right?” from the hockey-bros who probably had money on the Stanley Cup.
A few assholes claiming Ilya should “suck it up” and “be an Alpha”.  Or who claimed they had it way worse than him and they turned out alright.
A few heartbreaking messages from fans who’d also gone through abuse and appreciated him speaking out against his abuser.
Eventually, Shane rested his head on Ilya’s shoulder, eyes heavy. “Are you okay?”
Ilya squeezed his hand. “I am more than okay. I am happy. Thank you for helping me build this… home.  Feels good.  To build future together.  Both of us.”
Shane smiled, letting his eyes drift. “Thank you for letting me.”
“Of course, my love.”
 
++++++++++
 
Sportsnet Alert
Whistleblower footage shows state of Kent Hockey Academy
After Dallas Kent vehemently denies any wrongdoing in his “Hockey Academies” across Canada, a whistleblower from the Kent Foundation has released video footage of “training” days that 13-15 year old Alphas are forced to endure in Toronto Camp.
The footage includes Alphas being forced to practice without pads or safety equipment, encouraged to give “beatdowns” to under-performing players, grueling training hours without water or rest, and coaches breaking sticks over “last place performers” and leaving bruises. Hazing appears to be rampant.
When asked for comment on if he suffered under such distressing circumstances, Montreal Voyager (and former Kent Camp prodigy) Troy Barrett had this to say:  “Because I am under a signed NDA requested by the Kent Foundation, I have been expressly told not to comment on the conditions of any Kent Hockey Academy, my time at those academies, or anything I witnessed from when I was 13 years old until just this year. I have also been advised in the last 24 hours that I should “keep my mouth shut if I know what’s good for me”.  So please direct your questions to the Kent Foundation, as I am unable to answer on legal grounds.”
 
++++++++++
 
On the last day of their break before returning to the world of hockey, Shane wandered down to the dock on the lake, tugging Ilya along by the sleeve. The air was still cold, but the wind had dropped, and the lake was smooth enough to not have a single ripple within it.
Shane could see their house on the hill, a warm yellow glow in the windows, and the smudge of woodsmoke twisting upward from their fireplace.
They sat side by side, feet dangling above the water, sharing a borrowed blanket and the last of a thermos of cocoa. Shane laced their fingers together, then watched the slow motion of their feet, twin shadows swinging over the bronze of the lake reflecting the sunset.
For a while, neither said anything. It was enough to just be together in the moment. He watched the horizon, the way the sun’s last light painted a stripe of molten gold across the ripples, and tried to remember a time when quiet didn’t make him antsy.  He couldn’t.
Ilya was first to break the silence. “You are thinking loud.  Is this Captain thinking or Shane thinking?”
Shane snorted. “Sorry. It’s probably obvious, but a little of both.”
“I like it when you think,” Ilya said. “But you do not have to think quietly.  I like to hear your thoughts.”
“Somebody has to.” Shane nudged him with his shoulder, just hard enough to make Ilya lean and nudge back. “If I don’t worry about the future, who will?”
Ilya considered this. “Queen. She is always worrying about food. Maybe next in line in thinkers, after you.”
They both watched Queen sniff along the water’s edge, occasionally barking at her reflection or licking the dock posts for leftover fish scent.
Shane let the pause stretch, then said, “Playoffs start in a week.  We’ve got practice starting tomorrow.”
“I know,” Ilya said.
“Are you… Do you want to be back on the ice right away?” Shane hesitated. “If you need more time, nobody’s going to be mad. Coach said you could take the whole first round off.”
Ilya looked over, expression clear. “If I sit, then the only thing I think about is him. I gave enough of my life already to that man. I will not give him another day. Besides…” He squeezed Shane’s hand, “I promised you we would win this year.  We would crush this year.”
Shane felt something inside loosen, just a little. “You don’t have to do it for me.”
“I do not do it for you. I do it for us,” Ilya said. “…and maybe a little for me, because I like to win.”
Shane snorted, then laughed, then let himself lean against Ilya’s side. He rested his head on Ilya’s shoulder, breathing in the cold air and the clean scent of him.
“You know, I wish I had your guts.  Or half your courage,” Shane said, quietly. “I wish I could just… say whatever I’m thinking. Be honest all the time. Be able to be the one that makes the first big statement.  Like when you spoke out for Daniel.  Or spoke out against Grigori.  I could never have that kind of…  Bravery.  I always have to plan things out to make sure they go in my favor, or… make it perfect.  I can’t just…  Open up, spur of the moment.”
Ilya tilted his head. “You think I am brave?”
“Of course,” Shane said, surprised by how fast it came out. “You went on national TV in front of rabid sports fans and told the world about the Gulag. You confronted your dad, you admitted you were abused… You never back down from anything. Even the hard shit.  Compared to you, I’m…  I’m a coward.”
Ilya was quiet for a while, then said, “I was not always brave. Maybe I am not now, even.  Still scared, doing all of that.  Still scared, afterwards.”
“Really?”
“Yeah,” Ilya said.  “In fact, when I was alone, when I was Dirty Russian, I was always afraid. Not until later that I found my voice.  When you have a mate, or a family, when you have Pack, when you have a future you want to live in, it is easier to do things, even if you are scared. Sometimes you must be the first wolf to howl, or nobody else in your pack will join in.  Without howl, nobody knows you’re in danger.”
Shane mulled that over. “I don’t think I could do what you did. If the league ever finds out about me, really finds out, everything’s over. I need everything to be… planned. Controlled.  I need to have an ironclad defense ready. I need to prove I belong, beyond a shadow of a doubt.  I don’t think I could handle the mess of just…  Outing myself.”
Ilya shrugged, still holding his hand. “Maybe is no such thing as perfect time, or perfect plan.  Even if perfect, you’re not guaranteed to get what you want. If you wait for perfect, you wait forever. Sometimes, you just… jump in lake, even if it is freezing cold.”
Shane remembered the first time he saw Ilya at tryouts: wild, loud, bigger than life, and completely unafraid to be himself, even when it earned him scorn or worse. Shane had spent most of his own life keeping a lid on every feeling, every word, every stray hint of Omega.
“Were you always like this?” Shane asked, still staring at the water.
“No,” Ilya said. “When I was boy, I thought if I was perfect, maybe father would stop being angry. Or maybe he would love me.” He shrugged. “When I realized it did not matter what I did, I started to live for myself, and for people who needed me. It is less sad that way.”
Shane looked at their hands, thumb moving over Ilya’s knuckles. “You make it sound easy.”
“It is not easy, but it is better than the alternative.” Ilya’s voice dropped. “I do not want you to hurt. Not the way I did. So, if you ever want to tell world who you are, I will be there.  Hayden will be there.  Your family will be there. If you do not, that is okay, too.  We will wait for you. You are already more Alpha than anyone I know.”
Shane barked a laugh. “Thanks, I guess.”
The sun slipped behind the trees, and the gold on the water faded to a slow, smoky blue. Queen finished her patrol and padded down the dock, wedging herself between them and sighing loudly.
Shane rested his cheek on Ilya’s scent gland, letting the quiet wrap around them like the old quilt he’d forgotten to bring. The first few stars blinked on, reflected in the glass of the lake.
“I don’t want to wait forever,” Shane said. “Not anymore.”
Ilya kissed the top of his head, gentle as always. “Then do not.  Howl when you are ready, my love.  Howl, and your pack will follow.”
They sat together, watching the sky go from blue to violet, then black.
 
++++++++++
 
NHL Commissioner Croswell Announces Internal Review After Stanley Cup
NHL Commissioner Larry Croswell announces that an informal ethics panel will be structured after the end of the Stanley cup, to address major issues developing because of multiple internal issues within the league.
“Omega Rights continue to be something we wish to address, of course, but the safety of our youth hockey is also a priority.  Our commitment is to the truth after verifying the accounts of multiple witnesses across our industry.  However, we ask for patience, as getting to the truth requires time, energy, and integrity.”
When asked about the multiple donations that the NHL receives from Kent Foundation Hockey Academies and the numerous draft picks that come from said foundations, Commissioner Croswell denied comment.
When asked if Troy Barrett would be released from NDA and allowed to testify or comment on the state of the facilities, Commissioner Croswell ended the interview.
 
++++++++++
 
When Shane and Ilya returned home from the dock, a thousand thoughts ran through his head.  All of them culminating in one thought after a long week.  Something he’d pondered about doing for a while, but it never felt quite right to do.  After all, they’d skipped half of their normal courtship and gone straight to bonding with bites.
“Ilya?”
“Yes?”
Shane guided Ilya to the couch with Queen and slowly pushed him down onto the soft cushions.  “I’d like to try something tonight.  Can I…  Can I invite you into my nest?  Like, you know, the Omega’s first date?  Or, like you know…  When an Omega invites an Alpha into their nest for the first time and lets them share a space?  Like, I know we’re already way past that point now, but we skipped it, and I sort of want to-“
“Shane…” Ilya leaned back up and pressed a kiss into Shane’s lips.  He grinned.  “I would love that.  More than anything.”
Grinning, Shane pressed a kiss back.  “Alright.  Uh…  Dinner will be ready soon, then.  We’ll start with that!”
He got to work.
From the fridge, he procured a couple of perfectly marbled steaks from the fridge.  With a rubbing of oil, salt, pepper, and rosemary, he seasoned the meat up nicely.  With a knife, he scored the fat, patted the entire thing dry and left it to marinate a bit.
He then took up a couple of potatoes, sliced into them, scooped out the innards and made a quick mash that he poured back into their skins.  With a flurry of seasoning, he threw them in the oven to start a slow bake.
Shane chopped, buttered, and seasoned a set of broccoli and asparagus.
On an old skillet he’d been given from his mom, he slow cooked the steak and asparagus, while he tended to the broccoli on a grill.
When everything came together, he plated the meals like he thought he’d seen someone on Instagram do once before and rejoined Ilya on the couch.
“Oh my God.” Ilya’s mouth dropped as he saw the meal and the presentation.  He was pretty sure Ilya’s nostrils grew twice as big and there might have been just a little bit of drool. 
Shane laughed, curled up next to Ilya on the couch and they ate side-by-side. 
Ilya dug in, moaning at each bite he took.  “This is so good.  Better than steakhouse!  How do you make?  I must know so I can make one day.”
As they sate, Shane explained each step of the process, including the seasoning, the techniques, and how he let the meat rest towards the end.  Ilya nodded along, making mental notes, and looked genuinely interested in the process.
Then, they talked a little bit about everything and nothing all at the same time.  Dreading the practice drills coming the next day, a rumor about Dion wanting to start a podcast, and the betting pool over the Stanley Cup rankings.
When they were finished, after Ilya finished the dishes and Shane rinsed out the skillet, Shane took Ilya’s hand and pressed a kiss onto the top of it.  “Okay.  Ready for the next part?”
“Of course, my love.”  Ilya kissed Shane’s hand back.
“Good.  Then, let’s hit the shower.  Because every Omega wants a clean Alpha in our nests.”
“Thought you like me when I’m dirty.  Like that time in Boston after game?  When we didn’t shower and you-“ Ilya said, as Shane rolled his eyes and pulled Ilya towards the bathroom.
Shane started up the shower, dropping a few fizzy products to give the air a hint of lemon and herbs.  As the steam started billowing, Shane slowly stripped both him and Ilya naked, tested the water, and then pulled the both of them in.
“Turn around,” Shane asked, and Ilya obeyed.
Using the good shampoo for curls, Shane slowly massaged deep into Ilya’s scalp.  After a rinse, he conditioned Ilya’s hair through each length and curl, and rinsed again. 
With bath oils that smelt of citrus and honey, Shane rubbed and worked Ilya’s shoulders, arms, back, thighs, ass, all the way down to his feet with slow circular movements.  Ilya groaned pleasantly the entire time, and when Shane slowly scrubbed him down with a fluffy washcloth, Ilya was practically purring. 
“Careful, I may not want to ever leave shower again.”
Shane smirked, and Ilya smirked right back, reaching out and kissing Shane as he pulled him close, hands on his waist.  Under the slow waterfall from the nozzle of their shower, it was a soft and tender experience, like kissing in the rain.
When they broke apart, Shane was surprised to see Ilya turn him around and repay the favor.  A slow wash and rinse of Shane’s hair, followed by a slow and methodical washing of his body with a gentle massage and oils. 
As they touched, rinsed, and explored, they learned both of their most ticklish spots.  They laughed, a lot.  They kissed, a lot.  Only when the water started to turn cold did they finally leave the warm embrace.
Shane tried Ilya off from head to toe, threw him in a bath robe and slowly sat him down on a chair by the sink.  “Don’t move.  It’s time for snails to die at the hands of your beauty as well,” he said, with a grin.
“What?!  No, not the snails!  Think of the snails Shane!” Ilya pleaded, mockingly, before he was soon massaged in a face cleanser, moisturizer, and eye serum.  Each moment was soft, gentle, and met with a warm brush of a fluffy towel.
Shane blowdried Ilya’s curls, combed them out gently, careful not to tangle them.
When it was all done, and while Shane went to do his own routine, Ilya just hummed quietly to himself.  “All a bit much more me all the time, but…  I like every now and then.  I feel…  Loved.”
“Good,” Shane said, wiping away the last of his routine.  He held out a hand to Ilya.  “Ready to come to my nest?”
Ilya beamed.  “Of course I am.”
They walked into their bedroom.  Like the rest of the house, it’d undergone its own transformation over the week.  New silken sheets with a godlike thread count, cool and slippery in a way that they both knew would lead to some fun experiences in the future.
While not the insane number of pillows as other nests he’d seen online, Shane was the proud owner of at least 12 pillows o the bed, but each one was practical in some way.  Long body-length sizes for when they wanted to sit up in bed, shorter thicker ones when Ilya needed to get Shane at the “right angle” for “activities”, some for sleeping, some for Queen, and others for the heck of it.
On the bed were two sets of silk sleeping shorts, in red and black, fresh from the dryer and still warm.  Shane slipped into his and slipped Ilya into his, and Shane then crawled onto the middle of the bed.  He grinned ear to ear, making Ilya wait at the edge of the bed.
Only when Shane was in his usual spot, lounging outwards like a starfish did he finally nod.  “Okay, Alpha.  You can come into my nest.”
Ilya was on the bed in half a second, crawling on all fours to the head of the bed.  When he reached Shane, he attacked the crook of Shane’s neck, right at the scent gland, and used his limbs to wrap Shane up in an unbreakable hug.
“Mine,” Ilya purred, lapping at the gland with his tongue.
“No, mine.” Shane argued, leaning up nipping at Ilya’s neck in turn.
They laughed, wrestled around for a bit before finally tangling themselves in a quilt and settling down for the night.
They panted, watching each other in their eyes, and just grinning.
Queen, sufficiently ready for bed herself, hopped up onto the bed and unceremoniously made herself home in between the two of them. 
Shane grabbed the remote, tugged Ilya to a position where his mate’s head could rest on his chest, and they went to their streaming services.  They’d been going through a long lineup of shows Shane had watched growing up, which Ilya had missed out on.
“That one.  The one with the rat with the chef.” Ilya said, pointing out his selection.
For the next few hours, they watched as a Disney classic played out the adventure of a cartoon rat, who’d grown up in the gross and disgusting sewers, had been able to make something as beautiful and wonderful as French gourmet cuisine with the help of his friends along the way.  They laughed at the slapstick, teared up at the final scenes, and Shane was surprised at how invested Ilya had been in the film.
After the credits rolled, Shane asked:  “Did you like it?”
Ilya nodded.  “I did.  I like movies where people get their happy ending.”
“Me too.”
 
++++++++++
 
TSN Alert
Stanley Cup Playoffs : Round 1 Game 1
With the announcement of the Stanley Cup Bracket, also comes the announcement of the round 1 matchup between the Montreal Voyagers against New York Admirals, which is scheduled to begin in one week, at Voyager Stadium, who will have home-ice advantage. Many speculate that the 7-game series will be a hard fought fight between the two teams, given their past this season (the after-play hit of Ilya Rozanov), and the subsequent rallying of two top-ranking Captains in the NHL that came this season.  Veteran Scott Hunter, New  York’s Top Alpha, who reported a cleanup of his team “from the inside out” will be going against Canada’s Golden Alpha, Shane Hollander, who’s brought together one of the tightest-knit Pack mentalities and hockey IQ in recent history.
An eye remains on the Voyagers, who have made several pro-Omega statements this season, and who support more inclusion in hockey.  The world is watching and waiting to see if such a mentality will truly win out in the modern game.
 
++++++++++
 
First day back at practice, and Shane’s head wasn’t in the game.
At first, Shane thought it was just getting used to the Alpha musk again.  He’d gone a full week without needing to wear it once, living in his own little Omegaspace with Ilya at their home, and now that he was back in his “Golden Alpha” mask, the smell of it made him sick. 
Though, it had to be more than that.
The arena was too loud with sharp whistle blasts, the scrape of skates, the hollow bang of pucks against glass. Shane ran his lines, but every time he touched the puck, it felt like he was holding a live grenade. His passes went wide, his stickhandling was off, and more than once he caught himself staring into the rafters, lost in a mess of thoughts that took him back to his home, as himself, not wearing the stupid musk and not putting on this stupid “act” for everyone. 
“I’m tired.” Shane realized.  The last week, no, this last season, was finally catching up with him and the weight of everything he’d been through.
Coach noticed within the first ten minutes.
“Hollander! Get your head outta your ass and back in the drill!” Coach’s voice, normally a comfortable baritone, cracked like a whip.
“Sorry, Coach,” Shane muttered, doubling back and immediately blowing the next play despite these attempts at focus.
One of the rookies gave him a sympathetic look as they lined up for a breakaway. “You okay, Cap?”
Shane forced a smile. “Yeah. Just… Nerves.”
The rookie nodded but didn’t believe it for a second.  “You sure, Cap?  If something’s wrong, you can tell us, you know?”
“I know.” Shane spat, skating off before he could say another word.
Next up was Dion, who tried to lighten the mood by singing “Let It Go” from the bench, loudly and off-key. Shane almost smiled, seeing the man genuinely try to help him de-stress, but the ball of dread in his chest was too dense to move.
They kept running the same drill, over and over, on the play that they all struggled with throughout the season. On the third cycle, Shane’s blade caught an edge. He tumbled, landing hard on his hip, and skidded directly into the boards in front of the rest of the first line.
The world went silent for a half second, then exploded in sympathetic “ooooofs”.  There wasn’t any laughter.  Shane almost wished there had been.  It would have been easier to play it off than being pitied.
Ilya skated over, concern barely hidden by a smirk. “You okay, love? You want me to fight the ice for you?”
Shane shook the sting out of his hands and climbed to his feet. “It’s fine. I’m fine.”
Troy, close behind, gave him a sidelong look. “You don’t look fine. You look like a peewee player still learning how to skate.  You look like shit.”
“Fuck off, Barrett,” Shane snapped, more harshly than intended.
The words hung there, a cold spot in the middle of the ice. Troy’s face went blank, several nearby were shocked by the tone, and Ilya shot Shane a look of genuine concern.
Coach signaled for a line change, then pointed his stick at Shane. “Locker room.  With me. Now.”
Shane glared at the ice, then stalked off toward the bench. He slammed his stick into the rack, earning a wince from Harris, who’d taken up residence behind the glass to live-Tweet practice alongside Queen. Shane caught sight of him scribbling in his notebook, probably already prepping some emergency “damage control” meme for the Voyagers’ socials when Shane fucked the team over during game one.
He made it to the tunnel and didn’t stop until he reached the locker room. There, he dropped onto the bench, helmet still on, and pressed his fists into his eyes.
“What is wrong with me?  Things are FINE.”
Which, they were, officially.  Ilya was healing, his dad was no longer his concern, and all the damage to their nest was undone.  The team was in the playoffs.  Things with his parents were better than ever before.  Shane finally had people in his corner, more than he ever thought possible.  He had a mate.  He had Queen.  He had so much.
So then why was he so pissed off?
The door creaked, and the smell of coffee and muscle rub hit him even before Coach entered.  Coach sat across from Shane, arms folded. “You wanna tell me what’s going on?  Why my Golden Alpha is cracking at the seams?”
Shane shrugged, staring at his skates.
“Look, I know the break in was a shitshow. I know the press is circling and pressing more than they should be, and I know the team needs you at one-hundred percent. Thing is, if you’re gonna play like this in the first round, we might as well forfeit and go to Cuba for vacation.”
Shane almost laughed, but instead he said, “Sorry. I’ll get it together before playoffs.  I always do.”  The words were cold and flat.  Not even Shane was sure he believed them.
Coach eyed him and sighed. “You know, when I was your age, I got traded to the Blue Devils on a week’s notice. Didn’t even pack my stuff. I played three games for a team I’d never met, in a city I couldn’t pronounce, did absolute shit because I was going through it and breaking down on the inside, and you know what I learned?”
“What?”
“Nobody cares about your feelings on the ice, and all anyone’s gonna care about is how well you perform.  Once you’re on the ice, that’s it, you’re playing with whatever baggage you’re carrying around. You know when people care about your feelings?   Off the ice.  This is the only chance to get your baggage out there.  So that’s what we do, Hollander.  We talk about it. We deal with it.  Even if it’s not with me, and it’s just with the guys, you hear me?”
Shane nodded, half listening. His mind was still spinning.
“Can you do that, Captain?” Coach asked.
Shane met his eyes. “Yeah. I can.”
“Then get out there and lead the damn pack, and when you’re off the ice, you take care of this shit.”
Practice resumed with less energy but more focus. Shane tried to push his doubts down, channel them into every sprint, every check, every slap shot, but it didn’t work, not really. Yeah, he did “better”, but “better” in the way that a 12 year old improves over a summer vacation, and not anywhere near a professional athlete. 
The fear and uncertainty bled into everything.
“Seriously, what is wrong with me?!  Why is my body so heavy?!  Why can’t I make it move?!  Why does it feel like my chest is being run through a strainer.”
Right now, he genuinely had everything he’d wanted, and more.
At the end of practice, the team lined up for shootouts.  One of the things Shane as best at, and he’d won plenty of contests for throughout his career. It was supposed to be fun, loser buys first round at the bar, but when it was Shane’s turn, he missed so badly he actually whiffed the puck entirely.
The bench howled in a unified groan.
Hayden yelled, “Wanna try again, man?  Maybe this time with your eyes open?” He offered, trying to make a gentle joke out of it to break the tension.  Which, didn’t work.
Shane dropped his stick and skated to the end of the line. The shame burned hotter than the sweat under his pads.
As they made it to the locker room, Troy clapped a hand on Shane’s shoulder and guided him to the benches by the lockers. “You gotta talk, man.  Seriously, what the fuck was that today?”
Shane shook him off. “Nothing to talk about.”
“Bullshit,” Troy said, low and insistent. “We all see it. You’re wound tighter than an Alpha before their first rut. The only person you’re fooling is yourself.”
Before Shane could reply, the rest of the team trickled in. The mood was tense, with a current of unease running under the usual trash talk and towel snapping. Even the rookies were quiet, glancing at Shane with sideways looks, as if “the mighty had fallen”.
Shane sat in front of his locker, trying to decide if he should just pack up and go home and skip bar night entirely. The idea of facing anyone right now made him feel sick and desperate at the same time.
Troy dropped onto the bench next to him, still in full gear, and leaned in. “Look, you wanna be Captain, you gotta act like one. We need you. All of you. Not just the guy who scores goals and gives speeches, but the guy who isn’t afraid to say when he’s hurting. So, out with it.  Your burden is our burden.  Not just the other way around.  You’ve been there for us.  Let us be there for you.”
Shane looked up, meeting Troy’s eyes.
“Come on Cap, no secrets.  Be honest with us.  We’ve got you.”  Troy said.
Then, it hit him what the weight was slowing him down. 
What had always been there.
The lies.  
The cowardice.
The shame.
Shane was trying to lead this team, as Captain, on the basis of a lie.  All of them were fighting and rallying for him, but not the REAL him.  All the bonds they’d grown and the camaraderie they’d shared, was based on a lie.
Shane was, compared to Ilya, a coward.  Here his mate was, admitting to live television that he was the victim of abuse, that he supports Omega rights, and admitted to one of the darkest secrets in the hockey industry with the Alpha camps.  Compared to that, Shane had just hid in the shadows, raked in glory, and done nothing with his station all these years.
Shane was…  Ashamed.  Of himself.  For not being honest with his Pack.  For making Ilya and Hayden lie for him.  For not letting his true colors shine.  For not having the strength to fight as an Omega, who Shane had come to learn…  Was a part of him he truly loved and appreciated. 
Once upon a time, Shane thought his Omega made him weak.  No, that wasn’t it at all.  I’d been his Omega that made him strong.
All of it crashed into him all at once.
Shane swallowed, hard. “It’s me,” he finally answered Troy.
Troy waited.  A few others started gathering around, Eric included.  They all crossed their arms, watching, waiting, and listening.  Each one ready to offer a sympathetic ear.
“You?  You’re not sick, are you?” Troy asked.
Shane shook his head.  “No, it’s not that.  It’s just…  I’m not who everyone thinks I am,” Shane said, voice so low it was almost a whisper.
Ilya, standing by his own locker, looked up sharply as he saw Shane’s expression. Hayden, on the other side of the room, stopped mid-sentence.  He shut everyone else and their music up, and created a silence in the locker room that allowed anyone to be heard.
Troy, as well as most of the team, rose an eyebrow as they all focused in on him. 
Eric, always the anchor and mentor, walked over and stood in front of Shane.  He put a hand on Shane’s shoulder, grasping. “You wanna say that again, Captain?  A little louder?  It’s alight.  We’ve got you, man.”
Shane’s hands shook, so he balled them into fists.
“I wasn’t born an Alpha. I’m an Omega. Always have been.  I’ve been…  Lying.  To everyone.  For so long.  I’m…  I’m sorry.  I wanted to say something sooner, but….  I was scared.  Scared I wouldn’t be allowed to play.  Or people would look at me differently.  That’s…  That what I mean.  I’m…  I’m an Omega, guys.  I’m…  An Omega.”
Silence.
The rookies were frozen, a mix of fear and uncertainty of how to handle that information.
The veterans, and Shane’s peers who’d been drafted around the same time, stood befuddled, immediately wracking their brains to try and piece together the puzzle.  Suddenly, a lot of things slid into place for them. 
Troy was pale.  Not from horror or disgust, but from shock.  Genuine, unabashed awe.
Eric, choked for a singular moment, caught himself and offered a comforting smile and another squeeze on Shane’s shoulder.
Ilya and Hayden were at Shane’s side within seconds.  Both took one of his hands and clutched them tightly.
Shane took a deep breath and felt himself shake.
“After everything that happened this season, and with how far we’ve come, it didn’t…  It didn’t feel right with me not…  I mean, I was going to come out later, Ilya and I talked about it, but…  I don’t want anything to change with how we’ve been, but…  I just…  I needed to say it, you know?”
A low panic set in Shane’s stomach.  He didn’t have a practiced speech he’d rehearsed a thousand times to perfection.  This wasn’t the format he’d planned on saying anything, with the proper setting and background work.  He couldn’t even look people in the eyes to try and gauge their reactions.  He dipped his head down, trying to focus on breathing, first and foremost.  Because he felt like his heart and his chest were going to explode.
“Hey…  It’s okay.  I’m here.  Your mate is here.  Hayden is here.  Your team is here.  You’re okay.”  Ilya whispered, gently massaging at the back of Shane’s neck.
“We’ve got you, buddy,” Hayden said, slowly slapping Shane’s back.
When Shane finally caught his breath and looked up, the entire team was before him.  Faces of surprise, shock, and disbelief, of course, but not a single angry or disgusted one among them.
The questions came, of course.
“How did you hide it for so long!?  Holy shit?!”
“Wait, so like, you’re an Omega with those kind of muscles!?”
Shane explained his past.  Of heat suppressants, of their recent failures, of the patches and Alpha musk, and his ridiculous workout and nutrition supplements he needed to keep up with Alphas.  He explained how he remained hidden in plain sight, reliving his past.
“Is this legal for you to play?  Can you get in trouble for this?”
“What about the team?  Could we like, get disqualified for this?”
Shane answered that Omegas weren’t banned from play, but that the industry just made it impossible for them to perform at the top.  He admitted there was some legal gray-area for falsifying his designation, but the team shouldn’t be penalized by it.
“…but I’m done hiding.” Shane admitted, shaking his head.  “I’m going to Coach and admin after this.  If there’s even a chance I might fuck up the Stanley Cup for you guys, I’ll…  Handle it.”
They all sat and talked for well over two hours.  Shane bared his heart to them, and in turn, he finally got to show all of them who he truly was.
Near the end of the questions, a chorus of support, which he never once expected to get, came flooding over him.
“Holy shit.  You’re one of the highest ranked hockey players in the country, and you’re an Omega.” Troy said, chuckling to himself.  Then, he laughed, a little too loudly, wiping away a stray tear.  “Holy shit that is…  That is poetry, man.  You kicked Dallas’ ass six ways from Sunday!  Do you have any idea how pissed he’s going to be when this gets out?!”
“You always had a calming presence.  This explains a lot.  Thank you for being open with us.  I can’t imagine how hard that was to admit,” Eric said, ruffling Shane’s hair.
The rookies offered him hugs, and most of them, offered him apologies for all the “Omega” jokes they’d made throughout the years.  Shane accepted the apologies.
Dion barked in laugher, bringing out the champagne from his locker.  He popped it open, pouring into their Gatorade bottles as makeshift cups.  “Dude!  This is crazy!  So, like, was it just Ilya you had the hots for, or were any of the other of us your type?”
“Hell no, you’re all nasty as fuck.” Shane spat back, immediately, taking the bottle.
Dion cackled.  “Hell yeah.  Well, fuck us staying in this locker room all night, let’s get cleaned up and hit the bar!  First rounds on me tonight boys!  For our Omega Captain!”
“For our Omega Captain!” The team yelled right back.
The room filled with noise again, jokes, music, ribbing, but it was a different kind of noise.  Everyone slapped his back, ruffled his hair, gave him a hug, or fist-bumped him. There was no edge to any of it, just a feeling of release.
Shane’s vision blurred a little, but he blinked it away.
Ilya kissed his temple. “I am proud of you.  You too are brave, my love.”
Shane looked around at the faces of his team, his pack, and felt, for the first time in his life, completely seen. Not a fraud, not a time bomb, not a fake Alpha with a secret.
Just Shane.
Just the Captain.
He stood, brushing tears off his face. “Thanks, guys,” he said, to nobody, and everybody in particular.
“HURRY UP CAP, WE’RE GONNA MISS HAPPY HOUR!”
 
++++++++++
 
TSN News Alert
Shane Hollander Faces Temporary Suspension
Captain Shane Hollander of the Montreal Voyagers facing temporary suspension from NHL play pending investigation into claims of falsified designation and medical records.
Captain Hollander, who recently revealed to be an Omega through Voyager Press Release and a social media announcement, and who has been the subject of multiple Omega-rights activism this season, will be subject of expedited NHL tribunal which is set to be concluded before the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs, of which the Voyagers are a favorite to win.
Voyager Owners released the following statement following NHL Commissioner Croswell’s suspension announcement:
“The Voyagers, our fans, our staff, our Coach, and the entire weight of the Voyager Admin will be behind our Captain through these proceedings.  Should legal action be taken, we will take the matter of Shane’s eligibility to the highest courts in the land.  We are honored to have the legal aid of the Rose Landry Foundation in this matter, as well as the aid of contract attorney David Hollander to settle this matter.  We look forward to bringing the Stanley Cup back to Montreal, on the shoulders of our Captain, Shane Hollander.  Nothing, and we mean nothing has changed before or after the announcement of Shane’s designation, and we aim to prove that to the world.”






      

  












      Chapter 17: The World Didn't End
  








  Shane wanted nothing more than to go to the bar with his team, celebrate his coming out, celebrate being him at last, but…  He knew he couldn’t.
Because there was no way in hell he was going to let this affect the team’s chances at bringing home the cup.  He couldn’t risk it.
So, following the locker room celebration, Shane told his coach everything.  In turn, the Voyager admins, suits, lawyers, and owners were called in over this unprecedented situation.  While they all “congratulated” him, while Shane didn’t feel any open animosity, he could tell that behind their faces lied a “you couldn’t have told us this sooner?!” kind of mentality.  Which, you know what, fair.
By the next morning, the NHL was advised of the situation.  Shane was immediately suspended on the official capacity of “falsified medical records” and the unspoken thought by most people involved that Shane must have been doping or abusing substances to be as strong as he was.  So, a full physical, blood draw, and piss test later, and Shane would now be waiting on the NHL to convene a tribunal to determine his eligibility to play and review his medical standing.  Shane had been asked to “back down” and let the suits and overpaid attorneys (including his father) handle the NHL, to which he was glad to hand that particular nightmare off.
Of course, there was an official announcement as well.  A blast comment of Shane’s suspension on falsified medical records, followed by a statement from the Voyagers dropping the bomb on the world of hockey:
Shane Hollander, The Golden Alpha, one of the best players of that generation, was an Omega.
Once the message got out?  So did Shane.  He didn’t wait for the press (or crazies) to mob his and Ilya’s home for comment.  The two of them found a hotel suite (under a false name, courtesy of Hayden) in the heart of Montreal to hide out until the entire thing blew over.
Which left Shane with two days of nothing to do but wait for the results, no practices to hold, no team to motivate, and nothing to do but pace, worry, and wonder.  Ilya had offered to stay with him, but Shane insisted he keep practicing and keep the team together.
Shane spent the first morning pacing every inch of the suite’s plush carpeting, vibrating with the need to do something, anything, but of which there wasn’t anything to do.
He’d kept the TV off, not wanting to see the inevitable news blasts.  He wasn’t ready for the public’s reaction.   Not yet.
Of course, there was Queen, who was not allowed in the hotel, but who he brought anyway, smuggled in a gym bag and currently snoring under the suite’s desk chair with her head propped against Shane’s shoes.  He’d already taken her for a walk, and her majesty needed rest.
There was his phone, which vibrated every minute and a half with another news alert, email, text, social media ping, or missed call. Shane ignored them all. Not because he didn’t care what the world thought, he cared way too much, but because he’d already run through every possible headline and message in his head he could receive, and none of them ended well.
“Liar.”
“Fraud.”
“Coward.”
Shane was pouring his third glass of water in the last hour when the knock came.
It was a double tap, quick and insistent, followed by a pause, then another set. Shane held his breath, then tiptoed to the peephole, heart beating in terror that someone from the press had found him.
Instead, through the fisheye lens, Rose Landry stood in the hall, hands in the pockets of her sleek black coat, looking exactly the way she did on magazine covers. She saw the peephole darken and made a little wave.
He cracked the door.
“Hi,” Rose said, warm and careful. “Don’t worry, no paparazzi. I took the freight elevator and bribed housekeeping.”
“Oh,” Shane said, not sure what else to say. He backed up to let her in, stepping aside so she could slip past.
She took in the scene, blackout darkness, cluttered coffee table of an untouched breakfast, dog hair everywhere, and didn’t so much as blink. “Ilya called me. He said you might need company today.  Or some support.”
Shane swallowed, shut the door, and asked, “Oh.  Do you want coffee, or…?” He’d meant to offer tea, or water, or something else, but his voice betrayed the tremble inside.
“I’m good,” she said, but eased off her heels and perched on the edge of the sofa, like she’d done this a thousand times before.
Queen, detecting a new body in the room, sniffed her way over, tail doing a slow, cautious wag. Rose smiled and let the dog nuzzle her hand, then looked up at Shane with a gentle, almost motherly expression.
Shane hovered awkwardly by the kitchenette. “So, uh… Did Ilya really call you, or did you just sense a disturbance in the Omega Force?”
She grinned, sharp and genuine. “He called. He said, and I quote, ‘my mate is hiding in hotel like sad, beautiful prince captured by dragon, and I am worried about him.’”
Queen barked, as if seconding the concern.
Shane felt his face flush. He tried to make it into a joke, but the best he could manage was, “Does that make you my knight in shining armor?”
Rose tapped her chin, pretending to think about it. “I prefer fairy godmother.”
Shane dropped onto the armchair opposite her, then pressed his knuckles to his mouth. “Fair enough.  Any chance you can wave your magic wand and make all of this go away?  So I can, you know…  Breathe again?”
Rose shook her head. “Afraid not on this one.  Though it’s fine to hide away for a little while. The world can wait for you to finish your panic attack.  You don’t owe them anything.”
“I’m not having a…” Shane started, but then stopped, because he very much was and very much had been in multiple panic attacks over the last 24 hours.  “Ok, so..  Maybe breathing time is good.”
Rose nodded along, letting Shane set the pace of their conversation.  Finally, she asked, “Have you checked the news at all? Or social media?”
He shook his head. “I can’t. I know it’s going to be bad. I keep… I mean, I can already picture the articles, and the memes, and the ‘he was never that good anyway’ takes. I even dreamt about one last night, where they replaced my highlight reel with videos of me falling over or tripping.”
Rose tried not to smile, but lost. “Honestly, that would make you more relatable to the public.  You’ve always been too good, even by Alpha standards.”
Shane tried to laugh, but it hitched in his chest. “I just… I thought, if I did everything right, I’d be safe. That they’d have to accept me, eventually, as long as I was… perfect. Or at least, you know, as perfect as I could be.”
She leaned in, elbows on her knees, hands clasped. “Is that why you waited so long to say anything?”
He nodded, eyes locked on his own hands. “Yeah.  The thing is, I kept letting that perfect mask slip. Little bits, here and there. Being able to date and be open with Ilya started it.  Then my parents and I got close again, which dipped it more.  Then Hayden knew, then you knew, and then…  The longer I went, the less I could keep the mask on. By the time I told the team, it was… I don’t know, it was like I couldn’t breathe with it on my face anymore, but I also thought, the second I drop it, everyone will see me different. I’m not going to be Shane anymore. I’m going to be Shane, The Omega. With an asterisk.”
Rose was quiet, letting the thoughts hang for a moment.  “…and how does that feel, honestly?”
He wasn’t sure he had an answer, so he just let the words stumble out.  The mask was off these days, anyway. “It’s not… I mean, I’m not ashamed anymore. I was, at one point, when I was younger, but not really anymore. I like who I am, now. I like being…” He choked off the next words, embarrassed. “…soft. I like that I can be loving at home and also crush people on the ice. I like that I can go home and cook dinner for my mate, I can cuddle and be open with people, hug my best friend, and spoil my dog and then go be a great athlete at the same time… I like not having to pretend, anymore…  but I also love hockey, and I don’t know if there’s a way to be both, and still belong anymore.  I’m worried both parts of my life are never going to be the same again, if I’d just kept my mouth shut.  I could have been both, but now I’m just…  Either.  Or neither.”
Rose nodded, slow and measured. “So you’re scared you’ll lose the thing you worked your whole life for, just by admitting you’ve always been the same guy inside.  You’re scared of not being yourself anymore and forced to pick one of your lives.”
Shane managed to laugh, but it felt bitter and mean-spirited when it left his lips. “Yeah.  Obviously.  Fuck.”
She looked at him, head cocked, as if sizing up something more important than muscle or stats. “Do you regret it?  Coming out now?”
He took a moment to think, but eventually shook his head. “No. Not really. But… I keep thinking, what if I just held out a little longer? What if I made it through this season, or until I set a record, or won a Cup? Then maybe I could have…”
Rose finished for him. “Gone out on top?”
He nodded, not trusting his voice.
Then, he finally asked the real question he needed to know the answer to.  From one Omega to another.
“How do you love that part of yourself?  How do you love and accept that part of yourself that everyone looks at and thinks “wow this means you’re inferior to everyone”?”
“Oh sweetheart,” Rose took Shane’s hand, gently squeezing it.
“I’m serious.  How do you love your own Omega? Because I thought I loved them, but all day today I keep thinking and thinking and…”  Shane felt the tip of a panic attack coming on.  In his head, all the terrible things he’d always feared happening was happening in real time.
Suspended.  Kicked off the team.  Forgotten.  Laughed at.  An asterisk in stats.  Right now, all those decisions were being made behind locked doors he couldn’t peek inside.
Rose patted his hand.  “Well…  Your Omega is you.  It’s a part of you.  Just like the hockey star.  Just like being a son to your parents, just like being a mate to Ilya.”
She stood up, dragging Shane across the suite and towards the blackout curtains.  Rose threw them back, letting the morning light shine inside and illuminate the dark room. 
“I’m an Olympian with Gold Medals who’s fought to be at the peak of the world in my sport.  I’m a daughter who loves her parents and wants to make them proud because they supported a scared little Omega girl who got told sports were too hard.  I’m a fighter for Omega rights because I know all too well how fragile the world sees us and wants to abuse that fragility to make us lesser beings.  I’m also an Omega, who’s been scared before, who’s cried before, who’s thought being an Olympian was too hard and the training was too brutal, who’s been called nasty words that hurt her feelings, who’s been told “no” before just because of my designation, and who’s wanted to crawl up into my nest and cry for years on end and never get out again.”
Rose put her hand on Shane’s chest, just above his heart, and squeezed.  “You have to choose to love all those parts of yourself.  Even if it’s hard and even if it doesn’t seem like they deserve to be loved, they do.  Even the parts of you are scared and cowardly.  Especially those.  Because I think we both know that it’s okay to be scared, it’s okay to cry, but we don’t let them be the only part of us that defines us.”
Shane smiled, a little. “You make it sound so easy.”
“Who are you, Shane Hollander?  What parts of you do you need to love again?” Rose asked.
He thought about it, staring out of the window.  To the busy streets of Montreal below was full of so many people busy about their day, with the Spring season bringing bright sunshine through the fluffy white clouds and piercing the sky a gorgeous, clear blue.
“I’m…”  Shane paused, taking a deep breath.  “I’m a son who was afraid of his parents’ judgement for the longest time.  I’m a hockey player who wanted to be seen as equal.  I’m Ilya’s mate, and want to make him happier than any man in the world because he finally let me be free and because he loves me like I’m someone worth being loved.” 
Shane caught his reflection in the window.  He didn’t recognize the man before him.  Not the smile, not the light in his eyes, and definitely not the color in his cheeks.
“…I’m an Omega.  Who was ashamed of being seen as weak that I started to believe Omegas were weak myself.  Who was so scared of being found out that he hid away from the world like a coward and didn’t help people that were in his same situation.  Who… Didn’t ever think he’d be loved.  Who thought he’d die alone, so what did it matter if this part of him died anyway?  Who was…  Expendable.” 
Rose hugged Shane from the side. 
“…I’m an Omega.  Who wants to be loved.  Who wants to have a family.  Who wants to nest.  Who wants to have kids and host parties and make people feel special and important, and be the heart of my Pack, and….  Just be myself.  I…  Want to love myself.”  Shane wiped a tear from his eye.
“…and you’ve already done the hard part of making that happen.”  Rose smiled, patting Shane on the back and rubbing slowly.  “You told the world who you are. Now you just have to stick around long enough to see what happens next, and face it.”
There was a moment of silence, then Shane asked, “Do you think I’m a coward? For hiding all this time? For lying?  Forget how I feel.  How do you, Rose Landry, feel about it?”
Rose’s smile softened. “No, I don’t think you’re a coward. I think you’re proof that the system is broken. That Omegas have to be twice as good, and still hide it, just to get a seat at the table. I also think every kid who comes after you will see that if The Golden Alpha can be an Omega, maybe they can too. Even if they never lace up a pair of skates and pick up a basketball instead.”
He wiped at his eyes, pretending it was just an allergy thing.
After a moment, she added, “Also, have you at least seen the memes that came out of this?”
He shook his head, mortified.
“Oh, you have to,” she said, reaching for his phone, but he jerked it away.
“I can’t,” he insisted. “Not yet.”
She didn’t press. Instead, she moved him back to the couch, patted his knee, then looked down at Queen, who’d curled up beside her on the couch again. “Then start with this: the only person who has to accept your coming out is you. The rest, if they’re important enough, will follow.”
Rose stood, stretched, then collected her shoes. “I’m in town for a while if you want to talk more. Or, you know, to watch rom-coms and eat cheese fries.”
“I’ll think about it.  Right now I think I just…  Need to face myself before anything else,” Shane said, meaning it.
Rose paused at the door. “Hang in there, Prince. You’ve got this.”
Shane gave a weak wave, then watched her disappear from the room.
He sat there for a long while, just breathing in the silence. Eventually, Queen crawled into his lap, snuffling at his arm until he scratched behind her ears. “You think I can do it?” he asked the dog.
Queen barked once.
He took it as a yes.
 
++++++++++
 
By sunset, Shane hadn’t moved much from the couch.  Queen was content to use his lap as a bed, and Shane still didn’t have much of an appetite.  Instead, he watched as the bright light of morning shifted to the afternoon, and then finally the setting sun that painted the room in hues of orange and coral.
“The only person that has to accept your coming out is you.”
Shane sighed.  He stood up, ordered room service and paced until the food arrived outside the door.  From there, he set up the dining table with his overpriced burger, fries, and beer.  He made Queen her own dinner and settled in for his own dinner.
Before he took a bite, he took the remote control and pointed it at the TV, switching it on for the first time since he’d come out.
The TV blasted on at full volume, making both him and Queen jump. He turned it down to a bearable roar and started flipping through the channels to the sports channels.
The first that came up was the national sports network, where three guys in identical blue suits yelled over each other in front of a wall of hockey stats.
“Look, I don’t care if Hollander’s an Omega or a goddamn Martian, he’s still putting up numbers that would make the best of the veterans jealous,” bellowed the first, voice like a chainsaw. “You bench him for the playoffs and you might as well hand the Cup to New York right now, and I’ll be honest, it’s going to look like one hell of a collusion story.”
The second guy shook his head, incredulous. “That’s what I’m saying! There is zero precedent for a suspension like this. None! Falsified Medical Records my ass, I’d like to take a gander at half of the Alphas on the Toronto Knights!  The only thing he’s guilty of is kicking ass at hockey and not telling anyone what’s in his pants. If you ask me, the league owes him a medal, not a tribunal.”
The third, younger and a Beta, cut in: “But you have to look at it from the Commissioner’s perspective. This puts the league in uncharted territory.  We’ve never had an Omega play at this level before, and -”
The first guy rolled his eyes. “The point of any athlete is to win games, and if you can’t appreciate the kind of magic Hollander brings to the ice, maybe you need a new line of work.  Also, what are you talking about “never had an Omega play at this level”, we’ve had one for nearly 5 years now!  Hollander is living proof that YES, Omegas can play, and YES they can play well!”
Shane blinked, uncertain whether he should feel relieved or mortified.
He clicked to the next channel.
This one was a roundtable of old-school sportswriters, all of whom looked like they’d been marinating in stadium hot dogs and gossip for decades.
One, a white-haired Alpha with a voice like an old diesel engine, was already mid-rant: “I just want to know if it’s true about the pheromones. Is he gonna be on the ice, making all the other players weak at the knees or what?”
A Beta woman with a sharp jaw and sharper wit shot back, “Are you serious? My wife and daughter are both Omegas and I’ve never once seen them ‘incapacitate’ a grown man by walking down the street.  You’re just being willfully ignorant at this point. Besides, Hollander’s bonded with Rozanov, his scent glands are already locked up tighter than Fort Knox.  The only one in danger of getting weak at the knees is Rozanov!”
A third panelist chimed in, “It’s not like we’re talking about some random kid. The guy’s Captain for a reason, and it’s not because of what designation he claims on his paperwork. You see the way he handled Detroit this season?  We could watch the highlights of that entire game, and I assure you, there was no “pheromones” influencing those plays.  You couldn’t get away with shit like that for 5 years.”
The first guy tried to redirect, but the second waved a hand. “Let the kid play, and if you’re really so worried about it, mandate scent blockers for everyone.  Or better yet, tell the Alphas to cut the shit with their own musk-booster deoderants.  If anyone’s being abusive of their scent, it’s the Alphas!”
There was laughter, and a flash of Shane and Ilya’s goal celebration on the highlight reel, which made Shane’s stomach twist, but also, he couldn’t help it, made his lips twitch upward.
He cycled through two more channels, both running the same montage of his best hits and plays, but with commentary that would have given his teenage self an aneurysm.
“Look at this, he takes a slapshot from Kent, bounces back up like nothing happened! That’s not “just” an Omega, that’s a terminator in a jersey!”
“…never seen a smarter playmaker, designation be damned. You think an Alpha could thread the needle like that? Get out of here.”
“Is it weird that I think it makes him hotter? I mean, I didn’t think I’d be into beefy Omegas, but here we are and I’m wanting to order some cake.”
Shane muted the TV, set the beer aside, and blinked at the ceiling for a long time.
Because that couldn’t have just happened.  In his head, in all the rehearsed scenarios, he was being dragged through the mud on every channel.  There was no way that the media was on his side. 
Right?
Shane reached for his phone, hand trembling less than it had in days. The lock screen was a mess of notifications. He opened the first notification and nearly choked.
A fan had edited a clip of his goal against Toronto set to “Born This Way” by Lady Gaga, and it already had half a million likes.
There were at least a dozen more memes in his notifications: “Our Omega Captain,” “Shane Hollander is my Parasocial Mate,” “I’m switching to hockey for this man alone.” Of course, people had started also putting his face onto Snoopy pictures and making memes out of them too.
Someone had made a side-by-side of his “pre-out” and “post-out” photos, one looking much happier than the other, with the caption: “This is the face of courage, and also, yes, I would let him destroy me.”
There were Omega kids tagging him with videos of themselves scoring goals and screaming “THIS IS FOR YOU, CAPTAIN HOLLANDER!” in homemade jerseys.
There was an entire thread on Twitter debating what dog breed he most resembled (“Snoopy” won by a landslide), and another thread where an actual NHL analyst tried to explain that “there’s never been a player like Shane, and if you think he can’t keep up, you haven’t watched a game this season.”
For every troll or bigot (and there were a few), there were fifty more people telling him they believed in him, or that he’d made them feel a little less alone.
Then, he’d been tagged in a post from Scott Hunter, which included a video.
He clicked it, hands sweating.
Scott was at home on their couch, sitting next to his husband, Kip, who gave the camera a mock salute. “This is Scott Hunter, Captain of the New York Admirals,” Scott started, “I just want to say, personally, that designation doesn’t make the player, and if anyone’s got a problem with Shane Hollander, they can take it up with me.” He grinned, and Kip added, “You tell ‘em, babe.”
Scott continued, “Also, if the league’s gonna suspend him, I’ll be sitting out the same number of games, just so we keep things fair in the first round. See you on the ice, Hollander.  I can’t wait to pay you back for earlier this season.  Our team knows how to play overtime now.” He said, with a wink.
Shane rewatched it twice, unable to stop grinning like a moron.
He wiped his eyes and realized he was crying, really crying.
Queen jumped on his lap, licked his face, and started kneading his leg, which did nothing to help the tears.
He wasn’t ready for the next notification, but he opened it anyway.
It was a comment on his latest post, from a fan in rural Alberta.  An Alpha of all people: “You made me want to play again. My coach always told me I wasn’t “enough of an Alpha” to make it because I was too soft and I wasn’t mean enough to want it. Now I know he was wrong. Thank you.”
He set the phone aside, leaned back against the chair, and let himself feel it all: the fear, the relief, the absurd hope.
“I’m not alone.  I’m not forgotten.  They don’t think I’m a coward.  My world didn’t end.  My world isn’t over.”
The suite door clicked open, and Ilya poked his head in, cheeks red from the cold and a day of heavy practice.
“Shane?  You are not hiding under table,” Ilya observed, scanning the room. “Progress?”
Shane wiped his face. “Yeah. I guess I am.”
Ilya toed off his boots and sat in the seat right next to him, gathering Shane into a bone-crushing hug. “Saw the memes yet?”
Shane nodded, voice thick. “They’re better than I could have imagined.”
Ilya grinned, then kissed his temple. “They finally get to see my beautiful Omega the way I see him. I am glad.”
Shane laughed, then pressed his face into Ilya’s neck, inhaling the honest, perfect scent of home.
Because Ilya was right.  He didn’t have to hide.
Not anymore.
 
++++++++++
 
The Voyager Stadium press room being empty felt odd to Shane.  He’d never been there unless it was to address the media, but on that day, he was grateful they weren’t there.  For what he wanted to do, Shane preferred the quiet and the time to think for himself.
Harris had set up a phone tripod and a ring light on the interview podium, cables snaking across the floor and attached to a laptop. He fiddled with the settings, tongue poking out in concentration, while Queen napped in a sunbeam under the front row of folding chairs.
“Okay.  Lightning is good, we’ve got a nice background and you look as handsome as always” Harris said, finally, “Camera’s rolling. Audio’s good. Just let me know when you’re ready, Shane.”
Shane took a seat at the table, smoothed the front of his Voyagers warmup jacket, and resisted the urge to run away and hide from this.
He looked at the empty chairs arrayed before him and tried to imagine a friendlier audience: his parents, his team, maybe even a version of himself who wasn’t afraid of what came next.
“You don’t have to do a whole speech,” Harris offered, his voice gentler than usual. “Just say what you want to say to the fans and public. The rest, I’ll edit. Or not. Whatever feels right.  I’m not going to put up anything that you don’t agree with.”
Shane nodded, exhaled slow, and glanced at the blinking red light on the camera. “What if I screw up and look stupid?  Or say something and lose all the good faith people have in me right now.”
“Then you’ll be just like everyone else on the internet,” Harris deadpanned. “Honestly? Just be you. That’s what everyone’s been waiting for.”
“Easy for you to say, you’re a natural in front of a camera,” Shane said, managing a wobbly smile.
“Dude, I literally throw up before every press conference worrying my career is going to get screwed over. Secret’s out.” Harris winked, then gave a double thumbs-up. “You got this.”
Shane tried to ignore the tension in his shoulders, and started talking.
“Hey, uh. This is Shane Hollander, of the Montreal Voyagers. If you’re watching this, you already know what’s up.  Probably have for a few days now, and I’m sorry for not speaking until now, but uh…  It’s been overwhelming the last 24 hours.”
He swallowed, then pressed on. “Let’s start with the basics.  Yes.  I’ve been hiding the fact that I’m an Omega since I was thirteen. Back in peewee, my first coach told me that I couldn’t play at the next level because I was an Omega and couldn’t take a hit. He said it in front of everyone, like it was just another fact. like telling me the sky was blue or that the best teams only drafted Alphas.”
Shane shrugged. “That was the first time anyone told me I couldn’t do something because of my designation, but it wasn’t the last. So, I started hiding. I got good at it. I memorized how Alphas move, how they walk into a room, how they act like they’re never scared. I figured, if I could fake it well enough, I could at least play the game I loved.  Maybe even some day, prove to people Omegas could play just as well as Alphas.”
He paused, collecting his thoughts. “I don’t blame that coach, anymore, really. He was just repeating what the system told him. What the world told him. A lot of people believe what they’re told instead of looking at the world for what it really is.  It’s easier to believe a lie, especially when it keeps the balance of power more equal for others.”
He glanced at Harris, who nodded encouragingly.
“There were times I hated being an Omega. I thought it meant I was soft, or weak, or that nobody would ever take me seriously. The thing is, this year, something changed. I realized the things I was hiding are the same things that made me good at hockey. That made me who I am.”
He licked his lips, then forged on. “Being an Omega means I have to work twice as hard. I have to be faster, smarter, tougher, just to keep up. Though it also means I see the ice differently. I can out-skate Alphas because I’m faster, I can take a hit and get right back up because in case you missed it, Omegas are tough. If you ask me, it’s not a disadvantage. It’s a different kind of strength.  Like in a lot of sports where having  different builds or different strategies helps.”
Shane exhaled. “A lot happened this season. Good and bad. Some of it I can’t talk about yet, but, what I can say is, I’m done hiding. I’m done pretending to be someone else, just so I can do what I love.”
He smiled. “I think Ilya said it best when he told Daniel all those months ago: I’m a hockey player because I play hockey. Not because I’m an Alpha, or an Omega, or anything else.  I hope, someday soon, that’s enough.”
Shane ducked his head, then added, “Thank you to everyone who’s reached out, who’s supported me. If the NHL decides to lift my suspension after the investigation concludes, I’ll do my best to bring the Cup back to Montreal. For my parents, for my mate, for my team, for this city, and for everyone who ever felt like they didn’t belong on the ice.”
He nodded to Harris, signaling he was done.
Harris switched off the camera and let the moment hang for a second. Then, with no warning, he charged the podium and hugged Shane in a chokehold.
“That was awesome,” Harris said, voice thick. “Like, seriously, dude. I’ve never been so proud to be a fan or an employee.”
Shane squirmed in mock agony. “Can’t… breathe… I thought you said I just had to be myself.”
“You did! And you killed it! Seriously, you are going to be a legend.” Harris let him go, then wiped at his eyes, embarrassed. “Sorry, that was… unprofessional.”
Shane laughed, a little giddy from the adrenaline. “You sure you don’t want to use that as a TikTok instead?”
“Are you kidding? They’re gonna market the fuck out of you. Tomorrow, you’ll be on t-shirts, cereal boxes, maybe even a plushie line. Wait, can we do that? Can you be a plushie?”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Is that all I am to you? A brand mascot?”
“Don’t tempt me, Cap. I’m already in talks with the Peanuts people for ‘Omega Snoopy’ crossover merch.” Harris snickered, then dodged as Shane reached over to mock-strangle him.
They both ended up laughing, leaning against the cold, cheap plastic of the press table.
 
++++++
 
While Shane didn’t want to go on any kind of press tour, the Voyagers admin had all but insisted on, at the bare minimum, one public press event. 
“We’d like the NHL to realize we’re not going to be quiet about this, so they need to make their decision carefully.” One of the admins had told Shane.  He’d almost decided against it, but when David told him it’d be good for metrics and the case, Shane chose to take the interview.
“It’s just a simple discussion of Omegas playing in sports.  A basic “debate” and we’ve been assured there shouldn’t be any hardball questions.” Shane had been told.
Luckly, coach gave Ilya the day off from practice and would be there with Shane.
Inside, the station’s security guard ushered them past the chaos of the crowds outside, into a holding area just off the main studio.
Someone thrust a cup of coffee into Shane’s hand in the green room, and he saw his own face on every TV in the waiting room, surrounded by headlines: HOLLANDER BREAKS THE MOULD, VOYAGER CAPTAIN DEFIES ODDS, HOCKEY’S FIRST OMEGA.
He took a sip of the coffee, then nearly spat it back in the cup when he spotted Dallas Kent, larger than life, stalking back and forth behind the glass of the green room.
Ilya growled, wrapping his arms around Shane defensively.  “Tell me this is joke.”
From the TVs in the green room, Shane could overhear the announcer getting ready for their segement.
“Coming up next, we discuss the hot topic of Omegas in Sports, and with us we’ll have Shane Hollander, the Omega Captain of the Voyagers, and Dallas Kent, Alpha Captain of the Toronto Knights weighing in!  Stay tuned!”
“Of course,” Shane muttered. He should have guessed. If the station wanted drama, there was nobody better than Kent. His blonde hair was slicked back, every line of his suit screaming money and power. Even through the double-thick glass, Shane could hear him shouting at someone in a suit, probably an attorney of some kind if he had ot guess.
“I don’t care what the fuck they say! You get that bitch to shut up or I’ll do it myself! And get me someone who’s not going to flake out when they have to perform!  They open their legs, how easy is that to accomplish!?” Dallas threw a folder at the wall, scattering papers everywhere.
The attorney, shaken, but clearly used to this. just nodded and collected the mess, then whispered something back. Dallas hissed a reply, snatched a glass of water, and downed it in one go.
Ilya leaned over to Shane and whispered, “He is more angry than usual. Probably drama with camps.  Or mistress?  Maybe is good sign for us, yes?”
“Maybe,” Shane said, though a knot had already started to form in his stomach.
It got worse when he noticed Dallas reach into his inside jacket pocket and pull out what looked like a scrap of pale blue lace, panties, if Shane had to guess. He watched, incredulous, as Dallas lifted it to his nose, alongside some kind of inhaler-type object, and breathed deeply of both at the same time, shuddering with something that was definitely not entirely legal. A thin line of slick shined on Dallas’s upper lip from the panties, which he wiped away with the back of his hand, but ensured to leave a little streak.
Then, Shane remembered Troy’s warning.  About a shiny upper lip.
“What the fuck is he doing?” Shane whispered to Ilya.
Ilya shrugged.  “No idea. Maybe he is in rut. Or just wants to get rush before cameras.”
The show producer appeared, all nerves and clipboard and interrupted them. “Mr. Hollander? You’re up in five. Mr. Rozanov, you’ll be seated just off stage. This will be a neutral forum…” she grimaced as she said it, “…so please, just answer the questions honestly. We’re live in all major markets.  We don’t want a repeat of…  Well, your last major news appearance”
Shane nodded, pasted on his Captain smile, and let them lead him to the studio.
The lights were brighter than he remembered, hot and unforgiving. Dallas was already in his seat, arms folded, body angled to loom large in the camera’s lens. His scent, Alpha, rutting, pure ego. hit like a wave, but Shane had played the man enough times to be ready.
The host, a Beta named Dave with slicked-back hair and a perfect radio voice, launched right into it.
“We’re here with Dallas Kent and Shane Hollander. Tonight, the sports world’s hottest topic: should Omegas be allowed to play in the highest levels of competition? Should Shane Hollander be allowed back on the ice for the Voyagers in the Stanley Cup? Gentlemen, your thoughts.”
Dallas didn’t even let the host finish before he started speaking. “Let’s be clear, nobody has a problem with Omegas playing sports, but what we do have a problem with is a liar who cheated the entire system. If he’d declared himself properly, nobody would’ve ever let him near the ice. Not in peewee, not in juniors, not in the minors, and definitely not in the NHL.”
Shane waited for the host to invite him in. “Is that what you really think?” he asked, level and steady.
Dallas gave a cold smile. “I don’t think, I know. You manipulated every coach, every team, every scout, pretending to be an Alpha, taking supplements, pumping yourself up with God-knows-what, just so you could look good on the highlight reel, and now, when you finally get caught, you want the whole world to feel sorry for you. Like you’re some kind of martyr who made a big sacrifice about “coming out””
Shane met his gaze. “I’ve already passed a full panel for league-legal substances. The only thing I ever took was over-the-counter protein shakes and the same stuff everyone else uses. I didn’t do this to get special treatment, or to cheat. I did it because I love the game and I wanted to play.  Also, I didn’t get “caught”, I came out of my own accord.”
Dallas snorted. “You love the spotlight. That’s all you ever cared about. You gamed the system, and now you want a medal for it.  Now you want to stand up and act like you’re just as good as the Alphas.”
The host cut in, looking at Shane. “There are some who say that, as an Omega, you have an unfair advantage, flexibility, lower center of gravity, even the ability to distract Alphas with your scent. How do you respond to those critics?”
Shane bit back the first five responses that came to mind. “There are also studies that say Alphas have an advantage in upper body strength, lung capacity, and aggression. If we started banning every player who has a biological edge, we’d have nobody left. The game is supposed to be about what you do on the ice, not what label you check on a form.  Besides, I’ve been checked and stopped plenty of times by good players.  I’m not invincible.  No one player can do it all.”
The host nodded, as if he hadn’t expected a decent answer. “Dallas, you’ve been quoted as saying Shane should be permanently banned from hockey. Do you stand by that?”
Dallas’s eyes glittered. “Absolutely. He’s a fraud, and he’s making a mockery of the sport.”
The host turned to Shane. “You’ve heard the criticism. What’s your response?”
Shane let himself relax, just a little. “You know what? Let my record speak for itself. Look at the tape. Look at the games. If you think I don’t belong after seeing all of that, say it to my face on the ice when we play. I’m not ashamed of who I am. If anything, I’m proud to be the first Omega professional.  Because we can finally prove, with facts, that not only am I not making a mockery of the sport, I’m making it better.”
Dallas leaned forward, voice dropping to a hiss. “You’re proud of spreading your legs for half the league? That’s the only way an Omega like you ever gets ahead. On your back.  So tell me, is that how you got as far as you did?  Let your coaches diddle you all these years?  Is that how you got all those nice stats, too?”
For a half-second, the studio went silent.
The host’s eyes bulged, but he tried to recover. “Let’s keep it civil…”
Shane, to his own surprise, didn’t even flinch. “If you have a problem with me, Dallas, that’s fine.  I’m not surprised, given how we trounced the Knights this season, multiple times, but let’s be honest here, I didn’t see you scoring any game-winners in the last five years. Maybe you should work on your own stats before you talk about mine.”
The Beta host almost choked.
Dallas went purple with rage.
“What did you say to me?” Dallas spat.
Shane locked eyes with him. “You heard me.”
Dallas was up and over the table in a flash, hands snatching at Shane’s collar and his arms starting to wrap around Shane’s neck. His grip was brutal, but Shane had been cross-checked by bigger and meaner men. He braced his feet, twisted, and planted a perfect knee right into Dallas’s groin.
The impact echoed in the small studio. Dallas went down, crumpled over the edge of the desk.
Security descended in a wave, trying to separate the two, but 80% of them were keeping Dallas down. Ilya was already there, cutting through the chaos, grabbing Shane’s shoulders and making sure he was in one piece.
“You okay?” Ilya asked, scanning for injuries.
Shane nodded, adrenaline humming. “Better than him.”
Dallas was still writhing, howling threats and curses, his face twisted in pure hatred.  All while his attorney was screaming about “lawsuits” and “avoiding police”.
The show cut to commercial (and Shane was pretty sure they’d cut the live feed way before that), the host’s voice a shrill “We’ll be right back,” barely audible over the commotion.
Security saw to it that Ilya and Shane made a hasty exit, past producers in a panic and fans already pressed against the glass of the lobby.  There were mutters of apologies for letting Dallas get that close to Shane, and half-assed “please don’t get the cops involved” from a few pages.
“You’ll hear from Voyager attorneys.” Ilya finally spat, slapping them away as they finally reached the parking lot where their ride was waiting for them.
Shane slipped into the vehicle, rubbing his neck.  “Fuck.”
“What is wrong with that man?” Ilya said, slipping beside Shane in the backseat as their driver took off.  “That was National Television! He attacks someone one national television?  What is he thinking?”
Shane shook his head. “No idea, but I think he’s losing it.”
As they drove off, Shane began to wonder more and more what kind of secrets Dallas Kent was hiding, what had made Troy get sent away, and what all of this converging truly meant for both the sport and for Shane.
 
++++++
 
The Voyagers’ executive boardroom was just as intimidating as Shane remembered it. Wall-to-wall oak paneling, filled with a table to fit the entirety of the executive board, plus a horde of suits and lawyers at any one time.
On that day, bottled water lined up and down the table, and each seat was filled with both members of the Voyagers admin, the owners, as well as members of the NHL’s legal team. At the head of the table, Commissioner Croswell, a wrinkled old man with a receding hairline and silvery hair, sat with the air of a man who’d never once been late for a tee time or happy hour.
Shane, in his best suit, sat halfway down the table with Ilya on one side and Yuna on the other. David was next to Yuna, legal pad open but mostly doodling little hockey pucks in the margins out of nerves.
Croswell opened the proceedings with a voice that was well practiced in the ways of “public relation”.
“Mr. Hollander, and esteemed guests.” Croswell steepled his hands. “The NHL takes both its reputation very seriously. I trust you all understand that this situation has put it in considerable jeopardy.  Our organization has suffered a big public relations blow as a result of this, and other issues that have come up this season with the hockey camp drama.”
Shane nodded, biting the inside of his cheek. He was determined not to flinch.
Croswell continued, “Never, in the history of the league, have we encountered an incident quite like this. Not only was the league’s medical protocol deliberately subverted, but this was done in such a way as to maximize media exposure and, I daresay, personal benefit. The entire North American sports press has been whipped into a froth. Some are already calling the NHL a corrupt organization and trust in our decision making is at an all time low.  From the league camps, to Omega rights, and now an Alpha player attacking an Omega player on national television!”
He fixed Shane with a shark-eyed stare. “It is the NHL’s belief that such matters should be brought to our attention immediately, not paraded before the public in an attempt to garner sympathy, disrupt playoffs, or…” he flicked his eyes to Ilya… “to engage in any sort of… politics.”
Shane said nothing. Ilya’s jaw tightened, but he gave Shane’s hand a quick squeeze under the table.
Croswell thumbed through his notes, then looked back up. “Let’s address the specifics. Mr. Hollander, your medical records, dating back to your early teens, were falsified or ‘corrected’ at multiple junctures. This is a violation of league policy. Do you deny that these records were manipulated to conceal your Omega designation?”
“No, sir.  I did lie on my medical records,” Shane said, steady and clear. “I did what I had to, to play.  Because back then, there wasn’t another way.”
A murmured ripple of surprise moved down the table. Croswell raised a single, imperious eyebrow. “Honesty. Good. The world could use more of it.” He continued, “However, since your… revelation… we have conducted a thorough review. The league’s medical board has confirmed that, aside from the designation issue, your physicals are exemplary. You have not taken illegal performance enhancers or used any banned substances. You have not presented a risk to player safety, or to yourself. We have also confirmed, through the Rose Landry Foundation that “pheromone disruption” is a false science and in review of your tapes, do not believe there has been any foul play.”
Yuna reached over and squeezed Shane’s shoulder, a silent “you’re doing great”.
Croswell finally leaned back, fingers drumming. “So, what to do? The law of precedent, Mr. Hollander, is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the NHL cannot allow players to circumvent medical policy for personal gain. On the other, there is no explicit bylaw that bars an Omega from play after the passing of designation protection laws several years back, so the lie is ultimately, inconsequential as far as medicine goes.  It also goes without saying, that issuing a suspension at this time would be a further disaster to our imagine, to say the least, in the current climate.”
He let that hang, then declared, “Accordingly, I am levying a substantial fine against you for falsifying your medical records. Your pay for the remainder of the current season will be docked by thirty percent, with those funds directed to the league’s reform funds. In addition, you are on probation for the next season to come. Any further misrepresentations of your medical records, or any additional designation-related scandals that paint the NHL in a poor light, and you will be expelled from play, permanently. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” Shane said, the relief nearly knocking him sideways.  This wasn’t really a “punishment”.  This was a slap on the wrist.  A “we have to do something so here’s what we’re doing” kind of action. 
Croswell turned to Ilya. “Mr. Rozanov. You are also subject to discipline, for knowingly participating in this medical subterfuge. However, in recognition of your exemplary image in the public these days, I am suspending the majority of your penalties in exchange for community service, by having you aid the NHL marketing with media tours to help our new “designation marketing” to help repair our image.”
Ilya almost smiled. “Will do, sir.”
Croswell nodded. “Very well. The league has decided to lift your suspension, Mr. Hollander. Effective immediately, you are eligible to return to active play and may participate in the Stanley Cup.”
Shane nodded, feeling lighter with every word.
Croswell closed the folder, finally satisfied. “That is all. Let’s hope, for all our sakes, that the next time the Voyagers make headlines, it’s for hockey and nothing else. The league could use some good press these days.  Do not make me come back here and have a talk like this, or I will not be as pleased.”
He stood, signaled the attorneys, and strode from the room like a general leaving the battlefield.
For a heartbeat, nobody moved.
Then Stuart, one of the owners, punched the air. “Hot damn! See you in the playoffs, Shane!  I’m gonna win a cup!” He hugged both Shane and Ilya, smelling faintly of aftershave and celebration.
Yuna burst into tears, then into laughter, alternating every few seconds. “We’re so proud of you,” she whispered, and even David, always the stoic, wiped at his eyes and gave Shane a one-armed hug.
Coach charged in, red-faced and triumphant. “This is the best goddamn day in Voyagers history. You hear me, kid? I knew they couldn’t keep you off the ice.”
Ilya slung an arm around Shane, beaming. “Told you we’d win.”
He let the noise of the room, the hugs, the banter, and the promises of celebration wash over him.
Winning The Stanley Cup as an Omega wasn’t just a dream anymore. This was reality.  Something he could finally reach out and touch for himself.
 






      

  












      Chapter 18: A Step Forward
  








  Shane took some time to reflect about just how far he’d come since the start of the season.  Because, by all accounts, he shouldn’t be there.
“I’m out.  I’m playing.  Hell, not only am I playing, I’m playing for the greatest cup in the league!”
He stared at his reflection in the locker-room mirror, shoulder-to-shoulder with his teammates.  They were all gearing up for the first game of the Stanley Cup Playoffs.  Each of them were currently performing their own “rituals” for good luck.
Eric had brewed himself a cup of herbal tea and was handing out little samples to the rookies, hyping up their “stress relief” qualities, in the kind of tone that was like a Dad trying to lie to his kids to keep them from having a meltdown.
Troy was taping up his wrists, jaw clenched and silent as always.  Though when Harris came through with a camera and started doing interviews for “history in the making” social media blitz, Troy’s expression lightened up and he seemed to relax into himself a bit.
Hayden was facetiming his kids and wife who were up in the stands, waving to the people in the crowd around them and blowing his girls kisses in an exaggerated manner.
Even Coach had cleaned up, the lines of his clothes a little sharper, his grey hair a little less of a disaster and his beard trimmed for once.
Shane, for his own ritual, was just trying not to vomit from nerves and the weight of his designation’s pride on the line for the firs ttime. 
In the corner, Ilya was tying his skates up, bobbing his head up and down with the timing of music coming from his phone. When their eyes met across the locker room, Ilya gave the tiniest, softest smile. A secret smile, just for Shane.
That was the moment Shane knew he wouldn’t screw this up.
Shane reached up into his locker to pull on his jersey.  Which, of course the team had modified for the occasion.
The greek Omega symbol was stitched in bright navy right above his heart, an exact match to the Captain’s “C” that had already lived there for years. The new patch wasn’t even standard league issue, the PAMs had gone above in beyond in getting the best quality patch they could find for the occasion that matched the team’s style.
He pulled on the jersey, feeling how it hugged his chest, fitted but not constricting. Like armor, but lighter.
“Alright, you beautiful bastards,” Coach yelled, clapping his hands. “Let’s make some goddamn history tonight!”
The team banged their sticks on the floor, a percussion of adrenaline and nerves. Shane closed his eyes, let the sound wash over him, and took a deep breath to ground himself.
Out in the entry tunnel, Queen was waiting, decked out in her own tiny jersey and matching booties. Her bat ears flicked, her tongue lolling, and her whole body vibrated with excitement as Harris guided her down the tunnel for a pregame Instagram post. Queen yipped and barked at every player, but when Shane knelt, she licked his face, then nuzzled at the Omega symbol on his chest like she understood the whole thing.
“We do it for her majesty!” Hayden said, grinning as he brushed past.
“Always,” Shane said, grinning right back as they patted each other on the back.
As the lights of Voyager Stadium dimmed and the roar started, Shane rolled his neck and stretched his arms, getting every last knot out. The air was sharp with the smell of ice and the roar of hyped-up fans, but there was an undertone of something electric in the air that night.
Expectation, pride, and maybe even curiosity.
“Let’s watch the Omega and see how they do.”  Shane’s first judgment as a professional Omega athlete.  Or, at least, the first one where everyone would be watching him.
The sound hit him first. Not just the usual crowd noise, but a full-throated ovation, so loud it rattled the glass and set off a dull ache in his breastbone. As they skated out, each player getting their shoutout for the night, the scoreboard pulsed with light, and the jumbo screen finally zoomed in on his face.
“Up next is Shane Hollander, Omega Captain of the Voyagers,” the announcer boomed, and the camera panned to the Omega patch on his chest.
A fresh wave of cheers surged, louder than any goal he’d ever scored.
Scott Hunter and the New York Admirals were already lined up on their blue line, decked in red and white and stone-faced as anyone coming into another team’s home turf during the playoffs.  Still, Shane could tell the crowd was getting to them.  Tonight, the home ice advantage was physical, living thing you could feel under your blades.
For that night, the captains met at center ice for the ceremonial handshake as the start to their best of 7 first round playoff. Scott skated up and offered his hand, which Shane took immediately.
Scott’s grip was firm and steady, and his words were meant for Shane alone.
“Proud of you, man.  Glad we get to meet on the ice again,” Scott said, his voice low and private. “Win or lose, you changed the game.
“Don’t go easy on me, old man,” Shane replied, shaking with anticipation. “If you do, I’ll never let you live it down.”
Scott grinned. “Wouldn’t dream of it. We’re both about to play the best damn game of hockey the world has ever seen.  Good luck, Captain.”
The handshake ended. 
In a blink of ceremony and waiting for advertisements to finish, they were at the faceoff, Shane versus Scott, and the ref dropped the puck.
The game was on.
From the opening face-off, New York played like a whole new unit. Clearly, they’d watched every minute of tape, every replay, every movement of the Voyagers’ offense, and adjusted their game accordingly. The first shift was brutal, Shane took an elbow to the ribs from a rookie, then had to duck a cross-ice check from a veteran winger whose name he’d cursed year after year for how brutal he was. He retaliated back soon after and a quick pass to Dion, who was immediately boxed in by two defensemen and hammered into the boards for all he’s worth.
The whistle blew, and as they cycled back to the bench, Troy leaned in, voice tight. “They’re coming for our heads, Cap. You good?”
“Better than ever,” Shane said, grinding his teeth.
Ilya was next to him, sweat already rolling down his face. “Is good. Means they are scared of you. Scared of us. We have the power.”
Shane glanced at the scoreboard: 0-0, five minutes in, both teams already racking up penalty minutes. He grinned. “Let’s make them regret it.”
By the end of the first period, the teams were tied 1-1, both goals coming from power plays that took both teams to hell and back in order to score. The bench was a collection of bruises, split lips, and adrenaline. Coach barked strategy and offered up the classic “take no prisoners” speech, but it was the team that fueled itself. Nobody bitched. Nobody whined.
When the second period started, Montreal flipped the switch. Hayden and the rookies ran circles around the Admirals’ defense, and with a bit of grace and a breakaway, Shane managed to break through the zone and net a shorthanded goal. The place exploded. 2-1.
New York was relentless, though.  They weren’t going to take a goal lying down.  Not that night.
Scott Hunter barreled through the next two minutes and answered with a goal of his own, slamming and breaking his way through Shane and Ilya in equal measure, followed by another from a second-line winger who managed a breakaway after Troy took a fall. Troy, Hayden, and Dion were starting to drag, and the team’s energy dipped in the last five minutes of the period.  2-3, New York ahead.
As the period ended and the teams gathered back up, the cameras caught Shane glancing back at Ilya. His mate was skating hard that night, but there was something simmering under his usual calm.  Like a storm gathering.
The third period felt like the end of the world.
It started with an all-out brawl in front of the Voyagers’ net, fists flying and gloves abandoned. The refs pried apart the bodies, assessed penalties, and reset the face-off. Despite the exhaustion on all sides, the game continued its same, brutal war.
Eric, to his credit, was pulling in overtime, blocking goal after goal as his body started to show signs of cracking.  He grinned and bared it.  “I’ve got you guys, just…  Get out there and get some numbers.”  He slammed a hand on Shane’s shoulder.  “Get us there, Cap.”
By the skin of their teeth, and with Eric’s encouragement, Shane managed to run a strong play with Ilya, and with Troy and Hayden taking the brunt of the blows, Ilya slapped in a goal.  That’s when Shane saw Ilya’s lightning start to burst from the storm.  Despite going longer and harder than he’d ever done before, he was still fighting, ready to hit the ice again.
With ten minutes left, the teams were tied 3-3.
Every shift, every pass, every block was a coin toss between glory and disaster.  Scott fumbled a shot by a mile, Eric made a split-second catch, Dion got hammered time and again, and Ilya was breaking down everyone who got even remotely close to Shane.
It took until the last period for Shane to realize this wasn’t just a hockey game, it was a goddamn battle for the future, for Omegas, for honor, for the sport, for everything, and the crowd knew it.  Neither time conceded and inch.  Shane was already wondering how the hell this all looked to viewers at home.
The stadium sound climbed with every shot, every near miss, and every save.
Then, with thirty seconds left, they got called for an ad break.
The team huddled, gulping down water and oxygen, jerseys plastered to their bodies.  Sweat was like a river on them, their bodies teetering between conscious and unconscious, but you would have never known it by the looks on their face.  The burning, grim determination to keep on fighting.
Coach pointed at Shane, Ilya, and Troy. “First line. Barrett, you anchor the left. Rozanov, I want you in the slot, keep the defenders honest. Hollander, this is your play. Go get it.”
As they lined up for the last push, Ilya nudged Shane’s elbow. “We will win. For Pack. For everything we care about!”
“For everything we care about!” Shane screamed, followed by a chorus of yells from his teammates, all pulling in the last reserves of strength for the last plays.
For a second, nothing hurt anymore for any of them.
The puck dropped.
Troy immediately muscled his way past Scott and angled the puck back to Shane. Ilya was exactly where he needed to be, pinned between two defenders but fighting for every inch. Shane caught the puck, feinted left, then whipped it behind the net to Troy, who took the hit, then redirected to Ilya.
Scott came for a charge, but Ilya quickly redirected to Troy.  Troy, holding the puck for less than a second, passed it back to Shane.  Shane, dipping between two Admirals, saw he had a shot.
Twenty seconds.
Time paused for him.  Because everyone was gunning for him, and they’d be on him soon.  He felt it in his gut, he wouldn’t get the shot off freely.
Dion was halfway across the ice, no good.
Troy was occupied making them an opening? 
The rookies?  No.  They’d freeze at this juncture.
Shane had to get it to someone who could score.  Who could win.  Not for him, not for his own glory, but for the team.  For the Pack.
Fifteen seconds.
It all happened in less than a heartbeat.  Shane saw the opening.  To the one person he trusted more than any other.
“ALPHA!” Shane screamed.
Ilya’s head was up in a fraction of a second.  He turned, caught Shane’s eyes, saw his body, and Ilya was already repositioning himself.
Shane ducked and dodged, maneuvering himself to adjust from a shooting position to a passing position.
Ten seconds.
Shane made the last-minute pass to Ilya.  Once the Alpha caught the puck, Ilya skated fast and hard, barreling through to the goal.  He clapped like thunder and burst light lightning.
Five seconds.
Ilya slammed the puck toward the goal, harder than he’d ever hit a puck before in his life.
Three seconds.
It shot between the Goalie’s legs and into the net.
For a split second, the world stopped.
Goal.
The horn screamed, the crowd exploded into cheers, screams and applause, and the Voyagers mobbed Ilya as he slid across the ice on his knees, arms up in victory. Ilya was screaming his head off, a proud roar into the sky that everyone in Canada could hear.
Shane didn’t even hear the announcer’s call, or the fireworks on the jumbotron, or the storm of flashbulbs from the media row.  He only heard the ragged, honest sound of his own laugh, the satisfaction of victory for the pack, then followed the crash as Ilya tackled him and crushed him in a hug. The team piled on soon after, laughing, shouting, burying him under a mountain of human, terrible sweat, and hockey.
They’d done it.  Game 1 of 7 for the first round was theirs, and it had been the best damn game of hockey they’d ever played.
As the teams lined up for postgame handshakes, Scott caught up to him at center ice. Scott’s face was bruised, blood trickling from his lip, but his eyes were clear.
“Hell of a game,” Scott said, breathing hard.
“You too,” Shane replied, voice rough.
Scott gave him a nod, then, with a deft flick, tapped Shane’s Omega patch with his stick. “History, Cap. You made it.  Nobody’s going to give you shit after tonight.  Hell of a hockey IQ on display tonight.”
Shane swallowed the lump in his throat, smiled, and skated off to the side where the reporters and media waited.
Ilya met him there, eyes bright with pride and something softer.
“C’mere,” Shane said, and pulled Ilya in. The kiss was quick, a little awkward with the gear and the crowd and the ice, but it was real, and it was on the jumbotron, and it was everything.
The roar from the crowd drowned out the rest of the world.
 
+++++
 
Shane was flying on an adrenaline high, still in his post-game clothes, gear left in a heap by the door, helmet in one hand, Queen in the other, when Ilya caught him and spun him around the kitchen.
“We did it!” Ilya shouted, over and over, until Shane was breathless with laughing and Queen was barking to keep up. “You are fucking amazing. You are king of hockey! No, Omega of hockey. The best mate, the best Captain, the best everything!  God that play at end was magnificent!  My beautiful, gorgeous, genius Omega!”
“Stop, I’m gonna cry again,” Shane said, but didn’t try to squirm away. He let Ilya pin him against the wall and kiss him until he started to purr, until his skin buzzed and all the exhaustion in his body transformed into something electric.
“Is not possible,” Ilya said, kissing him again, “for you to cry more than me. I cry four times on the ice. Troy counted for me.  Called me a bitch.”
Shane managed a snort, then wrapped his arms around Ilya’s neck and buried his face in his mate’s shoulder. “Ilya, we just won the best game of our lives. We just made history. How do you top that?”
“You do it again.  Then again.  Then again, then again,” Ilya replied, instantly, then picked up Shane, carried him straight to the bedroom, and dumped him on the mattress.
Queen, sensing what was coming, hopped onto her ottoman in the living room and promptly turned around so she could ignore their sex life with the dignity of a true monarch.
The second the bedroom door shut behind them, Ilya pounced.
The jacket was the first to go, yanked off in a blur and thrown across the room. Fabric flew, then Shane’s shirt, then his undershirt, all stripped away by hands that trembled with want. Ilya slowed down only when he kissed Shane’s jaw, his neck, his chest, tracing every inch with lips and tongue.
“You are so beautiful like this,” Ilya said, not even a little self-conscious. “I want to taste you everywhere.”
“Pretty sure you already have,” Shane gasped, but let his head fall back anyway, giving Ilya full access.
Ilya lavished him with attention, trailing kisses down Shane’s sternum, past his abs, stopping at every mole and scar to leave a mark of his own. Shane’s pants were half-off, boxers riding low on his hips, but Ilya took his time, licking and mouthing at the sensitive skin until Shane arched his back and groaned.
“Need you,” Shane said, voice cracking. “Now, please…“
An ember of fire was growing in Shane’s stomach.  A warmth, a need.  For Ilya, for his mate.  A molten warmth that drew him closer, and bombarded Ilya with a sweet scent of pheromones, which the Alpha breathed in with a smile.
Ilya laughed, a deep, possessive growl, and finished stripping them both in record time. He pressed their bodies together, chest to chest, cock to cock, grinding hard enough to leave bruises.
“I am proud of you. I am so proud, my love,” Ilya whispered, and then bit at Shane’s earlobe, hard enough to make him yelp.
Shane protested, but then he looped his legs around Ilya’s waist, twisted, rolled their bodies, and somehow ended up on top, straddling Ilya’s hips as the Alpha beamed ear to ear when Shane’s hands went to pin the Alpha.  “Not as proud as I am, Alpha.  Fuck, you were like a man possessed tonight.  A goddamn storm that was approaching.”  He leaned down, taking a quick bite at Ilya’s neck.
Ilya waggled his eyebrows. “Oh really?  Then you should know the storm will not give up that easily.  Don’t think I’m going to let you ride me tonight, my love.  I think I prefer to top from top.  I need to ride this high.”
Shane grinned, leaned down, and licked a long stripe up Ilya’s throat. “Oh, yeah? I’m okay with that.  But….  Only if you take it.”
He humped Ilya slow at first, teasing him with shallow thrusts of his ass that met with Ilya’s cock, and made sharp little bites to the neck and shoulder, marking Ilya’s scent gland for everyone in the next postal code. Ilya let it happen, moaning and begging, his hands wandering up Shane’s thighs and ass, kneading them gently.
Shane moved with purpose, determined to make Ilya charged up, to draw out every last drop of praise and devotion. Ilya reached between them, slicking his own cock with one hand and Shane’s hole with the other, his fingers pressing deep, opening Shane up with gentle, expert care.
“Ready for me?” Ilya asked, voice gone dark and rough.
“Always,” Shane answered, then laughed as Ilya flipped him over in one smooth motion, like he’d just flipped over a harmless pillow on their bed.
“You are trouble, you know that?” Ilya said, and bit his way down Shane’s back, kissing each vertebrae.  He laid a gentle spank onto Shane’s ass, then parted his mate’s cheeks and licked a stripe over his hole, making Shane writhe and clutch at the blankets.
“Fuck, Ilya, I….”
“Shh, let me take care of you,” Ilya murmured, and kept working Shane over, eating him out until Shane was gasping, legs shaking with how close he was.
He barely noticed when Ilya lined up and pushed in, slow and careful, so thick it made Shane see stars. Ilya buried himself to the hilt, then paused, panting into Shane’s neck, waiting for the tremor to pass and the girth to acclimate.
“Perfect,” Ilya whispered, like a prayer.
Shane moaned, and for the first time in his life, let himself make every noise he wanted to make. No more hiding, no more holding back, nothing but the real Shane for now and forevermore.
He was loud, unabashed, a perfect fucking Omega his mate, and when Ilya fucked into him, steady and deep, Shane met every thrust with hungry, desperate need.  He purred, continuously, like a goddamn engine and never let himself stop.
They moved together, a rhythm born of this season on the ice, of a thousand nights spent learning each other’s bodies.
Ilya was relentless, giving Shane all he wanted (and more), but equal parts tender, every touch meant to worship and adore.  He whispered quiet “my love” over and over again, his hands slowly moving to Shane’s cock, sure to help his mate chase his own release.
When his knot finally caught, and he locked inside Shane, the heat of it sent Shane spiraling over the edge, coming hard and pulsing around Ilya’s cock.  He came, front and back, with a loud roar as he shuddered through hit.
He collapsed forward, dragging Ilya down with him, then twisted so they were face to face, still joined, still shaking.
Ilya buried his face in Shane’s hair, scenting him.
Shane purred, using Ilya’s chest as a resting point, rubbing his cheek and pressing quiet, devoted kisses into every inch of flesh he could reach.  His hands pulled them close.  As close as they could be.  His legs wrapped around Ilya, trying to press his body deeper and deeper.
Ilya laughed. “I like you like this. Cuddly. Soft.”
Shane snorted and squeezed Ilya closer. “I like me like this, too. Don’t ever let me forget it.”
“Never,” Ilya promised, and kissed him again, slow and sweet.
They drifted like that for a long time, still tangled up, Shane purring and nuzzling, Ilya whispering words in Russian that Shane was pretty sure meant “mine, mine, mine.”
Shane finally fell asleep, as sweat continued to prickle over him.  He’d felt mildly warm that night, as if he’d had a low-grade fever.  Shrugging it off, he just kicked off the blankets and turned on the fan to a higher setting.  He was content to just settle in this bubble of warmth, for just little while longer.
 
++++++++++
 
Game 2 had ended in another at-home Victory for the Voyagers.  Game 3 and 4, played at New York, had been two more close games, but ended with the Admirals pulling ahead in both.  The following week, at home in Montreal, the Voyagers squeaked out another win.  3-2 for the best of seven.
Which left tonight’s game as one of the last changes the Voyagers had to pull off a win.
Ilya didn’t know if he had another 2 more games against New York in him.  Both teams played like their lives were on the line, in what Sportsnet and ESPN called “The Hockey War”, and Ilya was exhausted.
“Tonight, we must win.” Ilya assured himself.  By looking at his teammates over the last week, he could tell he wasn’t the only one at their limits.  Even if it was an Away game, this had to be the night.
The problem?  The New York home crowd was the loudest Ilya had ever heard, the Americans had brought their best screamers and hecklers for the occasion. The arena vibrated with boos and Alpha musk and a haze of beer.  These fans were just desperate as the Admirals, and the atmosphere was explosive.
The first shift, he got cross-checked into the boards by Scott. It knocked the wind out of him, but Ilya let it. He grinned into the plexi and watched the Alpha’s face go red with rage.
“Nice hit.  Reminds me of 7-year-old niece tackling me,” Ilya taunted, and when Scott skated away, he saw the twitch in his rival’s jaw. Perfect.
The next few minutes were a blur of sweat and pain. The Voyagers went up by one in the first, but the Admirals tied it almost immediately. Second period, the teams exchanged goals like playing catch, neither giving an inch.  Like each goal was a personal insult.
By third period, it was tied 5-5, and Ilya was pretty sure his lungs were on fire. Every line change, he collapsed onto the bench and chugged Gatorade like it was vodka, ignoring Coach’s rants and Hayden’s motivational speeches. All he wanted was to get back on the ice and win the war.
“You okay?” Dion asked, leaning over. The defender was bleeding from a cut above his eyebrow, but otherwise looked fine.
“Never better,” Ilya lied, but Dion just smirked and punched his shoulder.
“Don’t let up,” Dion said. “They’re gunning for you.  Think they’re still sore about the first game’s final goal.”
“Let them try.  I am True Alpha.  I never back down for my mate,” Ilya replied.
The next face-off, Ilya went after the puck like his life depended on it. He took the draw, got it back to Hayden, and then started a mad sprint down the boards. A New York defender attempted to clothesline him, but Ilya ducked at the right time, got the puck under control, and lasered it at the net. The shot missed, but it rattled their goalie from the force it hit with, who batted it away in a panic.
The crowd roared. The commentators on the Jumbotron said something in English, but all Ilya heard was, “Rozanov with the missile!  A miss, but that had to hurt!” and he grinned, tongue between his teeth.
It really was a war.
He lost track of time. The crowd got louder, the checks got nastier, and the ice started to turn pink with blood from a dozen split lips and battered hands.
“We’ll get ‘em!”  Dion announced.
Ilya fist-bumped Dion back. “We’ll get them.”
Shane was lining up with everyone for the next line.  Ilya was watching Shane’s back, because the Admirals continued to try and beat his mate down.  They recognized him for the threat he was on the ice.
Then, it happened.
A red and white blur, New York’s third line center.  Ilya was far off, but saw another late hit coming towards Shane as the play came to the end.
Ilya was skating towards it, but knew he wasn’t going to make it.  Then, he saw the force in which the Admiral was gunning with and he panicked.
“SHANE!” Ilya yelled.
Shane looked up, saw the Admiral coming for him and tried to duck out of the way.
Luckily, another body skated up and took the blow.
“Cap!” Dion yelled, putting himself between Shane and the Admiral.
Dion was drove into the boards with a sickening crunch of plexiglass almost bending to break. When he hit the boards, he then slammed against the ice, slamming his head, hard, against the ice. 
The whistle blew.
Dion stayed down, not moving, not even twitching.
Ilya’s heart stopped.
He scrambled to his teammate, screaming for the medic in Russian, then in English. “Get here! Now!”
Shane was already on the ground, a pale expression on his face and gently trying to check for injuries.
The trainers poured out, followed by their Coach, who was already screaming at the refs. 
Ilya and Shane were both pushed away from Dion, as the medics and trainers took over.  It took forever, longer than Ilya wanted to admit felt comfortable, to get Dion onto the stretcher, but when they finally did, Dion gave Ilya a shaky thumbs up.
“Win…” he slurred, face ghost-pale.
The whole bench went silent. The referees handed out penalties, but nobody cared. Every Voyager was vibrating with fury.  None more than Shane.
Shane’s eyes were blazing with fire and he turned to the rest of the team.
“We’re going to make them fucking suffer.  You hear me?!  We’re going to beat their ass.  Nobody takes a member of our pack for nothing.  You hear me!”
A round of yells exploded in agreement.
Ilya, too, felt his own blood broiling.  He caught a second wind, like he hadn’t played a single second of the game at all.
The next shift, they played like demons straight out of hell.
With a minute left, still tied, the Voyagers went into full offense. Shane took the face-off, got it to Ilya, who feinted left and drew three defenders with him. Shane skated the long way around, winding up behind the net. Ilya saw it, fired a blind pass that bounced off the boards, right to Ilya’s stick.
Shane didn’t think. He just shot.  A man burning with a need for revenge.
The puck hit the net and the whole world went silent for a heartbeat, then the Montreal section erupted, loud enough to break glass.
Ilya felt it in his bones.  Hell was coming.  Hell hath no fury like an Omega spurned, as they liked to say.
The game wasn’t over.
Ilya blocked two defenders, felt the sting through the pads, but kept pushing. The pain was fuel. He screamed at his linemates to “move, move, move!” and dove in front of a shot that could have ended his season. The puck glanced off his thigh, right to Shane, who cleared it with a powerful shot that cracked against the back of the net.
The final seconds ticked down.
Voyagers win, 7-5.
The moment the buzzer sounded, Ilya threw his gloves and helmet straight up in the air. He skated the length of the ice, collided with Shane, and picked him up like a trophy, spinning them both around while the rest of the team mobbed them.
They laughed, and cried, and cursed in three languages.
They had done it.
For Dion. For the pack. For the future.
They were moving onto the next round of the Stanley Cup, on a victory over New York in their own home turf.
 
++++++++++
 
The hospital room and scene in New York was all too familiar to Shane by this point.  While not the exact place anyone wanted to celebrate their first round win, it was the only place any of them wanted to be.
Dion was propped up in bed, hair a mess, skin yellowed by the overhead lights and bruise now covering his eye. The Voyagers had brought every gift basket, flower, streamer, and novelty balloon they could find in midtown Manhattan, plus Queen, who’d been snuck past two separate nurses and was now curled up on Dion’s lap, growling at anyone who came close.
Dion, for his part, looked miserable.  Poor guy had a concussion and got rattled pretty bad.  He’d be out for a few weeks, at least, and would need medical clearance before he could return to play.
Shane dropped a bag of burgers, Dion’s favorite after-game meal, onto the side table, grinning as Dion’s eyes lit up.
“God bless you,” Dion said, tearing into the wrapper before the food even hit the tray. “You’re the only one who gets me, Cap.”
Hayden, sprawled in a visitor’s chair, tossed a fry into his own mouth from his own bag. “You know what, I think that’s the first time you’ve ever thanked anyone, Dion. I’m writing it down.”
Ilya, perched at the foot of the bed, squeezed Dion’s ankle with his big hand. “Next time, try to keep your head on straight when you take hit, yes? We need you for the finals. Pack is not same without you.”
Dion glared, but he couldn’t fake being mad. “Tell that to the psycho who hit me. If you ask me, I deserve a vacation.  Paid.  With a bonus.  I’m thinking Maui.”
“You’re getting one,” Shane said, voice a little softer. “Concussion protocol says you’re benched for a week, maybe two. You’ll miss the second series, maybe the third.  Which is fine, we want you to be well, man.”
Dion groaned and sank into his pillow. “Fine. If I die, bury me in my jersey, but not the home one. The blue makes me look like a smurf extra.”
The guys all snorted. Even the nurses who peeked in were smiling now.
For the next hour, the team took turns razzing Dion, recounting every dumb thing he’d ever done, and arguing over whose job it was to sneak in Gatorade with “just a splash” of vodka. Harris suggested livestreaming Dion’s hospital bed and taking a concussion interview, which Dion shot down with a barrage of creative swearing about how he looked terrible and wasn’t about to let the ladies see him like that. Queen licked Dion’s face and huffed, then fell asleep, snoring right along with him.
Shane just hovered, refilling Dion’s water, making sure the blanket was tight, checking the time and every beep from the monitor.
He couldn’t help it.
Something in him needed to keep everyone safe, to fix things before they broke again.
Hayden caught his eye and grinned. “Mother henning already, Cap?  Before your first kid? You know he’s not gonna die.  Rozanov got hit just as hard as him, and he’s fine.”
“Yeah, but if he does, doing a dumb Dion thing, I’ll have to explain to his family, and I don’t want that on my record.  Also, I’m not mother henning, I’m just…  You know…  A captain,” Shane shot back.
“You say that like we don’t know you’d do it for any of us,” Harris piped in, wagging a finger. “Face it, you love us and you’re Pack mom’ing us.”
“Shut up,” Shane said, but he smiled.
Later, as the team filtered out and the night nurse started her rounds, Shane drew up a chair to Dion’s bedside.
“Let me know if you need anything,” Shane said, taking Dion’s hand. “I’m not going anywhere tonight.”
Dion looked at him, eyes a little less glazed than before. “You’re a good guy, Cap. I mean it.”
Shane squeezed his hand, and for a long moment, neither said anything else.
He left a few minutes later to find the nurse, double check meds, and make sure Queen had her own water bowl (the nurses gave up on trying to kick the well-mannered pup out).
In the hallway, he passed Troy who was in an alcove with the vending machines, who was arguing with someone on the phone, his voice sharp and barely contained.  It was one sided, from Shane’s point of view, but he tried to listen in.
“I told you, it’s not my problem anymore.  Did you miss the part where I got traded?!”
“No, I definitely saw.  Of course I saw.  I walked in on him and the last Omega he bought, on the goddamn physical therapist table of all places.  I definitely agree with you that it happens, I’m not disputing that.”
“Because I have a goddamn NDA from hell, that’s why!”
“Because the Commissioner threatened to expel me from play permanently if I didn’t!  Dude has been backing Dallas for a decade now, they’re on the same page about everything.  The Commissioner used to be one of the good ol’ boys from back in the day, with Dallas’ old man.”
Troy rubbed his brow, looking equal parts exhausted and angry.
“Look.  You want someone to back you up on this, get someone else. I tried doing the right thing once and look where it got me. The Omega recounted what happened and I got to look like a liar and treated like a traitor.  No, I’m not coming back to Toronto, no I’m not doing an interview, so you can stop asking.”
A long pause, then Troy’s voice dropped. “Look, I’m not the villain here, okay?  I’m not the one assaulting Omegas over here and paying them off to keep quiet.  I did what I could to help someone, because I thought it was the right thing, and it wasn’t enough to stop it.  Nobody can stop him.  Not me, not you, not anybody. Goodbye.”
He jammed the phone into his pocket, hands shaking.
Shane waited until Troy noticed him, then offered a gentle smile, “Everything okay?”
Troy barked a laugh. “Never is, but thanks for asking.”
“You want to talk?” Shane asked, soft. “I got time.”
Troy slumped against the wall, looking suddenly exhausted. “I have an NDA.  I’m not allowed to talk.”
Shane shrugged.  “Dude, I’m not going to tell anyone.  I’m your Captain.  I’m your friend.  Just want to help.”  He leaned against the wall next to Troy, offering a hand.
A loud sigh.  They both slid down to the ground, sitting cross-legged next to each other.
“I don’t even know where to start, Cap. Remember when I said Dallas Kent was a psycho? Turns out, he’s an even bigger psycho than I figured. One of his exes, an Omega, reached out to me. She’s trying to put together a case against Dallas, extortion, threats, blackmail, all that shit, with a bunch of other Omegas who got messed up with Dallas and his sex life.  Like, 6-7 Omegas, all saying he was abusive to them. Wants me to testify, or at least say what I saw, because she found out I was a witness to one of Dallas’ “pre-game sessions”.  I told her no.”
“Why?” Shane asked. He meant it gently, no judgment.
Troy shrugged, but there was nothing casual about it. “At first, I thought he was just an aggressive Alpha, mean and violent, but that’s just what Hockey Alphas were.  So, I put up with it at the camps my whole life, and the beatings and hazing he sanctioned, because that’s what I thought was normal.  Then, I realized what real scumbag he was.  I walked in on Dallas, when he was doing it with an Omega in the PT room.  His girlfriend at the time, I guess.  It…  The scene was…  Look, it definitely had “abusive” written all over it, enough that I was worried.  I reported it to the Toronto management, who was supposed to notify the cops.  The very next day, I got cut from the team, fined, and damn near blacklisted unless I signed an NDA to cover Dallas’ ass. Nobody cared. The Omega that it happened to even claimed it was just “a misunderstanding” after Dallas bought them off, so then the whole team thought I made the whole thing up to oust Dallas from his spot, and then I became a traitor. So…  Yeah.  I’m not putting myself through that again.”
Shane nodded, because he knew that kind of wound didn’t heal fast.  “Do you believe her?  His ex, that just called you?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Troy said, voice raw. “I believe her.”  He let out a deep sigh, staring off into space.  “Dallas…he’s got this thing. Needs to prove he’s the top dog, even when nobody’s looking.  Don’t ask me why, but he’s…  Always got to be at the top of the game. When I was on the Toronto team, he’d…  He’d even force himself into ruts, 24/7 on game days. Like, he’d pop these sketchy herbal supplements and try to stay in rut as long as he could, because it made him feel more Alpha and his body gets stronger from the rut hormones. It was a mess. Last I heard before I got booted, he was even looking for doctors to give him injections, or something to induce a rut on demand.  Apparently he bought a pharmaceutical company as a result, and was working on…  Something.”
Shane’s blood ran cold. “That can’t be legal.  You’re not allowed play on the ice when you’re in a rut or in heat.”
Troy shrugged. “Doesn’t have to be legal. He’s got money, connections, and people who want to see him win. He’s convinced it gives him a competitive edge, that it’s not even cheating if you can get away with it.  Hell, I’m sure if he got caught, he’d just say it was a “natural” drug because his body is doing all the world. The only thing that matters to Dallas is coming out on top, even if it means hurting every Omega in the league. Or every Omega in his bed.  Which, if he’s in a rut all the time…  Well, it means he’s got a lot of “needs”.”
Shane let that settle, then said, “If you ever need to talk about it, I’ll listen. If you ever want to help that woman, I’ll back you up, and if you want to tell the league, I’ll stand by you.”
Troy snorted. “What, you think I’m gonna be a hero now? Fat chance. I can’t even show my face in half the locker rooms in the NHL and I’ve got lawyers circling me like sharks just waiting to eat my ass in retribution.  Besides, you’re on probation.  You shouldn’t be doing anything scandalous right now.  You’d lose your career too.”
“You’re already more of a hero than you think,” Shane said, meaning every word. “You protected people when it mattered, even if nobody else saw it.  Even if it didn’t work out.   You still did the right thing.  That means something.  That means you’ve got a soul, man.”
For a long minute, Troy looked at the floor.
Then he met Shane’s eyes, there was a spark of hope.
“I’ll think about it.  I just…  I just don’t even know if Dallas is even touchable.  Even if they had him on video or something.  I mean, he basically assaulted you on TV and got away with it.” Troy said.
Shane smiled, clapped him on the shoulder, and said, “Thinking is good enough for me.”
He watched Troy, in his own haze of thoughts, disappear down the hallway. 
Shane went back to Dion’s room, where Queen had taken up residence on Dion’s chest, snoring contentedly alongside the exhausted man. Shane sat next to his teammate, laid his head back, and let himself rest, just for a moment.
He didn’t have all the answers.
He couldn’t fix every broken thing he found.  Especially not Troy, who clearly had his own demons to fight.
Still…  Something unsettling grew in his chest.  He’d watched Dallas get more and more unstable as this last season went on, and he knew, deep down, there was still a score to settle with that man, with the people and officials that supported him, and the clear corruption that was still present in the league.
Shane hoped it would all end amicably.
Then he laughed.
“Of course it won’t.”
 
+++++
 
After the first round of the playoffs, the house settled back into its quiet rhythm: dog hair, spring dusk of a setting sun, music, the sound of a shower running in the distance, and the gentle thrum of sports stations.
Ilya sat on the edge of the couch, laptop propped open, FaceTime ringing across a different time zones. The connection blipped, then resolved into Alek’s round, familiar face, backlit by the snowy twilight of Norway and the chaos of a seven-year-old doing figure-skating routines in the kitchen behind him.
“Ilya!” Alek said, voice booming. “You are alive! I was beginning to think you had died.  What, you’re too busy to call with these playoffs.”
“In Canada, death is called ‘retirement’,” Ilya joked, and Alek howled.
Anya zipped past the screen, long blond hair flying. She waved a mittened hand, shouted, “Hi Uncle Ilya!” and executed a fancy twirl.
“Is she still practicing every day?  Has she taken to figure skating?” Ilya asked, unable to keep the pride out of his voice.
Alek shrugged, then lowered his voice.  He took his own laptop into another room and shut the door behind him. “She is getting… very good. Maybe too good. Her teacher says she should try for real skating, not just fun. Claims she has…  Natural talent.  Claims she can be…  Great one day.  Anya wants to try competition, Ilya. She asked if she could get a coach, and for a new pair of skates, and…  Some scouts have been asking about her.  Some talk about boarding schools or homeschooling for her to be serious, and I…” Alek paused, guilt flickering in his eyes.
“This is good, no?  Anya has skills she wants to do for fun.  What is problem?”  Ilya asked, seeing the weariness in his brother’s eyes.
“I do not want to be father like ours. I do not want to be like… him.”
Oh.  Ilya understood in an instant. 
Ilya let the moment breathe, then said, “You will never be like Grigori, Alek. You are already ten times better.  You already see danger.  Our father?  He would not have cared.  Not like you have already.”
Alek fidgeted with a mug, then said, “What if I push her too hard?  What if she feels like she must be great for us, and takes pressure?  What if she ends up like us, or worse?  What if she is like our mother, and the sadness takes her, and…”
Ilya thought of the bruises and late-night panic attacks, the years he spent trying to be someone he wasn’t. Then he thought of Anya, fierce and sweet, already smarter than both her uncles combined.
“Alek, if she wants to skate, let her skate. Let her choose.  Let her experience.  Let her make mistakes or change her mind if she wants.  You just have to be there when it gets hard. Not to punish or push like Grigori, but to catch her and hold her when she needs love. You know?” Ilya said, hoping he sounded wise and not just tired.
Alek nodded. “Would you talk to her, sometime? Or maybe introduce her to your friend, the skating champion?  I think Anya does not realize how hard it will be to be…  Great.  I worry she will miss having time with her friends.”
“Rose would love to meet her,” Ilya said, smiling. “Maybe she can teach her to be fearless, but also how to land safely.  Rose will tell her the truth.  Rose will help guide her better.”
“Thank you, brother.” Alek said, warmth returning to his face.
The talk drifted from there, touching on hockey, politics, how Alek would one day give an amazing “best man” speech at their wedding. Though as talk of family and the future grew, Alek’s face grew serious.
“Did you get to say goodbye to him?” Alek asked, quietly.  “To father?”
“Grigori?” Ilya hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. I got to say everything. Maybe too much.  Maybe I was cruel, but…  It helped. I think he knew I was done letting him be in charge.  In the end, he knew…  He was not my father.  Not any longer.”
Alek was silent for a while. Then: “I am proud of you, little brother. Always have been. You are so strong for so many.  Love you, Ilya.”
Ilya grinned. “I love you, too.”
They said their goodbyes, and Ilya closed the laptop, feeling lighter. He leaned back, stretching his arms out and savoring the silence.
Shane came in from the bathroom, hair damp, pajama pants hanging low, Queen wrapped in a towel and looking mortally offended at her recent bath.
“She’s shedding everywhere,” Shane complained, dropping the dog onto Ilya’s lap. “Also, your brother texted me a photo of you as a kid. Why do you look like an angry potato?”
“I was adorable,” Ilya protested, kissing Queen between the ears. The dog licked his nose, then wormed her way onto the couch, sighing contentedly.
Shane flopped onto the couch, pressed his nose into Ilya’s shoulder, and let out a happy, exhausted groan. “Do you ever miss it?”
“What?”
“The noise. The drama. The endless news cycle and pseudo-celebrity life. Like, is this enough for you?  This whole…  Domestic life we have together?  You’re not bored, are you?”
Ilya didn’t even have to think. “It is perfect. I have you, I have dog, I have good couch. And…” He hesitated, then said, “Yuna convinced me to start seeing a therapist. Just… to make sure I do not get stuck in past.  This helps with boredom.  I must think about feelings and talk about feelings and deal with feelings…  So tedious.”
Shane’s smile was soft and proud. “That’s brave.”
Ilya shrugged, embarrassed. “Braver than winning Stanley Cup?”
Shane snorted. “Way braver. Trust me.”
The rest of the evening was a blur of lazy movie-watching, shared snacks, and Queen drooling on Shane’s thigh. Ilya let himself drift way before bedtime, letting go of every fear that had haunted him since childhood.  That night, he simply slept, knowing his love had his back.
 






      

  












      Chapter 19: You Matter
  








  After the warfare that had bene Round 1 against New York, Round 2 of the Stanley Cup Playoffs against Florida had been a completely walk in the park by comparison.  Ilya wasn’t sure where the hell Florida’s head was, but in a week, Montreal swept them in a 4-0 victory blitz. 
Montreal is still riding high over their victory in New York, and their Captain Hollander, despite being down one of their players due to injury, has managed to rally his team together.  While Round is sure to bring them challenge, we’re looking forward to some damn good hockey next week.
Ilya merely shrugged at the news blasts.  Truth was, Dion had demanded they weren’t allowed to lose without him, so the team made damn sure they didn’t.
In the meantime, their sweep gave them a few days of peace while their next opponent finished up their own playoff games (currently a 3-3 split between Detroit and Vancouver, with the last game a coin flip on who would win). 
While Ilya would have preferred to be resting, practicing, or doing anything else, his manager and Yuna (Shane’s manager), managed to find the two of them a new advertising opportunity riding the high over the Stanley Cup playoffs and Shane’s Omega rise to stardom.  The payout and promised future advertising contracts was high enough that even Ilya knew better than to complain about it being during the Stanley cup, and Yuna’s stern gaze told him, as ye old Nike once said, “just do it”.  The “or else” was implied.
So off they went to a downtown studio, a squat brick building in an old industrial block, so hipster and pompous it hurt Ilya to even walk around it. Inside, exposed brick walls and scaffolding threw a nice set of lightning onto steel racks, folding screens, and a makeshift runway lined in glossy black plastic. The air already smelled of hair products and irons burning against fabric, and a soft, constant hum of techno music pulsed through the space.
Ilya wore a clean button-up for the occasion, but it immediately felt out of place for the atmosphere. A brand assistant with bubblegum hair took one look at him and said, “Let’s get you into makeup and hair and get you changed!” She left a tiny lint roller by his side anyway, like a gentle warning. Across the way, another handler hovered over Shane, who stood ramrod straight in a basic black track suit.
“It is… not usual, to have both of us here for one campaign, right?” Ilya whispered, glancing sidelong at his mate as the two of them were gently steered toward the dressing area.
“Yeah, it’s a little weird.  Usually they market Alpha and Omega stuff separately, but mom said they’re doing like some kind of duo-shoot today and wanted the both of us,” Shane replied, lips quirking with nervous energy. “Just promise me you won’t out-pose me. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with my hands.”
“You put them on me,” Ilya said, grinning wide. “Or on yourself, but I recommend on me.”
A stylist tittered at that, snapping a clear plastic cape around Shane’s neck for a last-minute hair check. Shane submitted with only a small sigh.
The creative director, a slender Beta with sleeve tattoos and an infectious energy, called everyone to order: “Alright, big moment for us, people! We’re making history, we’re breaking molds, we’re… probably going to break the internet, if you two promise not to behave yourselves. Mr. Rozanov, Captain Hollander, welcome. You are our ‘Alpha’ and ‘Omega’ line spokesmodels for today, and we want to show the world how athletic wear can transcend the lines of designations!”
They were walked through the day’s plan. First, individual shots: Ilya in “Alpha Cut” lycra, a tough and matte black with razor-sharp seams and subtle muscle “padding”, the sort of gear that could survive a trip through the Russian wilderness. Then, Shane in the “Omega Flex” line: slightly more tailored, with contouring that emphasized the waist and thighs, and softer fabric around the shoulders and chest with blue accents. Both lines, though, looked nearly identical at a glance.
“Is it me, or is ‘Alpha Cut’ and ‘Omega Flex’ just the same shirt with more adjectives?” Ilya muttered as they ducked into the first round of changing cubicles.
Shane emerged first, rolling his eyes as he tugged the line of his tight-fitting pants up over his hips. “It’s marketing, babe. They think Omegas want to look sexier, and Alphas want to look like they could punch through a brick wall.”
“You could punch through brick wall, my love,” Ilya said, a little too loudly. The stylists giggled, and Shane flushed, ducking his head.
Then it was Ilya’s turn. The workout gear was snug, but not in a bad way. It fit him like an exoskeleton, outlining every broad curve and muscle, making him feel somehow both more and less naked at the same time. The fabric had a strange, electric quality to it.  He really did feel like he could punch through a brick wall.  Though when he put on the fitted pants, it became apparent, immediately, that he’d need to wear a dancer’s belt as the assistants (and Shane) giggled just a bit at the outline of his dick.
He stepped onto the white backdrop where the photographer was already firing off test shots. Shane was beside him, the Omega shirt clinging just as tightly to his biceps, the bright blue piping doing nothing to downplay the size of his arms.
“Look at me, Captain. Now look at Ilya. Now at me. Now at Ilya. Now…” The photographer clapped. “We want to see attitude! This is for the new generation, yeah? No more boring sports robots. We want people to know you’re best friends, lovers, rivals, or maybe… a little of everything.  Athletes, Omega and Alpha, standing together after an intense workout!”
Ilya and Shane glanced at each other, and in the span of a single heartbeat, their “game faces” snapped into place. Instinct took over. Ilya squared his shoulders and put on his famous murder-glare. Shane, to his credit, returned it, though his lips wanted to twitch into a smile.
The first set was easy: hands on hips, arms crossed, “Alpha” and “Omega” Greek letters on their shirts. Then, the photographer waved them closer.
“Let’s try some with you two… together. Not touching, but close. Like a handshake, but cooler.”
They moved through the poses, feeling a little ridiculous, but also a little proud. Ilya’s hand on Shane’s shoulder, Shane’s arm slung around Ilya’s waist, both of them staring down the camera with enough intensity to crack the lens. Ilya noticed the way the blue and charcoal in Shane’s outfit complimented the black styling of Ilya’s, and he wondered if that was on purpose.  They looked like they were two halves of one whole. It had to be.
Somewhere in the middle, it got fun. The director put them in a mock wrestling pose: “like you’re fighting over the last slice of pizza”, and they couldn’t stop laughing as they pantomimed it, Shane elbowing Ilya in the ribs and Ilya retaliating by grabbing Shane in a bear hug and lifting him a few inches off the ground.
“Stop, I’m ticklish there!” Shane wheezed, but didn’t even try to fight it.
Ilya spun him once, then set him gently down. The crew cheered.
“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” the photographer crowed. “Let’s make a little statement, yes?”
They were posed face-to-face, an inch apart. The tension sizzled, even with a dozen people watching. Ilya gave Shane a wicked grin and said, just for him, “Do you dare kiss me, in front of all these people?”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “I thought you’d never ask.”
So, in the middle of the set, with the lights blinding and the cameras rolling, Shane leaned forward and kissed him. just a brush of lips, but it was charged, electric, the kind of moment that didn’t need any explanation at all.
The room erupted. The creative director lost her mind, shouting for the cameraman to keep shooting.
“That’s a wrap!” she said, but then added, “Okay, but let’s get one more set with the both of you just… being yourselves.  I really like where we went at the end.”
They relaxed, still standing close, hands lingering at each other’s waist. Simple kisses on the neck and scenting glands.  Smiles as they made faux-boxing poses, play fought like they were wrestling, and one with Shane sat in Ilya’s lap, with the Alpha draping his long arms protectively over Shane, and baring his teeth and growling towards the camera.
The last round of photos came out less like an ad and more like a set of candid shots from a wedding or honeymoon album. Ilya couldn’t stop smiling, and neither could Shane.
When it was done, the assistant ushered them to a makeshift “lounge” on set: a couple of beanbags and a cooler of branded seltzer. They handed each of them an iPad loaded with the day’s proofs.
“Oh wow,” Shane said, thumbing through the gallery. “We look… really good together.”
“We are most handsome couple in world, yes?” Ilya asked, genuinely curious.
“Oh yes,” Shane admitted, leaning into his mate’s shoulder to swipe through the photos together.
Most of the shots were perfect. There was a sequence where Ilya had Shane in a loose headlock, both of them grinning like idiots. There was a softer one, Shane’s head resting against Ilya’s chest, eyes closed in what looked like pure relief.
Then came the “statement piece,” the kiss. Ilya’s hand cradling the back of Shane’s head, Shane’s lips parted, both lost in each other. It looked less like a product shoot and more like something out of an art gallery. Even Ilya blushed at the intensity of it.
“I think this will break the internet,” Ilya said, in a rare moment of modesty.
Before they could scroll much further, a brand rep, another Beta, all nerves and crisp lines, came over with a polite cough. “Excuse me, Captain Hollander? The marketing team was hoping you could do a few more shots in the OmegaFlex line. We’d like to… show a broader range, if you’re comfortable?”
Shane glanced at Ilya, who just shrugged and said, “Only if I get to watch.”
They brought out a rack of additional Omega pieces: tank tops with low cuts, cropped hoodies, some mesh shorts with an almost ridiculous amount of give in the hips and ass. Shane laughed when he saw them.
“I feel like I’m about to go dance at a pride parade,” he said, but started stripping down anyway.
Ilya watched, rapt, as Shane changed. The Omega line was, objectively, a little sexier than the Alpha stuff, brighter colors, more accent on the waist, tighter around the legs and butt. Shane, in the blue tank top and silver shorts, looked less like a hockey player and more like a model for some high-end European fitness magazine. The way the shirt hugged his pecs and the shorts clung to his thighs made Ilya’s mouth go a little dry.
The Omega solo shoot was a different animal entirely. The director wanted “empowered, but playful.” Shane played it up, flexing, showing off the muscle, showing off the power of his years of hard work, but then flipping the script and going full cute: pouting, giving the camera his best “who, me?” expression, even blowing a kiss at one point.
The crew loved it.
Ilya loved it more.
By the end, Shane’s cheeks were red from the effort, but he looked happy. Genuinely happy, even as the stylists fussed and fanned him between takes.
When it was finally over, Shane ducked back into the waiting area, still wearing the Omega shorts. He flopped onto the beanbag next to Ilya, who was staring at him with open admiration.
“You liked that, didn’t you?” Shane teased, nudging Ilya with a socked foot.
“Is not fair,” Ilya said. “Now everyone will see how beautiful my mate is, and I will have to fight off all Alphas and half of Montreal. Is very unfair.”
Shane beamed, pleased and bashful all at once. “You’re going to have to stake your claim harder, I guess.”
“Maybe I will,” Ilya said, leaning over to murmur in his ear. “Maybe I will do it all night long. You have been warned.”
Shane grinned, stretching his arms overhead, muscles flexing under the thin fabric. “Can’t wait.  Alpha.”
They lingered a little longer, swiping through the final set of images, each more intimate than the last. Even in the photos where they were supposed to be “rivals,” it was obvious how much they belonged together. It was impossible to fake that kind of closeness.
“Is strange, to think how far we have come,” Ilya said, letting his voice go quiet. “One year ago, nobody would have hired us for this. Now… we are everywhere.”
Shane nodded, a pensive look on his face. “I’m glad we got here.  I’m glad we both get to be ourselves.”
Ilya reached out, tracing the curve of Shane’s wrist where the Omega symbol was pressed into the fabric. “You look best when you are yourself, love. I am proud of you.”
“I’m proud of you, too,” Shane said, barely above a whisper.
The brand rep returned to thank them, and to assure them that they’d be first to see the final cuts before the ads went live. As they changed again, packed up their things and made their way out to the parking lot, Shane reached for Ilya’s hand and squeezed, holding on tight all the way to the car.
They didn’t have to say anything. Everything they needed was already in the pictures.
But Ilya, as always, had to have the last word:
“I hope you know, tonight you are not wearing anything to bed except these OmegaFlex shorts. For science.  Need to see if those hips on the camera pictures were real or photoshopped.”
Shane laughed. “For science, then.”
 
+++++
 
The Voyagers’ gym was chaos in the best possible way: dumbbells thudded, treadmills whined, and the air tasted like rubber and protein shakes.
Half the team was in full sweat, a few were in therapy bands, and someone had cranked the sound system to a playlist that alternated between ‘90s pop bangers and 80’s rock ballads at a volume that would force the fillings out of your teeth.
Round 3 was fast approaching now.  Their opponents?  Detroit.  Because of course it would be Detroit.  Their Round 3 would be just as hard as Round 1, maybe even harder.  So nobody was slacking.
Ilya found Dion in the squat rack, glaring at a set loaded with more plates than a buffet. He was still banged up from the last game, bruising still visible even through the compression shorts, but he set up like he planned to win the next round by sheer force of will.
“Are you ready, Dion?” Ilya asked, adjusting the safety bars. “If you break again, Coach will make you do yoga for a month and bench you.”
Dion snorted. “I’d rather die. You gonna spot me or just heckle?”
Ilya stepped in close, bracing his arms under Dion’s and getting ready to intervene. “Go ahead. I’m here for you.”
The first rep was shaky, but Dion managed to keep his knees steady and his back straight. Ilya guided him through the set, murmuring encouragement in Russian when the last few got tough. On the final rep, Dion grunted, face red, and wobbled a little as he racked the bar.
“Holy shit, I thought I was going down,” Dion admitted, bending double with hands on his knees.
“Is why you have me,” Ilya said, slapping his back. “With Pack, we cannot be beat. Not even by heavy metal bar and your wimpy thighs.”
Dion caught his breath, then grinned. “Yeah, well, if I’m not at a hundred percent by next week, I’ll have to bribe the team to carry my ass down the ice.”
Ilya considered this. “If you offer vodka, I will do it for free.”
Before Dion could come up with a retort, Troy appeared at Ilya’s elbow, towel draped over his neck, sweat streaming down his temples.
“Hey, Rozanov. You got a second?” Troy asked, voice a little lower than usual.
Ilya caught the look, something more than just a gym check-in, and nodded. “Dion, drink water. Or pass out. Both good options. I come back soon.  Don’t do anything stupid.  Or else.”
Dion gave a lazy wave and started a slow circuit toward the water cooler.
Ilya followed Troy out of the main gym, down a narrow hall that led to a smaller weight room usually reserved for private PT or coaching sessions. The space was quieter, the walls lined with mirrors.
Troy leaned against the wall, arms folded tight, and exhaled. “Thanks. I just… needed some quiet for this.  I could use some...  Blunt advice.  Not cap’s mother henning.”
Ilya crossed his arms, mirroring Troy’s stance. “What is wrong?”
Troy stared at the floor for a long moment before answering. “You know how everyone thinks I’m an asshole for what went down in Toronto?”
Ilya shrugged. “You are asshole, but now you are our asshole. Is different.”
Troy huffed a half-laugh. “Thanks, but… seriously. I keep thinking about the stuff in Toronto. The Omega thing. Dallas and the camps. I can’t stop thinking about it.  I keep getting calls from people back home.  They’re real serious about going nuclear on Dallas.”
Ilya nodded along.  Shane had given him a vague explanation of Troy’s problems, and Troy had, in his own way, confirmed them with Ilya over the last few weeks.  There were few secrets between the three of them anymore.
The Alpha paused, looking up to meet Ilya’s eyes. “I have proof. Stuff nobody’s seen. Emails, text messages where Dallas threatened me over his sex scandal, hospital records when I was a kid at the camps, even some stuff in the NDAs all but prove his bullshita. But the thing is… Nobody’s going to listen to me. They all think I’m just a bitter ex-player with a grudge, and even if I did say something, I could get blacklisted. Or sued. Or both.”
Ilya nodded slowly, letting the words settle.
Troy went on: “You managed to turn things around for yourself. People actually like you now, or at least respect you. I guess what I want to know is… how did you do it? How did you get people to listen to you after everyone had all but turned you into the Dirty Russian?”
Ilya took a moment, searching for the right words. Because in all honesty, the miracle itself was something Ilya to this day still didn’t understand completely himself.  He tried to draw some parallels, some connections, and finally settled on the words.  “I stopped trying to be what people wanted. I became honest.  Said what I wanted to say.  Started trying to be… better version of myself. It is not easy. Takes long time. You must show with actions, not just words.  For me, it was being punched by Daniel.  It was being with Shane.  It was…  Wanting to be better plus trying to be better.  Not just one and not just the other.”
Troy nodded, chewing his lip. “So you’re saying I should just… come forward? Even if it means wrecking my career?”
Ilya shrugged. “Depends what you want more.  I would not blame you for wanting either.  Though I think we both know this sport is rotten.  Cleaning out garbage like Dallas might not be worst thing in the world.”
Troy slumped a little, the weight of it visible on his face. “I want to help. I just don’t know how to do it without getting crushed. I’m not… brave like you guys.”
Ilya shook his head. “Is not about being brave. Is about deciding what you can live with. If you want to tell truth, tell it, but maybe you do not need to do it alone. There are people who can help you.”
“Like who?” Troy asked, sounding almost hopeful.
Ilya grinned. “You know Shane’s dad? David? He is scary man. Like lawyer version of shark. He can find any loophole. If you want to make trouble for Dallas and the camps, talk to David.  Show him your NDAs. He will know how to do it without you losing everything.  Man performs miracles.”
Troy blinked, as if the thought had never even occurred to him. “You think he’d actually help me?”
“He helped me, and I am not even part of his family yet.  Treats me like son.  Sure he treats everyone in Pack the same,” Ilya said, amused. “He is like mafia don. Just… with paperwork.”
Troy let out a real laugh at that, the tension finally breaking. “Thanks, man. I mean it.  Not just for today, but for…  Everything. You and Shane… you gave me a real second chance. Let me play again.  Trusted me to have your backs. I didn’t think I’d ever get one.”
Ilya put a hand on Troy’s shoulder, gripping it tight. “Everyone deserves second chance. Even assholes. Just… don’t waste it.”
Troy grinned, then, after a beat, pulled Ilya into a hug that was just as rough and genuine as everything else about him.
“You’re a good man, Rozanov,” Troy said, voice thick. “Don’t tell the team I said that.”
Ilya hugged back, patting Troy’s back with an exaggerated slap. “You are good man, too. Maybe we keep it our secret.”
Troy pulled away, eyes a little red, and wiped his face with the edge of his towel. “Alright. Enough feelings. I got a bench to punish. You coming?”
“In minute. I have to see if Dion is still alive,” Ilya replied.
They headed back toward the main gym, the comfortable noise of the team filling the hallway. As they walked, Troy gave Ilya a little shove, more playful than mean.
“You’re gonna win this year, aren’t you?” Troy said, confidence returning.
Ilya bared his teeth in a predatory smile. “We are going to win. That is what Pack does.”
Troy nodded, satisfied, and peeled off toward the benches.
Ilya found Dion by the water cooler, mid-story, surrounded by a half-circle of rookies who seemed both terrified and enthralled by his history of mishaps and misadventures.
“…and that’s why you always double-check the skate sharpener before game day,” Dion finished, then caught Ilya’s eye. “Hey, Rozanov! You miss me?”
“Always,” Ilya deadpanned.
He watched the team for a while, noting how even the roughest edges could be smoothed with time and the right kind of care. Dion laughed too loud, Hayden danced in place between reps, and Shane, on the treadmill at the far end, caught his eye and waved, smile bright as sunrise.
Ilya let himself enjoy it. In this room, everyone was pulling in the same direction, working for the same goal. Even the most broken pieces could be mended with the right help.
 
++++++++++
 
The sun was low and gold, painting the parking lot in long shadows and little pools of late afternoon warmth. Ilya and Shane walked out of the stadium together, still buzzing from the workout and the easy comfort of a good day.
A handful of loyal fans clustered near the barricades (not unusual after practice days), braving the chill to catch a glimpse of their heroes and hopefully manage an autograph or a selfie. Most were decked out in Voyagers blue, holding hats, pucks, and a dozen varieties of homemade signs.
Most days Ilya would offer them a wave, a kind word or two, and then be on his way to the parking lot.
Yet, today, Ilya caught sight of a familiar face in the crowd, smaller than most, with a familiar stubborn jaw and proud hockey jersey over his shoulder. Next to him, two adults hovered with the nervous energy of parents determined to play it cool.
“Daniel,” Ilya murmured, nudging Shane as he recognized the Omega from anywhere.
Shane’s expression lit up in recognition, and he steered them both over to the barricade.
Daniel spotted them, and his face split into a smile that seemed to take up half his head. He wriggled through the crowd, dragging his parents with him, and practically launched himself at Ilya, wrapping both arms around his waist.
“Daniel!  So good to see you!  How have you been?!” Ilya said, picking the boy up easily and setting him on his hip.
Daniel grinned. “I’m good! Mom said we might get to see you after a practice, but I didn’t think you’d really stop!”
“I am happy to stop, little warrior,” Ilya said, ruffling Daniel’s blonde curls. “You are still playing on your team, yes?”
Daniel’s chest puffed with pride. “First line. I’m right wing. Coach says I’m scrappy but need to work on my crossovers. Also, all the guys at school want to know what it was like to punch Ilya Rozanov in the face, so I made a lot of new friends.”
Shane laughed, bracing a hand on the barricade. “That’s what you get for picking a fight with a future pro, Ilya.”
“I let him win,” Ilya deadpanned, then winked at Daniel.
Daniel giggled, but quickly turned to Shane, eyes wide and earnest. “I wanted to say something. It’s about… you being an Omega.”
Shane dropped into a crouch, bringing himself eye-level with the kid. “Hit me.”
“It was really, really cool,” Daniel said, voice suddenly soft. “Everyone said it was impossible to do, that there was no way Omegas could make it professionally, but you did it anyway, and now…” He trailed off, glancing up at his parents.
Ilya watched the parents. They didn’t flinch. In fact, Daniel’s mother had her hands folded over her heart, as if holding something precious inside.
Shane leaned closer. “…and now?”
Daniel took a breath. “Now I want to be just like you. Even though people say Omegas can’t play. I want to prove them wrong.  Because Shane Hollander did it, so can I!”
Shane smiled, small and real. “It’s not easy. People are gonna doubt you every step, but if you want it, you keep pushing. Eventually, they’ll run out of reasons to tell you ‘no’.”
Daniel nodded, soaking in every word.
Then, the kid’s dad spoke up, clearing his throat. “Actually, that’s… why we wanted to talk to you. Daniel’s got the heart and the drive, but…” He hesitated, then barreled on. “He’s smaller than most kids in his league. It’s tough to keep up sometimes. Do you have any advice for, you know, how to close the gap?”
Shane considered it, then said, “I won’t lie. Omegas don’t pack on muscle as fast. But you’re usually lighter, which means you can move faster. Train for speed and reflexes, not just brute force. Also, you gotta work your ass off in the gym. Sorry for the language,” he added, with a sidelong look at Daniel’s mom, who just grinned.
“Seriously, though. Most Alphas will try to out-muscle you. Let them think they can, then out-maneuver. Play smarter, not just harder. I’ll write down the routines I used coming up through the leagues, if you want. Supplements, stretches, everything.”
Daniel looked like he might faint from happiness. “Are you serious?!”
“Totally. And…” Shane glanced at Ilya, who nodded encouragingly, “If you send me your highlight reel, I’ll give you some personalized feedback. Just don’t tell my coaches I’m moonlighting as a trainer.”
Daniel’s mom was beaming now, and his dad looked a little misty. “Thank you, both of you. You have no idea how much this means to him.”
Ilya clapped a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “Means much to us, too. Next time you score, you do fist pump for me, okay?”
Daniel nodded furiously. “…and for Captain Shane, too!”
A few more fans edged closer, and Ilya saw security out of the corner of his eye, waving to hurry them along before the parking lot got crowded.
Before leaving, Ilya had one more idea. “Captain, maybe you do more videos for Omegas, like you do for team? Tips, exercises, maybe answer questions. Would help a lot of kids, and parents who want them to play.”
Shane’s eyes went wide. “That’s actually… not a bad idea.”
Daniel jumped in. “You should do a YouTube channel! Or, like, TikTok! You could call it ‘Omega Power Plays’!”
Shane and Ilya both laughed at that, but the more Shane thought about it, the more he seemed to like it.
“Stay tuned, Daniel. You might see something soon.”
They signed a couple of jerseys and pucks, posed for a selfie (with Daniel sandwiched between them), and promised to look for the kid in the stands at the next home game.
As they walked to the car, Ilya glanced back and saw Daniel’s parents hugging him, all three beaming like they’d just won the Cup.
Shane’s voice was quiet. “I always thought being out would make me a target. But that kid… he actually believes he can be a star now. Like, for real.”
“You are his hero,” Ilya said, proud. “…and you are mine.”
They buckled into the car, content in the silence.
 
+++++
 
The Voyagers’ gym the very next morning was practically empty.  Shane showed up well before the rest of the team would, and managed to rope Harris into helping out his cause.
“A workout routine for Omegas.  Who want to build on muscle and play professional hockey.  Of course most people wouldn’t know how to do that.  I’m probably the first.”
Shane’s single minded goal, from the moment Ilya proposed the idea, was to make it happen, and as quickly as possible.
Harris had finished setting up his recording equipment and ringlight on a mobile cart, ready to adjust to the different equipment and heights for the shoot.  “Ready when you are, Cap,” Harris called, tapping the red dot and angling his phone to catch the best light. “We’ll cut it into bite sized TikToks to gather up interest and a longer YouTube post for people to watch in full. Just do your thing and I’ll make you look fantastic.”
Shane steadied himself in front of the squat rack, tugged the OmegaFlex shorts a little higher over his hips, and took a breath. He flashed a quick smile at the camera, then deadpanned, “Hey, it’s Shane Hollander, Captain of the Voyagers, and today I’m going to show you how to keep up with the Alphas even if you’re not naturally built like a brick wall.”
Offscreen, Ilya stifled a laugh.
Shane launched into the first set, voice clear and instructive. “A lot of people ask if there’s a secret to training as an Omega or that I’m taking something crazy to help me, but.... There isn’t. It’s just… hard work.  But you can optimize. Use bodyweight circuits, not just brute-force lifts. Focus on explosiveness, not just size.” He did a quick succession of squats, then a jump, landing with perfect balance. “Explosive, like this.”
Harris kept pace, circling for close-ups and adding commentary. “…and you’re not even winded, Captain?”
“Not yet,” Shane said, lips quirking. “…but it helps to have the best spotter in the league.”
Ilya stepped into frame, looking every inch the True Alpha in his own Alpha gear, and hammed it up for the camera: “I make sure Captain does not get crushed by weights. Is important part of training.”
After they finished up with the example burst exercises, they moved on to the next section of the video.
“Also important: fuel,” Shane said, stepping aside to a table stacked with a dozen neatly labeled bottles and supplements. “Alphas burn hot, but Omegas need to supplement for energy and recovery. I like this protein blend, but more important is getting enough calories. Eat more than you think you need, and don’t skip breakfast.”
Harris zoomed in. “What’s your go-to breakfast?”
Shane laughed. “Eggs.  So many eggs.  As many eggs as you can fit into your body.  Toast and yogurts are also good. Or, if Ilya’s cooking, porridge with the fixings.  I’ll make sure and post my favorite meals and recipes I learned over the years.”
“Is food of champions,” Ilya interrupted, arms crossed with a proud grin.
Shane moved through the next few drills, resistance bands, box jumps, quick footwork ladders, narrating each with a tip or story from his youth. “First coach told me I’d get flattened if I played with the Alphas. My dad said if you can’t go through them, go around them. So I got faster.” He raced through a sprint ladder, light on his toes, then spun back to the camera.
Between sets, Harris lobbed questions, the kind a kid or parent might ask. “Do you ever feel like you’re at a disadvantage? What do you do when you’re up against someone twice your size?”
Shane wiped sweat from his brow, thinking. “You can’t win every battle.  You’re going to get hit and knocked on your ass, but you can play to your strengths. If you get knocked down, get back up or skate faster next time. Eventually, people get tired of trying to put you down.”
Ilya nodded along, eyes bright. “Also helps if you have team who supports you and keeps you safe.  Make good friends, make good connections, make your team your pack, who’s always got your back.”
After an hour or so of recording later, Harris called a wrap and started sifting through footage on his laptop, fingers flying over the keyboard. Ilya flopped onto the mats, pulling Shane down beside him, both of them a little winded and plenty sweaty.
“You think anyone will actually watch it?” Shane asked, voice low.
Ilya leaned in, pressing his forehead to Shane’s. “Many will watch. Some will learn. Even if only one kid feels less alone, is worth it.”
Shane smiled, feeling the sweat bead down his spine. “You always make it sound easy.”
“Is not easy,” Ilya said. “Is just right.”
A beat later, Harris joined them, laptop balanced on one knee. “Okay, so the edits are basic. Do you want to post it right away, or should I run it by legal? Not that I think you said anything controversial, but…” He trailed off, then looked up. “Also, just so you know, if you put this behind a paywall you could probably make a nice profit.  Dallas Kent and Scott Hunter put their workout stuff behind paywalls, so…  I mean…  It’s not an uncommon practice for this kind of stuff, but…”
Shane shook his head, emphatic. “No paywall. I want it free. People need to see that you don’t have to be an Alpha to be good at something. That’s the whole point.”
“Hell yeah,” Harris said, grinning. “I’ll post tonight.”
Shane and Ilya hit the showers, steam curling around the mirrors and the sharp scent of mint soap filling the air. Shane stood under the spray, letting it rinse away the ache, and felt a small, ridiculous surge of pride. Maybe the video would get trolled. Maybe it would get ignored. But maybe, just maybe, it would matter.
 
++++++
 
Shane woke to the phone vibrating itself off the nightstand. He groaned, blindly patted for it, and squinted at the blue-white glare of the screen.
A wall of notifications: DMs, tags, comments, a dozen “urgent” texts from Harris, and two missed calls from an unknown New York number. Queen was sprawled across his feet, snoring in the dignified way of a dog who had decided the bed was her rightful throne.
He tapped open the first app, and nearly choked.
Five hundred thousand views on the video on the first day alone.  The numbers crawled up even as he scrolled.  He knew he’d been big in the news lately, and assumed it would have gotten some attention, but this was beyond the usual scope he expected.
Comments by the hundreds, most just emojis and “YASSS CAPTAIN, SLAY” or “OMEGA GOALS,” “WHERE DO I GET THOSE SHORTS AND HOW DO I GET A FAT ASS LIKE THAT?” but plenty of real questions about workouts or requests for follow up instructions. A few trolls, of course, but mostly a sea of love and curiosity.
Someone had made a meme of Shane doing box jumps, with the caption: “When you realize the only thing holding you back is gravity (and maybe a few Alphas).” It already had twenty thousand likes.  Another meme, of Snoopy at the gym, with Shane’s head photoshopped on top, was going viral.
He snorted, rolling onto his side.
Ilya barged in with a tray of food, balancing it one-handed while he used the other to scratch Queen’s ears. “Good morning, my beautiful viral sensation,” he announced, voice too loud and too happy for the hour.
Shane sat up, propping himself against the pillows, and eyed the tray suspiciously. Scrambled eggs, toast, sausage, two cups of coffee, and… actual fresh fruit? “You didn’t burn anything,” he said, amazed.
“I am learning,” Ilya said, setting the tray across Shane’s lap. “Also, Queen supervised.”
Queen, still half-asleep, let out a confirming woof.
They ate silently, with Ilya occasionally grabbing the phone to scroll through the top comments and chuckling at the words. “Many people want to know if you will do OnlyFans.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Maybe I’ll start selling signed gym shorts.”
“I think you would make millions.  I would pay millions,” Ilya said, dead serious, as he leaned over for a kiss.
On the TV, the sports channel was running the workout footage in a split-screen with Shane’s greatest goals. The commentators, two Betas and an Alpha, were actually discussing the biomechanics of his “Omega speed advantage,” dissecting his training like he was a new species of athlete.
“Do you see this?” Ilya asked, beaming. “They’re already talking about Omegas playing professionally.  Not in theory.  In practice.”
Shane finished his toast, feeling a warmth that had nothing to do with the coffee. “I didn’t think it would matter that much. I figured it would just be noise.”
Ilya shook his head, stealing a bite of egg. “It is more than noise. You are making people see differently. Even if they pretend not to notice, it stays in their heads. That is how change happens.  Soon, in few years, we have more Omegas play and train just like you.”
They scrolled together, reading a few favorite comments out loud. Some from Omega kids asking for advice. A few parents thanking Shane for making their kids feel “seen.” Even a message from Scott Hunter: “You always were a legend. Proud to call you a rival. Let’s keep raising the bar.”
Shane set the phone down and leaned into Ilya’s shoulder, a gentle relief rushing through his veins.  They lingered there, the tray empty, Queen snoring louder than ever, as the morning sun painted the room in gold.
“I matter.  People care what I have to say.  Even when it’s my real voice.” Shane through to himself, proudly.






      

  












      Chapter 20: Convergence
  








  There was nothing like the taste of blood in your mouth when you were this close to the Finals.  A nasty blow from a Detroit right defensemen nearly knocked a tooth loose.
Shane spit into the bench towel, wiped his chin, and focused on the scent of iron drifting around him. It was better than thinking about the throbbing in his skull, or the full-body ache that went bone-deep. Every inch of him burned and he was dead tired.  He’d expected nothing less from Round 3 of the Stanley Cup, against one of the best teams in the league, but he’d hit his wall a lot sooner than usual.
“Next shift!” Coach barked, loud enough to wake the dead. “Rozanov, Hollander, Barrett, get your heads on straight!”
Shane took a swig of Gatorade, which just made his mouth taste like metallic lemon. His hands were shaking a little, but he hid it behind a grin, trying to keep his team positive, despite this game being so tight.
Ilya grinned back, but the skin under his eyes was gray, his own exhaustion and sweat pooling in equal measure. “Is good game.  We win, yes?.”
It didn’t feel like a good game. Not right now. Not with the whole team running on empty.
Shane’s mind fuzzed at the edges as he watched the seconds tick down on the clock before the next shift. He’d been here before, last year, two years ago, every year since he was a child. The fog: time warped by adrenaline, each heartbeat a thunderclap and a drag on the system at the same time.  He’d probably fall asleep in the locker room after the game.
Though the fog got worse when he closed his eyes, because then he saw it: every shift, every check, every hit, stacked up and replaying in high-speed.  Too much, all at once.  Thinking was hard.  Playing was harder.
Shane blamed Detroit.  Game 1 had been a bloodbath. Montreal won in OT, but only after Eric took a slapshot to the mask that shattered it, and Hayden played most of the third on what turned out to be swollen ankle. Ilya got tossed for fighting after a cheap shot on Shane. Shane himself barely remembered the overtime, except that he scored the goal that ended it. The aftermath was a blur of painkillers, media, and Ilya’s hands cleaning the split in his brow in their bathroom.
Game 2? Different flavor, same poison. Detroit came back with a vengeance. They played dirty, fast, every trick in the book, and pulled out a win by one in the last two minutes that the Voyagers couldn’t claw back from. Shane woke up the next day with finger-shaped bruises on his ribs and a new reason to hate Detroit’s second line.
Game 3, on Detroit’s ice. The air in the visitor locker room was hot as hell, smelled like defeat. Shane pulled out a game-winner again, but it cost him; he’d spent most of the third period cramping on his sides so bad he couldn’t hold a stick without his hands locking up. He lied to the trainers about the pain. He always did.  All the guys did, Alpha or Omega.  They weren’t about to get benched for this shit.
Now, in the present Game 4, home ice, and they had a shot at getting an early path to the Finals if they won tonight and the next game. In the first two periods, he’d done his best, and gotten them to a tied 3-3 score, with both Goalies having a hell of a game and leaving Eric ravaged for strength. 
Unfortunately, all Shane could think about in this last period was how hard it was to breathe and how the next two rest days were going to be spent sleeping. He didn’t say any of this. He got up, tossed his empty bottle, and rolled his shoulders as he, Ilya, and Troy took the ice.
The roar from the crowd was loud enough to set his teeth vibrating. For a moment, he let himself absorb it. “We’re almost there.  You can do it.”
Detroit came at them hard, no surprises.
Their biggest Alphas, a brick with legs named Duke, immediately tried to sandwich Shane between the boards and the blue line. Ilya and a rookie defenseman took the brunt of it, grinning like a shark as they combed down LaDuke flat.  Shane sent the puck spiraling to Troy, who dug in and took off.
Shane trailed the play, skating hard, lungs on fire, catching up just as Troy juked a defender and made the softest, most beautiful backhand pass he’d ever seen. It was right on Shane’s stick.
He barely saw the goalie before he shot. It wasn’t his hardest shot, not even his cleanest, but it sailed past the glove and snapped the net for a goal. For a moment, all the pain went away, replaced by another rush of euphoria. He let himself bask in it and the crowd’s roar for a second, 4-3 Voyagers with the lead.
Then he noticed how bad his hands were trembling.
He skated to the bench, Ilya hauling him in for a celebratory headbutt. “See? Beautiful! You score, now we win, then we sleep forever.”
Shane almost laughed, but the world shimmered at the edges and the next thing he knew, Hayden was thumping his back and saying something about protein shakes and McDonalds fries.
He tried to keep it together as they cycled through shifts.
Detroit played like maniacs to catch back up, piling on a quick goal. Troy got cross-checked into the boards and the ref didn’t call it. Eric was a wall, as always, but even he looked winded as the shots racked up and his body struggled to catch shots.  Ilya managed one last shot in as Shane struggled to keep up.
By the end of the third period, the teams were tied 4-4. Shane’s shirt was soaked, every pore on his body open. He was running out of Gatorade, and the cold packs he pressed to his neck weren’t doing much.
He started passing more. The big plays, the risky ones, he left them to Ilya and Troy, let them take the hits and fire the shots with the power they had left rather than the empty tank he had. He focused on setting them up, keeping the offense alive, not going down.
It worked. Midway through the third, on a power play, Shane dragged two defenders with him behind the net, then blindly whipped the puck around the boards to Ilya, who snapped it to Troy, and Troy slammed it home for a 5-4 lead.
The crowd lost its collective mind.
Shane skated to the bench, sat down, and this time, didn’t get up for a while.
He closed his eyes, let the trainers put a cold towel over his head, tried not to let anyone see how hard he was breathing. Ilya kept checking on him, hands gentle as he massaged Shane’s shoulders, whispering soothing words in Russian, followed by “Just a few more minutes. Then you rest. I promise.  We’re almost there, Cap.”
Unfortunately, Shane felt the edge slipping. He watched the next shift from the bench and knew, with perfect clarity, that if he got back on the ice, he’d collapse.
Coach noticed.  Hell, they probably all noticed by then. “You’re out,” he growled. “We’re putting in Anders. You sit and hydrate.  We’ll try and call you in for the last line”
Shane wanted to argue, but all that came out was, “Okay.”
He watched, sweating and shaking, as the Voyagers dug in for the last few minutes. Detroit threw everything at them, but the defense held. Eric made two impossible saves in the final sixty seconds, each one drawing gasps from the arena. 
Anders, for a rookie, did his damn best at support, and had some energy to spare.  Thanks to his passes, they kept the game clock running, and even though Ilya and Troy couldn’t get through another shot, at last, came the horn.
Final: 5-4, Montreal.  They’d now won 3/7 games to Detroit’s 1/7.  One more win and they were in the Finals of the Stanley Cup.
The bench mobbed the ice. Shane tried to join, but his legs went out at the knees, and the next thing he knew, Ilya was hauling him up, an arm around his waist.  Patting his back and trying to help his celebrate.
“Not now, please,” Shane whispered, mortified when he realized he could barely stand.
“Is okay.  I’ve got you,” Ilya said, and didn’t let go until Shane was steady again.
They did the handshake line. Every Detroit player looked like they’d been in a car wreck and wanted to take it out on Montreal. LaDuke, though, actually grinned and said, “Hell of a series, Hollander.  Too bad we’re going to come back and beat your ass at home next,” which was the closest thing to a compliment that guy was capable of.
Shane nodded, then barely made it through the tunnel into the locker room before everything went black.
 
+++++++
 
Shane came to in a haze of cold and cottonmouth. For a few seconds, he thought it was morning in his own bed. Then he tried to move and realized his entire body was sandwiched between frozen gel packs, an IV drip was pinched to the back of his hand, and the reek of medical-grade cleaning solution burninng in his nose.
He’d been benched, literally, in the Physical Therapy room.  He tried to sit up, but the sudden chill at his spine made his teeth chatter.
“Easy, Cap. Don’t rush it,” said a voice, soft and careful.
Shane blinked his eyes open and recognized the Voyagers’ new head PT, Dr. Honda, a younger Omega whose bedside manner was half scolding mother, half best friend. Her black hair was pulled back in a severe bun.
Next to her hovered Ilya, still in full kit minus the helmet, and a cluster of Troy, Eric, and Hayden, the latter all perched on chairs against the wall, trying to look nonchalant. Troy was the only one who managed it; he was eating a protein bar, watching with concern hidden behind a veneer of “this is normal, happens all the time.” Eric looked like he wanted to pick up and carry Shane to an emergency room. Hayden fidgeted with his own hands, muttering something to himself about hydration.
Shane realized, with a pang of humiliation, he was stripped down to his underarmor and little else. His jersey and pads were hanging on a portable drying rack across the room, already being sprayed with anti-microbial something or other.
Dr. Honda finished checking his pulse, then shined a penlight in his eyes. “Well, you’re awake, so that’s a good sign. How are you feeling, Shane?”
He tried to find his voice. “Like I got hit by a Zamboni. Did we win?”
“We did,” Ilya said, and squeezed Shane’s hand so hard it was almost comical. “You looked pale as ghost and then passed out in tunnel.  You scared me,”
Shane groaned. “Sorry.”
“You don’t have to apologize.  You’ve been run ragged the last week in this series, so exhaustion is normal,” Dr. Honda said, writing something on a clipboard with brisk efficiency. “Though, you do have to answer my next question honestly. When was your last heat cycle?”
Shane’s mind went blank for a moment, then came roaring back with the answer. He did the math, silently counting back through the weeks, and swore under his breath. “Uh. Twenty-six days ago? Give or take.”
Dr. Honda made a hmm noise that was very much not a “that’s great” noise. She looked at the IV, adjusted the rate, and kept writing. “That’s what I thought. How long have you been feeling… off? Low energy, hot all the time, headaches, unsteady?”
Shane rolled his eyes toward the ceiling, mortified. “A few days. I thought it was dehydration from the games, or maybe a bug. I’m not… I’ve never had bad pre-heats before, so I didn’t think it would be a problem.”
Honda nodded sympathetically, but she was already fishing in a drawer for a new pack of electrolyte tabs. “Well, we’re all learning about Omega biology in hockey and this is going to be one of those moments.  Pre-heats usually make Omegas sweat more, have low fevers, and you probably got too dehydrated.  We’ll need to work on that in the future.  However, I’m going to be direct, Captain. You’re almost certainly going into heat within the next forty-eight hours. Your temperature is high, you’re showing every early sign, and I’m sure you can take your hormone panel test at home.”
Ilya let out a soft, anxious growl, but stopped when Honda gave him a “let me work” look.
Hayden whistled. “Hell of a time for it, Cap.”
Eric shook his head, quietly supportive. “We’ll manage.”
Troy crumpled his wrapper, shrugged. “Could be worse. At least you didn’t get a concussion, too.”
Shane wanted to laugh, but it came out as more of a croak. “Is there a shot or something I can take? Suppress it, delay it?  So I can play?”
Honda shook her head. “We can get you a quick shot and some over the counter prescriptions, but it’s not going to stop the heat.  It’ll just make it more like a long headache and cramps rather than the usual breeding urges. Once you take that, the safest thing is to let it run its course, ideally at home, with a support system, not on a plane or in the Detroit hotel.  Though once your heat day is done, you’re free to come back, and we’ll deal with the post-heat days with more aggressive hydration and some basic, legal prescriptions.”
“So I can’t play in Game 5,” Shane said, and felt the world tilt. He realized that in two days’ time he’d need be on a plane to Detroit to make it for the game.  So…  No.  One the biggest game before the finals, Shane was going to be benched.
Honda’s expression softened. “You’re benched, officially. The league doesn’t let Omegas compete during heats, liability, optics, the whole package. Honestly, I’d rather you skip the away trip entirely. You’ll be safer here, and since you and Ilya are mates, it’ll prevent Ilya from going into a rut during the game.”
A spike of panic hit him, hot and visceral. “But the team…”
“They will be fine,” Honda interrupted, gently but firmly. “Rozanov, you’ll back me up on this?”
“Of course,” Ilya said, though he looked ready to punch the wall. “I stay with you, love. I help you through heat, then we both come back and win the Cup. Easy.”
Fuck.  No.  
Shane shook his head, a newfound panic rushing through him, trying to find the words.  He couldn’t be responsible for both himself AND Ilya being out during one of the most important games. “You can’t. The Voyagers need you for Game 5. If you miss it, we’re down two good players. We could lose our whole momentum for this series.”
Ilya bristled at that.  “…but…  You will be here, and I will be in Detroit.  I…  I would have to leave you.  Alone.” His voice rippled, torn between two impossible instincts.
“Ilya, please.  The team needs you.”  Shane insisted.
“You need me, and I need you!”  Ilya argued, grabbing Shane’s hand and kissing his knuckles gently.  “I am your Alpha.  I should be there for you.  Always.”
Shane shut his eyes.  He didn’t want to argue this.  Mostly because, deep down, he didn’t want Ilya to go either.  Though, deep down, as the Captain and as the Omega of their little pack, he knew what was best for this.
Eric cleared his throat, standing up and offering a sympathetic hand on Ilya’s shouldfer. “Ilya. Think about this rationally.  Think about Shane as our Captain, our Pack’s Omega.  Where do you think he would want you to be?  What would you, as his Alpha, be the best at doing for him that he can’t do right now?”
Ilya opened his mouth to argue, but closed it.  He sighed, long and hard, not unlike a child. “He would want me with team. For Pack.”
Eric nodded, kind but resolute. “Then that’s what you do. We can’t afford to lose both of you. You’re our best chance to lead our team.  We’ll help take care of Shane.  Omegas go through heats alone plenty of times.”
Hayden chimed in, “My Jackie’s been through this loads of times with me on the road. I can get her to help, and the kids are basically pros at babysitting Arthur by now.  I’ll see if she can come help support Shane with the kids, so he won’t be alone..”
Troy, surprisingly, piped up with, “I bet Harris could wrangle up a few more Omegas to come help out, if that makes you feel better. Maybe Kyle, too, if Eric’s mate is free.”
Honda nodded, visibly relieved. “That would be best. Sometimes, when Omegas are together in a safe setting, especially with mild over-the-counter suppressants, it shortens the whole thing. You get the social support, and it doesn’t trigger the… ahem, reproductive imperative, like it would if you were with your mate or surrounded by rutting Alphas. I’ll write you a script for something gentle so you can start getting it in your system.  In the meantime, you’ve got a few days to rest and recover with Ilya before he needs to be on a plane.”
Shane wanted to protest more, but he could already feel the tide of hormones in his system turning every muscle into soup.
He swallowed hard. “I’m sorry,” he said, to everyone. “I didn’t want to let you all down like this.”
Ilya’s eyes burned, but his voice was so soft Shane almost missed it. “You do not let us down. Is just bad timing. Not your fault. You have gotten us so far on your own back, we will let you lean on our backs for once.”
Eric and Hayden both nodded, and even Troy made a face that wasn’t as mean as usual.
Honda patted his arm. “You’ve done plenty for this team. Let the rest of them pick up the slack for once.”
Shane laughed, watery and raw as he tried not to cry. “Okay. I’ll try.”
Ilya kissed the top of his head, oblivious to the others. “We get through this. Like we always do. I will play, you will rest, and when you come back, you will score fifty goals and make them regret ever doubting you.”
Shane leaned into the kiss, letting himself be cared for. “You better win,” he murmured, voice already heavy with fatigue.
“Will win for you. For Pack. For us,” Ilya promised.
Shane smiled, knowing Ilya always kept his promises.
 
+++++
 
Heat leave (without Ilya) was, hands down, the worst part of being an Omega, Shane had decided. Worse than the media scrutiny, worse than playing through a bruised rib or catching a high stick to the teeth. Deep down, he missed his old medication routine that made him skip all of this nonsense.
Ilya had helped, of course, for the first two days.  They’d had plenty of “fun” and it took the edge off, especially when Ilya would give him a full body massage, though it made it all the worse when he had to walk out the door and fly across the country to Detroit for the game.
Now, on the actual day of his full heat, the mild suppressant shot was helping and the prescriptions definitely made it less sexy, but it left him with a low-buzz headache, nausea that came and went in waves, cramps in places he’d never felt before, and a weird craving for cheese puffs and pickles (at the same time).
The good news was, he’d managed to convince Queen to spend the whole day on the couch with him, keeping his feet warm and making a little nest out of the comforters he’d laid out on the couch.
Shane propped himself up with pillows and flicked on Sportsnet, trying not to think about what it would be like to watch Game 5 from the other side of the screen for the first time in years.
The pregame was already in full swing. They’d even made a special graphic: HOLLANDER OUT ON HEAT LEAVE, with a little Omega symbol in the corner. He wanted to crawl under the sofa and never come out.  “Why couldn’t they have lied and said I had the flu?!”
He waited for the jokes to start. For someone to make a crack about “pucking while pregnant” or “couldn’t handle a little hockey heat.”
Instead, the announcers went a different way.
“Not gonna lie, this is rough timing for the Voyagers,” said the first commentator, an old-school Alpha with a voice like gravel and a face meant for radio. “,,,but if anyone’s earned a rest, it’s Captain Hollander. The guy’s carried this team for the entire playoffs, leading in scoring as one hell of a center. Unfortunate, but totally normal. Fans should remember: Omega cycles aren’t optional. It’s biology.  Short of medicating yourself to death, there’s no way to skip through this.”
The second commentator, a Beta with a motherly smile, nodded. “I imagine it’s aggrivating to have to sit out, but it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Here’s hoping he feels better and gets back on the ice soon. In the meantime, what a great opportunity for Rozanov to step up as alternate captain.  After years of him joking about wanting to take Hollander’s spot, let’s see what he does with it.”
Shane stared, open-mouthed. He’d been bracing for a roast, but they’d handled it with actual empathy.
A soft knock came at the door. Queen barked exactly once, then turned her head to Shane with a look that said, “Are you gonna get that or am I?”
He managed to get up and shuffle to the door, wearing sweats and an old team shirt.
Jackie stood there, somehow both radiant and exhausted, with a baby carrier on her hip and three little girls orbiting her like wild moons. Jackie herself was several months pregnant by this point with their fifth child and absolutely glowing. “You up for company?” she asked. “I brought reinforcements.”
Before Shane could answer, the oldest girl wrapped him in a hug. “Hi, Uncle Shane! Mom said you were sick. Are you okay?”
“I’ll live,” Shane said, and hugged her back, which promptly drew in the other two. The youngest, tried to crawl up his legs and onto his back, which was apparently her thing now.
Jackie bustled past him, dropped the carrier on the couch, and started unpacking a tote bag of snacks: chips, chocolate in a dozen varieties, popsicles in a cooler, several kinds of cookies, and three different energy drinks. “Chocolate helps with cramps, and sugar helps distract you,” Jackie explained. “Also, I brought you a care package from the other PAMs. If you tell anyone I said this, I’ll deny it, but half the Omegas on the PAMs are your biggest fans.”
Shane flushed, not knowing what to do with that.
Before he could answer, the next wave of guests rolled in. Harris, perfectly on time, brought not just himself but also Kyle, who at seven months pregnant looked both tiny and perfectly round, like a bowling ball on toothpicks. Harris was holding a pink bakery box and a bouquet of helium balloons that read “GET WELL SOON” and “HOT STUFF”.
Queen trotted over and immediately started nosing the box, which Harris opened to reveal a selection of mini cheesecakes and a pile of chocolate croissants.
Kyle waddled over, hugged Shane gently, and said, “If you ever need company for a heat leave again, just call me. Or Harris. Or literally any of us. The Omega grapevine on the Voyager PAMs is wild, and everyone’s rooting for you.”
Within five minutes, Shane’s living room had transformed into a makeshift den of snacking, blankets, and low-key chaos. Jackie’s daughters took turns arguing over which TV show to stream before the game, Queen circled the junk food buffet like a tiny, judgmental critic, and baby Arthur was deposited into Harris’s lap, where he promptly fell asleep and Harris was immediately cooing and awing over. The only thing missing was an air horn.
Kyle helped Shane build a nest on the couch, tucking pillows behind him and sharing an oversized comforter. “You look pale,” he said, not unkindly. “You gotta hydrate more, and eat.  I know you’re new to this, but heats literally boil the water and calories out of you.”  He handed Shane a bottle of water from the cooler.
“I’ve had like four bottles of Gatorade today,” Shane said, but took the chocolate croissant anyway.
They watched the pregame together, all crammed on the couch. When the camera panned to Ilya, in full gear, with a fresh “A” stitched on his jersey for the team’s alternate captain, Shane let out a wolf whistle.
“I’m not saying Rozanov is a beast, but if Detroit’s defense doesn’t double-team him, it’s gonna be carnage,” Harris said.
Jackie’s eyes flicked to the TV. “This will be your first time watching him live, huh?  Just watch, it’s like a spectacle.”
Shane watched.  Intensely.
Ilya took the ice with a look of focus so intense it bordered on feral. He banged sticks, barked orders to the team, and charged up and down the rink like he’d been shot out of a cannon.
The game started and, to everyone’s surprise, the Voyagers played like their lives depended on it.
Ilya scored the first goal within four minutes, then immediately set up Troy for another with Anders on support. Detroit scrambled, but by the end of the first period, Montreal was up 2-0.  Everyone in the house cheered, with Jackie back seating Hayden’s ever move, and her girls getting bored immediately and taking Queen to a makeshift tea party away from the adults.
Shane couldn’t believe the feeling that came with just watching hockey.  Watching his team. For once, he didn’t have to be “on.” He didn’t have to perform, or put on a brave face. He could just… exist.  Maybe it was the heat talking, but he actually felt the stress melting out of him, not having to bark commands for once.
During and ad break, Jackie made him drink water, Harris insisted on checking his temperature (“I’m not a doctor, but I am a hypochondriac”), and Kyle shared a story about the time he fell asleep during his own heat and woke up to find Eric had built a pillow fort around him to keep the world out.
“Pregnancy brain is real,” Kyle said, rubbing his belly. “I swear, last week I put my phone in the fridge. Eric found it two hours later, wedged behind a jar of pickles.”
“Is it weird to say I’m jealous?” Shane asked. “Like, not of the pickles, but of the whole… having someone take care of you part.”
Jackie snorted. “Not weird at all. You’ve been everyone’s hero for so long, you probably forgot what it’s like to be the one who gets rescued.”
Harris nodded. “…and besides, you’ll be back on the ice soon enough. Might as well let people fuss over you now, before the media circus starts up again.”
The girls argued over who got the last mini cheesecake. Queen licked up the crumbs, baby Arthur snored on in Harris’ arms, and the adults let the noise wash over them.
At some point in the second period, Kyle made a soft noise and reached for Shane’s hand. “Feel,” he said, guiding Shane’s palm to his stomach.
Shane held still, not sure what he was supposed to feel. Then, suddenly, a tiny tap, like a bubble bursting from the inside.
“Oh,” Shane breathed. “Is that?”
“Yep,” Kyle said, beaming. “That’s the baby. He’s been super active lately. Probably mad I’m not feeding him ice cream right now.”
“Wild,” Shane said, and meant it. “Does it hurt?”
“Not really,” Kyle said, “…but sometimes it’s like he’s got opinions on hockey, and he wants to join the debate. Which is why I hope he gets Eric’s flexibility and not my stubbornness.”
They laughed, and Harris told the story about how his own mom used to joke that she knew he’d be an Omega because he kicked hardest during reruns of Project Runway.
Then, of all things, the talk turned to their Alphas.
“Though the biggest change in pregnancy I experienced wasn’t even myself.  It was Eric.”  Kyle said.
“Huh?”  Shane asked, turning to watch him confused.
Jackie cackled.  “Oh yeah, hard agree.  Hayden changed wildly when we had our first baby.  Honestly, when the Alphas start hovering and becoming worrywarts, that’s when it’s time to break out the pregnancy tests.  I don’t even wait for the morning sickness anymore.”
“Care to buy me a vowel?” Harris asked, equally as confused as Shane.
Kyle laughed, with a fond look on his face.  “When Eric and I found out we were expecting, he’d always been a calm, gentle giant of a man.  Still is.  Though, afterwards he got very protective of me.  In a way I’d never seen him act before.  Like, Eric is never rude to anyone, ever, but sometimes people would just look at me the wrong way and he’d snub them.  Case in point, I’d never seen him swear in public until the time someone thought I was just fat instead of pregnant and offered me a gym membership on the street.  He chewed their ass out for five whole minutes until they were apologizing on their hands and feet.”
“I think it’s the biological imperative.  You know, leftover stuff from the caveman days when we actually had stuff to be protected from.  Alphas expecting a baby just become entirely different beasts,” Jackie offered, chuckling to herself.  “Hayden’s a little different than Eric though.  When I’m expecting, Hayden spoils me rotten.  Buys me jewelry, buys me my favorite snack foods, will do 1 AM runs to a gas station to get me a microwave burrito if I want it, you name it.  I just mentioned about wanting a getaway weekend, and he whisked me off to a cabin in the woods for one of the most romantic nights of my life. He is such a good provider and such a sweetheart.”
“Alphas can’t carry the child or handle the pain that comes with it.  I guess they try and do what they can to make up for it,” Eric said, shrugging. 
Shane thought for a moment about that.  He wondered, what kind of Alpha Ilya would be when he was a dad.  How he’d “change”.  He smiled, with a little blush, picturing either scenario with Ilya in them.
“Maybe soon…” Shane thought.
Shane leaned back, letting the feeling of contentment fill him to the brim. “I should feel useless right now,” he said, quietly, “…but I don’t. Not even a little. Maybe it’s the chocolate talking, but this is… nice.”
“Because you’re not alone,” Jackie said, arms folded over her belly. “That’s the secret. We take care of each other.  Your Pack isn’t just a bunch of dumb Alphas, you know?”
There was a pause, then Harris raised his glass of orange soda. “To the best damn Omega support group in Canada.”
They all clinked, even the kids (who promptly spilled half their drinks on the hardwood).
 
 
+++++
 
Ilya body was in Detroit, but his soul was in Montreal.
Walking out the door and getting on a plane to Detroit, while watching Shane have headaches and feel any kind of pain made his blood boil.  He didn’t want to be playing hockey right then.  His head was so far out of the game, he worried about tripping over his skates.
He thundered down the ice, checked a Detroit winger so hard they both rebounded into the glass, and, for a split second, let the violence take the edge off the ache in his chest. It lasted maybe two heartbeats, then the longing returned.  The gnawing pull to be home, to be anywhere that wasn’t this cold, noisy, idiot stadium.  To be with his love.  To take the pain away, even a little bit.
He was used to playoff pressure, sure, but he wasn’t used to this.  The feeling that, at any moment, something was going to go terribly wrong because he wasn’t there to protect his mate.
“What if the medicine doesn’t work right?  What if he has a full heat?  What if he gets lonely?  What if he needs me!?”
The game was tied, again, 3-3. Ten minutes left in the third, and Detroit was hammering the Voyagers’ defense with every play.
Ilya was skating angry, throwing his body into every hit, playing with a desperation that bordered on self-destruction. He wanted the game over, wanted to win (or hell, even lose, he didn’t care at this point) and get back on a plane so he could see Shane, even if it meant breaking every bone in his body in the process.
He could see it on the bench. His own line mates were spooked by his intensity, and the coaches were starting to look nervous too, like maybe they should bench him for a shift to calm him down.
At the next break, Troy and Hayden flanked him, boxing him in on the bench.
“Hey, Rozanov,” Troy said, voice low and insistent. “You gotta pull it together, man. You’re playing like a psycho out there.”
Hayden nodded, wiping sweat from his brow. “He’s right. You’re not thinking. You’re just hitting to hit. We need you to actually run the offense, not just break bodies.”
Ilya growled.  In the old days, he might have told them to shut up.  Instead, he just spoke his mind, honestly, and openly.  “I do not want to be here. I want my mate.”
Hayden leaned in, sympathetic. “Dude, I get it. First time my wife and I had to be apart like this, I thought I was gonna die. The first one is always the hardest, but it’ll get easier over time. You gotta power through, man.  I know you’ve got it in you.”
Ilya opened his mouth to snap back, but Troy cut him off with a sharp glare. “Shane wouldn’t want you out here playing like an idiot and getting yourself hurt. He’d want you to lead. Isn’t that what you’re always saying about Pack?”
It stung, but they were right. He’d been telling everyone for months that “Pack comes first, always.” Now he was the one losing his mind.
He slumped, elbows on knees, feeling the fire start to flicker out.
“Fuck.  Here I am.  Playing dirty again.  Being pathetic.  Letting people down.  I’m not a good leader.  I fall apart the moment I’m alone.  I’m always weak when I’m alone.  Fucking…”
Of all people, it was Dion who piped up from further down the bench. “You’re not getting on a plane for a few hours anyway, big guy. So why not do what you always say and win the damn game for your mate? Make it a gift.”
Ilya glared, but Dion just grinned, unbothered. “C’mon, you know Shane’s watching you out there. There’s nothing hotter for an Omega like Shane Hollander than seeing his Alpha take the team to the Finals. You want to impress him, right? Don’t go back a loser.  Don’t make him worry about you.  That’s just…  Not hot.”
A flush rose on Ilya’s cheeks.
Troy snorted, clearly enjoying this new angle.
Dion grinned wider. “Plus, if you win, you get to let him go straight to the Finals.  No more games for a few weeks.  You two will get to spend…  So.  Much.  Time.  Together.  I’m sure he’ll even have a little bit of that post heat for a few days, so you two can, uh…  Get a lot of “rest” and relaxation.  Instead of, you know, having to go to Game 6 of this round?”
It was manipulative.  Ilya wasn’t stupid.  But damn if it didn’t work.
Ilya felt the rage give way to something steadier. A mission. A gift. Something he had to win for Shane.  Because Dion was right.
“Shane is watching.”
He straightened, squared his shoulders, and nodded once.
The next shift, he left the anger behind and let himself play for real.
He set up a perfect triangle with Troy and Hayden, faked out Detroit’s defenders, and passed the puck so cleanly that even the commentators called it “magic.” Troy slammed the puck home and they went up by one.
The next shift, Detroit came back with everything they had, but Ilya didn’t panic. He played smart, played hard, kept his head and let the other team make mistakes.
It worked.
Montreal intercepted a pass, went down the ice, and this time, Ilya took the shot himself, an absolute missile that went top shelf, past the goalie, and into the net with a sound like a gunshot.
5-3.
The last three minutes were a blur.
Detroit tried to get physical, but Ilya absorbed every hit, dished it out twice as hard, and protected the puck like it was the only thing in the world that mattered. He puffed out his chest, he looked up to the cameras around the arena, and tried to make himself as invincible as possible.
The crowd was a blur of noise and color, but he barely noticed it.
When the horn sounded at the end, he felt the high for exactly one second before the ache to get home returned, even sharper than before.  He sped-run the handshakes and barreled to the Tunnel, not bothering with anyone else on the team that night and to hell with the after-party.
Ilya barely had time to high-five his teammates before the media stormed the tunnel.
Reporters crowded around, cameras in his face, mics everywhere. First question: “Rozanov! How does it feel to make the Finals of the Stanley Cup? Any comment on Hollander’s absence tonight?”
He scowled, impatient. “Is great. Is fine, we win the fucking cup no problem, but now, I have to go. I miss my mate.  Need to catch next plane home!” He made a break for the locker room, ignoring the string of follow-up questions.
He showered and changed in record time, then tossed the travel bag over his shoulder and hit the exit, hair still dripping wet and his hoodie already soaked from it. The equipment guy would murder him later for leaving a mess, but Ilya didn’t care.
Outside, a Beta reporter managed to corner him for a split second.
“Rozanov! Is it true you’re rushing home, leaving the celebration of your massive victory over Detroit, just for Captain Hollander?”
Ilya didn’t slow down. “He is my mate.  He is in heat leave. Of course I do.”
“Anything you want to say to him if he’s watching?”
He paused, just for a second, and looked dead at the camera.
“Shane, I am coming home. I win for you. I bring you ticket to Stanley Cup finals. You are best thing in my life. I love you more than entire world.”
He tossed the bag in the trunk of the waiting uber and climbed in, slamming the door. The last thing he saw before the car pulled away was the reporter smiling, shaking her head like she couldn’t believe it.
 
+++++
 
The airport was its own kind of purgatory for Ilya.
Bright lights, endless lines of people who didn’t know the first thing about flying, the scent of burnt coffee, and the relentless pulse of airport workers. Ilya made it from the Uber drop-off to the private security lane in under four minutes, a personal best, and only nearly lost his mind once when a fan stopped him for a selfie while he was still halfway into the security clearances.
He had nothing but a carry-on, a phone, and a need to be in Montreal that outpaced the speed of sound.  Ilya found a his gate with a plug for his phone, collapsed into a plastic chair, and tried to still his hands. He could have torn through a wall in that moment.
Instead, he pressed the Facetime button and waited.
It was chaos on the other end, in the best way.
The background was a chorus of little-kid shrieks, Harris cackling, and the sound of a dog barking. Shane answered, the screen slightly askew, his face flushed with the heat of the day and the laughter of company.
Ilya’s heart nearly burst at the sight.  Seeing his mate so happy and healthy.
“Alpha!” Shane said, and the room erupted into a round of “HI ILYA!” from Jackie, Harris, Kyle, and three giggling girls.
Harris waggled baby Arthur at the camera, Queen perched next to him on the couch, both looking equally content. Jackie waved a cookie in greeting and said, “We watched you wreck Detroit. Nice job, Rozanov!  You were a little wild at first, but we were glad you got calmed down.  Shane kept pacing.”
“I do my best,” Ilya said, grinning at the mess of people. “Is not same without Captain. You should be there, with us. Next time, yes?”
Shane ducked his head, sheepish. “Yeah, well, you played amazing. Though that fight in second period was crazy.  They ran the replay on TV, like, five times.  You were a beast, Alpha.”
Kyle, appearing behind Shane, called, “It was really impressive. We all agree you need to play like you did at the end of the third period more often.  Don’t know what got your head back on, but it was a great game.”
Ilya puffed out his chest, pleased but embarrassed as he recalled Dion’s “words of encouragement”. “I play for Pack.”
He zeroed in on Shane, taking in every detail: the tired (but happy) eyes, the contented (and genuine) smile, the slight scruff in the hair that always showed up when Shane had a day off. “You look better, love. Is good party?”
“Best heat leave ever.  I got a lot of great tips from the Omega gang and they have drowned me with water all night,” Shane said, honest and direct. “I think Queen’s going to be sad when the kids leave.  They’ve treated her like royalty all night!”
“Is okay. She will have me. I come home soon. Two, maybe three hours. Unless plane crashes and even then I will still walk it off and make it home,” Ilya joked, and the chorus of children went “Noooo!” in perfect harmony.
Jackie’s voice was gentle. “Do you want us to clear out before you get home? Or stay and help?”
Ilya looked at Shane, and something unspoken passed between them. “Maybe you help for one hour, then go. I have… other things I want to do with mate.  Things nobody should have to hear in pleasant company.” he said, dropping his voice for effect.
The adults laughed, and Harris mimed putting his hands over the baby’s ears. “Message received, big guy. We’ll be gone before you get all Alpha in here.”
Queen barked again, and Shane scratched her behind the ears. “Okay. We’ll see you soon?”
“Soon as possible,” Ilya said, meaning every syllable.
Shane held up a hand, then opened it in a wave. “Hurry back.”
Ilya stared at the empty screen for a while after the call ended, then, with a long sigh, unzipped the carry-on and reached for the only thing he’d cared about bringing with him on the trip. 
It was a battered old jewelry box, silver, with rose-like patterns laid upon it.  It was wrapped in a layer of tissue and bubble wrap.  Up until then, he hadn’t had the heart to open it up again.
Now?  He had to.
The return address on the original package was Moscow. It arrived three days before the flight to Detroit.  He knew what it was and what it meant, and it felt heavy in his hands, buzzing with old history he thought was long beyond him.
He peeled the tape, careful not to tear the tissue. Then, he opened the silver box properly, revealing the contents inside. 
As Ilya expected, it was mostly emptied.  All the valuable jewels had been picked off and sold ages ago, back when he was a child.  Inside was just the simple, sentimental pieces that would have never sold for much.
Inside was a thin gold chain, a pair of delicate tiny earrings, and, nestled in a fold of blue velvet, a ring. Plain, but solid. Rose gold, hand-engraved with a faint floral motif on its edges, and just heavy enough to matter.
His grandmother’s wedding ring, passed down through his mother, miraculously not pawned off or lost to time by his father.
The note in the box was from his uncle, in the old, sharp Cyrillic:
This is of no value to old, angry Russians at home.  Maybe you will find a need for it someday.  Goodbye, nephew.
Ilya turned the ring over in his fingers, feeling the weight of it.
He’d wanted to give it to Anya at first.  The moment he’d gotten the package and knew its contents, he’d almost been too cowardly to let himself feel a part of his past. 
At least, with Anya, it would continue down the bloodline, and go to someone good.  Though, his brother had insisted, in a rare, quiet moment between them, that “You’ll know what to do with it when it’s time, and you’ll need it before any of us.”
Ilya hadn’t argued.
He tried to imagine himself giving it to Shane.  Because…  That was all that was left in their relationship, wasn’t it?
They’d mated.  They’d bonded.  They’d opened up their hearts to each other and they both wanted a future together.  They wanted children.  Sooner, rather than later.
What would he say? He had no idea how these things were done in Canada.  If he was supposed to ask for permission to marry Shane, or go through some kind of big celebration, the internet, as always, betrayed him, showing him massive proposals of grandeur, none of which felt “right” to him.
Hockey made more sense to him.
In love, he was a rookie again.
He closed his eyes, running through the words he wanted to say, trying to find the right English.
“Shane, you are everything to me. My heart, my pack, my family.  I want to build a life with you. Will you be my husband?”
It sounded cheesy in his head, but also true. He practiced it once, quietly, earning a side-eye from an old Beta man two seats over, then smiled to himself and put the ring back in the velvet, safe and ready.
“Needs more work.  I will…  Continue to practice.  Until it is perfect.”
When the boarding call finally came, Ilya stood, rolled his neck, and felt the tension leave his shoulders. Everything was going to be alright.
 
+++++
 
Dallas Kent’s nose was bleeding again.
The ref had warned him (quietly, he’d been on Kent’s payroll for years now) about getting his rut hormones under control, but that was a joke.  Dallas needed the chemicals. They were the only thing that let him keep skating, keep hitting, keep thinking through the swirling mess that his life had become.
He sat in the penalty box, one gloved fist clamped over his nostrils, and glared at the scoreboard.
Toronto Knights: 3. Chicago Steel: 1.
Two minutes left in the third, which meant the Knights were going to the Finals. He should have felt something like satisfaction, maybe even pride, but all he wanted was to break something.  No, better than that.  He wants to break someone.
The other team’s fans were chanting “Kent Sucks!” in unison, banging the glass with every syllable. He stared them down, letting his eyes go wide and empty, until the nearest Beta flinched and looked away.
Weaklings. All of them.  If they lived in a better era, he could snap them across his leg just for daring to treat him less than the man he was.  Instead, he had to play “nice” with the lesser designations, because that’s what society demanded of everyone.  Participation trophies.  Equal rights.  Pah.  Nobody was equal to an Alpha.  Especially not one like him.
Unfortunately, the thought did little to calm him.
He turned his rage back inward, where it settled like a pit in his gut.
The camp was gone.  The Canadian government shut them all down in the span of a weak. His beautiful system, years of work, of screening out the weak, building a new generation of Alphas to crush the softer designations in the sport he and his father loved so much, undone by some loser whistleblowers inspired by that Russian freak Rozanov. Everything Dallas built, his mantra, his creed, his code of life, ripped apart, the legacy pissed on as he now started facing multiple lawsuits.
As if that wasn’t bad enough, now the league was letting Omegas play out in the open. Hollander had ruined everything. He should have been a flash-in-the-pan, a one-off freak show that everyone threw away like the trash he was, but instead he was the face of the league now. The fans loved him. The media drooled over him. He brought in more new fans to the sport in the last few months than in the last 5 years combined, and the NHL Commissioner couldn’t do anything about it.  Dallas couldn’t go a day without seeing Hollander’s face on a cereal box or a protein shake ad or that Omegaflex line, smiling like a little bitch, pretending to be something special.
…and now, with the Voyagers in the finals, he had to face them head-on.
The thought made his hands shake.
He remembered what his father used to say. “If you can’t outskate them, out-bleed them.”
The rut helped. Most players lost their edge when they went into rut, but Dallas had learned how to weaponize it. He popped the pills, did the cycles, spiked his testosterone so hard that some days his heart felt like it would explode. He played heavier, meaner, faster. It was how he kept winning, how he kept the nightmares away. That was an Alpha’s true weapon, after all.  What made them better than anyone else.
True strength and vitality.  That’s all that mattered.
The migraines were bad, but they reminded him he was still Alpha. Still top dog.
Or at least he used to be.
The game clock ticked down.
The moment the buzzer sounded, Dallas ripped off his helmet and skated straight for the tunnel, not bothering to shake hands with the other team. The Knights' PR guy was waiting in the hallway, smiling like an idiot and waving a microphone with a nervous look on his face, as though he were approaching a serial killer. “You’re the man, Dallas! We’re going to the Cup finals! Want to give the fans a soundbite?”
Dallas ignored him. He shoved past, shouldered through a group of lingering arena staff, and went straight for the locker room. It was chaos, guys laughing, spraying Gatorade, someone already blaring music from a Bluetooth speaker. He scanned the crowd, looking for one person in particular.
He didn’t see her.
He stalked over to his stall, yanked off his jersey, and yelled, “Where the fuck is my Omega?”  He was feeling his rut edge off and he needed some fresh slick to pop with his inhaler.
The room went quiet.  The music stopped.
As Dallas looked around, he was unfamiliar with the gaze his teammates were giving him.  Few made eye contact, but even fewer had anything kind on their face.  It wasn’t fear either, he was used to seeing his teammates frightened of him.
No…  Today was something different.
Disgust?  Anger? 
“What the fuck is going on with these bitches?”
 A rookie, barely old enough to join the league at all, glanced up from his phone and said, “She left like an hour ago, dude. I think she was done with you.  I mean, everyone knows the rumors about how rough you are, so I imagine she didn’t want a repeat performance.”
All eyes went to the rookie.  Fear returned to most of their gazes.  But not fear of Dallas.  Fear for the kid.
Dallas let the silence build, then strode over and loomed over the rookie. “Say that again?  I don’t think I fucking heard you right.”
The kid tried to hold his ground, but Dallas could see the way his hands trembled. “She left. Like all the others you…  Used.  Just like Troy said you did. Maybe you oughta take the hint and quit while you’re ahead.”
Dallas smiled, a cold baring of teeth. “You know, maybe I should think about this for a minute.  Let me see here…”
He picked up the rookie, literally picked him up by the neck of his t-shirt and slammed him against the metal locker. The sound was sharp, final. The kid struggled, but Dallas was in rut and nothing could move him if he didn’t want to move. He slammed the rookie again, then once more.
Then again.
Then again.
Then again.
…and so many more times that Dallas lost count.
The banging of metal and the guttural groans from the rookie wasn’t the kind of thing he usually got off on, but the violence satisfied something deeper than what his cock wanted.
The rookie’s body went limp and the other players jumped to their feet, half in shock, half in fear.
He dropped the guy, watched him crumble onto the floor, blood pooling from various cuts, and enough bruises to make him look like a plum. 
Dallas then looked up at the rest of the room.  “Any of you want to talk shit? Now’s the time.  I’m in a thinking mood today, after all!”
Nobody answered.
Blood dripped from the rookie’s nose and onto the tile. Dallas leaned over, grabbed his face, and gave him a few quick slaps for good measure, carving a cut across this cheek. “You awake, champ? Good. You tell anyone what just happened, you’re dead. In the meantime, I hope you enjoy being traded to Ottawa and being the bottom bitch of the league for the rest of your career.”
The rookie mumbled something. Dallas couldn’t make it out, but it didn’t matter, he spat on the rookie’s face..
He turned to the rest of the team. “This is what happens when you don’t respect your fucking Alpha. Got it?”
They nodded, eyes wide.
Dallas grabbed a towel, wiped the sweat and blood from his face, and started getting dressed. The PR guy from before peered around the door, saw the carnage, and retreated without a word.
He changed quickly, feeling his heartbeat slow as the adrenaline bled out. The rut was already receding, and in its wake, a dull, vibrating anger.
Dallas would need an outlet soon. He needed to win.  Big.  The Stanley Cup would be a great start.  Once he one that, it didn’t fucking matter what people thought of him.  He’d be at the top of the world again in no time.  An Alpha Captain, who’d trash the Omega Captain of the Voyagers, and then he could right the world of hockey once more.  He’d give speeches.  He’d get his camps opened back up proving that yes, his method IS the right method.
As he left the locker room, one of the team managers, a Beta in a Knights polo, caught him in the hall. “Dallas, we, uh, heard some commotion. Anything we need to address?”
Dallas smiled, this time with teeth. “Just a little Pack business I was addressing. Nothing you need to worry about.  Send the new rookie to Ottawa, though.  He’s not a real team player and I need him gone.  Also, we’ll need an NDA with him too.”
He brushed past the man, making sure to bump him hard enough to leave a bruise.
Outside, the air was war. Dallas breathed in deep, letting the warmth of spring help catch the fire inside.
He pictured the next series: the Voyagers, all smiles and virtue-signaling, thinking they’d changed the world. He pictured Hollander, strutting around with that dumb Russian boyfriend, acting like he was safe.
Dallas grinned, lips cracking at the edges.
He was going to ruin them.
On the ice, off the ice, didn’t matter.
He’d destroy Hollander’s little Pack, and when it was done, the world would remember who the real Alpha was.
He stalked off into the night, already hungry for blood.
 
+++++
 
At thirty thousand feet, the air was stale.
Troy sat in row 2B, his knee bouncing so hard he nearly rattled the entire jet. He’d finished reviewing the emails between him and David Hollander, and the words still echoed in his head.
A row behind him, Hayden was snoring softly against the window, arms crossed over his chest, while Eric was scrolling through his phone, pausing every so often to shoot Troy a look.
It was Eric who finally broke the silence. “So what’s the story?” he asked, tucking his phone into the seat-back pocket. “You gonna tell us, or do we have to wait for the evening news?”
Troy took a breath, then let it out slow. “It’s over,” he said. “Or, like, half over. David walked me through my NDA. Turns out, half of it is bullshit. The lawyers lied.”
Eric’s eyebrows shot up. “They can do that?”
Troy gave a wry smile. “Apparently, NDAs can’t be used to cover up crimes. You can’t threaten to sue someone for reporting assault or harassment or whatever else Dallas pulled. All that’s unenforceable.  The Toronto lawyers I worked with must have been in on it with him.  I mean, I just…  I didn’t know.”
Hayden, who Troy thought was asleep, let out a low whistle. “So you could’ve said something this whole time?”
“Yeah,” Troy said, voice thin. “…and so could a lot of other people. Only they didn’t know, or they were too scared to.”
Eric nodded. “That tracks.”
Hayden reached over and patted Troy’s arm, warm and solid. “Sorry, man. That’s rough.”
“Yeah,” Troy said, “…but now I know, and I know what I’m gonna do.” He glanced out the window, watching clouds slide by in slow, puffy masses. “There’s a group of women, Dallas’ exes, they’re trying to build a case. They reached out again after our last game. I think I’m gonna help them. I’ll say what I saw. I’ll talk about the camps, the blackmail, the NDAs, the stuff that happened in the PT room.” He hesitated, then added, “David says as long as I tell the truth, I’m protected. The league will have a field day with me, and the Commissioner will probably throw me away like trash, but…well…”
Eric’s voice was soft. “You’ll feel better after.”
Hayden nodded. “…and you’ll help a hell of a lot of people. I’m proud of you, Troy.”
“Thanks,” Troy said, surprised to find he meant it. He’d never planned to be anyone’s hero. Growing up, his only goal was to get the hell out of the camps, play good hockey, and keep his head above water. Though, here, now, it actually mattered. It actually made a difference.
He looked over at Eric. “You think I’m screwing myself over?”
Eric shook his head. “Hockey isn’t forever. It’s a ten to twenty years, if you’re lucky, then you have to live with yourself after. What you’re doing matters more than any season, or any Cup.”
Hayden made a face, then grinned. “I’ll stand with you, and if you get blackballed, you can always come work at my car dealership I own on the side.”
Troy snorted. “That is literally the last thing I’d ever do, but thanks for the offer.”
They lapsed into a comfortable silence, the good kind that only existed between people who’d sweated and bled together. Troy leaned his head back, letting the hum of the engines settle his nerves.
“I wouldn’t have done it a year ago,” he said, suddenly. “If Shane and Ilya hadn’t backed me, if this team hadn’t given me another shot, I wouldn’t even be here talking about this.  I would have been on the bench, and just…  Collected my blood money and kept quiet.”
Hayden nodded, serious. “If Shane hadn’t put me in my place a dozen times over the last year with Omega stuff, I’d probably have turned out to be a pretty crappy dad. Or at least a more boring one whose daughters don’t talk to him about stuff.”
Eric grinned. “Honestly, those two are the best thing to happen to the sport in forever. Maybe we should listen to them more often.”
There was a long beat, and then Hayden asked, “So, what’s the first thing you’re going to do, when you land?”
Troy thought about it. “Call the lawyers for the exes. Tell them I’ll make a statement. Then I guess…” He let the thought drift, then shrugged. “Then I’ll show up for practice and pretend it’s just another day.  Wait until they need me to make that statement.  Wait for the bomb to go off.  Might be weeks, months, or even a year.  I don’t know exactly.”
Eric smirked. “You think Dallas is gonna come after you?”
Troy shook his head. “He can try, but he’s got more to lose now. His game’s falling apart, his mask is slipping. Guys on his own team are sick of him from what I’m hearing. Pretty soon, he’ll be out of control, and nobody will remember him for anything but the mess he left behind.”
Hayden was already half-dozing again, but he managed: “Sounds like you’re turning into one hell of an Alpha, Troy.”
“Yeah, well,” Troy said, “sometimes the Pack changes you.”
He meant it. He could feel the change. It wasn’t about being tough or being the best anymore. It was about having people who gave a damn, and not wanting to let them down.
When their wheels touched down in Montreal, Troy felt ready for whatever came next.
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  The Stanley Cup Finals, game one was finally upon them.
Shane always imagined what it would be like to play through it, and the only way he could describe it was electric.
Montreal’s arena was filled with the kind of sound that went through the bones, a low roar that vibrated the boards and shook the dust from the rafters. The lights had dropped to blackout, leaving twenty thousand fans in silence, waiting for the spotlights of the opening ceremony to hit. The ice itself was a perfect mirror, reflecting the blue-and-white of the Voyagers logo at center, undisturbed and pristine before the war that was to come.
Right now, nothing else mattered.  This was the dream competition of every professional hockey player.  This was the trophy and accomplishment Shane had worked his entire life towards.
Yet, in the moment, all Shane could think about was how each heartbeat ticked closer to the opening faceoff, how every pulse of noise from the crowd somehow crammed more expectation into his chest.
“Tonight starts it all off.  Tonight, you show the world who you really are.  Tonight, the world is watching and is going to judge your every move.  Tonight, we make the fans, my parents, my team, and my Pack proud.” 
Shane stood with his team in the darkened tunnel. They’d been through this ritual before on player introductions, but tonight would different. Tonight, they would be introduced as some of the best players in the league. 
“We can do this.”  Ilya said, clapping Shane’s shoulder.
Shane nodded.  “Yeah.  We can.”
The MC’s voice boomed across the ice as the spotlights hit: “…and now, the starting lineup for the away team, the Toronto Knights!”
The away team took the ice under a thundercloud of boos, every one of their names drowned out.  The house lights snapped white, catching Dallas Kent in the face as he skated onto the ice, not even attempting a wave. The crowd let him have it.  No, in reality, they crucified him. Every single person in the stands booed like their lives depended on it, a living, breathing organism united in loathing someone like a cockroach found in their popcorn.
Even in full gear, Dallas looked rattled and his jaw set in a line that had probably never softened in his life.
If Shane were being honest, the booing made him feel good. Like the city, like the industry, had his back for once.  Though, more than that, it made him feel, strangely, sorry for Dallas.  He wondered what it would have been liked to have been booed during the biggest night of his life.  Hell, Shane had nightmares of getting booed like that for being an Omega.
The Knights’ lineup finished up, and the crowd subsided their rage for a moment.
Then, it was their turn.
The MC’s voice dropped to a reverent hush: “…and now, your home team, the Montreal Voyagers!  At goalie, the man between the pipes, and the sage of wisdom for the home team, Eric Bennett!”
The crowd erupted. Shane spotted Kyle up in the stands, standing on a seat and shrieking loud enough to be heard on the bench. Eric skated to the blue paint with his slow, methodical gait, making a show of stretching each muscle group for the cameras.
“At left defense, who can take a hit like nobody’s business, Dion Dubois!”
Dion did a little hop-step onto the ice, grin wide despite the bruising still visible on his cheekbone from the previous series. He milked the applause, taking a long lap before falling in line.
“At right defense, Montreal’s favorite Dad and punchline, Hayden Pike!”
Hayden got twice the pop Dion did, mostly because his entire extended family was in the nosebleeds with a homemade sign (“HAYDEN PIKE: BEST DAD ON ICE!”) and all three of his daughters waving sparkly flags, with Jackie screeching like a banshee. He blew a kiss to his girls, then slammed into the boards, riling up the fans.
“At left wing, The True Alpha of the Voyagers and fan favorite, Ilya Rozanov!”
Ilya skated out with a deadly grace, jaw tight and eyes fixed on the blue line ahead. He didn’t smile or wave, but the crowd loved him anyway. Some fans even roared his name in a Russian accent, “RROH-zanov!” as if the extra ‘r’ could make him skate faster.  While he didn’t have any family to scream for him like Hayden did, Shane could see his parents screaming in the front rows, with David holding up a banner with Ilya’s face on it.  Ilya saw them, and finally waved, beaming ear to ear.
“Right wing, and the Voyager’s latest Ace on the Ice, Troy Barrett!”
Troy emerged with the swagger of someone who absolutely did not care about crowd work, but then turned at the last second to toss a signed team puck over the glass to a kid in a Voyager jersey. The crowd caught the moment on the jumbotron and went nuts.  Troy made sure to mockingly bow towards his old team, the Knights, and joined his real team on the ice.
…and then, finally, Shane was brought back to reality.
“At Center, it’s the one, the only, beloved Montreal Captain, and the first Omega ever to reach the Stanley Cup Finals in the history of the NHL, Shane Hollander!”
The sound was not just sound anymore, it was a miracle. The roof threatened to come off. Fans who’d never stood for a player in their lives stood and screamed. Old men and women in the premium seats hollered themselves hoarse. Omegas lined the stadium, throwing up banners with the Omega symbol.  Shane’s parents were screaming until they were physically unable.  Rose Landry and her entire foundation were screaming in unison.
Shane skated onto the ice and for a heartbeat, let himself feel all of it. The disbelief, the history, the pride, and the bone-deep terror of disappointing them. He could see his parents in the front row, his mother’s hands clasped over her mouth, his father’s arm thrown in the air like they’d just scored. He circled the ice, head high, and tried not to think about how badly his hands were trembling inside his gloves.
The other teams lined up at their benches. The anthem played. Cameras panned to the flags and to the massive Stanley Cup itself, glittering in the corner and waiting for its next victor to claim it.
Then, the time finally came for game one to start.
The teams gathered at center ice, Dallas across from Shane for the opening faceoff.  Shane knew the day would come when they’d face off again, but it wasn’t at all like he expected.
The man looked worse than he had in years, like he’d aged 10 years in 2 months. His jaw was working overtime to keep his mouth shut, his breathing so deep Shane could see his shoulders shake under the pads and hot breath steaming through his nose before they’d even hit the ice.
There was something off about him. It wasn’t just the scowl or the stink of sweat; it was the way his eyes were… pink? No, not just bloodshot from a hangover or lack of sleep, it’s as if he’d blown a few capillaries. Was he crying before the game? Impossible.  No, there was something worse going on here.
Dallas glared at Shane, eyes glassy and mean. “Wipe that smile off your face, princess. By the end of tonight, it’s your last game. Ever.  After tonight, nobody’s going to remember your name again.”
Shane smiled wider, mostly for himself. “You sound like Dion after three beers and a shot of Malört. Maybe try an original threat?”
That got a little twitch out of Dallas, a tiny tell. He wanted to say something else but the linesman called them in for puck drop.
The ref’s whistle cut the tension.
Shane crouched, feeling the tingle of adrenaline roll up his calves and into his spine. The puck snapped down. Before Shane could react, Dallas used his stick to sweep Shane’s legs, blatant and obvious as hell, and then body-checked him, sending him tumbling hard onto the ice.
Shane landed on his side, vision white with pain. The crowd booed again, louder than the first time, but there was a weird, stunned edge to it, like they couldn’t believe the opening play of the great Dallas Kent was so…  Stupid. Shane clambered back to his feet as the linesman finally blew the whistle.
“Two minutes for tripping!” the ref barked.
Dallas tried to play it off like nothing, jaw flexing as he argued with the linesman, but nobody on his bench backed him up. In fact, as he skated over to the penalty box, his own teammates scattered, none even looking his way.
Shane slid back to the faceoff dot for the next draw, heart pounding.  As the new center took Dallas’s place, their face wasn’t like a man playing in the game of their lifetime.  No, it was more like someone who wanted the game to be over more than anything else in the world.
Something was wrong with the Knights.  Very wrong.
As the puck dropped again, Shane glanced over at the penalty box. Dallas was hunched forward, fists digging into his knees, his head jerking every few seconds. A thin trickle of blood ran from the corner of his left eye, but he didn’t even seem to notice.
Shane skated his next shift on autopilot, not daring to look back. When he finally did, Dallas was still there, alone, eyes locked on Shane with a feverish, hating intensity.
 
+++++
 
From the bench, Ilya could smell rut sweat and cheap aftershave through four inches of plexiglass. The stink of adrenaline was everywhere.  Fine, that was normal, but tonight something was off.
The Toronto bench wasn’t just hostile, it was… feral. The eyes of their starting five darted around like cornered wolves. Most nights, hockey was about packs, the lines working together, the scent of trust and urgency in the air. Here, the only thing Ilya could sense was fear, and it wasn’t coming from the Voyagers’ side of the ice.
He watched Dallas stalk the penalty box like a caged bear, fists drumming on his knees, the veins at his temple throbbing under the skin. Ilya couldn’t hear what Dallas was muttering to himself, but he could tell it wasn’t anything good.
Shane, on the other hand, was skating like he’d been born for this. Even after getting wiped out at center ice at the first faceoff, he bounced back, helmet slightly askew, the whites of his eyes shining under the arena lights. It would have rattled a lesser man. Instead, Shane just grinned, shrugged off the hit, and focused on the puck like nothing had happened.
The next faceoff put Ilya and Troy up against the Knights’ second line, but even then Dallas was barking instructions from the box. Ilya looked to Troy, who caught his glance and nodded. They’d talked about this, mind games. If the Knights wanted to play it rough, they’d play it smart.
The puck dropped. Shane won the draw, sent it clean back to Ilya, who immediately angled it up the boards to Troy, who faked out a few Knights and passed it back to Ilya with ease. Dallas howled from the box, pounding the glass, but his team was scrambling. Ilya streaked down the left in a flash. Troy circled right, always in the perfect spot for a pass.
Shane faked a play, drew both defenders toward him. Ilya shielded the puck with his body, then, at the last moment, instead of passing to Shane, cut it across the ice to Troy, who caught it on the blade and ripped it top shelf.
The red light flashed. Montreal, 1.  Toronto, 0.
The crowd blew up in applause, but what Ilya watched was the Knights’ bench. Not one of them looked at Dallas. In fact, the right wing muttered something under his breath and glared up the line at the coaching staff, who pretended not to notice.
Dallas was livid. He slammed his fist into the plexi so hard the whole box rattled, screaming about letting “that traitor bitch score”. Then, he took out a little inhaler, the kind used for rut control, and did a double hit, the aerosol mist visible in the glare of the arena cameras. For a second, he froze, then hunched over, snorting like a bull, blood now running freely from his left eye.
The next shift, Dallas was back on the ice. It took him five seconds to do what everybody seemed to expect. He dropped his shoulder and buried Troy in the boards, sending him down in a heap. It was so fast, so deliberate, that even the crowd went silent.
Troy didn’t move at first.
Ilya didn’t remember moving, but suddenly he was on top of Dallas, trying to tear his helmet off, hands already clawing at the latches. The two of them went down hard, and in that moment, the gloves came off for everyone.
Only, it wasn’t the expected brawl, Montreal vs. Toronto.
No. It was the Knights, turning on their own captain.  Ilya was shoved out of the way and pushed back and didn’t even get a swing in before the chaos set in.
Three of Dallas’s own teammates skated in, but instead of helping, they started shoving him, screaming at him to “get your head out of your ass, you’re blowing this for everyone!” Dallas, face red and dripping with blood from a punch from his own guardsmen, swung at the left wing, caught him across the visor, and then the line dissolved into a five-way beatdown.
The refs tried to break it up. Two went for Dallas, two more tried to separate the other Knights, but it was a mess, all limbs and spit and teeth and snarling. By the time they got everyone to the box, there were four Toronto players sent off for fighting, plus Dallas, and only Troy from Montreal got benched to recover (still dazed, but grinning when he saw Dallas nursing a split lip).
On the power play, the Voyagers swapped in their second line, but Ilya stayed on for the kill. He could feel the crowd at his back, the city holding its breath watching their team get bullied.
On the first play, he danced the puck down the left side, feinting left, then spinning back to lose his man. He drew both defenders, then dumped it behind the net to Shane. The Knights’ goalie came out to challenge, but Shane didn’t blink. He cut a perfect backhander right between the pads.  2-0.
They skated back to the bench, but instead of celebrating, Ilya kept his eyes on the Knights’ bench. Dallas was screaming at his own team now, yelling at the coach, at the wings, at the trainers. Nobody with authority responded. One of the Knights’ starters, big Alpha, not a bright one, turned to the coach and said, loud enough for the rink mic to pick up, “Bench Kent! Or we let him play it alone!  We’re sick of his shit and what he did to Thomas!”
The coach just nodded, face stone cold, but after a whispered threat from Dallas to the coach, sent Dallas back out anyway.
On his next shift, Dallas skated like he wanted to break something. He bullied the puck through three Voyagers, smashed through Hayden and Dion at the blue line, and went one-on-one with Eric.
Eric didn’t even flinch. He waited, patient, reading every twitch of Dallas’s stick, then stoned him with a pad save, dropping onto the puck like a father squashing a bug. The crowd chanted Eric’s name, the sound so loud it rattled the metal in the boards.
Dallas pounded the ice with his stick, turned, and screamed for the puck again.
This time, his own team ignored him completely. They ran a play through the far winger, faked a pass to Dallas, and took a shot without him. It went in, after a set of clever passes and a swift shot. The scorer didn’t even skate to Dallas to celebrate, he fist-bumped the bench and let Dallas sulk at center ice, a useless hulk of muscle.
Two-one, Montreal up.
The period ended with Dallas hurling his helmet at the wall, missing the trainer by a foot. The rest of the Knights left the ice with heads down, leaving him alone in the center, glaring at the Voyagers’ logo under his skates.
 
+++++
 
The thing about getting your bell rung in the Finals is that nobody expects you to miss a shift. If you can see straight and don’t throw up on the bench, you go back out there. That was the deal, and Troy was determined to honor it.
The intermission between periods felt like it lasted three seconds. The trainers gave him a once-over, checked his pupils, and handed him two extra-strength Advil. He downed them with a bottle of water and forced a smile. Nothing was broken, just sore as hell, and the adrenaline would keep him moving until he crashed that night in bed.
He watched the ice crew clean up the aftermath, literal blood spatter behind the Toronto net, and noticed something off.
One of the Knights’ rookies, a wiry Alpha with a bad bleach job, wasn’t on the bench. Troy checked again, then nudged Harris, who was down the line with the comms tablet providing live updates to their social media.
“Hey,” Troy said, voice low, “You see the Knights’ rookie? Number 21?”
Harris frowned. “No. Maybe sick or something?”
No.  That wasn’t it. In the world of hockey, you didn’t miss the first game of the Finals for a cold.  Hell, you didn’t miss the first game of the Finals short of anything but death itself.
When the teams lined up for the second, the Knights’ bench was even more fractured than before. Dallas stood alone at one end, a towel pressed to his bruised eye, barking orders nobody seemed to hear. The rest of the bench huddled in small groups, talking in hushed, urgent voices, like they were making up their own game plans instead of what their captain wanted.
On his first shift back in, Troy played it conservative, letting the pain in his side fade to background noise. He shadowed the puck, kept his stick low, and used his body to clog the passing lanes. Every time he looked over, Dallas was on the ice, chasing hits and missing them, a split second late on every play.
During a stoppage, one of the Knights’ senior players, an Alpha he’d squared off against a hundred times back when Troy played for the team, Carver, skated over and hovered, silent, for a full three seconds.
Finally, the guy muttered, “You okay?”
Troy snorted. “I’ve had worse. You?”
The Alpha shrugged, not quite meeting Troy’s eyes. “Could be better. Lot of drama in the room right now.”
Troy leaned in. “You guys seem… off. What gives?”
Carver hesitated, then spat it out. “Nobody wants him as Captain anymore. Not after what he did to the rookie, Sanders. Saw it happen myself.  He fractured the kid’s skull in the locker room, just for chirping him. The team wants him gone, but the GM won’t bench him because of the playoffs and because Dallas has the commissioner in his back pocket.”
It was like a slap of cold water. Troy had known Dallas was violent, but even he hadn’t expected him to snap like that.
The player lowered his voice further. “Between learning about the shit in the camps he’s been pulling, and, you know…most of us now believe the stuff about the Omegas with all the talk going around.  Our whole team’s image is in the shitter, and we got booed coming out to the most important game of our life because of that douchenozzle.”
“Shit…”  Troy mumbled.
Carver sighed.  “Sorry for calling you a traitor last year. You’re the only Alpha with a pair of balls around here who tried to call him out.  We should have believed you.”
Troy wanted to laugh, but it just made his ribs ache. “Don’t worry about it. Just promise you’ll back the victims up when the story breaks.”
The guy nodded, serious. “Absolutely. We’re done covering for him.  We’re done watching him trash our team and our name.  Tonight, we take our team back from him.  Whether he, the GM, or the coaches want it or not.”
As the play resumed, Troy skated back to his side of the ice, something in his chest uncoiling for the first time in months. The guilt, the anger, all of it just… eased. He’d made the right call in agreeing to help the Omegas, and he hoped his testimony for them would help. Even if he lost everything after this season, he’d know he did what mattered.  Hell, maybe he’d help a lot more people than he expected.
Just before the next faceoff, Dallas skated past Troy, eyes wild. “Hope you brought your insurance card, Barrett. I’m gonna send you home in a bag.”
Troy grinned, baring teeth. “Like your career after tonight and everyone sees you’ve lost your whole team’s support?”
The puck dropped and Troy’s words clearly rattled Dallas, with Shane winning the faceoff with ease.
Dallas lunged to make an obvious attack, but Troy sidestepped, clean and easy, and let the play rush by him. The Voyagers cycled the puck up the ice, and as Troy watched from the side, he saw Dallas stumble and nearly collide with his own winger.
By the time the period was halfway done, it was clear the Knights weren’t even trying to win anymore. They were just trying to make it through the game alive and wring back control from Dallas sending a powerful message to the Toronto higher ups in the process.
“It’s either Dallas or the cup.  You can’t have both.”
 
+++++
 
The second period was where the knives came out.
It didn’t start with violence, just speed. Montreal came out of the tunnel as a single organism, every man in sync, every stick on the ice exactly where it needed to be.
The Voyagers used Dallas like a traffic cone, he was so obsessed with targeting Shane and arguing with his own team, he couldn’t defend worth a damn. On their first shift, Shane slipped past him with a simple fake, left Dallas clutching empty air, and beat the goalie glove-side for another goal.
3-1, and Montreal was already thinking a sweep was coming.
The Knights were unraveling. At every whistle, they bickered on the bench, none of them giving a damn about what their coach wanted, and the Toronto owners were even down on the bench, screaming their heads off. Dallas, helmet off, stalked back and forth in front of his team, jaw moving, eyes bugged and wild. He shoved the backup defenseman at one point, hard enough to send the guy sprawling. The rest of the bench just ignored him.
The Voyagers exploited it. On their next power play, Ilya and Troy set up a beautiful two-man weave. Ilya drew two defenders and then, at the last second, feathered a pass to Troy, who slammed it home past a helpless goalie. Troy roared, a primal yell, and the team mobbed him.
4-1, Montreal.
Dallas sat on the bench, a towel over his head, just breathing. He took out the rut inhaler and did another double pump. This time, he didn’t even try to hide it from the cameras. His head went back, his eyes rolled, and for a second, he looked like he might pass out.
“Can somebody go check on Dallas Kent?  I think, he’s uh…  Not realizing he’s on camera right now.” A commentator muttered, as the cameras started panning to the obvious drug use.  More boos from the audience, screams at the refs to look into things.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t time for that, because Dallas started laughing.  Not the good kind of laughing. The kind that sent ice down the back of Shane’s neck.  The kind that nobody, not even the refs, wanted to touch with a ten foot pole.
The next time Dallas lined up at center, his pupils were so blown Shane could see nothing but black. The veins at his temples were bursting, blood streaking down both sides of his face out of his eyesockets. He was muttering to himself, over and over, like a cultist.
“Gonna make Dad proud. Gonna be just like the old man. Gonna be a real Alpha, a real man. Don’t cry, don’t cry. The hits are good. The pain is good. The pain makes you strong. Dad said so. Dad said so.”  Dallas giggled, a high-pitched noise nobody would have ever thought possible to come out of the man’s throat, then stared straight at Shane, all teeth. “Even if I have to kill the fucking Omega to prove who the real man on this rink is.”
The ref heard it and flinched, but before anyone could react, Dallas dropped his stick and launched himself at Shane.
It was a full-body tackle. Both skates left the ice. Shane tried to brace, but Dallas’s shoulder hit him square in the chest, and they went down in a tangle of limbs and sticks.
Shane’s helmet snapped off. He saw stars, then the blue-white of the arena lights as Dallas pinned him to the ice. There was no fight, Dallas was too strong, all rut-fueled muscle and pure rage. The first punch split Shane’s eyebrow. The next landed square on his mouth, breaking the skin. It didn’t hurt at first. Shane was too shocked.
Then Shane heard the screaming.
His own team crashed down on Dallas, hard. Troy got there first, tackled Dallas from behind, but Dallas shrugged him off like a child. Dion tried to rip Dallas off Shane with a bear hug tugging the rut-raged Alpha backwards. Dallas smashed an elbow back into Dion’s face, sending him reeling and nearly breaking his helmet in half.
Ilya roared like a damn wolf and scrambled across the ice, and Shane watched his mate grab Dallas by the scruff of his neck and throw him off Shane in a wild toss.  He positioned himself in a defensive squat, helping Shane up to his feet and holding him close. 
“You okay?”  Ilya asked, looking at the bruises and blood now crossing Shane’s face.  Though his eyes went straight back to Dallas, a fearsome growl still rippling through Ilya’s throat.
Shane didn’t have a chance to answer or even comprehend what was going on.
Dallas started tearing off his own equipment, helmet, gloves, pads, like an animal. He stood at center ice, bare chest heaving, eyes wild, blood now also trickling out of his ears, and screamed at the top of his lungs, for the whole stadium to see on the jumbotron.
“I’m the real Alpha! This is my league! You think you can take me out with a bunch of soft Beta shit and a pretty-boy Omega? You think my own team is gonna overpower me and kick me out?!  You think this is what men are made of?! None of you know a damn thing!  I’m the pack leader! I always have been! The rest of you are nothing! Nothing!”
He spat on the ice, blood and saliva mixing with the sweat pouring down his face. The crowd was dead silent, every single one of the twenty thousand staring at the spectacle of Dallas Kent overdosing and going into a psychotic break.
Dallas skated forward, but Hayden and Dion met him on the ice. They tried to pin him to the boards and calm him down, but Dallas powered through them, howling. “I’ll show you real pain! I’ll show you what makes a winner!”
He skated to the Toronto bench and started swinging. Fists connected with faces. He grabbed the backup goalie by the mask and yanked him over the boards. The Knights tried to restrain him, but it was like wrestling a bull.
The refs called for security, but by then the benches had cleared. Both teams on the ice, trying to contain the monster Dallas had become.
“I’m going to make every little bastard at camp into a real man! They’ll thank me when they’re at the top just like me! They’ll remember that Dallas Kent made them strong! Not like these fucking traitors…” He gestured at his team, at Troy. “…these traitors who forget what pack means! Who forget where they came from!  Forget who made them into anything!  Who thoughted them up, just like my dad did for me!  Nobody should be that ungrateful!”
Troy, dazed, but not stupid, stayed out of reach and just watched.
Ilya circled to Shane, helping him get away from the spectacle, blood still streaming from Shane’s nose and brow.
Dallas, pushed away and unable to get at the rest of the Knights once security started showing up on the ice, finally focused on Shane again. His face twisted in hatred and ecstasy in a weird break, right down the middle.
“You want to know what makes a real Alpha, Hollander? It’s not loving your pack or spreading your legs to let them fuck you until you’re popular, it’s owning it! Bending it to your will! That’s how you win! That’s how you survive!  That’s how my old man did it!  That’s how Commissioner Croswell did it!  That’s how it should be done!”
He barreled at Shane, fist cocked back for a killing blow as he charged. Ilya stepped in front, took the punch square on his back. There was a sickening crunch, something broke, maybe Dallas’s hand. Ilya staggered but didn’t fall, using his body as a shield to protect Shane.  Dallas then ripped off Ilya’s helmet in one fell tug.
For one second, everything slowed.
Shane saw the world in frames: Ilya, stunned but upright. Dallas, all the hate and pain of a lifetime burning in his eyes. The crowd, every face open-mouthed, silent, waiting.  Security, screaming for Dallas to stop.  People screaming to turn off the cameras and go to commercial.
Dallas was going in for another swing, right at Ilya, right at his head.
Then, as if his body knew what to do, Shane swung Ilya out of the way, grabbed his stick off the ground, deftly swept around in a graceful spin, and put the stick behind Dallas’s ankle and yanked.  The same move Dallas had done on the face off.
Dallas fell, hard, the impact echoing off the ice as his bare skin smashed against the ice, with a guttural crunch. He tried to get up, but this time his hands were shaking. He clutched his chest, his lips going blue. He staggered, reached out, and missed Shane’s jersey by inches.  More blood was pouring than before.  He struggled to breath.  He was grasping his chest.
All that blood loss.  All the stress.  All the drugs.  The overdose, the break.  Shane watched as Dallas’ body was caving in on itself, breaking down in real time.
Shane yelled, hoarse. “Dallas, stop!”
Dallas’s eyes rolled back. For a second, the old Dallas was there, scared and desperate.  When security came to grab him, he flailed back, knocking one in the teeth and the other in the nose.  He staggered on the ice, like a belligerent drunk or a psycho on PCP.  Dallas’ rut, based on the smell, was finally running low.  Next, he’d lose his adrenaline running through his system.  Then, of course, he’d start feeling his body breaking down in real time.
Shane put himself between Dallas an Ilya, and then was soon surrounded by the rest of the Voyagers, creating a protective ring around their Captain.  A unified team of Alphas, Betas, and an Omega, all in the same stance.
“Fuck off, Kent.” Ilya spat.  He looked up, glaring daggers.  “You’re done.  Look at yourself.  Look at what everyone has seen.”
“You’re not hurting anyone else.” Hayden growled, wiping away his own bruises and split lip.
“Quit while you’re still breathing.  Get some help.  You can still have some semblance of a life if you stop now,” Eric offered, trying a calming approach.
Troy stumbled up.  “You’re wasting your breath, Eric.  Dallas isn’t the kind of guy who’s ever going to change.  He doesn’t want to.  Even now, he thinks this is what makes a good Alpha.” He gestured to Dallas’ broken down body, pale from blood loss, bruised, and now shaking uncontrollably.
Shane just shook his head in pity.
Seeing the pity, Dallas’ eyes, for a brief moment, seemed to blink back to reality.  He laughed.   “How? How can you lead an entire pack of Alphas like this? How do they listen to you? How do they…  Respect you.  How come they…  Look at you like that?!”
Security finally surrounded Dallas and were able to restrain him.  He tried to break free, flailing about, laughing hysterically.  “You’re an Omega!  You’re a walking cunt to be used!  Just like all those bitches who thought they were too good for me!  Who couldn’t handle Dallas motherfucking Kent!  Just like my whore of a mother was to my father!  None of these Alphas should give a damn about you!”
Shane dropped his head, noticing how all the Alphas on his team immediately let out a guttural growl at Dallas’ words.  He held up an arm to stop them, seeing that security had the situation under control and he didn’t want any of his guys getting caught up in this anymore.
“It’s not about being an Alpha,” Shane said. “It never was.  Took me a long time to realize that. Being a good Captain is about showing up. About protecting the people who need you, both heart and body. About being something better than what you were told to be or you’re expected to be.  Alpha, Beta, Omega, it doesn’t matter.  They follow me because they trust me and I trust them.  I’m their Captain, their leader, because they know I’ve got their back, just like they’ve got mine.   You can’t just care about yourself or your own goals.  You have to care about theirs too, because they’re your Pack, man.  If you only care about yourself…  You’ll always be alone, trapped, forced to hide who you really are.”
Dallas shook his head, tears and blood streaming down his face equally.  With one last laugh, Dallas shook his head “That was…  The dumbest shit..  I’ve ever heard,” he whispered, then went limp.  Shane watched as Dallas’ chest stopped rising, and he quit breathing.
The medics rushed in, surrounded him, started compressions right there on the ice.
The crowd was still silent, transfixed by the spectacle of the strongest man in hockey, brought down by his own toxic Alpha behaviors, his own choices, and his own words.  Everyone realized the kind of man who’d been holding up the league for years, and who’d inspired so many kids to act and behave just like this.
The refs called a pause to the game.
Nobody cheered.
Nobody moved.
Shane and his team stood at center, watching as Dallas was wheeled away on a stretcher, his face a thousand miles away entirely as the medics continued doing compressions and try to bring him back.
 
++++
 
The mood in the locker room was like a funeral home.  Both teams were on lockdown after the game had been called in time out as security, the NHL, and the police tried to come to some sort of an idea about what just happened.
The guys slumped in their stalls, jerseys half-off, blood and sweat soaking into every square inch of towel and tape. Nobody was talking. Even Dion, who usually kept up the chirping even after a loss, was just staring at his phone, thumb frozen above the screen as they tried to figure out what the hell was going on.
The news was…  Brutal.  Highlights of Dallas’ mental breakdown was already on the internet.  Not only had it shown on Sportsnet, but people in the stadium recorded the whole thing.  Dallas’ voice was so loud, you could even hear it pretty well in the stands, even.  The truth was out there, in Dallas’ own words.  He’d damned himself.
Commentators were losing their minds on every network as Hockey’s “strongest Alpha” was going down in flames.  This was also a first in the Stanley Cup history.  For a game to be paused this long because of a player’s breakdown, followed by the same player having a overdose induced heart attack on the ice.
Shane sat on the trainer’s table, a pack of ice pressed to his temple, still tasting blood in the back of his throat. The cut above his eyebrow throbbed, and the trainers wanted to stitch it, but he waved them off. Let it bleed, he thought. At least that way, it felt real and kept him in the real world.
Ilya hovered near, arms crossed, watching the door like he expected Dallas to come through and try to finish the job. 
“You okay?” Ilya asked.
Shane shrugged.  “Yeah, I think.  I just…  Christ.  I don’t know how to feel.”
The door finally opened, and instead of a coach or medic, it was an NHL rep, dark suit, league logo on the lapel, tablet in hand.
“Gentlemen,” the rep said, voice carrying over the silence, “I’ll be brief. The Toronto Knights owners and GM have opted to forfeit tonight’s match rather than continue playing given the circumstances and their team’s morale. The win for game 1 is yours. The series will continue as scheduled in three days for game 2. You are all to keep quiet about what happened on the ice tonight until further notice from the league. Any media inquiries are to be directed to the NHL press corps.  Violation of this will result in immediate suspension.  Am I understood?”
Nobody said a word.
The rep checked his notes. “Regarding Dallas Kent, he is at Montreal General in critical condition.  A heart attack suffered as a result of stress and…  Medications.  We are unsure if he will make it through the night or not.  Naturally, I am to inform you that the events on the ice tonight will be reviewed for disciplinary action, but at present, Commissioner Croswell believes the situation speaks for itself. Expect a league statement within forty-eight hours depending on if Kent…  Survives the night.”
He paused, scanning the room for any response. There wasn’t one.
The rep nodded. “We apologize to the Voyagers for letting this unwell man slip through the cracks.  We were surprised that such an act would have occurred like this and will work to rebuild the trust in the league with our future actions.  For tonight, that means our personal security will escort you to your cars to help you avoid the press. Good luck, gentlemen.  I hope that you all sleep well tonight.”
He left.
As soon as the door closed, the silence finally broke.
Hayden let out a breath he’d been holding since the hit. Eric popped his neck and stood up to start a round of “You good?” down the row to all the rookies and making sure they were all okay. Even Troy, who had barely moved after his last shift, finally stood and started peeling off his pads.
“I’m going to go check on my girls.  Make sure that didn’t scare them too bad.  Fucking asshole…  Talking like that in front of my kids…”  Hayden said, already in his casual clothes and heading to the stadium seating.  He was already on his phone, talking to them when he left.
Harris appeared from the back, carrying a bag of bottled water, and gave one to Troy. “You wanna hit the bar before you go home? Might help.  My treat.” 
Troy took it, cracked it open, and chugged half. “Actually, yeah. I could use some company tonight.  Fuck.  I…  Yeah.”  They left together, Harris’s hand on Troy’s shoulder.
Dion followed a few seconds later, dragging his gear bag, not even bothering to change out of his slides.
The rookies and the rest of the team left, heads down, unsure of what to expect or how to feel.
That left Shane and Ilya.
The trainers were finally allowed to stitch the cut. Shane barely felt it.
Ilya came closer, knelt in front of him, hands gentle as he checked Shane’s face for new bruises. For once, he didn’t say anything. Just looked, soft and careful, like he was memorizing every scratch.
“I’m sorry you were hurt.  I was…  Too far away.  I…”
“I’m okay,” Shane said, and meant it.  Though his voice came out small.
Ilya nodded. He rested his head against Shane’s knee, silent for a long time. The only sound was the whir of the dryers and the slow drip of water from the showers.
“Do you think he’s going to live?” Shane asked, voice a whisper.
Ilya shrugged. “I do not know.  Based on those eyes, though, he has been dead inside long before tonight.  I have seen eyes like those before.  Just like…  My father.  Kent was…  Broken.  Broken beyond repair.”
It hit Shane in a way nothing else had.
Dallas, for all his strength, for all his legend, had been hollow inside, eating himself from the bones out. The same pressure, the same poison, that lived in Shane too, just a different flavor.
Shane remembered the way Dr. Holly had looked at him, at the start of the season, the warning about burning himself up from the inside out on his triple-rotating suppressants to hide his Omega nature.  He wondered if that’s how everyone else looked at Dallas tonight.
 
"Do you know how many times your bloodwork pinged the system in the last twelve months?”
“How the hell have you been staying on your current meds like this?!”
“This isn’t just unhealthy, it’s… Borderline malpractice!"
"If you keep this up, you won’t have to care about performance, Shane. You’ll lose organ functions at worst and possibly have a lifetime of health complications at best. That is not an exaggeration!”
“Then you need to take some time off and let your body REST. Let it have a natural cycle, or it may not ever have one ever again. You will burn your body from the inside out. Irreparable, Shane."
 
Shane wondered what would have happened to him if Dr. Holly had just…  Not cared.  If she hadn’t spoken up and tried to bring him off the edge. 
What would have happened if he hadn’t gotten “caught” by Ilya and never came out as an Omega?
Would Shane have been obsessed with being the Golden Alpha, just like Kent had?  Would it have driven him crazy like that?  Would the pressure have cracked him?  Would the meds have killed him?  Would…
Tears prickled at Shane’s eyes.
If Shane hadn’t had a Pack, hadn’t had Ilya and the team, maybe he’d have ended up on the same dead-end path that Dallas had walked down.  Maybe not as violent, maybe not as cruel, but he’d be a king.  A king of nothing.
He pulled Ilya closer, letting the big man wrap arms around him, holding tight. He buried his face in Ilya’s shoulder, let himself just breathe.
“Thank you,” Shane said, voice muffled. “For saving me from myself.”
Ilya’s hands were strong, solid, warm. “That’s what mates do.  You did the same for me, my love,” he said.
Shane squeezed him tighter.
Deep down, Shane knew that this was the real win that mattered.  Not the cup, not game one, but…  Winning his life back.
Maybe now, with the truth out there, with his sport finally seeing the cracks…  Maybe he and Ilya could finally have some peace in their life.
 
+++++
 
There were a lot of ways to heal after a battle like the events that just unfolded, but for Ilya, none were better than returning to their den. The scent of “them” together, the lingering smells of Queen, the team, their guests, and “home”.
Ilya padded down the hall, feet bare, wearing nothing but boxers. He carried a bowl, careful not to spill the strange contents of chip bags, pre-wrapped meats and cheeses, a can of olives, and plenty of ginger ale. Shane, already curled up in bed with the duvet cocooned around him, had texted “pickles or riot” ten minutes ago as Ilya gathered their meal of champions.
Ilya entered the bedroom and found Shane propped up with two pillows, the swelling on his face already subsiding thanks to a bag of frozen peas balanced perfectly over his left eye. The TV was on, low volume, playing some animated film where every animal could talk, a good background noise with musical numbers to make them forget the trauma.
“You brought the pickles?” Shane said, sounding both hopeful and pathetic.
“I always deliver on what my mate wants,” Ilya said, setting the bowl on Shane’s lap and climbing into bed beside him. He wriggled under the covers, pressed his cold toes against Shane’s warm calf.
Shane hissed at the contact, then grinned. “You are evil.”
“I am good at it,” Ilya said. He grabbed a pickle for himself, crunching it with satisfaction.
Shane alternated between pickles and handfuls of cheese puffs. “I know it’s weird,” he said, “…but the salt and the cheese dust together is just… right.  Don’t know why I’m craving it, but I am.”
“Is very American of you.  Have you been eating around Scott Hunter too much?” Ilya agreed, stealing a puff from Shane’s hand. He ate it, chewed thoughtfully, then added, “…but good.”
They let the movie play, not really paying attention to the plot. The animation flickered across the walls, bathing everything in blues and golds. Outside, the midnight hour blinked back at them with distant stars.
Shane leaned against Ilya, letting out a sigh that sounded older than both of them. He rubbed his face, careful not to disturb the stitches above his brow.
“You know,” Shane said, voice soft, “I was scared today. Not on the ice, but after. In the locker room. For a second I thought maybe we broke the league, or maybe the league was going to break us back.  I didn’t know how much power Dallas had.  I worried we’d all get…  I don’t know.  Accused of murder or something.  Everything about him was just…  Crazy.”
Ilya rested his head on Shane’s shoulder. “It is already broken. We just show people where cracks are.  Now they know, it was Dallas.  Dallas is the cracks.”
Shane smiled, reached up, and carded his fingers through Ilya’s hair. “You always know what to say, don’t you?”
“I am Russian,” Ilya deadpanned. “Saying things is what we do. Most of them very dark, but sometimes also wise.”
A laugh rumbled out of Shane, genuine, and Ilya savored it. He wanted nothing more than to freeze the moment forever.
After a while, Shane set the bowl on the nightstand, wiped his fingers on a napkin, and slid down in bed until his head was level with Ilya’s chest.
“Please don't move tonight.  Just stay here.  With me.  Please?” Shane said.
Ilya wrapped his arms around him, pulling Shane tighter. “I am not moving. Unless you want more pickles or other bad snack foods you obsess over these days.”
“Maybe later,” Shane said, already half-asleep.
Ilya brushed a strand of hair from Shane’s forehead, then pressed his lips to the healing cut above Shane’s eye. He inhaled deeply, memorizing the scent that had changed, subtly, since the last heat and their celebrations when he got back home from Detroit.  They hadn’t left the bedroom for three days after, not until they were needed again for practice.
Now, instead of just vanilla and cream, there was something fruitier. almost strawberry, but deeper and richer.  Like Shane had turned into an ice cream parlor. It made his Alpha rumble in contentment, made him want to never leave this bed again.
He stayed like that, curled around Shane, for a long time. The movie ended, the credits rolled, and neither of them cared.
Eventually, Shane stirred. “You’re humming.”
Ilya blinked, not realizing it.  A little hum, musical, in the best tone he could muster.  Though it didn’t take him long to recognize it. “Is song my mother used to sing. Russian lullaby.”
“Sing it?” Shane said.
So Ilya did. Quietly, in the low, rolling baritone that made Shane shiver.
First, in English, as best he could translate.
“Sleep, my joy, sleep, the lights went out in the house, the birds are quiet in the garden, the fish fell asleep in the pond…  The moon shines in the sky, the moon is looking into your window, close your yes, sleep, my joy, sleep!  Everything in the house has been quiet for a while, it’s dark in the cellar and in the kitchen, not a single door creak, the mouse is sleeping behind the stove…  My little bird lives sweetly, no worries, no hassle, if it would be so all the days.  Sleep, my joy, sleep!  Sleep…  Sleep…”
Then, in Russian.  The words didn’t matter for Shane, just sound and meaning wrapped together, something ancient and warm. Shane joined in, not even trying for the words, just matching the melody. It was off-key, a little ridiculous, but all together, they made a good singing duo.
Ilya shifted down, laying his head on Shane’s lap, even as his legs gently fell off the side of the bed.  He pressed a gentle kiss against Shane’s waist, his thighs, and then lastly, at the abdomen. The new scent was strongest there, and Ilya wanted to sleep there that night.
“What are you doing down there?” Shane whispered, gently running his hand through Ilya’s curls.
Ilya grinned, nuzzling in closer. “Being happy. With you.”
 
+++++
 
Troy never would have imagined, at the start of the season, when Harris would come to him and tell him his life was going to be okay, that he’d actually believe him one day.
“I do believe it.  I do believe it now.”
After the bar, Troy brought Harris back to his apartment, and…  Well…
Harris was sprawled across his chest, breath hot against Troy’s skin, the covers a tangled heap around their legs. They were still naked, both of them, sticky with sweat and the aftermath of what had to be the best hour Troy had ever spent off the ice.
He ran his fingers down Harris’s spine, stopping to press a thumb over the new mating mark on Harris’s neck. The bite was angry red, already starting to swell, but Harris wore it with the smug satisfaction.  Troy didn’t even feel his own mark but knew his own was there too.
“Does it hurt?” Troy asked, worrying about his newly minted mate.
Harris snorted. “Not really, just hot on my skin. Though I will say I’m sorer than I expected on the back end.  Jesus, you Alphas are…  Big, you know?  Not that I’m complaining, I just…  Damn.”
Troy propped himself up on an elbow and kissed Harris mark, gentle this time. “I’ll get you an ice pack for the mark. Or maybe another round to even it out.”
Harris groaned, but the smile didn’t leave his face. “You’re incorrigible.”
“You’re insatiable.  You were the one that wouldn’t let me stop after I knotted you,” Troy countered. “We’re a match made in hell.”
Harris laughed, twisting to tangle their legs. The window was open a crack, the cool night air cutting through the haze of heat they’d made. The room smelled like sweat, slick, their scents, and the faint echo of whatever cologne Harris had sprayed on his pillow that morning.
For a long minute, they just laid there, quiet except for the little gasps of after-sex giggles and soft kisses they exchanged. Harris buried his face in Troy’s shoulder, muffling a laugh. “You really are a different person off the ice.  A good man.  A good lover.  Strong.  I think I picked a damn good mate,” he mumbled.
Troy smoothed a hand through Harris’s hair. “Yeah, well. Off the ice, I can breathe.” He watched the slow rise and fall of Harris’s chest, the way the bedroom lamp caught in his eyelashes, and wondered if maybe, just maybe, he could get used to this.
Back in Toronto, he would never have been able to have a relationship.  That was just a distraction, according to Kent.  After seeing Ilya and Shane, though, Troy knew it was bullshit.  If anything, this made him want to do better.  Play better.  So, he could provide for his mate and make a better contract soon.
“Feel better?” Harris asked, turning his head to look up at Troy with those ridiculous, honest green eyes.
Troy didn’t have to think about it. “Yeah. I do. Like…a chapter’s over.  Well, maybe not over, but…”
Harris’s phone buzzed on the nightstand, cutting the conversation short. He fumbled for it, still half-draped over Troy’s body, and squinted at the screen.
“Shit,” Harris breathed. He passed over the phone.
The headline was big, bold, and impossible to ignore.
“DALLAS KENT, NHL CAPTAIN OF TORONTO KNIGHTS, PASSES AWAY DURING STANLEY CUP FINALS.”
Underneath, a blurry photo of Dallas, mid-game, face contorted, mouth open in a scream as he was half naked on the ice and losing his mind during his “speech”.
That…  Would be Dallas’ legacy, it seemed.  A dead hockey player whose last act on this planet was a drug-induced word vomit of all his past crimes.  Only known for his hate.
Harris scrolled. “Statement pending from the League. They’re calling it a “tragic accident” and pulling the mental health card and drug warnings, but, uh…” He shot Troy a look. “We know better.”
Troy stared at the photo for a long time, memory flickering between all the versions of Dallas he’d ever known. Coach. Monster. Pack Alpha. Dead man walking.
He took a breath, letting the news settle over him. There was sadness, sure, for the false image of a man Troy once idolized, in what seemed like a lifetime ago, but mostly, there was relief. A kind of freedom that made his bones feel weightless.  He wondered if lots of other hockey players, kids from the current camps, and all of Dallas’ victims felt the same way.  Was it fair that they never got to see justice done?  Or was having their abuser dead the greater relief?  He didn’t really know from their perspective anyway.  All he hoped was that they found peace, someday. 
“Guess that’s it, then,” he said, voice steady. “The bastard’s gone.”
Harris hesitated, then leaned up to kiss Troy on the lips, soft and sweet. “I’m glad you’re here.”
Troy grinned, the old walls falling away with each beat of his heart. “Me too.”
They fell back together, the news forgotten for now, the outside world so far away it might as well have been another country.
In the morning, the headlines would explode. There’d be press conferences, whispers, old ghosts rising from the grave. Who the hell knew what was going to happen with the Stanley Cup, with Toronto, with the NHL, or whatever, but…  Tonight, all Troy cared about was the warmth of another body, of his lover, the one who’d first helped to bring him out of the darkness, and the promise of everything good that had to come.
“Good night, babe.”
“Goodnight.”







  
    Chapter End Notes

    I'm happy to say that everything that happens after this chapter (which was rough) is going to be amazingly happy and fluffy and warm and comforting, and I've considered adding a chapter or two more towards the end now to include a little more of said happy now that the last of the drama is finally donzo.  Sorry this chapter took longer than the rest, I kept arguing with myself over how I wanted this game to go and changed my mind half a dozen times.  XD


  


      

  












      Chapter 22: The New Era
  








  The blowback from Dallas Kent’s death and public meltdown ended up more far-reaching than Ilya expected. The hockey world, of course, was in an uproar, but its transition into the public made things all that worse.
In 4K, Dallas’ rants and rampages were now on social media across the country.  Hockey, overnight, became a “dangerous” sport (or at least, to the non-hockey world).  This image was cemented by statements made by children who’d been in his many camps, former hockey players, and even several professional players.  Each one recounted stories on every feed imaginable, now that the fear of Dallas’ retribution was gone. 
Many were screaming for legislation across both the United States and Canada, government officials made ignorant public remarks that did nothing to cool down the drama. 
Both Alpha and Omega rights groups were screaming for blood.
Of course, the NHL had still yet to make a statement, which made things worse.  How could they, though?  When every hour, a new bomb was dropped about the industry that they had to address.
The Toronto Knights got hit with their own kind of bomb, too.
Game 2 in Montreal was an easy win, but it wasn’t satisfying. Ilya would have preferred a challenge, something to get everyone unified behind and talking about other than Dallas Kent.
Toronto played like ghosts that night.  They were, once again, booed into oblivion, and most of the players were getting trolled on social media, some of them getting death threats for “supporting Dallas”, which may or may not have been true, who was to say?  Two players on the first line didn’t even show up to play.  Several rookies never left the bench, even when their coach tried to get them in.
The Voyagers barely needed to sweat for the 2-0 win that night. Of course, Shane had called for mercy on them in the second and third periods, taking easier shots to help control the bleeding.
“We don’t need to kick them when they’re down.  You saw them on Game 1.  They’re half the reason Dallas was outed to the public.  We need to respect them.” Shane had told the team, who followed in line.
A few days passed.
The Voyagers were now in Toronto for Game 3 that would start in 24 hours. The energy was worse than anyone expected, with angry fans and angrier mobs making Toronto Stadium a nightmare. 
Montreal’s team had been spared any of the drama, and left in peace by the fans and bobs, though the press stalked their hotel from the moment they arrived on the team bus from the airport.
“This is not good.” Ilya thought.
Ilya knew that if they won tomorrow’s game, the Voyagers would be one win away from the Cup, which was great in theory.  Though, he and everyone else on the team knew that win would be hollow if they went against the Knights as they were today.  He knew that Shane would feel the same way, and it would steal everything his mate worked for.  It’d never be recognized as a “legitimate” win.
Shane was pacing in their shared hotel room, biting at his nails, doomscrolling his feeds as he walked from the bedroom, to the bathroom, to the living room, and back again, in a cursed circle that was leaving tracks in the plush carpet.  He muttered to himself over and over again, and Ilya wished they’d brought Queen to calm him down, but instead she’d been given to Jackie and the kids while they were away (mostly to distract Hayden’s children from the horrors they saw on the ice, firsthand).
“You’re pacing again.” Ilya muttered, splayed out on the fancy couch and pouted.  “Come sit down.  I’ll lay in your lap.  Use me as stress toy.”
“Thanks.  Sorry, I’m just wound up.  Everything sucks, and I don’t know how to fix it.”  Shane huffed, chucking his phone on the bed and joining Ilya on the couch.  The Omega scooted so Ilya’s head could stay on his lap.
Ilya beamed, snuggling himself into his favorite position. He frowned when Shane’s gentle sweetness was replaced with a sour anxiety and Shane’s hand was grabbing at Ilya’s scalp with the force of the jaws of life.
“Love, the league is finally making a statement tonight. Just a few more hours.  Maybe that will calm everyone down,” Ilya offered.
“Yeah.  Great.  Can’t wait for them to screw it up like they always do.  Or they throw everything under the rug.  Or just make things worse with their usual tone deaf corpo speak,” Shane grumbled, still squeezing Ilya’s head just a little too hard for the Alpha’s comfort. He wasn’t sure where Shane’s strength was coming from these days, but he had a newfound grip like nobody’s business.
Ilya was going to try and offer assurances, use logic that Shane was good as connecting to try and make things better, but was interrupted by the thundering growl of Shane’s stomach.  He smiled, gently poking at Shane’s belly button.  “Ah.  I see.  You are angry hungry.”
“Hangry.  They call it hangry.” Shane corrected.  He groaned, loudly.  “Which is crazy, because I ate all my calories for the day.  I got all my protein in, I took all my vitamins,   I even added some extra just in case.  There is no way that I can possibly fit anything else into my body today, but it’s screaming at me.“
“How about barbeque?  We can order delivery.”
“I…”  Shane paused, and looked like he wanted to say “yes” immediately, drooling as the words left Ilya’s lips.  Then, Shane shook his head.  “That’s not exactly on my diet, though.  Tomorrow’s the game.  What if I overeat?  What if it makes me sick?  What if the crap in that over-processed food metabolizes weirdly with…“
“We’ll get the extra spicy sauce.  We can do Pork, I know how much you love pork lately.  Look, they even have pickle spears.  Homemade!  With seasoning!  See the little black and red flakes?  Aren’t those the kind you love most?” Ilya showed a picture of the BBQ place on his phone.  “Besides, you have seen what Dion puts in his body before games.  One time will not hurt and we have full day before game starts.” 
Shane groaned, louder this time, as his eyes hit the photo and his stomach growled again.  “Fiiiiine.”
Ilya pressed a kiss onto Shane’s abdomen, got out his phone and quickly made an order.  Shane directed him through the menu, and before long they had enough food for probably 3 people, and a hefty selection of desserts.  While Shane’s growing addiction to fats, spicy sauces, and anything pickled was cute.  He loved seeing Shane finally put down so many barriers and just enjoy life, instead of being hyper-fixated on his image and body.
About half an hour later, Ilya forced himself up from Shane’s lap (to his disgust) and made his way downstairs to meet the driver.
Down in the hotel lobby, the whole place reeked of carpet cleaner and the fake “woodsmoke” scent that the cleaning staff sprayed everywhere to make the place feel like a cabin weekend retreat. The place was swanky, even by Stanley Cup hockey standards, glass everywhere, fancy art, water features and greenery, all with staff dressed to the nines for the special event.  Extra security was outside the door, preventing the paparazzi from making an appearance.
Ilya walked into the hotel’s guest bar next to the entrance, pretty empty, as he kept his eyes on the door.
“Rozanov.”
Ilya turned around to the only other person in the bar, sitting and nursing a strong drink, Commissioner Larry Croswell.
The old man, normally a titan of an Alpha, looked smaller than usual, hunched over in a gray suit that didn’t fit quite write, wrinkled, tie crooked, shirt a shade too white. He looked tired, which was rare.  Croswell’s energy at the rink was legendary, and he usually commanded a room even when silent. Tonight, he looked like someone’s grandfather had wandered in from the cold and needed someone to come pick him up.
Ilya recognized the look, because he’d seen it plenty of times in his life.  In his own reflection, back when he still wondered if Grigori would ever love him, if being “The Dirty Russian” was a good thing, and if he should possible try and get a trade over to the Boston, who liked and rewarded aggressive players, unlike Montreal. 
Pain.
There was something about seeing the man at the top of the hockey world, one of the last “greats” still alive from the golden era of the sport, look so…  Broken down.
“Rozanov…  My Russian headache…” Croswell said, the ‘z’ and ‘s” buzzing like static, probably from the booze making him tipsy. “Surprised you’re not out on the town getting rowdy. Your team is about to fall into a Stanley Cup win like it’s nothing.  Easiest goddamn win in the history of the sport by the looks of it.”
Ilya shrugged, hopping onto the barstool next to Croswell.  “The team has a strict policy before game nights, and I don’t party hard anymore.  Have no need for it,” Ilya said, polite but direct. “I have mate who would kill me if I showed up smelling of anything but barbecue right now.”
Croswell’s mouth twitched.  Then, a barking, too-loud laugh that drew some irritated glances from across the hotel lobby. “Fair!  Fair. Heard the Captain keeps you on a short leash. Saw you on the news after Detroit, skipping the after party to go straight to your partner.  Don’t know if they use this saying in Russia or not, but you are whipped, my friend.”
“Shane does not need whip.  Or leash.  I come to him willingly, because I want to,” Ilya deadpanned with a snort. “Keeps me out of trouble. Or tries to. Most days I prefer to be on his lap anyway.”
“Ha!  Honest!” Croswell smirked, downing the rest of his drink and signaling the bartender for another. “Honest is good.  Honest is…  Really good.  Better than bullshitting.”
For a moment, they just sat together at the bar, saying nothing, the hum of the hotels’ fountain and the distant rattle of elevator doors and peopling coming in and out of the hotel filling in the gaps.
“So.  What’s got you down here?” Croswell asked.
Ilya nodded. “Ordered some food for delivery.  Shane was hungry.”
Croswell nodded, lost in thought. The silence that followed was heavy.
Ilya didn’t know what to say. He wanted to comfort, but he struggled with it. He didn’t know this man at all for one thing, and for another, this was the same bastard that made Shane suffer needlessly, kept them both on “probation” to keep them from speaking out the rest of the season.  Ilya didn’t have an obligation to be nice.  Nobody would expect him to be.
Still, there was something in the old man’s eyes. A loss, not just of a game or a season or the drama from Dallas, but something deeper.
He decided to just ask.  “Honest is good”, after all.
“Are you okay, sir?” Ilya said. “You look… broken down.”
Croswell sighed, soft and a little bitter. “I’m about to give a statement to the press, telling the world how sorry I am that Dallas Kent is dead, his crimes were horrible, but all the horrors wasn’t our fault, in our usual corporate tone and defensive strategies from PR. So, yes, you could say I’m a bit down.”
Ilya considered this, then said, “You knew him well?  Dallas?”
Croswell’s gaze slid away, toward the big glass doors and the black night of the city beyond. “I knew his father first. We were on the same team, won a couple of Stanley Cups together too. We were both the last of the old guard, the last to play without pads and helmets, the last to throw a real punch without worrying about suspensions, the last to play in a league where you could die from a broken skull to the ice if you didn’t watch it.  I wouldn’t say we were friends, but…  We both went through a lot of the same experiences and grew close in our older age.  Dallas’ father had a right bastard of a dad, and mine loved to get drunk and take out his frustrations on me and my mother.”
The old man downed another drink like it was nothing.  His face got redder.  “Then Dallas ended up being like the son I never had.  I was a coach before I was a commissioner and after I retired, and I helped the kid get good when he was growing up.  Lot of potential in that on.  Strong, with a lot of drive.  Which made it all that harder when I watched him go through exactly what his father and I went through.”
Ilya didn’t need to ask for clarification.
“Dallas Kent.  Alpha son of the great Kent Legacy.  Had hockey jammed down his throat by the time he was five.  At first, his old man was…  Okay.  A helicopter parent and one of those people at pewee games that you got annoyed at for yelling with the ref all the time.  Swore he’d never be like his old man.  Then, as Dallas got older, he started earning a backhand for every missed shot, because his dad thought he wasn’t trying hard enough.  A kick to the ribs for every lost game, because Dallas obviously didn’t know what “real” hockey looked like.  Anything short of being the best team in his youth league?  Hospital trip for that one.  Broken nose and a concussion.  Because…  Well, Dallas’ father didn’t need to make excuses by that point, he’d turned into the monster he hated.” 
Crosswell shook his head, and Ilya could tell the old man wasn’t just reliving Dallas’ past, he was reliving his own nightmares at the same time. 
“Kid was screamed at from dawn until dusk.  Told to man up.  Told to be the best. Lost his mother young, probably murdered by his father if I had to guess. Eventually, I think Dallas broke his psyche completely. Started seeing the violence as respect and love.  Genuinely thought his old man was a great dad and loved him.  That it was just “tough love” and his old man was making him better.  Hell, Dallas probably died never realizing his old man was just garbage.”
“So Dallas became like his father? Took this “love” and shared it?” Ilya asked.
“Yes and no,” Croswell said. “He wanted to be. He lived his whole life trying to be the man he thought his dad was. In a lot of ways, he succeeded.  He just needed enough drugs to take down an elephant to do it. Hell, if that man wasn’t in a rut 24/7, he’d probably lose his goddamn mind.  Death was almost…  Mercy.”
Ilya nodded, remembering Grigori’s old sayings, the way the old man would say things like “This is what being a man costs. You pay, and pay, until there is nothing left. That is what makes you man. That is what makes you Alpha. When you are empty, you are free.” He remembered thinking it was the saddest thing he’d ever heard.
“What will you say?” Ilya asked. “In the statement.  You seem to be uncomfortable with it.”
Croswell looked surprised, as if nobody had ever asked him that before.
“The league drafted a ‘nothing’ statement,” he said. “We’ll talk about how tragic it is, how we’ll do more to support player mental health, how we’ll make sure this never happens again, make stricter drug checks and whistleblower protections for guys like Troy. All the right words, perfectly crafted by a team of attorneys and suits. We won’t actually do anything, though.  We’ll just do what we always do.  Find problems and brush them under the rug when they crop up, or pay our way out of things.  So the sponsors don’t get upset.  Dallas will have died for nothing and nobody will learn anything from this.  Wonderful isn’t it?”
“What would you want to say?” Ilya pressed, voice lower now.
Croswell watched him, and Ilya could see the flicker of respect there, the silent language of two men who survived the same pasts. “I’d say that Dallas was a product of the old game, and he was a warning about what happens when you let pain be the only thing that makes you a man. I’d say that the system didn’t kill him, he did that himself, but it sharpened every edge and left him alone with it. I’d say he made his own damn choices and they were the wrong choices, but he wasn’t even 35 yet and had so much more time he could have spent trying to get better or at least face punishment for what he did. I’d say that every kid who grows up thinking the only way to be strong is to crush everyone else is going to end up broken, or breaking someone else. I’d say…  We probably have a lot of little Dallas’ right now and don’t even know it yet.”
The Commissioner laughed, short and cold. “…but you can’t say that, can you? The fans don’t want to hear it, they don’t want to imagine Alpha hockey stars being weak. The owners want wins, the sponsors want stories about underdogs and comebacks. Nobody wants to hear that the real story is all the ways we fail each other.  Nobody wants to hear about Alphas in pain, or addicts, or abuse victims, especially not one who said and did terrible thinks like Dallas.  Dallas isn’t a “pretty” victim.  He’s an abuser.  He’s a criminal.  He’s…” 
Croswell didn’t finish the sentence.
There was a silence, and Ilya wondered if he should say what he was thinking.  He was still on probation.  So was Shane. He wasn’t good at these moments, especially not with people he didn’t know or didn’t like.  Still…  Ilya could tell Croswell was on the edge, wanting to jump into something new.
“Croswell wants to let an Omega punch him, but he’s scared.”
“My father was like Dallas and the elder Kent,” Ilya said. “He thought hurting made you strong. Never changed.  Not once.  Died just as angry and miserable as I’d always known him. Russia is a cold and dark place, especially for old soldiers like my father was. People, too, also turned a blind eye to him and his cruelty towards me. People encouraged it. My coaches did much the same, and government, staff, they were all…  Okay with it.  My father was…  Horrible.  Irredeemable. Though I often wonder…  What he would have been like, in world different from ours. Where his cruelty wasn’t tolerated, where people spoke up and government or society stepped in to stop it, or if he’d ever be allowed to be…  weak.  Maybe then, he would have been…  Bah.  What do I know?”
Croswell turned and really looked at Ilya now.  He’d sobered up in a flash, leaning back into his seat.  “Do you think it would help?” the old man said. “If we told the truth?”
“Maybe not today.  No, probably not today,” Ilya said. “…but tomorrow, or the day after?  I think so.  My mate has shown you have show people what’s possible, before they can believe in it.  Omega playing hockey was impossible, yes?  Now, it is not.  Now, Omega is in Stanley Cup finals.  Highest scorer on the team, too. So, if you say it, maybe some kid or some parent watching knows they can be strong and sad, or scared, or whatever.  Maybe if member of the old guard like you, from golden era, is vulnerable…  Well, maybe that makes it okay for others.  Like Shane and being Omega hockey player.  You, veteran, makes it okay.”
Croswell stared for a long moment, then laughed. This time, it wasn’t as bitter.  Maybe a little drunk, probably a little incredulous, but…  At least it was warm. 
“You know, Rozanov, I thought you were a problem when you started here. ‘The Dirty Russian.’ That’s what the scouts called you and if anything, it was too kind. You were a mean son of a bitch, just as mean as some of the old guard.  I never thought you’d be the one teaching me about grace.  Hell, I still can’t believe you let an Omega punch you on national television.”
Ilya shrugged. “I was allowed to be weak in Montreal.  Shane…  Let me feel welcomed.  Like family.  Never felt that before.  This made me want to be stronger.  Made me think about thinks I never thought of before.  Like my niece.  Like her future.  Like…  Daniel’s future.”
The front doors pinged.
The delivery guy emerged, looking nervous as he scanned for a customer with three big bags of food. Ilya raised a hand. “That’s me!” he said, then turned back to Croswell.
“I hope you find the right words,” he said, honest. “…and I am sorry for your loss.  For son you never had.”
Croswell rose an eyebrow. “Why? You and Hollander hated the bastard. Everyone hated the bastard.  Even in the end, I…”  Again, he didn’t finish the sentence.
Ilya shook his head. “I watched my father die, and I watched Dallas Kent die. In front of me.  Neither of them were sorry in the end for who they were.  Both seemed so broken beyond repair.  I see in your eyes, you are not like them. You are…  Maybe like me.  Before Daniel punched me.  So maybe there was something in Dallas you saw that nobody else could, or maybe you mourn what could have been if things were better.  I understand that feeling.  I wish…  My father had been better.  So, I am sorry for that version of the man who died, the one in your mind.  I am sorry for you.”
He took the food, tipped the driver, nodded once, and headed for the elevator.  He kept his head down, not wanting to see Croswell’s response. 
“I’ve been disappointed by too many old men.” Ilya thought, wondering if Croswell would even remember this conversation in an hour.
 
+++++
 
Croswell waited in the lobby after Rozanov left. True to Rozanov’s word, he was definitely tired and broken down.  The Russian pinged him from twenty miles away.
“Fuck.” 
Larry knew he’d gone through decades of this same bullshit. Watching kids grow into the men they hated most in the world.  Over and over again, like the ticking of the hands on a clock.  Every time it struck midnight, a new Dallas Kent would happen.  A new Ilya Rozanov would happen.  A new Larry Croswell would happen.
He sat alone in a lobby chair, picking at the thread of memory, waiting for his handler to come pick him up to drive him to the Toronto Stadium for the press conference.
The words from Ilya echoed deep in his mind: “I hope you find the right words.”
What the hell was the right word for this?
Croswell had lived three careers by now. As a rookie, he’d been the Alpha’s Alpha, the guy with fists like cinder blocks and a jaw that could take a two-hander and keep chewing. His own father had taught him hockey was life or death, every shift a battle for dignity, every loss a black mark on the bloodline, and if you played badly enough, he’d get out the bottles of Jack Daniel and really make you sorry. He hated his father, then became him with his own high-functioning alchoholism, and it took sixty years to admit they were both full of shit. 
At least he’d been smart enough to never have children.  Or get married.  Or be close to anyone.  One good choice he’d made in his life.  “One less life of suffering.”
He thought of Ilya. The “Dirty Russian,” who’d come into the league swinging for heads and played like pain was the only thing worth sharing. Now to look at him, standing in the lobby, trying to make the world and a drunk old man a little less sad, bringing his mate enough food to stuff a team. It would have been funny, if it didn’t sting. 
“He got out.  He beat the cycle.  He became a real man.  He really is a True Alpha.”
It wasn’t just Ilya banging around in his thoughts.
Larry thought of Troy, the new generation of Alpha. The kind that used their bodies like battering rams, but now spent half the press time talking about “community” and “found family” and weirdly, even “feelings.” Croswell had watched him take shit for it after he got traded. More importantly, he’d watched him get battered by Dallas and not break, called a traitor by his former team, blackmailed to hell and back, given an illegal NDA, and not give up.  Sure Troy bottled it down, but found a way to break it back open and come back stronger than before. It was a new way of being an Alpha, and if Croswell was honest, he didn’t understand it. Didn’t trust it either, but damn if he didn’t respect it.
Then there was Dallas.
“Kid…”
Croswell’s recalled when Dallas was sent to a training camp for “Real Alphas,” back when the league still thought you could train masculinity like a show dog. Dallas was thirteen, already suffered most of his life, turning pain into respect and strength, and he’d already learned the best way to get attention and “respect” was to hurt someone. That camp was the kind of place where players nearly killed each other in the first hour to become “top dog”, and then, weirdly, became inseparable. Because they all came from the same stock, the same pain.  A dysfunctional pack that never said the real words out loud.
When Dallas’ father died, stroke by the age of 45, Croswell went to the funeral, out of some sense of obligation. The whole place smelled of whiskey and anger. Dallas, in his rookie years in the NHL, stood at the casket, straight-backed, not a tear in sight, jaw locked in that way that meant everything was being stuffed down. Into a dark closet that nobody could peek inside.
Croswell pulled him aside after the service, offered him a beer, and said, “You don’t have to keep playing if you don’t want to, kid. There are other ways to be a man.  You can take this life and tell it to fuck right off.”
Dallas looked at him with unblinking, distant, broken eyes.  Like it was the stupidest think he’d ever heard in his life.
“That’s where you’re wrong, sir,” Dallas said. “If I quit, I’m nobody. My dad’s gone, and now I gotta keep the young Alphas honest. Make ‘em tough, so they survive. So nobody can hurt them but themselves. Otherwise they end up like…” He stopped, and Croswell remembered thinking the kid wanted to say “like me.”
Croswell didn’t know what to say then. He didn’t know what to say now, either.   
“I never know what to say.”
Not when Dallas made camps worse than anything his father ever built. 
Not when Dallas was so clearly drugged out of his mind he couldn’t feel emotions anymore. 
Not when Dallas was breaking other Alphas, like Troy, or Omegas, like his exes, to stay the top dog, to stay out of pain.
“Why didn’t I say anything?”
Instead, he’d let Dallas go, and the rest played out like it always did.
The next decade was a slow-motion car crash. Dallas graduated from brawls to “motivational speaking” for the league’s designation camps, telling every kid in sight that pain was proof of love, that you didn’t matter unless you won, and that any “Beta” who wanted to be respected had to act more Alpha than the real thing, and “Omegas” were so weak they weren’t worthy of anything.
Even after he and the league found out what he did at the camps, hazing, beatings, worse, there was always someone ready to look the other way, because he “built character” and “weeded out the weaklings.”  He made star athletes.  Sponsors loved him.  The league loved him.  He did what the media, and the multi-million dollar industry needed.
People only asked “why” when Dallas overdosed on rut inhalers and went berserk on national television, cursing out the world that made him, and then died in a puddle of his own legacy.
Croswell wasn’t even surprised at how fast everyone turned on Dallas. He just felt cold, like watching a documentary of an animal you always knew was doomed to die.
Now he was expected to tell the world it was a “tragedy.” That they’d learn from it, and that the league would “do better.”
“A lie.”
Croswell pulled the “nothing” statement from his jacket. He read the first two lines, then stopped.
The same patterns.
The same ends.
He thought of what he wanted to say.
Croswell realized, soon after with a dull ache, that it didn’t matter if anyone listened.  That Rozanov was right.  It mattered that he said it.
He chuckled.  Croswell pictured Rozanov, getting punched by the tiny little Omega.  He pictured Troy, speaking up bravely against Dallas and trying to save Dallas’ exes.  He pictured Hollander, admitting to the world who he truly was.
He stood up, ignoring the way his knees cracked, and walked to the lobby trash can. He balled up the statement, tossed it in, and dusted off his hands like he’d touched something truly “dirty”.
 
+++++
 
The food was still hot when Ilya brought it in, the aroma wafting ahead of him like a parade.
Shane was sprawled on the king-sized bed, knees drawn up, the TV on mute while he scrolled feeds on on his phone. He glanced up, grinned wide, and tossed the phone aside with a “finally!”
“I thought you got lost in the elevator.  What took so long?  Driver get lost?” Shane said, sitting up and patting the mattress for Ilya to join him.
“Commissioner Croswell was in the lobby,” Ilya said, locking the door behind him. “We had a conversation.”
Shane raised his eyebrows. “Oh great. Let me guess.  Told you to shut up or else?”
“Not this time. He was… tired.  Long story.  I’ll tell later.  Eat up, love.” Ilya plopped the food bag on the bed, pulled out the containers, and handed Shane his half: pork brisket, slaw, cornbread, a tub of spiced pickles, and for dessert a pint of the most decadent banana pudding and whipped cream Shane could have ordered.
Shane’s mouth watered. “You are my hero.”
Ilya opened his own container, which was almost identical except he’d gone for mild hot sauce and none of the “weird American slaw.” He eyed Shane’s pudding. “You’re having dessert first?”
“I’ve decided to live my life with no regrets.” Shane grinned, then stuck a spoon in, took a huge bite, and shivered. “Holy crap. Try this.”
Ilya obediently took a spoonful and let it melt on his tongue, savoring the cream. “That is so much sugar it could kill a horse.  Almost as sweet as you are these days.”
“It’s perfect,” Shane said, then dug into his brisket with abandon. He barely tasted it, he was so hungry.  The spice lingered on his tongue.
After a lifetime of following a strict diet, to be “a real Alpha”, to have the perfect body and the perfect muscle mass, it was…  Nice.  Nice to allow himself to be softer these days. Though nothing was better than being soft around Ilya, and having his support in just being himself.
Yet, deep down, he was still curious about where this change came from.  Why were his instincts screaming at him to eat more, now, of all times, during the Stanley Cup?  Was it stress?  Was it his Omega hormones finally waking up?  He didn’t know.
 “God, why am I so starving lately?”  Shane said, as he came up for air from the brisket.
“You’re stressed.  Practices are hard,” Ilya pointed out, “You’re training harder than ever. Your body is just catching up.  Nothing to worry about.”
Shane hesitated, his hand halfway to the cornbread. He looked self-conscious. “Is it weird if I say… I think my body and mind is changing?  Like, my hormones are finally normal after all this time, with the suppressants out of me.  I think this season, too, made me look at people a lot differently.  I think those changes are affecting me more than just my mental health.  Even my scent is different these days.  Sweeter.  Does any of that make sense?  Like, at all?”
Ilya looked at him, serious.  Then, beamed, ear to ear. “Of course.  We’ve both changed. For the better. I like you, no matter what changes, my love.”
Shane snorted. “Even if I get fat instead of strong?”
“One day we’ll both be old and decrepit, my love.  We won’t always look like this.  It doesn’t matter to me.  Does it matter to you?” Ilya said. He reached over and ruffled Shane’s hair, and Shane leaned into it, grinning.
“Of course not.  I love you no matter what changes may come.”
They kissed.  They ate.
Shane devoured half his meal in five minutes, then slowed, licking his fingers clean of barbecue sauce. “You know, when I was a kid, the idea of eating like this on a game night would have terrified me. Coach would’ve lost his mind if I even looked at bread the day before a game.”
“Canadian coaches are very strange,” Ilya observed. “In Russia, you eat whatever doesn’t kill you, then use it for fuel.  One time, it was a bear.”
Shane laughed.  “You’re not being serious?” 
“I like a little mystery in our romance, don’t you?”
“Oh my God…”
They finished their meal, fingers sticky, the bedspread a minefield of crumbs and sauce stains. Shane leaned back against the headboard, full and content, and closed his eyes for a moment.
The TV, tuned into Sportsnet, flickered, muted. In the corner, the “BREAKING NEWS : NHL PRESS CONFERENCE” crawl lit up red. Ilya grabbed the remote and unmuted.
“…Commissioner Croswell is expected to make a statement regarding Dallas Kent and the Toronto Knights, following a week of heated controversy over Kent’s death and the league’s handling of recent events.  We now go live to Toronto Stadium, where in just under 24 hours, Game 3 of the Stanely Cup will be held…”
Shane shifted, feeling his pulse jump. He could feel Ilya’s attention sharpen as well. The two watched, silent, as the broadcast cut to a podium somewhere in the Toronto Stadium’s administrative offices.
Croswell stepped up to the mic. He looked older than ever, the lines in his face like bark on a tree. He cleared his throat, and looked up at the camera, eyes bloodshot, skin flush.
Shane had seen men cry before, but never a man like Croswell.  Fresh tears were still streaking down his eyes.
The Press Conference went dead quiet as every reporter and flash of a camera stopped in unison. Shane froze in place on the bed, jaw falling to the floor.
Croswell didn’t start with a joke or a generic platitude. He spoke, voice low and raw.
“In the past week, the league lost one of its most well-known athletes. Dallas Kent, Captain of the Toronto Knights, died from a heart attack, the direct result of an overdose and long term abuse of illegal Alpha enhancement hormones. This fact is not in dispute.”
Blunt.  Truthful.  Not at all what Shane expected.
“New information has come to light regarding Mr. Kent’s private activities.  Or, I would like to say “new information”.  Though, the truth is, and I want to be clear about this: the league has been aware of the allegations of violence and abuse at the designation camps he ran, as well as in his personal relationships. We have credible statements from former partners, from players, and from parents whose sons and daughters were harmed under the pretense of ‘toughening up.’  We have always known these things.  We did nothing with that knowledge.  I did nothing about that knowledge.”
“What the hell…” Shane whispered.  He covered his mouth.  What was he saying?  This wasn’t…  What the league did.
“I am saddened,” Croswell said, voice breaking for a second, “That those victims will never have their day in court. I am saddened that Mr. Kent’s actions, and the system that enabled them, have gone on for as long as they have.  I am saddened…  At the miscarriage of justice.”
The room buzzed, reporters scribbling, cameras whirring.
“Dallas made his terrible choices in in life.  He is responsible for each ugly thing that he did, and in a just world, he would be punished for it.  I am not going to stand here and claim Dallas is innocent in any of this, even as one who knew the man quite well.  Yet, I would be lying to you, and to myself, if I said that Dallas is the only man responsible for this. The league failed him and failed those he hurt. Many in the league and in this industry have looked the other way when we should have acted, myself included. We allowed winning, and money, and the spectacle of this sport and its golden hayday, to matter more than character, more than decency, and we justified it by telling ourselves this is what greatness costs and wrapping it in something we called “honor”.”
On screen, a few NHL suits in the background looked like they’d swallowed their own tongues.  A few of them were panicking trying to get the cameras cut off, but Croswell grabbed one by his jacket and threw him backwards when they tried.  His eyes hardened, and the suits relented, knowing better than to move.
“Nobody wants to hear this, but Dallas is not an isolated story.  Dallas grew up the same as  thousands of young Alphas out there, in an abusive household, in a toxic Alpha environment, just as I did, just as his father did, and just as many of our athletes did.  Or, these Alphas are suffering from addictions to substances that will increase their performance and reach the top of the game.  Many experiencing a life where pain is seen as love and being the greatest is all that matters.  Where hockey is the only thing in life that matters.  If we do not change, if we do not allow this ugly truth to be shared, some will grow up to be just like Dallas. Some already are. If we do not change, we will have more deaths, more pain, more lives destroyed.”
Again, the Press Conference exploded.  Flashes of cameras, an uproar of murmurs, and even the sportscasters were having a hard time finding the words to comment.
Shane gazed over to Ilya, who was staring at the screen in genuine disbelief.  Along Ilya’s smile, a small tear rolled down his Alpha’s cheek. He reached over, taking Ilya’s hand in his own, and squeezing tightly.
“He let himself be weak.  He is using his own words,” Ilya whispered, quietly.  Then, he laughed, happily.  “This is…  Good.  Honest is…  Good.”
When the Press Conference finally calmed down again, Croswell took control back.
“I don’t know how to fix this problem. I am a relic, as my critics will tell you. I am part of the problem. I don’t know if I’m going to be trusted to really fix this or not.  Yet…  I have seen, in the last year, the beginnings of something better. I have seen players like Ilya Rozanov and Troy Barrett stand up for their teammates, stand up for others, and be the kind of Alphas we should see more in the league. I have seen Omegas like Shane Hollander not only survive this abusive system but lead his team to a different kind of strength and a kind of Pack of designations not seen in a long time.  In doing so, prove that there is a future for this game beyond what I and anyone else ever imagined possible.”
Shane’s hand tightened in the blanket. He felt Ilya’s shoulder against his, warm and solid.
Croswell continued, “If Dallas cannot take responsibility for the harm he caused, then I must. Starting today, the league will make public all reports of violence and abuse, no matter the designation or scandal. We will establish an independent oversight board, outside of the NHL influence, to handle these matters, and I will resign from my post as soon as that board is operational.  I will work, without pay and without bonuses, during this time.  I will reject any and all sponsorships or monetary compensation.  I will be independent.  I will not be swayed as I have before.  I will listen when people speak.  I ask all of you to hold me accountable.  Assuming I still have a job after all of this, of course.”  He chuckled.
Reporters tried to butt in and ask questions, but Croswell waved them off for the moment.  “Some will say this is too little, too late. Maybe it is. Maybe for “today” we can’t prevent the damage that has already taken place and we can’t undo those that have already suffered.  However, the future does not have to belong to men like Dallas Kent, or to men like me. It can belong to those who dare to imagine something better.  So long as even one person hears my words and understands what I am saying…  So long as we try to be better…  Then maybe…  Maybe we can find some justice in that.  I hope that the current players hear my words, and I hope…  I can ask for your forgiveness and in the same breath ask for you to be strong.  To be better than what is expected of you, even if that is different than what the world and this league has asked of you before.  Thank you for your time.”
He stepped back, looking lost for just a second.  Reporters tried to start asking questions, and Croswell started to answer, but security from the NHL rushed into the room, and with the NHL suits, Croswell was grabbed and taken away, cameras shut off, and the feed immediately cut. The room erupted into noise and the Sportsnet commentators had little to say.
The anchor, who seemed stunned, cleared his throat. “We’ll have more on this statement after the break.  Again, that was Commissioner Croswell, making several shocking remarks regarding…”
Ilya muted the TV.
Shane stared at the screen, heart pounding. He felt like he’d run five miles. He turned to Ilya, who was already looking at him.
“Did that just happen?” Shane asked, incredulously.
Ilya nodded.  Like a son proud of his father. “He did not say what he was supposed to say. He said what was true.  He spoke from the heart.”
Shane sat with that for a moment, then laughed, a giddy, slightly hysterical sound. “I think I might cry.  Holy shit.  Someone actually…  Took accountability for this bullshit?”
Ilya reached over, cupped Shane’s jaw in his hand, and leaned in. “Is okay to cry,” he said. “You are allowed to feel all of it.”
Shane sniffed, smiled, and leaned into Ilya’s touch. “Thanks,” he whispered.
They sat, hands entwined, falling backwards onto the bed and curling each other.
 
+++++
 
The next night, Toronto was a completely changed down.
The city was all banners and lights, every inch of the downtown lit up for the Knights and the Voyagers, with news helicopters buzzing over the arena, eager for drama. The crowd outside was ten thousand deep before they’d even stepped off the bus.
 
“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight is Game 3 of the Stanley Cup Finals.  With Montreal up 2 games to nothing, Toronto has got a hard uphill battle to come back from.  Though, after Commissioner Croswell’s statements, and the league following through on releasing private information regarding Dallas Kent’s prior acts, and the new Independent Oversight Board already being in the early stages of formation with the Canadian and United States, many are hopeful that this is the start of a new kind of game in the world of Hockey.  Though we have to ask ourselves…  Will the Knights, a traditionally Alpha team once led by the infamous Dallas Kent himself, be able to follow up on Croswell’s words?  Or will tonight be more of the same?”
 
Shane smiled as the radio on the bus kept playing the latest NHL news briefs.  Croswell hadn’t been axed. At least not yet. In the 24 hours since his statement, the league was definitely…  Reeling.  Nothing was set in stone.  Nothing was final. 
“At least there’s hope.” Shane thought.
Inside the visitor’s locker room, though, everything was ritual and routine. Tape, laces, stretching, focus.
No speeches.  Not tonight.  Nobody needed one.
Hayden paced, as always, facetiming his family for good luck, with his girls cheering him on with a song they’d made up, and then sung terribly off-key.
Dion muttered about the humidity wrecking his hair and several of the rookies were offering him condolences about it “not looking that bad”.
Troy sat on a bench, elbows on knees, staring down at his hands like they could tell him how to feel. Harris was by his side, arm wrapped around his new mate’s waist, pressing comforting kisses onto his neck, on top of the many hickies he’d left behind as mementos.
Shane and Ilya were on the bench together.  Ilya had his head on Shane’s lap, and Shane was gently massaging his Alpha’s curls. 
“Did you have your good luck pickle?” Ilya joked.
Shane rolled his eyes.  “Yep.  Have enough tummy time, dork?”
Ilya smirked.  “Yep.”
When it was finally time, they marched to the tunnel, the stadium noise growing from a rumble to a hurricane.
On the far side, the Toronto Knights were lined up, looking more alive than Shane had ever seen them. In the last 24 hours, the news had hammered the story from Toronto’s PR, new captain, new rules, new world, and tonight the whole city and the Knights themselves seemed desperate for a fresh start.
Then they were all under the lights. The PA announcer’s voice was a drumroll, the music sharp and dramatic. The Knights’ starting lineup came out to a storm of applause, the home crowd in full throat, hungry for a comeback, desperate for the stink of Dallas to finally wash off.
No more boos, no more awkward silences. The applause, desperate and anxious as it was, was the real thing.
Though to his surprise, the Voyagers got the exact same treatment from Toronto’s fans.  A roar of applause, just as loud as the Knights.
When Shane’s name was called, the cheers were so loud it shook him to his core. It was the first time he’d ever felt respected in an away rink, and it made something bloom in his chest.
At center ice, he found himself face to face with the new Toronto Captain and center, Carver, the guy who Troy had spoken with during the last game.
Big, blond, painfully Alpha, and with a jaw like a brick wall, but his teal eyes were clear.
No hate, no fear, just the same tension everyone carried before the opening drop. They nodded at each other, and Shane stuck out a hand.
Carver looked surprised, then shook it, firm and fast. “Good luck, Hollander,” he said, voice just for them.
“You too.  Let’s make this a game, alright?” Shane said.
Carver leaned in, barely audible under the noise. “I want to win clean. None of the old shit.  All of us do.  We’re going all out thought, so...  Be careful.  We’re not pulling anything back.”
“Us too,” Shane said.
The handshake made it onto the jumbotron, the cameras drinking it in. In the booth, the color commentator made a point of saying, “If the Omega Captain of the Voyagers can shake hands with the Knights’ new leader, maybe we have a chance at this new era after all!”
The first puck dropped and everything else faded.
Toronto shot out of the gate with everything they had, and then some on top of that.
All the dead weight from the last games was gone. Their lines snapped together, their passes crisp, and every hit landed with purpose. Carver led by example, never late, never cheap, never dirty. Just relentless.
Shane kept pace, every shift a struggle to get a hand on the puck.
The first period was a dogfight, and by the end of it, Montreal was down 2 to 1. The Toronto crowd was a force, but so was the city itself, the banners, the faces, the sense of a whole place determined not to be defined by a dead man’s legacy.
In the second period, Shane found the rhythm. His body felt lighter than it had all season, the hunger inside him transformed into speed and precision. On a play in the middle half, he cycled with Ilya and Troy until the Knights’ defense cracked, and Troy hammered in the tying goal with killer shot. The replay played over and over, the arena grudgingly awed at their former hometown hero coming into his own as a star player.
The Voyagers and the Knights traded goals until the score was tied again at the start of the third.  3-3.
The crowd was wild now, every moment the start of a new kind of rivalry, but without the venom. Shane barely registered the fans, the sweat, the pain in his legs, he was lost in the game.
Halfway through the third, things got rough.
A Toronto winger tried to send Hayden into the boards, and Hayden bounced off, turned, and barked out a mocking laugh that even the ref couldn’t help but grin at. Dion and his shadow on Toronto’s side got into a shoving match that drew matching minors, but even in the box, the chirps were about who had the ugliest haircut, not about who was “Alpha enough” for the big leagues.
There were no slurs.
No designation talk.
Just hockey, the sport, raw and bright and real.
With three minutes left, the Knights pulled ahead, 4-3, on a shot from Carver that knuckled past Eric and bounced off the crossbar. The home crowd lost its mind.
Eric, exhausted from the constant barrage of shots, let himself be pulled for the rookie goalie, who’d been shadowing the veteran player all season. The rookie, to his credit, paid off and then some, blocking last-second flurry of shots with a quicker response time.  He’d been the most improved player on the team, hands down.
Unfortunately, the Toronto defense was a wall on the other side. Shane tried to squeeze off one more shot to tie it but it was blocked, the rebound skittering away as the horn sounded in the last period.
4-3, Toronto.  Game 3 was a win for the Knights.  The crowd went wild, the Knights all in the midst of crashing into each other, hugging, crying, and putting on a show for the cameras.
Shane panted, leaning on Ilya for support.  The loss crushed him, of course.  He was disappointed, sure, but…  It was one of those “good” losses.  The kind of loss you could walk away from and know you did your damn best.
On the ice, the two teams lined up for the handshake. In the past, Shane had always dreaded this, there were always whispers, little digs, the unspoken hierarchy of who deserved to be there and who didn’t.
Tonight, it was different. When he reached Carver, the guy grabbed his hand, held it, and said, “Hell of a game.  Could have gone either way in the third.  I mean that.”
Shane smiled, his heartbeat wild. “Thanks. You too.  Good damn game, man.  You guys came out and showed what the hell you were made of.”
Behind him, Ilya thumped his stick and said, “Next game, we’ll just go harder.  Then back to Montreal and our own crowd in game 5. You come and perform the same for good game?  Fresh start for our fans?”
Carver grinned. “I wouldn’t miss it.  We’re coming back and taking the cup, no matter what.”
The handshake line was all mutual respect, and when the last player skated off, Shane let himself look up at the crowd. They were standing, most of them, clapping for both sides.
He saw kids in the stands, waving both teams’ banners.  A smile crossed his face.  He wondered if any of them could understand what changed in this game.  If anyone but the players did.
Back in the locker room, the Voyagers were spent but not broken.
No one was pissed, no one hung their head. They’d played their best, and it wasn’t enough, but that was the point. Sometimes you lost. Sometimes you learned. Sometimes, the fight was the win.
Hayden, still dripping sweat, grinned at Shane. “You hungry? I think we earned a cheat day.”  He draped over Shane, hugging him from the side.
Shane laughed. “I think I could eat an entire cow.”
Dion, toweling off, said, “As long as we don’t have to eat it raw, like Troy does.”  He clapped on Troy’s shoulder with a grin.
Troy shot him a disgusted look. “Only the rarest steaks, man. You know this.  Well done is a crime against humanity, you monster.”
Even Eric, always took losses the hardest as the goalie, managed a smile. “We’ll get them next time.  They’re actually using their brains now, like Detroit.  I can adjust myself next game.  Hell, even if we don’t win, we’ll get them after that.  We’ve got time to get stronger, too.”
The rookies chimed in after that, and the rookie goalie was already trying to get pointers from Eric on how to shift and adjust his game, so Eric could take more breaks and stay in top shape.
Shane didn’t say anything for a while, just took it all in, the noise, the mess, the men he’d fight for, win or lose.  Before long Ilya was already crowding up next to him, checking his face for a few bruises that weren’t there and dragging him off to the showers.
Up in the press box, the analysts were already calling game 3 a classic, the kind of game that makes kids want to lace up skates and try out for teams. They were saying things like “respect,” and “character,” and “the new face of the league.”
 
++++
 
Ilya barely remembered Game 4 of the Stanley Cup. 
The day after Game 3, the NHL had another reckoning.  It started with a notification, at three in the morning, every sports app on his phone went off at once.
Not for a scandal, not for an injury, not even for some idiotic pregame trash talk. It was a statement, signed by the entire Toronto Knights roster and then read on a live recording during their victory party after game 3’s win.
They’d posted it everywhere. On every feed and news outlet possible.  It was raw, honest, and in that special Canadian way, polite even as it confessed to the worst things possible.
 
We failed. 
We let our Captain, Dallas Kent, hurt people. 
We saw it, we said nothing, and we didn’t stop him. 
We’re sorry to the victims of his cruelty, to our rookie Richie Sanders that we didn’t stand up for or help as he was assaulted, to the fans we disappointed, and to Troy Barrett, who was the only one brave enough to call it what it was. We called him traitor and a coward, intimidated him and threw him off our team. We were wrong.
We’re going to do better.  
We hope tonight was a show of good faith for the kind of team we want to be moving forward. Please give us the time to change for the better, and keep us honest and accountable.
The Toronto Knights
 
The apology came with a donation to Rose Landry’s foundation, to a special fund for Dallas’ victims that had been growing since the press conference, with a figure so big even the jaded sports media had to sit up and pay attention.
Then even addressed the “forfeit” drama over Game 1, that stupid podcasters and social influencers saying Toronto “handed” the Cup to Montreal, as if it was some kind of protest against Dallas, claiming Montreal was going to have an “illegitimate” win.
The Knights put that to rest in a shared statement.
We couldn’t win that game, no matter what, not after what happened. Did you see how badly we were playing? We were not going to win, even if we went back out on the ice. If you want to call it a forfeit, fine, but we think the Voyagers earned it.  They came to play the game, and we were on the ice, just fighting for our lives against our former Captain.  So kindly, if you are claiming Montreal is “illegitimate”, shut the hell up.
The next morning, the story was everywhere.
Ilya lay in bed, reading and re-reading it. His thumb hovered, uncertain, over the like and retweet buttons, but he didn’t need to say anything. The world saw it.  This was Toronto’s time to change, and they didn’t need him trying to steal their thunder.
After the statements came out, and the positive reception to all of it, Game 4 turned into the best damn game of hockey Ilya had ever played in his life.
Toronto, unburdened by the old monster, came to prove themselves. It was skill and speed and every ounce of fire they had in them.  Montreal met them shift for shift. 
Carver fought for his team and roared out the kind of support and order that Ilya recognized as the same kind of leadership Shane gave. He wasn’t the “star” of the show like Dallas had been.  He was a Captain, like Shane, and his team, grateful for his leadership and the freedom to play the game.
Montreal lost, 3-2, in another hard-fought game.  Ilya was frustrated, as he failed to line up the shot and score with Troy in the last minutes of the third period.  He’d been…  Distracted.  He didn’t want to admit it, but he’d been distracted ever since Game 1. 
Whereas Shane had been getting weird food issues, Ilya had weird…  Shane issues.
Every time another Knight got close to Shane, Ilya felt the need to put himself close.  To be there, just in case Shane fell down.  To be there, just in case Shane took a hit.  To be there, just in case…
“Just in case he needs me.”
Ilya wanted to be close to Shane, all the time.  He hated each time Shane had to get on the ice, and Ilya didn’t know why.  Ilya could only really play when Shane was on the bench, taking it easy, away from the action. 
Which was crazy. 
Shane could take care of himself.  He knew that.  Shane knew that.  This kind of anxiety was coming out of nowhere.
“What is wrong with me?” 
Ilya shook it off.
A few days later, Ilya stepped onto the Montreal ice for Game 5.  The applause was at a fever’s pitch, as the world of hockey was watching the wildest swing in Stanely Cup history.
He took a deep inhale, tasted something soft…  His ice cream parlor.
Shane’s scent, clear even above the heavy cologne of the arena, sweet and sharp and excited for the coming game with a genuine joy that made Ilya’s chest ache.
They did the warmup lap. He skated, hard and fast, the familiar burn in his calves, letting every bit of focus narrow down to blade and body, nothing else. He watched the Toronto Knights across the ice, watched Carver skate with his team, chest high, the weight off his back.
There was a new development, too.
On the Toronto bench, sitting behind the trainers, was Sanders. Still bruised, one eye purple, bandages around his forehead, but in the team jersey and laughing at something one of the other rookies said. Every few minutes, one of the vets would tap his shoulder, say something, and the kid would blush and grin and shake his head.
“They brought him back to the Pack.”
When the buzzer sounded, and the teams skated out for the anthem, Ilya scanned the Voyagers’ bench. Shane stood at center, helmet tucked under his arm, face tilted up to the rafters.
The lights made Shane’s skin shimmer in gold, practically glowing. When the camera panned over, he gave a little smile and wave. It was soft, open, nothing like the tense, coiled man who’d captained the team through hell this year.
Next to him, Hayden was already cracking jokes. Dion was mugging for the cameras, pretending to fix his hair in the reflection of the glass. Even Troy, usually so grim before a big game, was grinning at something Harris had texted him from the stands.
It hit Ilya, all at once.
This was the team, the family, he’d always wanted. Not just strong, but good. Not just fast, but honest. A pack that was worth fighting for, because they made him better, not just stronger.
Ilya smiled, open mouthed, and the latest match began.
The first period for Game 5 was like a chess match.  
Tactical, the two teams trading chances but playing careful. Montreal scored first, from Hayden off a weird rebound, the puck bouncing off a Knight’s skate and right onto his stick with a careful push.
The Knights answered back in the second period, Carver threading a pass through three Voyagers to tie it up.
The third period was the real story of the night.
Shane was everywhere. He skated like he was floating, weaving around checks, drawing penalties, making space where there shouldn’t have been any. The commentators called it “the best plays of the season,” but Ilya just thought: “He’s never been this happy. He’s never played this free.”
Early in the third, Ilya and Shane worked a give-and-go that had the Knights’ defense spinning in circles. Ilya snapped a pass, hard and clean, and Shane caught it without breaking stride. He deked the goalie, lifted the puck backhand, and scored.
The whole place was on its feet seconds later, cheering for the Golden Omega.
Toronto tied it again soon after, and then, with five minutes left, Dion took a tripping penalty. Ilya clenched his jaw, old, familiar nerves, but Eric made two monster saves, and when Dion stepped out of the box, the crowd roared for him, too.
With two minutes left, it was still tied, and the tension was so thick you could feel it in your teeth.
Then, the moment of truth.
Shane won a faceoff in the defensive zone, sent the puck to Troy, who cleared it up the boards. Shane was already flying, skating full tilt, and beat the Knights’ to the puck. He pulled up, faked a shot, drew the goalie out, then slid the puck through the man’s legs, slow and perfect, like he was making the real point of who the Golden one really was.
Goal.
3-2, Montreal.
When the buzzer finally sounded, the Voyagers piled onto the ice, all dogpiles and fists in the air. The crowd was thunder, people screaming and waving banners, the whole city screaming the team’s name in a single voice.
Game 5 was over. 
Montreal had 3 wins.  Toronto had 2.  They were on the home stretch now.
Shane was at the center of it, face flushed and radiant, grinning so wide it looked like his cheeks might crack. Ilya found him in the chaos, picked him up, spun him around once, and set him down with a soft kiss on the head. “You were beautiful, my love.”
Shane, eyes wet with tears, just said, “So were you.”
Across the ice, the Knights stood together, not heads down in shame, but arms over each other’s shoulders. They’d fought, and lost, but they’d done it the right way. It was enough for them.
As Ilya skated off, the crowd still ringing in his ears, Ilya looked back at the ice one last time.
He thought of his father, of Dallas, of the men who’d taught him that life was only about winning or losing.  He thought of Dallas’ dying words, the thud of his body hitting the ice, and the legacy he left behind. Then he thought of Shane, of the Pack, and the life Ilya now got to live.
Ilya knew exactly who he wanted to be, and knew confidently, he was already that man and already that Alpha. 
 
+++++
 
Game 6.  Toronto Stadium.
 
“We can do this.”  Shane told himself.
“We can make the shot.”  Shane beamed.
 
Shane’s body felt like a single, vibrating muscle. Every nerve in his skin tingled, raw and awake, and the roar of the Toronto crowd was a living thing, pulsing against his eardrums with every heartbeat.
Third period, tied 2-2.  Toronto and Montreal fought with everything they had to make those points.  The fact that either team scored at all was a miracle in and of itself, with the Knights trying to fend off their defeat with all they had, and the Voyagers trying to pluck victory out of the madness.
He could taste the salt of his own sweat. His mouth was dry, tongue stuck to the roof. The inside of his gloves were slick, and when he flexed his fingers, he felt the rubbery bite of fresh tape across his knuckles from an injury.
 
“We can do this.”  Shane insisted.
“Hayden and Dion have your back.  Ilya’s there to intercept the puck.  Troy’s already got this thing down.  Just lead them through.  One of us will find the opening.” Shane gripped his stick harder, a newfound confidence rushing through him.
 
Around him, the team was running on fumes. Eric looked like he was about to collapse between periods and even their rookie goalie was tired.  Hayden had to slap his helmet to keep him focused, and even Dion was moving with a stiffness that said his legs were half-cement. Ilya skated the same as always, no fatigue in his stride, but Shane knew his mate’s tells by now. The line of Ilya’s jaw was too hard, his eyes too sharp. It was all adrenaline keeping the Alpha going, nothing left in the tank but what the body could squeeze out under pure want for the win.
 
“We can do this.  Look at the clock!  We’ve got the time!  We’ve got the energy!  We can win this!  We can finally take it home!”  Shane told himself.
 
They huddled at the bench during a whistle. It was an O-zone faceoff, just under three minutes left, and Coach was drawing up a play with a trembling hand.
“We’re cycling through. Hollander on the dot, Rozanov crash the net, Barrett on the wing. Keep the pressure. They’re tired, boys.  Just as tired as you. You got this!  Bring the cup home!”
Shane wiped sweat from his nose, nodded, and leaned in closer to hear over the crowd.
He felt strong, steady hands at his waist.  Ilya leaned close, voice low. “You okay?  Not overtaxing yourself?”
Shane nodded, a smile twitching at the edge of his mouth. “You’re the one who looks ready to murder someone.”
Ilya didn’t let go. “You play like you are dying, Captain. Maybe you take rest next shift, yes?”
Shane wanted to laugh, but he was too tired. “No chance. If we win tonight, we start our long vacation early. Doesn’t a trip to my summer cottage, just us, alone and unsupervised for two weeks sound better than playing another game?”
Ilya rolled his eyes, but his grip tightened a little. “Yes it does.  But if you fall down from exhaustion, I drag you home immediately, even if embarassing. Is promise.”
Shane took a breath. He let himself lean into Ilya’s hands for one heartbeat, just long enough to reset, then squared his shoulders. “It’s going to end tonight. I want it to.  I’m…  I’m ready to give this team what they deserve.  I’ll give it my all.”
Ilya bent his head, sniffed once. “You smell like you already gave everything.”
Shane grinned, crooked. “I did, but I…  I’ll find some more.  Deep down.”
They lined up for the faceoff. The Toronto defense was hunched over, chins tucked to the chest, breathing so heavy you could see the steam from their visors. Carver, their captain, met Shane’s eyes, and for a split second, all the noise faded away.
“Ready?” Carver said.
Shane nodded. “Always.”
They dropped the puck.
Time was a blur. A slow, almost imperceptibly frozen moment that Shane couldn’t explain.
Shane’s stick caught the rubber, flicked it back to Ilya, who slammed it around the boards. Troy picked it up, fought off a check, and tried to cycle it back to Shane. Toronto read the play, snatched the puck, and broke for the neutral zone. For a second, the world felt like it was tilting.  The victory, rushing away from them.
Dion was there. He barreled in from the blue line, knocked the Toronto winger off the puck with a clean, mean shoulder, and redirected it toward the net. The rebound shot wide, caught by another Toronto player, who wound up and fired it straight at the goal.
Eric caught it, but just barely. The puck slammed him, bounced straight up, and for a split second, Shane saw it floating in the air, spinning like a coin flip.
Hayden, eyes wild, leapt and batted it away with his body, making a long, desperate pass that was disgusting in execution, but got the job done.
The puck was back to the Voyagers’ zone. Troy and Ilya skated a tight check, working together like they’d done all year. Shane could see the fatigue in the Toronto lines; their changes were getting slower, their passes sloppier. He pressed the advantage, darted in, stole the puck with his deft dexterity, and turned up-ice, adrenaline burning all the way to his fingertips.
He glanced at the clock: sixty seconds.
In that split second, Shane was almost thrown into the boards.  Deep down, Shane felt the danger coming, slowed down, roared at the Knight, and passed the puck to Ilya.
Ilya shot up the boards, outpacing everyone, and lobbed a pass to Troy at center. Troy cradled it, absorbed the hit, and dumped it back to Ilya, who already had two defenders glued to his back.
Shane cut in behind, using the distraction. He called for the puck, and Ilya, without even looking, tapped it backwards, perfectly, cleanly, right to Shane.
In that frozen, time-stilled moment, it was just him, the Toronto goalie, and a half second of empty air.
Shane remembered every hour of practice, every game he’d ever played, every time someone told him an Omega couldn’t shoot under pressure, because they were too “emotional”.
He let the world slow down. Let the noise turn into a single, clear note.
He feinted right, then flicked the puck left.
The goalie lunged.  The wrong way.
Shane pulled the puck back, and with a flick, sent it top shelf, just past the glove, into the net.
There was silence.
Then the horn, the red light, and the sudden, explosive scream of every person in the arena.
Shane didn’t even see the puck cross the line. He saw his hands, shaking. He saw Ilya’s arms, up in the air. He heard Dion yelling something, incoherent, and then the whole team crashed onto the ice, tackled him, a pile of sweat and sticks and screaming.
He’d done it.
They’d done it.
He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t hear, couldn’t do anything but hold onto the bodies around him.
Above, the scoreboard rolled back and forth: 3-2, MONTREAL.
Underneath, the clock: 0.8 remaining.
It wasn’t over. Not yet. There were still eight-tenths of a second. The refs made them clear the ice, line up for a final faceoff.
The Voyagers set up in a tight triangle, protecting their net, nothing fancy. Toronto pulled their goalie, one last push, six attackers on the ice. Carver took the draw. He snapped the puck back, someone, nobody really knew who, fired a shot, in a messy burst of sticks and desperation, but it bounced wide, hit the boards, and time ran out.
The buzzer was a gunshot, and this time, it really was final.
The Voyagers won the Stanley Cup.
The Voyagers, their entire team, swarmed the ice.
Shane ended up in the middle. He could hear his own heartbeat, the thundering feet of a city’s worth of fans, the hollering of his team, but none of it felt real. It was like he’d floated out of his own body, watching the whole thing from above, watching himself get tackled by Troy and then Hayden, then Dion, who picked him up and spun him, almost dropping him back on the ice.
Somewhere in chaos, Ilya shoved everyone out of the way, wrapped Shane up in a full bear hug, chucked off his mates’ helmet and kissed him, hard, right on the mouth.
Shane felt it like a jolt. He held Ilya’s face in both hands, laughing and shaking and probably weeping, and kissed him back with everything he had.
The jumbotron caught it, he knew, because the whole arena shrieked with joy. Not just the Montreal fans; even the Toronto fans, whose season had ended with that one goal, were cheering.
Shane pulled back, gasping. “We did it. We did it!”
Ilya grinned, wild and gorgeous, eyes shining. “You are legend now, Captain.”
Shane wanted to say something clever, but all he could do was laugh.
The rest of the world rushed in. Camera crews, security, a horde of media people and NHL staff. The PA system was blaring. The rink’s sound system fired up Queen’s “We Are the Champions,” and the team started singing along, off-key and too loud.
Shane barely noticed the chaos.
He saw, on the jumbotron, a live feed from Montreal across the country, thousands of people in the street, waving flags, climbing lampposts, chanting his name. He saw kids, faces painted in Voyagers blue, jumping up and down, hugging strangers. He saw, on a split-screen, his parents in the VIP box with the rest of the team’s loved ones, Yuna in tears, David with both hands to his head like he couldn’t believe it.
Shane started crying.
Troy, laughing, handed him a towel. “You gonna blubber for the press, Captain? ‘Cause you’re gonna be on every screen in the country in five minutes.”
Shane tried to get it together, but it was useless.
He buried his face in Ilya’s shoulder, let the tears run out, let himself feel every second. Every ache, every scar, every time someone told him it would never happen, every hour of grinding and failing and not quitting.
It was over.
He’d made it.
The teams lined up for the handshake. The Knights looked hollow, the disappointment clear as day, but they weren’t defeated.  If anything, the Knights had just started their true comeback.
Carver met Shane’s eyes and shook his hand, hard and sincere.
“Hell of a game,” Carver said. “You earned it.  Next year…  We’re going to give you lot hell, you hear me?  All season long.”
Shane smiled. “Can’t wait.”
Next to him, Ilya and a Knight hugged it out, then grinned and exchanged a string of Russian curses. Dion made a joke that earned several loud groans. Even Eric, who could barely keep to his feet, clapped the Toronto goalie on the back and told him he was a “fucking wall”.
After the handshake, the team formed a circle at center ice, arms over each other’s shoulders, sweat and blood and everything they had left poured out.
Shane looked up at the lights, at the banners, at the faces of every person who’d ever wanted this moment. He thought about the kids who’d watch the highlights, who’d see an Omega at the heart of it all, and know that now, nothing was off limits.
 
+++++
 
When the final horn faded and the ice was cleared of helmets, gloves, pads, and a thousand fist-bumps and hugs, Ilya looked around and realized he’d never felt this alive.
He was standing at the heart of center ice, his Pack all around, the Voyagers roaring in a huddle so dense that it took three staffers to pull them apart for the ceremony and pictures.
The crowd was a storm: blue, white, and silver banners rippling from the highest row to the glass. They hadn’t even let Toronto change the boards over from the Knights’ colors, but it didn’t matter. The whole rink was Montreal tonight, and the world knew it.
On the jumbotron, a fresh batch of cameras panned the celebration. Troy was smothered under a mob of Harris, Hayden, and Dion, who were all shrieking in three different languages. Eric, sweating and flushed, was hugging his backup goalie and quietly sobbing into the man’s neck. Shane, cheeks red from cold and happiness, was swamped by three rookie forwards, his smile so wide it could have powered the city grid.
In the middle of it, Ilya felt… weightless. Not even in his best dreams had he imagined this. The Pack, triumphant. The old world, dead and gone.
A horn sounded again, not the arena horn but something higher-pitched.
Camera crews rushed the ice, clearing a space at center where a red carpet unfurled. Security in bright yellow vests fanned out, and the NHL’s media team set up a portable table for the cup.
The announcer’s voice thundered out. “Ladies and Gentlemen, your attention please!”
Ilya took a step back, drew Shane close, and pointed toward the stage. “Time for show.”
Shane clung to him for a second, just a second, just enough, and then straightened up, Captain again, ready to face the world.
The Commissioner strode onto the carpet, flanked by several of the NHL suits. Croswell looked older than he had in the hotel lobby, face pink and watery, but he radiated power.  He’d still held his position, despite his “meltdown” on the press conference, likely because he’d followed through with his promises.  Likely because if the NHL fired him, the first man who’d come out with the truth, it would have been a worse PR disaster than if they just left him alone for a while.
“Integrity in the NHL.  Who knew?”
The crowd stilled, waiting.
Croswell took the mic, just as a square trophy of wood, with a maple leaf donning the top and accented with dozens of smaller silver maple leafs. “Tonight, we don’t just celebrate the Stanley Cup winners. Tonight, we make history.”
The crowd screamed. The Voyagers yelled in unison.
Croswell gestured to the trophy, bright and gleaming at the table beside him. “This year, the Conn Smythe Trophy for Most Valuable Player during the Stanley Cup goes to a player who’s broken records, broken barriers, and in the process, helped mend a sport that needed it. It’s my honor to present it to your Captain, your pillar, your ‘Golden Omega’.  Shane Hollander.”
For a heartbeat, nobody moved.
Then, Shane’s name erupted in the air, chanted in every section, a sound so loud it rattled the glass. Someone in the stands threw a handful of blue confetti, and a wind caught it, swirling it down in a spiral right at center ice.
“I…  I did?!” Shane muttered, in genuine shock.
His team pushed him forward, slapping him on the back hard.
Shane skated up, straight-backed and head high, jersey loose from all the pulling and hugging. He shook Croswell’s hand, hard, and the man leaned in, whispered something. Shane nodded, blinked fast, and reached for the trophy.
He lifted it, arms trembling, and the crowd lost its mind.
Ilya watched it all, the flashes of the cameras, the way every light in the rink pointed at his mate, the way every player in the world was going to remember this moment. His Omega. The best player in the most controversial Stanley Cup in history.
“Nobody will ever forget you, love.”
Croswell raised a hand for silence. “Tonight, history is made. Shane Hollander is the first Omega and the first non-Alpha to ever win the Conn Smythe trophy. May it be the first of many to come.”
They let the crowd howl for a good minute, as Shane took the trophy back to the Montreal team, which was taken by several members of the staff.
Only then did the Commissioner hold up a hand and signal for a second, smaller trophy to be wheeled out. This one was slimmer, golden, with three tiny symbols carved near the base: the symbol of Alpha, Beta, and Omega. Above it, two hockey sticks crossed, cradling a torch, an actual, flaming torch that flickered with a bright flame.
The crowd, and the Voyagers, equally, were…  Confused. 
Ilya raised an eyebrow.  He wasn’t sure what this was.  It sure wasn’t a part of the Stanley Cup tradition.
Croswell’s voice took on a new weight. “Hockey has always been about tradition and living in a golden era that is long past. Sometimes we forget that the best traditions are the ones that lift us higher and come from change itself. This year, the League is proud to announce a new award as part of the Stanley Cup tradition. The Torchbearer Award. Given annually to the player who best exemplifies not just skill, but the spirit of this sport, during the Stanley Cup Games, which is a representation of our top athletes. This award goes to one who leads by example, who is the change, who makes the game better for all designations, everywhere.  A new tradition, a monument to change, and our hope for a better future of the sport.”
A beat passed.  Silence.  Genuine surprise.  A new award, another first in the history for the sport.
“Shane has it in the bag.” Ilya thought, already proud of his mate.  More recognition for all his efforts and hard work.
Croswell beamed and gestured to the flaming award.  “This year, it goes to the player who started a movement all on his own by taking a punch that the rest of us were too afraid to take ourselves, who turned the word ‘dirty’ into a badge of pride, and who, after all that, became the most respected Alpha in our sport by a long shot.  Who helps uplift and change hearts, even the hearts of old men stuck in their ways.  Montreal’s own, True Alpha, Ilya Rozanov.”
It was a good thing Ilya was already holding onto his teammates, because his legs nearly gave out.
For a moment, he thought it was a joke, or maybe some league PR stunt. He looked around. The Pack was screaming his name. Even the Toronto crowd, maybe used to losing but not to this, started to clap.
“ILYA ILYA ILYA!” Roared, as the Jumbotron showed his shocked expression.
“Wait…  What?  Did I misunderstand?”  Ilya asked, looking to his team for a proper translation.  Because clearly, he didn’t hear that right.
Dion howled, “GO GET IT, BIG MAN!  THAT’S OUR FUCKING ALPHA!”
Ilya couldn’t move.  Not at first. He felt every bruise, every scar, every bit of himself that had ever been doubted or called a monster, and for a moment it was all too much. 
Then he saw Shane, beaming at him, eyes soft and so, so proud. Saw Eric and Troy leaping and hollering. Saw Hayden gesturing for him to go.  “Go now, you dumb bear, or we’ll throw you there ourselves!”
He skated up, still stunned.
Croswell stepped forward and shook his hand, hard. “Thank you,” the man said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “You did the hardest thing a man can do. You changed.”
Ilya didn’t know what to say. He just nodded, and when he took the Torchbearer trophy, the flame flickered, reflected in every camera lens in the rink. He held it high. It wasn’t as heavy as he’d expected, but it felt heavier than anything he’d ever earned.
He skated back, awkward and a little weepy, and his team mobbed him.
Dion, first, clapped him so hard on the back he almost dropped the trophy. Troy put him in a headlock. Hayden wept openly, then said, “Don’t you dare light my hair on fire.”
In the stands, up above the blue and white haze, Ilya saw David and Yuna Hollander, his family cheering for him. David was waving a flag, Yuna was screaming herself hoarse.
They were proud, he realized. They were proud of him, too.
He hadn’t expected to cry, but he did.  He clung to Shane, to his Pack, to the warmth of the moment, and thought about what Croswell had said.
You changed.
The next year, some other kid, some other player, would see this, see the trophies and the fire and the way the world could get better, and maybe that kid would think it was worth trying, too.
Ilya held the Torchbearer high, and the world let him have his moment.
 
+++++
 
Shane couldn't stop grinning. His jaw ached, his lips were chapped, his eyes burned from salt and happiness and a thousand stadium spotlights, but all he wanted was to hold onto this moment, forever.
Ilya's arms were around him, big and warm and so real Shane thought he might float away if he let go. The world around them was a blur of shouts and banners and the kind of light you saw only in dreams.
Above the roar, the announcer bellowed: "Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you've all been waiting for…"
The crowd surged to its feet, a living, breathing mass. The words caught in Shane's ears and in his blood.
"The Stanley Cup!"
A train of security guards and suit-clad league staffers rolled the trophy down the red carpet, the Cup gleaming brighter than the moon, brighter than anything he'd ever seen. They staged it on the podium, fireworks flared behind it, and the crowd went wild.
At the mic, Commissioner Croswell waited for silence. It took a full two minutes for the noise to die down.
"I've watched a lot of Cup ceremonies," Croswell said, voice booming out over the hush. "But tonight, this team have accomplished something special. They faced more adversity, more drama, more change than any team I've seen. The staff, the coaches, the owners, every one of you, held together when the world was sure you'd break.  You stood by your players, through thick and thin, and showed the world what that kind of support means and how far it can get to you."
He paused, gaze flicking to the Voyagers, to the crowd, to the dozens of kids at the glass with their noses pressed flat, chanting for their heroes.
"…but most of all, I want to recognize the players. The most diverse, talented, and determined group to ever take the ice for Montreal. This team showed the world, once and for all, that designation is not destiny. That anyone, from any background, regardless of your circumstances, can play this game, and play it with dignity and honor.  Not even in the golden age of hockey did we have Packs as strong and united as this one.  That, I can assure you of."
Shane's heart hammered against his ribs. It wasn't just his win, or even the Pack's. It was every kid who'd ever been told no. Every Omega who'd been mocked, every Beta who'd been called "not enough," every Alpha who'd ever felt lost or alone.
He felt Ilya's hand at his back, steady, keeping him anchored.
Croswell called out: "Captain Shane Hollander, it's your honor. Come take it."
Shane skated up to the podium, legs numb, chest tight. He shook Croswell's hand, and the old man pulled him in close, grinning, voice low for only Shane.
"You did good, son. You did all of us proud."
Shane nodded, eyes blurring. The crowd's chant was deafening, his name echoing off the rafters.
He reached out, hands shaking, and lifted the Cup.
It was heavier than he'd imagined.
Not just the weight of metal and history, but everything inside it. The years of practice, the scars, the doubts, the nights of training while other guys went out and partied, the secret rituals, the drug cocktails, the pain, the suffering, and a little boy’s dream finally come true.
He hoisted it overhead, arms trembling, and let out a scream, pure, wordless, animalistic joy.
The arena screamed with him.
He skated a lap, cradling the Cup against his shoulder, holding it out so that every person in the stands, every kid, every old-timer, every doubter could see it. A million flashes went off, freezing him in time. The sweat, the bandage over his brow, the "C" on his chest right next to the Omega patch, and the open, unguarded smile.
He came around to the bench, and passed the Cup to Ilya first.
His mate took it, lifted it high, and, without waiting, pulled Shane into a bone-crushing kiss. The cameras caught it, broadcast it on the screens overhead. The crowd went berserk, the Montreal chant rolling from section to section like a tidal wave.  Then, Ilya took his lap around the rink, yelling just as loud, but speeding through it to get back to Shane.
Next, Ilya handed it off to Troy, who raised it to a hometown ovation from a hundred ex-Knights fans, some of whom were standing with tears in their eyes.
Then Dion, who strutted to the blue line, hoisted it, and bellowed, "Who wants to get lucky with a winner tonight?" The laughter carried all the way up to the nosebleeds.
Hayden was next, grabbing the Cup with both hands, bouncing it like a baby. "This one's for my daughters, my son, and my amazing wife!  You’re why I’m a star!” he yelled, then promptly burst into tears. Jackie and the girls were on the screen a second later, hugging and crying and blowing kisses down from the stands.
When Eric pressed his forehead to the silver, eyes squeezed shut, and whispered something Shane couldn't hear.  Though, deep down, Shane knew…  Eric had finally made his own dream come true, and maybe, he could finally retire and be a househusband for his mate and his soon to be born child.
Each player took their turn. Some shouted, some sobbed, some just held it, silent.
The moment stretched, beautiful and endless.
When the Cup came back around, Shane took a second lap, letting the others follow right behind him, in a trail. The Pack, in all its wild, weird, designation-blind glory, circled the rink together. As they skated, the fans pressed up against the glass, everyone wanting just a taste of that joy.
Ilya never let go of Shane's hand.  The Russian, leaning over, whispered sweet nothings.
“Our vacation starts early.  Ready to go to the cottage?”
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  The party after the Stanley Cup win in Toronto, and then the real celebration in Montreal had been a spectacle to behold that nobody on the Voyagers would ever forget.  A bumping nightclub in Toronto, where champagne exploded and poured on everyone, dancing between the players and their PAMs, and even Shane had let himself “dance” (Ilya loved it anyway).  Back in Montreal, when they finally got home, they had a more “clean” celebration with the people of the city through public gatherings, long winded speeches, and a huge party at Montreal Stadium for the staff, coaches, and everyone who’d supported the teams.
Then came the press tour.  Three days of Shane (the MVP) and Ilya (the Torchbearer) being lauded around like a prize-winning cow at the fair to the news stations, Sportsnet, and social media.  They tried their best not to complain, given the fragile state of the NHL, and gave virtually the same speech every time.
“We look forward to the future of the league and hope that Commissioner Croswell will be allowed to bring the changes he has promised.”
Then, Shane and Illya got dragged into a few sponsorships, with Yuna and Ilya’s managers outright refusing to let them turn a few down due to the dollar signs (and neither man could say no, either).  Croswell’s speech, insinuating that certain sponsors wanted people like Dallas Kent, had said major sponsors clamoring for PR and image control to prove they were “all in” on the future.  Yuna had done her research, found the right sponsors who she felt was “worthy” of her sons and who weren’t bullshitting, and soon they were filmed, photographed, and put into several ads that went into rotation before the end of the week.
When all of that was said and done, and as they reached the start of June, Shane and Ilya were on “break” for the next two weeks, earning their long awaited vacation.
The NHL Draft started in a few weeks and teams were scrambling to look at new talent and new free agents, with rumors of a few Omegas maybe coming into the draft, and with more Betas than ever getting a chance at play.
From June until early September, Shane and Ilya would have their own personal lives (and businesses) to manage, sponsorship deals, league events, training, recovery, contract negotiations, charity work, and all the other tasks that came with being an NHL player.
Training camp and exhibition matches started in September and the new team rosters would be eventually set.
The new season started in October, with a little over 80 games, including the usual Trade drama.  Then, by April, the playoffs would start all over again.
That would be their life for the next year.
Which is why Ilya was so glad the next two weeks would have nothing at all to do with any of it.
Two and a half hours east of Montreal, as they made their way into Ottawa proper, the world changed shape from the towering skyline of Montreal, the business of the city and the league, and into a sprawling  landscape of old-growth pine and ragged, sun-bright birch, gleaming lakes, and the natural beauty of Canada in full display. 
Ilya was always in awe of Canada’s natural beauty.  While Moscow and Russia had their beautiful spaces of snow-filled magic, for certain, it lacked the color and warmth that Ilya had always yearned for.
“No, I told you.  Two weeks off.  No exceptions.  I’m saying no.”
Ilya turned to the passenger, catching Shane on the phone with his mother.  Or, for the moment, his “manager”.  Yuna wore separate hats as a mother and a manager.  As a manger?  She was a tyrant.  Shane was quite brave, in Ilya’s eyes, for daring to tangle with the dragon.
Shane sprawled in the passenger seat, feet up on the dashboard, hoodie bunched around his waist so he could bask in the summer sunlight in his t-shirt. He held his phone between two sticky fingers, fisting bunches of gummy worms (sour flavor, a new “development” in his diet), talking while he ate like it was the most natural thing in the world.
“Yes, I’m sure.  If they really want me, they can wait two weeks.  Don’t we call that playing hard to get?  No, you can’t talk to Ilya, he’s mine, Mom.  Off limits.”  Shane shot a look at Ilya, one of those “don’t even ask” looks, and Ilya snorted, turning on a blinker and making a turn down the last road.  The area was marked “Private Property”, and an iron gate required a code to enter.
”Mom.  We’re about to pull in to the cabin, I’ve got to go.  Love you.  Thanks for watching Queen during our vacation.  Remember that her pills have to be given with peanut butter on the silver spoon I put in her bag, and she needs them right at 5 PM, as a dessert AFTER you feed her.  Do it any other way and she will sulk for a week and chew your shoes up.  Do not give her cheese, or you’ll suffer her gas.  Yep!  Yep!  You got it.  Love you!  Tell Dad we said hi!”
Ilya grinned, keeping his eyes on the road, letting Shane’s voice wash over him. He didn’t have to listen hard to catch the undercurrent of glee in Shane’s tone, a barely hidden smirk  of him and his mother’s back and forth “bickering”.  He’d heard this a dozen times by now, the way Shane and his mother performed anxiety and caring at each other, a script as familiar as any hockey play.  Ilya’s chest always went soft when he heart. If he let himself, he’d reach over and squeeze Shane’s thigh, just to let him know he was being heard, but he had the wheel and the idea of being distracted for even a moment made his stomach do flips.
Instead, Ilya just hummed, a melody from childhood, something his mother used to sing when they’d go on long walks together. The day was bright, the air smelled of wildflowers, and everything felt right.”
Shane finally hung up and sighed, flopping the phone into the cup holder, then flopping himself even more bonelessly into the seat. His face was flushed, and the flush looked good, honest, a sun-pink that hadn’t seen the inside of a weight room in weeks.  He’d been practically glowing now that he had plenty of time to properly rest “I don’t know who’s more excited for this, me or Queen,” he said, picking at a fresh pack of gummies. “She gets two weeks of being coddled and sleeping on my mother’s lap, and I get to…” he looked at Ilya, then wiggled his eyebrows “seductively”, “…finally not have to look at an alarm clock.”
“She will miss you,” Ilya said, accent just thick enough to tease. “I think maybe Queen prefers you to your parents. They give her too much love. Not enough boundaries. Your structure is always nice to have.”
He spent a moment rolling a gummy between his fingers, blushing at the compliment. Then, with a crooked smile, offered one to Ilya without looking away from the window.
Ilya accepted, truly honored his mate was sacrificing any of his sweets at all, and let the sugary worm dangle between his teeth, and grinned back at Shane. Their hands brushed at the center console.  The drive down the last road into the Ottawa wilderness passed in a series of lazy conversations
“Hey, speaking of our vacation.  I was thinking about the itinerary again.”
Ilya already knew what Shane was going to say, because it was the same thing he’d said the last four days, in various forms: that he wanted to swim in the lake, that he wanted to watch the sunset at the dock, that he wanted to sleep in until he forgot what month it was, watch all the trash TV that they missed since last year, and that he wanted to do all of these things while naked and, preferably, attached to Ilya’s body.
Ilya liked hearing it every time, but he waited, just in case this time it was something different.
“…promise me you won’t let me check my phone too much?” Shane said, soft. “I mean it. If I get too obsessed with checking it, or start doomscrolling, you have permission to chuck it in the lake.  I’ve never vacationed with someone else before, and…  I’m boring.  Seriously, the last decade here has been me on my bed, looking at a phone for 16 hours a day until the “vacation” is over.”
“I will hide your phone in the freezer,” Ilya said. “You will not find it until morning and then must chip it out with knife.”
“Perfect,” Shane said, and let his head roll back, his face turned to the sun.
They crossed the last bridge over a river, and finally, met a shimmering expanse of water, sun-shot and perfect.  The driveway to Shane’s cottage was almost a joke, half a kilometer of rutted gravel, flanked by weeds tall enough to eat a man whole. Yet, at the end of it, as the trees opened up and the sun hit the windshield, Ilya saw it: a house like something out of a real estate magazine, all glass and warm wood, sharp black lines of ciding and support, and big, bright decks. It was two stories, built into the slope of the land. Nearby was a dock, a tiny sand beach, and a fire pit already ringed with fancy metal chairs.
Ilya put the car in park and just… stared.  “Holy shit.”
Shane’s face split into a smile, not smug, but thoroughly pleased with Ilya’s reaction. “I built it as a present to myself after my rookie year and getting away with my secret for the first time,” he said, soft. “I didn’t want to just do the usual penthouse in Montreal, so I spent my first big investment on the land and designed it to be a secret paradise with great contractors.  Made me really enjoy the real estate business. It’s the only place in the world that’s just for me. Well…” he looked sidelong at Ilya, “…us, now.”
Ilya took a minute to drink it in.  As soon as he turned the engine off, a hush settled, the kind of hush you only got in the deep country, punctuated by the call of a birds somewhere out in the forest.
They got out. Shane stretched, bones popping, and for a long moment, neither of them moved. Then Shane walked to the trunk, opened it, and started pulling out bags. “You like it?” he said, like he wasn’t sure.
Ilya didn’t answer, not at first. Instead, he took the bags from Shane’s hands, set them on the ground, and swept him up, arms circling his mate’s waist, lifting him off the gravel like he weighed nothing. Shane squawked and tried to wiggle free, but Ilya just held him, slow and easy, until Shane’s feet dangled and his cheeks matched the sunset behind his head.
“I love it,” Ilya said. “Thank you for sharing it with me.  Thank you for showing me your…  Private sanctuary.”
Shane looked at him, then at the lake, then back, as if seeing himself reflected in Ilya’s eyes for the first time. “Yeah.  Of course.” he said, breathless.
They stood like that for a moment, arms around each other, until the bugs started to swarm and Shane laughed, untangling himself. He picked up a bag, gestured at the house, and said, “C’mon.  Let’s get inside before the bugs eat us alive.”
Ilya grabbed the rest of their things and followed, unable to keep the smile off his face.
As they crossed the threshold, Shane paused, turned, and looked back at the woods and the water, the way the light seemed to touch everything. He held Ilya’s hand and, in a quiet voice, said, “I always said this was the only place I’d ever let myself be an Omega. Not for anyone else. Just… here, where nobody could see. But now…” He trailed off, uncertain.  “Now it’s something more.”
Ilya pulled him close and pressed his forehead to Shane’s. “You are my Omega everywhere and anywhere,” he said. “Especially here. No more hiding.  Ever.”
Shane smiled, small and real, and reached up to brush Ilya’s hair back from his brow. “No more hiding,” he echoed.  He kissed Ilya, slow and soft, as if they had all the time in the world.
The cottage door shut behind them, and the world went perfectly, utterly quiet.
 
+++++
 
Shane was a stickler for routines. Every cottage visit, from his rookie year until now, had been the same exact starting point.
Drop the bags at the door, carry groceries to the fridge first (getting the cold stuff in the fridge and making sure the pantries were property organized by product and type), shoes off at the threshold so no mud or gravel got tracked, the whole place cleaned by a service he hired before they ever left Montreal.
Maybe it was his own obsessive personality, but it made him feel like there was at least one thing in his world he could control. The cottage, with its endless glass and impossible number of built-in shelves, fanciful soft furniture, and high-end kitchen, was a temple to that need.  This was his space, a space so well-organized that even the dirty towels in the bathroom had assigned hooks.  In here, he was in control.
Of course…  To his surprise, as he walked in, he started to realize…  He didn’t need that control anymore.  At least, not as much.
They barely made it through the entryway before Ilya scooped him up again, this time in a bridal carry.
“Ilya!”
“Two and a half hours with no cuddling.  Torture.”
Shane yelped, laughed, playfully kicked his feet, but there was zero actual resistance. He let himself be carried, grinning like an idiot, all the way up the floating stairs to the master suite. Their bags, their groceries, all the organization, left down below.
“I’ll do it later.” Shane thought to himself.  Sure as hell not about to let Ilya organize the kitchen, at the very least.
“Is this really a new thing?” Shane asked as Ilya dumped him gently onto the king-sized bed, then flopped down right next to him. “You used to play it so cool in public, now it’s like you’ve become a professional sloth, latching onto me at all times.”
Ilya rolled onto his side, propped his head on one big hand, and said, “You were holding back. Now you don’t have to. Is very contagious, this freedom.” He rubbed his bristly jaw along Shane’s neck, making a low, deliberate scratchy noise.
Shane couldn’t help but laugh. “Is this you showing off the beard? Because you know I’m going to have to start calling you Papa Bear if you don’t rein it in.”
The beard was new, and Shane still wasn’t used to it.  Though, it wasn’t a bad thing.  Just a new thing. 
After the Cup, Ilya announced he was “retiring the razor” and the effect was both deeply sexy and a little ridiculous, a dark, dense jawline you could lose a dime in.
“I grow it just for you,” Ilya said, nuzzling Shane’s collarbone, “so you have something to grab during fun time.” His accent on “fun time” was deliberate and made Shane snort.
The bedspread was new, navy blue, hotel-quality. The sheets were cool, fresh, and as Shane stretched out, Ilya just sprawled next to him, not saying anything, just… looking.
Shane’s skin was buzzing. He’d been vibrating with nerves ever since the Cup, like the whole world was waiting for him to screw up being the first Omega Captain, or the first openly non-Alpha to win the MVP, or for more drama from Dallas Kent to drop on them..
Yet, here, with Ilya staring at him like he was the only thing worth seeing, Shane felt his insides finally go quiet.
“I like the bed,” Ilya said. “Soft, but not too soft. You have good taste, my love.”
Shane rolled over, so they were nose to nose. “I know,” he said, voice low. “I have the best taste in mates, too.  Though I question the beard.”
Ilya grinned, then kissed him, slow and deliberate, a kiss that started tenderly and then, in two seconds, was quite a bit more than that. The hands that landed on Shane’s hips were warm and heavy, and the heat from Ilya’s body just radiated, as if he was his own portable sauna.
The kiss went deeper.  Deeper.  Deeper.  Ilya’s beard scratched and tickled, his hands squeezing and groping.  Shane purred, tilting up, running his face against Ilya’s.  The gentle coarseness with the heat of the kiss stirred something deep within him.
“Okay,” Shane said, breaking for air, “I’m no longer questioning the beard.”
Ilya didn’t answer, just nipped at Shane’s neck and then started working Shane’s shirt up and over his head. Shane let him, laughing as the clothes got stuck around his ears and Ilya had to wrestle it off like it was a wild animal. Once Shane was free, Ilya ran his hands down Shane’s bare arms, then pressed him back into the mattress and followed, pinning him there with just the weight of his chest.
“You’re heavy,” Shane said, pretending to complain.
“I am very heavy,” Ilya agreed, but didn’t move. Instead, he settled in, head on Shane’s chest, and made a big show of inhaling. “You smell so good.  Could live here.  Forever.  Never move.”
Shane let his hands wander, carding through Ilya’s curls, finding a strange, animal joy in the fact that he could touch, hold, and not be afraid of needing too much. About being “too” Omega.  Or hell, even being seen as Omega at all.  The old ghosts of his former experiences in the cottage were slowly finding inner peace.
“Can we just do this for the next two weeks?” Shane said, voice muffled by the top of Ilya’s head. “Just, like, eat, nap, make out, repeat?”
“Is good plan,” Ilya said, not moving. “Maybe with TV.  Food sometimes.  Fucking too?”
“Deal. You have to watch at least one season of that new series with me.  I want you to try it.  I promise, it gets good in season 2, and we don’t watch the final season or the bullshit movie.”
Ilya sighed, dramatic. “You know I cannot say no to you.”
They laid like that, drowsy and warm, for so long that Shane half-dozed in simple silence, waking only when Ilya shifted to kiss his shoulder or rub a lazy hand along his spine. The room filled with afternoon light, an entire day already gone to just being in each other’s presence, the huge glass windows turning the whole suite golden with the setting sun.
Eventually, Shane wriggled enough that Ilya had to roll off, and the two of them collapsed onto their backs, arms tangled.
Shane reached for the remote on the nightstand, found the power, and within moments they were watching reruns of some old sitcom, the laugh track filling the space. Ilya didn’t get most of the jokes, but he laughed anyway, as if the sound itself was the point. Every now and then, he’d turn, find Shane watching him instead of the show, and they’d grin at each other like fools.
After an episode and a half, Ilya propped himself up on an elbow. “When is your heat?” he asked, casual, but Shane could hear the real question in his voice.  “When can we go wild?”
Shane shrugged, with a sly grin, counting days in his head. “Probably in three or four days? I’m guessing based on the Detroit game. I haven’t checked the meter in a while. Want me to go test?  I brought Dr. Holly’s tester.”
Ilya shook his head. “Not now. Is vacation. We can enjoy the calm before the Omega storm.”  He gestured vaguely, to the room. “Though we will want to prepare.  Cooler with drinks to keep you nice and hydrated.  No passing out like time on the ice. I will set alarms on phone.”
Shane grinned. “You’re a great Alpha.  Look at you, taking care of me.”
“Only when I can keep up with your heat,” Ilya said, then reached over and pinched Shane’s side, playful. “You are so demanding during heat.  Oh Ilya, knot me!  Oh Ilya, I need your dick!”
Shane yelped, then retaliated, digging his fingers into Ilya’s ribs. “You take that back.  I am calm and composed.  Always.”
Ilya just laughed, rolling on top of Shane again, this time bracing his weight on his arms so he could look down, close and serious.
“I missed you,” he said. “I know we see each other every day, but… This is better. This is what I want, forever.  Days without hockey craziness.  Days where we are just Shane and Ilya.”
Shane felt his throat go tight. He tried to cover it by grabbing Ilya’s face and pulling him in for another kiss, messy and desperate.
It was soft, at first, just lips and heat, but then Ilya shifted, finding Shane’s mouth with his tongue, and Shane moaned. The sound felt too loud in the quiet room, but Ilya swallowed it, deepening the kiss, until Shane’s whole body arched up off the bed.
Shane had planned on keeping things PG for a while, just enjoying the lazy freedom of the cottage, but the feel of Ilya’s body on his, the scratch of the beard, the clean scent that clung to his mate, the semblance of an Alpha’s temporary rut, it was too much. Shane let himself fall into it, pulling Ilya down until they were tangled, legs locked, hands hungry.  He felt the slick pooling, dripping down his sides, and Ilya growled when he smelt the familiar, sweet, tender scent.
“You know what I want?” Shane said, breathless, when they broke for air.
Ilya nipped at his ear. “Tell me.”
“I want you to make me forget about everything but this. Just for tonight.”
Ilya grinned, a wolf’s smile. “Anything you want, my love.”
Shane closed his eyes as Ilya kissed from the soft freckles on his face, down his throat, then lower, careful and slow. Ilya’s mouth found every sensitive spot, lingering on the soft skin of Shane’s chest, then down, down, until Shane shivered and gasped, arching under the touch.
He didn’t remember getting naked, but he did remember the way Ilya handled him, reverent and greedy all at once, hands mapping every inch like he was trying to memorize it and casting away clothes like they were a personal insult to decency. Shane reached down, wanting to return the favor, but Ilya stopped him with a growl.
“Tonight is only for you,” Ilya said, voice rough, deep, and primal.  He shook his head, pressing more kisses on Shane’s abdomen. “Only my Omega matters.  Only you.  Let me worship you.  Let me devote myself to you.  My love.”
Shane wanted to protest, to insist that he could handle it, but the look in Ilya’s eyes, hungry, soft, adoring, undid him.
He let go. 
Ilya kissed him again, then trailed lower, licking and biting his way down Shane’s belly. The beard was a thousand points of sensation, sharp and new, and when Ilya got between Shane’s legs, Shane’s breath stuttered.
He wasn’t expecting how gentle Ilya would be. Not with hands that had once been rumored to break a man with a single punch. The way those hands cradled Shane’s hips and lifted his legs up, the way Ilya’s mouth was patient, worshipful, so different from the way they usually collided, Shane felt like he was being rewired from the inside out.
Ilya bobbed.  Up and down, as his mouth look Shane’s cock.  His tongue squired, his throat, endless, with zero semblance of a gag reflex. 
Shane purred, reeling from his sensitive member, and then squealing as he felt Ilya slowly slipping fingers inside of his wet, slick-messy hole.  First two, slowly curving up and down, coating themselves in the slick and waiting for Shane to ease into the touch.  Soon, there were three, and Ilya’s long fingertips slowly pushed in and out, brushing Shane’s Omega-lined ridges deep inside.
Shane cried out, once, and Ilya groaned, as if the sound was all he needed.
He tried to warn Ilya, but the words caught in his throat, and then he was coming, hard, hips bucking, Ilya holding him through it with a strength that was somehow both ferocious and tender.  He flooded Ilya’s mouth, all while a wave of new slick poured from his backside
After, Shane lay boneless, skin hot and tingling, as Ilya crawled back up to wrap him in a full-body hug. “Good?” Ilya asked, nose pressed to Shane’s cheek.
Shane couldn’t speak. He just nodded, then laughed, a dazed little sound. “You’re… getting really good at that.”
Ilya looked smug. “I learn from best. You.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but let himself be held, the two of them sweaty and sticky and perfectly content.
They must have dozed again, because the next thing Shane remembered was Ilya pulling him up, scooping him into his arms, and carrying him to the en-suite bath.
The tub was huge, more like a small pool, and Ilya filled it with steaming water, bubbles, and what smelled like Shane’s favorite bath oil from the cabinets.  The scent of citrus and sandalwood, which tingled Shane’s nose.
“You planned this,” Shane accused, as Ilya climbed in behind him, setting Shane between his legs so he could hold him close.
“I did.  This and more…” Ilya agreed. He reached over to a little side table, grabbed a bowl, and started feeding Shane slices of cold fruit: watermelon, strawberries, oranges, cantaloupe, and pomegranate seeds.  Things that Shane didn’t even remember buying from the grocery.
He let Ilya do it, because it felt nice, and also… Because he was starving.  Truth be told, he could have actually have gone for a super-sized pizza instead of fruit, but for the sake of romance, he’d accept it. “You know, you didn’t have to do this…”
“I wanted you to feel cared for,” Ilya said, and there was a shy note in his voice. “You do so much for others. Let me do for you.  Let me…  Show you what it feels like to be loved by Shane Hollander.”
Shane swallowed, a little taken aback by the vulnerability. “Ilya, really, you…”
“I want to,” Ilya interrupted, voice firm. “Please. For me.”
Shane nodded, letting it settle. He relaxed against Ilya’s chest, feeling the solid thump of his heartbeat. They finished the fruit in silence, and then Ilya reached for a wine glass of sparkling juice, handing it to Shane.
“No alcohol?” Shane teased.
“You said you feel prickly around it.” Ilya said. “Your body hates it right now.  You didn’t even drink at party. I have instinct.”
Shane blinked, a little stunned.  He hadn’t even told Ilya about alcohol smelling like absolute shit to him right now. “How did you know?”
Ilya shrugged, a ripple of muscle and softness. “I always know. Is part of loving you.”
Shane felt his face go hot, but he didn’t look away. “You’re being so extra today. Is there a reason?”
Ilya grinned, but didn’t answer. He just kissed the back of Shane’s neck, slow and soft, and squeezed him tight.
“Yes…” Ilya said, voice barely above a whisper.
 
+++++
 
The bathwater was warm.  Ilya made sure to keep them cozy and warm.  He knew this was Shane’s favorite part of their time together.  When they bathed or showered together, and went through his snail moisturizing routing.  When they were close.  When they’d just had sex.  The aftermath, the cuddling, the…  Just existing together.
“This is when he is happiest.  This is when it should be.”
Shane sat nestled between his thighs, both of them just loose and heavy from the long drive and the time in the water, and Ilya felt like he could stay that way forever.
Shane had just finished his third slice of melon and drank from the cold sparkling juice when he leaned his head back, letting it rest on Ilya’s collarbone, and asked, “You’re being so extra today. Is there a reason?”
“Yes…” Ilya said, voice barely above a whisper.
Shane squirmed, making the water slosh. “Oh?  What is it, big guy?”
Ilya smiled. He could feel the tension coiling inside him, a tightness that hadn’t left since he’d started planning this day. He wanted to do it right.  Every word, every touch. But even in perfect moments, he felt so… big, clumsy, like if he moved wrong or made the wrong translation, he might ruin it all.
He ran his fingers along Shane’s shoulders, slow circles, feeling every ridge and dip, cataloguing the constellation of freckles and moles on his mate’s back. “I wanted to make today special…” Ilya said, “…because you are special. Because every day with you is the best day I ever have, and I want you to know that.”
Shane went quiet, just the sound of his breathing and the faint hum their racing heartbeats. Ilya could feel the pulse in Shane’s neck, fluttering.
“Come on,” Shane said, “…you’re going to make me cry.”
Ilya laughed, wrapping his arms around Shane and squeezing, careful but unyielding. “I hope they are happy tears.”
Shane turned, shifting so he could see Ilya’s face. His eyes were wet, but his smile was pure sunlight. “Of course.  I love you, you know.”
“I know,” Ilya said. “…and I love you. More than I love myself, even.”
There was a pause. Then, Shane, reached down and pressed a kiss to Ilya’s chest. “So, what’s got you so sappy?”
Ilya sucked in a breath. It was time. “Okay. I have to say something, and I want you to listen and not make joke until I finish. Promise?”
Shane lifted a hand, drew a cross over his chest. “Promise.”
Ilya steadied himself, using all the years of public speaking, the discipline of every coach who’d ever told him to keep his chin up and his voice clear. He swallowed, then started.
“You have changed my life, Shane. Not just in little ways. In every way that matters.” He took a breath, found Shane’s gaze, and held it. “You make me want to be a better man, even when I thought I already was good enough. You are smarter than anyone I know, even the people who are supposed to be smart. You have heart. You care about everyone, even when you shouldn’t have to, even when it is bad for you. You are stubborn, you have to have things just your own way, and you are so, so strong, and every day you make me proud.”
He reached up, brushing a thumb along Shane’s cheek. “I love that you always fold your clothes, even if we are only staying one night at hotel. I love that you use so much cream for your face, you destroy the entire snail species. I love that you keep your socks sorted by color, and that you can name every player’s dog on the team, and that you have taught so many mean Alpha men to be kind and inspired so many Omegas by going through so much pain and agony for them. You are not just the best Omega I ever met. You are the best human being I ever met.”
Shane’s eyes were full now, but he didn’t blink.
Ilya continued. “I want to be with you. Not just for two weeks, not just for one season. I want to have family with you. I want to have a home, and a future, and maybe even buy a little hockey team if you want. I want to be yours forever, and I want you to be mine.”
He let go of Shane just long enough to reach behind him, to the folded towel on the tub’s ledge.
From underneath, he pulled out the small, black box. He’d been carrying it for weeks, waiting for the right moment.
He brought it forward, opened it. Inside, a rose gold band, hand-engraved with the floral motif of lilies. His grandmother’s, once.  One of the last few things he had of his mother’s legacy.  A legacy he’d managed to snatch back from his father.  Now sized for Shane’s hand.
“Will you marry me and allow me to take your name?  So that I may be yours and you may be mine?” Ilya said, voice barely above a whisper.
For a heartbeat, Shane didn’t move. Then he let out a laugh, shaky and tearful, and flung his arms around Ilya’s neck, splashing water everywhere, and squeezing him so tight it hurt.
“Holy shit,” Shane said, laughing and sobbing at the same time, “yes, yes, of course, yes, I’ll marry you, yes…  Oh my God, yes…  Yes.  Forever yes.”
Ilya closed his eyes, letting the warmth and relief flood through him. He buried his face in Shane’s hair, just breathing him in, the scent of skin and shampoo and happiness.
“Is not too soon?” he mumbled, lips pressed to Shane’s ear. “We have only one year, not even full year.”
Shane pulled back, cupping Ilya’s face in his hands. “I knew I wanted this the day we had the best of my life in New York City.  When you asked me to share a room with you.  When you…  You were just there.  For me.  Even if we weren’t together yet, I knew…  Fucking hell, I knew…,” he said, voice trembling. “The rest was just details.”
Ilya laughed, a bubbling, giddy sound.
Shane grinned, cheeks shiny with tears.
Ilya took Shane’s left hand and slid the ring onto his finger. It fit, almost perfectly.
“Did you measure my finger while I was asleep?” Shane asked, teasing.
“Yes,” Ilya said, not even bothering to lie. “You have very nice fingers and sleep like the dead these days.”
They sat, just breathing together, for a long time. The sun was setting, light washing the bathroom in pink and gold. Shane twisted in Ilya’s lap, straddling him, and kissed him, deep and sure, as if sealing a promise.
Ilya could feel his own eyes prickling, the tears hot but good.
Shane broke the kiss, leaned in, and nipped Ilya’s throat, hard enough to leave a simple mark. “Mine,” he whispered.
Ilya bared his own teeth and bit back, gentle but possessive. “Mine,” he echoed.
 
+++++
 
After the bath, they toweled off side by side, hips and arms bumping, and Shane swore he’d never felt so clean. He put on his favorite soft t-shirt and a pair of fleece joggers, the kind. He kept glancing at the new weight on his finger, twisting his hand this way and that so the rose gold band would catch the light.
Shane wanted to take a picture and send it to his mother and father.  Wanted to brag to Rose.  Then see which of text groups could use more exclamation points. He wanted to spam the Voyagers’ team chat with a “I got an even better ring than the Stanley Cup Ring”
Yet, every time he started, he thought about the cottage, the hush of the woods, and the sweet, syrupy glow of the evening, and stopped himself. If he told them now, the next two weeks would be a storm. He’d get a hundred calls a day, a thousand congratulations, a media circus, and at least three preemptive wedding party playlists from Dion alone.
They’d never get this peace again. He wanted to keep it to himself, just for a little while.
He kissed Ilya again in the hallway, a fast, greedy thing that turned slow and gentle when Ilya’s hand landed at the nape of his neck. Shane could have stayed there, but Ilya nudged him in the direction of the bathroom.
“Go check your heat so we can plan,” Ilya said, voice low, “and I will make us something for dinner.”
“Sounds good.  Pasta?  I could really go for some pasta right now.” Shane asked, grinning.
“Maybe.  Maybe I found your favorite sauce recipe and perfected it for you,” Ilya said, and then disappeared down the stairs.
Shane closed the bathroom door, already smiling. He turned on the little countertop lamp, then pulled out the home heat monitor from his bag. It looked like a miniature blood glucose meter, and it was, basically the same thing, just with different algorithms for analyzing Omega hormone cycles. Dr. Holly had given it to him after his last disastrous heat, to keep a closer eye on his cycles now that he was off all those suppressants for good.
He was almost looking forward to this one. For the first time in his adult life, he didn’t have to plan around games, photo shoots, or secretly chugging suppressants in the team showers. He was going to have a full week to just… let his body do what it was meant to do. He wondered how much of the old fears he’d have to let go, how different it would be now that he was safe.
He pricked his finger, let the drop bead, and loaded the sample into the cartridge.
The little screen blinked a few times, then flashed a value:
0.0
Shane frowned.
That couldn’t be right.
He checked the manual: typical pre-heat values for a normal Omega were in the 40-60 range, and heat usually started at 80-100. His last two cycles were always on the high side, so he’d expected at least a 50 by now before he was even in pre-heat.
“This can’t be right.”
He repeated the test, this time more carefully. Another drop of blood, another loading, making sure he didn’t touch the test strip.
0.0
“Seriously, that can’t be right.”  
A 0.0 meant he had zero heat hormones in his body.  He took another test, opening a fresh bottle of test strips, re-washed his hands, waited two minutes, and tried again.
Third result: 0.0
He stared at the readout for a long time. Then he went to the medicine cabinet, checked the bottle of test strips, yep, not expired, and ran the machine’s self-diagnostic.
All clear.
He texted Dr. Holly.
Hey, is it possible to go from 65 to 0 in a month on a heat test?
She was usually lightning fast, but she must have been out for the night. Shane stared at the phone, then at his finger, then at the machine, and then at the ceiling.
There was a soft knock at the door, and Ilya poked his head in. “You okay? You are gone a long time.”
Shane turned, waving the little meter. “I think it’s broken. Either that, or my body just decided to quit being an Omega for the summer.”
Ilya padded in, his bare feet loud on the tile. He took the device, squinted at it, then handed it back. “Weird.  When was your last period?  Can’t you do heat day math with that?” he offered.
Shane opened his mouth to answer, but then stopped.
When was his last period, anyway?
He thought back to his body’s cycle.
The last full heat, had been the one during the Detroit playoff game.  No mistaking that, he’d had a full doctor’s test. The weeks after were a blur, travel, playoffs, more travel, media, more travel, Dallas Kent going nuts and breaking the NHL. He was supposed to have his period after that, his body’s revenge for not getting pregnant, but then things got crazy, and then…
“Oh.”  Shane let out a single, stunned sound. “I don’t think I’ve had a period since before Detroit. That’s almost… uh…  A lot of weeks?”
Ilya blinked. “That is normal for you?”
“Not at all. I’m usually a clock now that I’m off suppressants. I can set my watch by it.”  Shane sat on the edge of the tub, thinking hard.
Then, the lightbulb.
Shane’s chest tightened.
 
Late period.  There were only a few reasons for that.
No heat hormones in his body.  A complete shutdown on reproductive activities.
Cravings.  Pickles.  Spicy.  Barbeque.  He thought back to stories from his Mom, and stories from Hayden about Jackie.  About their…  Hunger.  Their ravenous hunger.  Rumors that Omegas went through an even worse need for food.
A body that thought alcohol smelled awful and instinctively stayed away from it.
 
Shane looked over to Ilya.  He remembered the watch party with Jackie and the other Omegas during the Detroit game.  Recalled them saying about Alphas behaving strangely when…  “Oh.”
 
Ilya’s need for cuddles.  On the stomach.  No, right on the abdomen.
Ilya’s distractions during the games, to stay close to Shane, to keep him safe.
Ilya’s protective instincts in general.  
Ilya’s need to feed him constantly and bring him food whenever prompted.
Ilya wanting to worship him.
Ilya…  Roaring like a wolf when Dallas got violent during game 1 of the finals.
 
Shane stared into space. “No way. No way.”  His brain immediately connected the dots.
“Like…  That would mean…  Almost 4 weeks.  I was…  For 4 weeks?!” Shane said, but his voice was getting wobbly. “How did I not notice?  I played in the Stanley Cup!  I…”
“Shane?  What is-“
“Ilya, I think I’m pregnant.”
Silence.
Even the world outside the cottage seemed to respect the weight of the realization.
Ilya, bless his soul, had a brief moment of losing his shit with a stumbling of words in Russian that Shane didn’t know, followed by collecting himself with a deep breath.
“Pharmacy.  Tests.  There’s pharmacy a while away.  We’ll go.  Together.  Get tests.  Come back, and..  Make sure.”
“Yeah. Yeah,” Shane said. He stood up, almost dizzy. “We should get like, three. Four. A million.”
They left the bathroom together, Shane still in a daze, and found the car keys. Shane didn’t even bother putting on real shoes. He slid into a pair of foam slippers, grabbed a hoodie, and followed Ilya out to the car, leaving the cottage door swinging open behind them.
In the car, they didn’t talk, just drove.
At one point, Ilya reached over and squeezed Shane’s hand. Shane squeezed back, then looked out at the setting sun over the river.
“Is going to be okay,” Ilya said, voice calm.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “It is.”
They pulled out of the driveway and turned onto the highway, racing toward the nearest pharmacy and whatever future was waiting for them there.
 
+++++
 
When they got back to the cottage, the moon was out, coloring the world in a pale silver.
Shane tossed his hoodie onto the banister, forgot his slippers in the car, and made a beeline for the kitchen island, where he dumped a paper bag and started unloading a mountain of boxes.
By the time he was done, there were ten different pregnancy tests, every brand, every “scientifically proven accuracy,” every gimmicky marketing claim.
He took them to the bathroom, did what needed to be done, returned to the kitchen and set them all up in a row, straightening the boxes, then stopped and took a long, shaky breath.
Ilya hovered at the edge of the kitchen, arms folded, looking suddenly smaller than Shane had ever seen him. He kept opening his mouth like he wanted to say something, then closing it. His eyes flicked to Shane’s face, then down to the counter, then away again.
Shane fidgeted with the corner of a box, hands restless.
He couldn’t stop thinking about the last real conversation they’d had about starting a family. They’d been outside of Dr. Holly’s clinic.  After the last pregnancy scare.  Back when having a baby was, briefly, the best thing that could have happened to Shane, back when it was a plan on allowing him to come out of the Omega closet.
Back then, they’d agreed.  No birth control.  No condoms.  No suppressants.  They’d let nature follow its course and lead them to when Shane would come out.
The entire thing had been more of a hypothetical, a chess move in the long game of their careers. The “child” was a theoretical object, a last-ditch lever to help Shane come out, to force the world to see him as he truly was.
Not a living, breathing human.
A plan.
“I’m so sorry…” Shane whispered to…  Someone.  Who may or may not currently inside of him.  He hadn’t meant for it to be so…  Clinical.  Their life. 
Shane felt a flush of shame. He didn’t want to reduce something so big, so real, to a plan. Of course…  That plan was out the window now.  He was already out.  The baby didn’t have to just be a “plan” anymore.
He pressed a hand to his belly, feeling the faint, unfamiliar tension there, and wondered what it would be like to carry a future.
Shane tried to imagine that future, not in terms of games or seasons or championships. Because…  He wouldn’t be part of that world.  At least for a season, bare minimum.  Him, at the height of his career, now taking a year off.
A year ago?  Shane would have thrown a fit.  He would have hated that idea, entirely.
Now, though?
Now he realized that hockey had consumed his life since he was 13 years old.  Over a decade of trying to make a dream come true.  Which, now, he’d accomplished that dream of being an Omega as a Stanley Cup winner. 
After all those years of hard work, beating himself down, suffering, and only in the last year had anything good come out of any of that life.
He glanced down at his stomach, suddenly, irrationally overjoyed.
Shane realized, that for the first time in his life, he was excited to see where the future was going. Like at Dr. Holly’s office months ago, once again, the idea of having a baby, a future, a life without hockey and without hiding was…  Fantastic.  Not just for himself, but for…  His child.  A child that was hopefully coming into a better world than the one Shane had been born into.
A future without hockey being the only thing that mattered.  Where he could be someone else other than “Captain”.  Even if it was wild, even if it was out of his control... He wanted it. He wanted all of it.
He glanced at Ilya.
The big man was pale, jaw clenched, the tips of his ears dark red.
“You okay?” Shane asked, quietly.
They stood there, the silence thick.
Ilya wasn’t talking.  He wasn’t looking up.  The Alpha look petrified.
 
+++++
 
The waiting was worse than any sudden-death overtime Ilya had ever experienced. He paced the kitchen, glancing at the timer on Shane’s phone every twelve seconds. Shane was also in the kitchen, trying to act calm, but Ilya could hear the restless shuffle of his feet as he wandered, opened the fridge, then closed it, then checked the timer himself.
A dozen sticks waited on the island, all in a neat row, their little plastic windows slowly changing color.
Ilya stared at them, heart pounding.
He tried to imagine what it would be like, to have a child. What kind of man he would be, what kind of father. He’d never had much of a blueprint. It wasn’t until he came to Canada, to Montreal, that he saw another way. People hugged here. People said sorry. People loved, out loud, even if it meant being a little bit silly.
These days, after building his pack with the Voyagers, Ilya knew he was ready to be that kind of man.  He was ready to be a father, an Alpha, for his and Shane’s future.  Ilya knew he was as better man now, and there was no way he would ever be like Grigori. 
Never.
Yet, a different fear overwhelmed him.
He was afraid Shane would decide this was too much, that he would feel trapped, that he would come to resent Ilya for being the one who made him “settle down.” He didn’t want to be the reason Shane lost his dream, after he’d fought so hard to get it.  He didn’t want to put any kind of pressure to make Shane quit at the height of his career, when the world had their eyes on him, and when he was the best damn hockey player in the NHL, MVP during the Stanley Cup, and one hell of a Captain.
When Ilya closed his eyes and pictured the future, it wasn’t empty. It was warm, full, crowded with laughter and noise. There was him, Shane, the team, their friends, David and Yuna, and Queen, of course, but there were also small hands, little feet, and a softness that Ilya hadn’t realized he’d been craving until now.
“Papa.”  Ilya could hear it, plain as day.  A loving, endearing, term.  Said with love and not fear.  Said with hope and not despair.  Said with pride and not shame.
Ilya balled his hand into a fist.  He didn’t know what to say or do.  Shane was his everything, his love, his life.  Soon, he’d be his husband.  Soon, Ilya would be Ilya Hollander, someone who was proud of his name. 
Ilya didn’t want to hurt Shane or make him feel trapped.  But…  In the same stroke, Ilya also didn’t want to be hurt in return.
I want children.
I want family.
I want Shane.
I want… it all.
The sound of footsteps brought him back. Shane walked up to him, cheeks pink and hair wild.  Shane came up behind him, wrapping his arms around Ilya’s middle, pressing his face into the soft of his back. Ilya covered Shane’s hands with his own, holding on tight.
“What are you thinking?  Be honest, okay?  Now’s…  A time where honesty is good, you know?” Shane asked. The words vibrated through Ilya’s ribs.
He took a breath, let it out slow. “I am thinking I don’t want to make you do anything you don’t want to do.  Because I love you, and I want you to be happy, and not trapped by the obligation of an Alpha,” he said, honest. “…but I also want a family.  I want our future.  I want…  Our child.  Ever since doctor’s visit when we first talked about it.  Maybe…  Maybe future is early, but…  I...”
Shane squeezed harder.
“I can quit too,” Ilya offered, biting his lip.  “So this is fair and not only you lose hockey and team.  I can get job.  Doing something else.  To provide for family.  I have cars to sell.  Property I don’t need.  I can invest it.  Maybe different job in same industry.  Offer coaching.  Open a camp.  You don’t have to suffer alone.  We can be fair.  So…  Please, if there is anything you want or need, or if you…  Feel some way, I…“
“Breathe, Ilya,” he said, warmly. “Shh…  It’s okay.  I want this, too.  I promise.”
Ilya smiled, a slow, wide thing. He turned in Shane’s arms, looking down onto his face.  “Are you sure?”
Shane didn’t blink. “I’m sure. I want this. I want you, and the baby if they’re there, and the family, and the chaos. Though, I want you to keep playing hockey if you want to. I don’t want you to quit just because I’m going to be nesting for a while.”
Ilya felt his own face heat. “You would be okay if I stayed with the team?”
“Are you kidding?” Shane said. “We’re not the only hockey dads in the league. We’ll figure it out. Besides…” he leaned up, kissed Ilya’s cheek, “…our Pack is going to need someone to keep them in line while I’m out. You’re the only one who’s ever been able to do that.”
Ilya made a face, not wanting to admit Dion had been the one to snap him back into sanity in Detroit, and Shane started laughing, shoulders shaking.
They sat, side by side, in the silent kitchen. Ilya could hear the wind through the trees, the water lapping at the dock. He reached out, took Shane’s hand.  Suddenly, he didn’t feel so afraid anymore.
Shane looked at him, all the sharp edges of his face softened by the cold moonlight. “I’m not giving up hockey, either.  I’ll be out for a season, sure, but once the baby comes, I’ll have plenty of time to get back into shape and rejoin the team for the season after that. Omegas in figure skating have done it before.  I can do it. Maybe not as fast as I think, and it’ll be interesting to go a year without hockey, and probably hard to get back into the swing of things, but I’ll be back before the end of the season.  I’ll just have to show everyone that even a pregnant Omega can bounce back and be just as strong as before.  I just have to be a Golden”er” Omega, you know?”
Ilya nodded, pride and relief blooming together.
They waited for the timer.
When it finally beeped, Shane went to the island, hands only shaking a little. Ilya stood behind him, arms bracing Shane’s shoulders.
One by one, they checked the tests.
All of them, every single one, said “Pregnant.”
Shane started to laugh, but it broke into a sound half-laugh, half-sob. Ilya gathered him up, holding him, letting Shane bury his face in Ilya’s neck.
“We did it,” Shane whispered, voice muffled.
“We did it,” Ilya echoed, holding Shane as if he was the most precious thing on earth.
For a long time, they just stood in the kitchen, clinging to each other, crying a little, and laughing more.
When the world started moving again, Ilya picked Shane up, spun him around, then dipped him back like a dancer and kissed him right on the mouth. Shane giggled, arms around Ilya’s neck.
Then they danced, to songs they sang themselves, bare feet on the cool tile, surrounded by a mess of pregnancy tests and the golden glow of the future.
 
+++++
 
The firepit crackled, sending sparks up to the stars. The air was crisp enough to warrant a sweater, but not so cold that Shane minded being outside, tucked into Ilya’s lap, legs thrown over one of his thighs as they watched the flames and licked sticky marshmallow off their fingers.
Shane was still in awe of how quickly Ilya had mastered the art of s’mores, despite his first two marshmallows igniting like roman candles and blackening into char within seconds. Now, Ilya held the third one, brow furrowed in concentration, turning it slowly until it was a perfect, caramelized gold.
“You’re making Canadians everywhere proud,” Shane said.
Ilya smiled.  He plucked the marshmallow from the stick, sandwiched it with graham crackers and chocolate, then held it out for Shane. “Open.”
Shane opened his mouth. Ilya slid the s’more in, watching with bright, delighted eyes as Shane chewed. “Good?”
“Great, even,” Shane said, licking his lips. “Ten out of ten. The baby gives it five stars.”
Ilya’s hands found their way to Shane’s belly, warm and gentle. He leaned in, lowering his voice, as if confiding a secret to the tiny bundle somewhere inside. “I hope you like this. If not, tell me, so I can make it better.”
Shane snorted. “Whipped already?  They’re not even five weeks yet.”
Ilya smiled. “I will teach you phase word when you are born, my little one.  Took me time to understand it too.  Thankfully, you will grow up knowing English and not have to learn dogshit language when you are older.  I wish that curse on nobody.”
They went quiet for a while, just the crackle of fire and the distant sound of wildlife. Shane felt himself softening, melting, the last of his anxieties dripping away like chocolate on the smores in front of them.
“I want to do this again.  These smores, just like you say, was so good.” Ilya said, after a while. “This is fun.  Cottage tradition, yes?”
“We’ll do it with the kid,” Shane said. “Let them light the first marshmallow on fire every time. We’ll tell them it’s a rite of passage to the legacy of Ilya.  Besides, kids like fire, right?”
Ilya nodded, serious. “…and we take them skating on the ice in winter.  Show them joy of it.  How fun it is.”
“We’ll make sure they’ve got padding for when they fall.”
“…and if they want to play hockey, we teach them. Or, if they want to play piano, or dance, or do something else, that is fine too.  Never trapped into future.”
Shane smiled. “They’ll do what they want. As long as they’re happy.”
Ilya’s arms tightened. “…and they will never have to hide who they are.  Or be afraid of us. Not ever.”
Shane looked up, saw the fire reflected in Ilya’s eyes. “You promise?”
“Promise,” Ilya said, voice solemn. “I will always protect them. Even if they hate me when they are thirteen and I tell them their crush is a bozo or their new age music is terrible.”
Shane grinned. “They’re definitely going to hate you when they’re thirteen. It’s genetic.  Trust me, I was a nightmare with my parents.  God, I hope they get your sense of humor and personality.  For both our sakes.”
They sat for a long time, talking about the future, the house, the ridiculous amount of friends their child would have thanks to the Voyagers’ team, and how Hayden and Troy would make for disasters of a godparents, but they’d make up for it with Jackie, definitely.
At one point, Ilya, eyes sly, said, “If we have more, they will never be alone. Maybe… two. Or three.”
Shane laughed, but nodded. “Sure. But let’s not go back-to-back. I want to get back on the ice for a while before you put me out of commission again.  Maybe a few years, so I can officially retire after that.”
Ilya’s smile went soft. “Anything you want, my love.”
They kissed, slow and easy, sticky with sugar, tasting of fire and smoke.
Suddenly, a loon out on the lake let out a wild, trilling call. Ilya startled, pulling Shane closer, shielding him and their child with his own body and peering into the darkness.
“What the fuck is that?” Ilya asked, voice gone serious.
Shane laughed so hard he almost choked. “It’s a loon. A bird.”
Ilya eyed the water, as if expecting it to walk on land and try to eat them. “It sounds like wolf bird. Or ghost screaming.”
Shane shook his head and got a mischievous grin on his face. “Loons are dangerous. Like, ten pounds of feathers, pure rage and red eyes. Maybe you should take me inside and lock the doors.  Clearly, we’re not safe out here.  Protect me, Alpha.” He teased.
“Bastard.  Stupid wolf bird,” Ilya muttered, but Ilya did just as instructed, scooping Shane up and carrying him into the house, shutting the door and making a big show of locking it.
“I have to keep my loves safe,” Ilya said, voice low and silly.
He carried Shane to the bedroom, deposited him gently on the bed, then slid in behind him, curling around Shane and resting his hand over his belly, fingers splayed protectively. The house was quiet, the world outside distant.
Shane closed his eyes, letting Ilya’s warmth and strength fold around him.
Ilya started humming, then singing, a low, rough melody in Russian. Shane didn’t know the words, but it didn’t matter. He joined in, picking a soft French lullaby. Their voices tangled, silly and sweet, as they drifted off to sleep.
 
+++++
 
Though, the next morning, Ilya would wake Shane up with a roar of laughter.
“What is it?” Shane said, grumbling from being woken up before sunrise.
Ilya, wiping tears from his eyes, struggled to breath.
“Nothing, nothing…  Just…  I just realized.  Our child won a Stanley Cup.  Already.  We have such a talented child, my love.  You played so good!” Ilya slowly rubbed at Shane’s stomach.
Shane rolled his eyes and groaned.  “Oh my God.”  He could already picture the memes.
“We should be disqualified!  We had extra player on ice!  New drama!  Podcasters will have so much complain about again!  We give them content for months now!  We should be paid!”  Ilya was now cackling.
“That’s…  That’s not how it works.” Shane shoved at Ilya playfully, unable to hide his grim.
“Youngest player to ever win Stanley Cup!  Yuna will have new favorite hockey statistic!  I cannot wait to tell her!”
Shane grabbed his pillow and started pummeling Ilya with it, starting to laugh himself.
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Okay, your collective brain cells were correct.  The worst kept secret in the story is now revealed in canon.  :)

Enjoy!  Welcome to the pregnancy arc, or as I like to call it, the "fluff and peace" arc.

This next arc was my absolute favorite in the original rough draft of this story, and I'm excited to expand it a bit further than I originally intended to, but because I'm expanding it beyond what I originally drafted, I'll probably need to take some more time in between updates moving forward, thank you for your patience!

Thank you for all the continued support and comments, I really appreciate it and reading your feedback and opinion on the story!  <3

Also...  For those that want to comment, I have to ask, because I keep going back and forth over something important...

What are your favorite baby names?

So that I don't spoil anything for the future content on what's coming up, feel free to give both boy and girl names!


  


      

  












      Chapter 24: Breaking the News
  








  Shane felt strange being back in Dr. Holly’s practice.  Or at least, felt strange in the context of who he was now, versus who he’d been.
Almost a year earlier, he remembered how much he hated the woman. Wanted to scream and throw a fit, sue her for whatever he could get away with, or at least make her suffer by badmouthing her practice.  There’s even been a point when he considered getting the retired doctor back, as some kind of back-alley pusher for suppressants.
“You’re running my life!”
Shane remembered his old apartment.  The stuffy, stagnant, scent-blocking place of torture that he once called home.  Then he recall how he’d broken his bathroom mirror in frustration when Dr. Holly took him off his good suppressants.  How he’s wallowed in such pain and misery for days, made all the worse when Ilya fucking Rozanov started circling his life.
Today, Shane heard those words in his head again.  Felt the old feelings again.  Remembered who he used to be as “The Golden Alpha”.
“She saved my life.” Shane realized.
Shane perched on the edge of an exam table, fresh from blood tests, a urine test, blood pressure, and plenty of other tests he barely remembered as he stayed in a haze of old, terrifying memories.  Dr. Holly, after getting his texts, made an appointment right at the end of their vacation to the cottage, ending it about two days early.
Today, they’d get the “official” confirmation of pregnancy and would go through the basic checkups.  He’d been a bit nervous, given how he’d played in the Stanley Cup finals in the first weeks of his pregnancy, but Dr. Holly had assured him “she’d seen much stupider things” in her line of work and that “Omegas are much tougher than you expect”. 
Ilya sat beside him in a standard chair, knees splayed, both hands folded neatly in his lap, gaze fixed on the floor.  He too, all things considered, was nervous.
Shane’s stomach fluttered. Some of that was nerves, some of it was the memory of the previous night’s dinner.  Ilya had roasted a whole chicken, Shane ate half, and then promptly threw up because apparently “food aversion” wasn’t a myth and he’d learned quickly that chicken was something he’d have to now avoid like the plague.
“It is just routine,” Ilya said, voice low and reassuring, though Shane could tell he was preparing himself up as much as Shane. “Just a little poke, yes? Nothing to be scared about?  Normal tests?  There is no concerns, no?”
Shane shot him a sidelong look. “Yeah, it’s just routine.”  He reached out, grasping Ilya’s hand and squeezing tightly.
Before either of them could spiral any further, Dr. Holly knocked, invited herself in, and closed the door behind her.  Ever the look of the professional, her pressed white coat was pristine. 
“So,” she said, tapping away on her tablet. “Based on everything we’re seeing and the information you’ve given, you’re most likely at six or seven weeks along, give or take.  We’ll do an ultrasound to confirm viability, get a look at the of the embryo size to confirm the due date, and see if we get lucky and can measure the cardiac pulse.  Won’t quite be a heartbeat from a fully formed heart, but…  Well, we call it a heartbeat.  We’ll see if we get lucky with an abdominal ultrasound and save you some discomfort with the “other one”.”
Shane’s jaw dropped. “Now?  This early?”
Dr. Holly nodded.  “I’m fairly confident.  Though they’re only one way to find out.  Please lift up your shirt and expose your stomach for me.”  She moved to the ultrasound unit, and began switching on buttons, applying a layer of gel against Shane’s stomach.
Ilya gulped, choosing to stand, out of the way, but staying at Shane’s side, grasping his hand and holding onto it tightly.  He lifted up Shane’s hand and kissed it for luck.
 “Lay back, please, and just relax.” Holly instructed, then pressed the wand to Shane’s belly.
It was cold and slightly ticklish.  Shane winced as the gel squelched under the pressure and the wand dug deep in to reach where it needed to go. Dr. Holly angled the monitor so he and Ilya could see the ghostly black-and-white image on the screen.  She took some time, constantly adjusting the monitor.
“Okay, let’s get a good look here and…  Oh, this is wonderful, a clear scan, closer to 7 weeks based on this imagery, you probably had a longer heat cycle than expected.  There it is, clear as day and let me just confirm and…”  Dr. Holly paused.  She leaned forward, staring at the screen and narrowing her eyes.  “Just a moment.  I swear I’m seeing…” 
“Is everything okay?!” Shane asked.  He clutched Ilya’s hand tight.  Ilya clutched right back.
“Oh, of course, sweetheart, everything’s fine, I just…  Yeah, that’s what I’m seeing.”  A wide grin crossed her expression.  She paused the monitor and began pointing to a little white seed inside of a black sphere.  “Healthy size, good positioning, gestational sac is visible, and…” She adjusted the gain on the monitor. “Heartbeat present. One hundred and forty-seven BPM.”
Then?  Magic.
Mechanical, almost, but thudding quickly out of the machine. The noise was muffled, but…  There it was.  A definite “whump thump” of a heartbeat.
The beginning of life.
“Oh my God.” Ilya was smiling, showing off every tooth in his mouth in the process.  “Oh my God.”  Tears built up and he wiped them away.  “That’s our baby.  That’s our child.  My God, they’re so small.  They aren’t even an inch!”
Shane sucked in a deep breath and started laughing as he wiped away his own tears.  “Holy shit.  They’re…  So tiny.  Can’t believe that little thing held up a Stanley Cup with me.”
Dr. Holly, with a wry grin, slowly moved the wand.  On the monitor, a different sac and a different dot was now present.
“…and here is baby #2.  They are a little smaller than their sibling, but not by much.  Still healthy, a good heartbeat, one hundred and forty.  Fraternal twins.  Congratulations, you two.”
Shane and Ilya both froze.  They looked at the monitor and saw it.  Another tiny sac, another tiny seed.  Then, with a flourish, Dr. Holly managed to get both sacs into the picture and pointed at the both of them.  “There’s baby A, and there’s baby B.”
“Oh my God.”  Ilya was blubbering by this point, pressing a kiss onto Shane’s forehead.  “We have twins?!  Two!?  Two babies?!  Two children?!”
Shane couldn’t speak.  His own heart was racing now and he covered his mouth to hold back the shocked squeal out of his mouth. 
“They’ll have a friend to play with!  A sibling!”  Ilya was laughing, pacing around the room now, tears freely flowing.  “Two!  Shane, we have two!”
“Yeah…  We sure do.”  Shane wiped away the tears.  He thought back to how lonely his childhood had been.  How he’d always wanted a sibling.  Now, he was happy to say…  His child wouldn’t have to experience that.  Hell, they’d probably be best friends.  Well, at least until they were teenagers and all bets were off at that point.
“This is…  Two early for gender or designation?” Ilya asked.
Dr. Holly nodded.  “Yes, we won’t know for some time now.  With fraternal twins, you basically have two eggs that got fertilized with two different sperm.  They could both be the same gender, same designation, they could be different genders, different designations, or same genders, different designations.  We won’t know until about 18 weeks at earliest.”
Ilya had a smug look on his face.  He turned to Shane, took his hand again and kissed it.  “Got you pregnant twice.  We are good at this baby thing.”
“Ilya, jeez.  Not in front of Dr. Holly,” Shane said, with a bright blush.
Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand, big hand gentle.  They stood there, listening to the heartbeat from both their children for some time while Dr. Holly made a recording and made some pictures.
Dr. Holly eventually turned off the device and stripped off her gloves and wiped the gel off Shane’s abdomen. “Any questions before I move to the boring parts?”
“Yeah,” Shane said, his voice a little hoarse as he tried to collect himself. “What do I do now? Like, with food, and exercising, and… everything.”
Dr. Holly looked at him over her glasses. “You can keep exercising, but at reduced intensity. Listen to your body. If you want to eat pickles dipped in Nutella, do it. Stay hydrated. Start the prenatal vitamins I’m going to prescribe you. Get lots of sleep, and if you feel off, call me. I’d also recommend reading this…” She handed him a booklet titled Omega Pregnancy: Expectations, Myths, and Realities. “It’s not as patronizing as the cover makes it look.”
Shane took it, then snorted at the sub-chapter titled “Congratulations, Your Organs Have Declared War.”
“Should I… be doing anything else?” Shane asked, suddenly aware of the Alpha looming at his side.
Dr. Holly looked at Ilya. “Actually, you both need to read this,” she said, handing over another pamphlet, this one entitled Alpha Parental Instincts: What to Expect When You’re Expecting… to Expect.”
Ilya looked at it as though it might explode. “Is this real?”
“Alphas usually develop secondary nesting and protective behaviors,” Dr. Holly said, perfectly deadpan. “You may find yourself with unusual cravings yourself, usually proteins to help build muscles or meals that can be eaten quickly so you can attend to your mate and primal instincts to be strong to protect.  Sometimes you’ll feel an urge to provide food, or even…” she glanced at Shane, “…a sudden urge to assemble IKEA furniture at three a.m. because your Alpha thinks a new shelf will make his mate or his baby happy. It’s biologically normal. Please don’t fight it. Omegas benefit from these behaviors, and they’re harmless except for your home improvement budget and having a helicopter Alpha that loves too much.”
Ilya nodded, sober. “I will do what is needed for pack.  Always.”
Shane could see the gears turning in Ilya’s head, already fearing the levels of nesting his Alpha could come up to.
“Last thing,” Dr. Holly said, “morning sickness usually starts between six and nine weeks. You’ll be out of the worst of it by second trimester, if you’re lucky, and some people get very lucky and aren’t cursed. Your next appointment is four weeks from now, for the first prenatal screening. At eighteen weeks, you can do a gender and designation test if you’re interested.”
Shane felt a strange mix of dread and delight. “I understand.  Thanks.”
She printed a summary of the visit, a disc with the recording, and the ultrasound pictures labeled.  She handed it to Shane, and stood. “Unless you have questions about the ethics of naming a child after a hockey trophy, which you shouldn’t, you’re free to go.”
Ilya rose immediately, offering Shane a hand off the table, which he took without thinking.
At the door, Shane hesitated. “Can I have a minute? Just with Dr. Holly?”
Ilya squeezed his hand, then gave them privacy, waiting in the hall with the pamphlets clutched like holy text that he was already reading.
Dr. Holly perched on the edge of her desk. “What is it, Shane?”
Shane fiddled with the edge of his medical summary. “I just wanted to say thank you. For… everything. For not taking the bribe when I tried to pay you off to keep giving me the suppressants. For looking out for me, even when I was being an idiot.  I wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for you.  You set in motion…  Everything that happened to me.  I don’t know how to thank you, but…  I’d like to.  Someday.”
Dr. Holly’s face stayed blank for a beat, then softened, just a little. “It’s my job.  I treat being a doctor seriously.  Especially with Omega health.  We always struggle to get the right kind of care and there are plenty of doctors that don’t treat us the same as Alphas.  That’s what made me get into medicine in the first place.  You’re not the only one who wants to change the world, Shane Hollander.”
Shane nodded.  “I know, but you could’ve just done what I asked. You could have made it easier for yourself.  Could have made a lot of money.  I was an idiot.  You could have made bank, you know.”
She shrugged, the motion tiny. “Omegas like us don’t get a lot of second chances. If you hadn’t found your way back, or if you’d gotten hurt, I’d have had to live with that.” Her eyes met Shane’s, hard and clear. “You were never an idiot. You were just trying to survive in a cruel world.  Don’t be angry at yourself for surviving.  Be angry at the world that made you survive.”
Shane’s throat tightened. “Still. Thank you.”
For a moment, Dr. Holly looked uncomfortable. Then she stood, and, for the first and only time, hugged him, brief and fierce. “Take care of yourself, Shane,” she said, voice soft. “Take care of the little ones, too.  I hope they come into a kinder world than the one we were born into.”
“I will,” he promised.
As he left the office, Ilya stood and immediately wrapped him up, the Alpha scent warm and calming. Shane let himself be held, just for a second, before they headed out into the world, a stack of prenatal literature between them and the beginnings of something new inside.
 
 
+++++
 
With summer in full swing, the drive to the Hollander home was filled with flowers blossoming, trees creating a sea of green, and the lakes and rivers a gorgeous blue shimmering in the sunlight.
The entire drive from the doctor’s office had been…  Interesting. 
Shane had thought long and hard on how to present his pregnancy to his parents, and despite Ilya’s insistence of just “telling them”, Shane finally came up with an idea.  A funny idea.  A joke.  Shane would finally make “a joke”.
Ilya?  Ilya didn’t seem so confident in it.
“Shane…  Do you think your mother will understand this “joke” you are going to make?  She’s a lot like you, and…  I worry this will backfire because you know how serious she is about…”  Ilya said.
 “I know my mom, Ilya” Shane had said, as they pulled into the driveway. “She’ll love this.  Trust me.”
Ilya had nodded solemnly, but his face was a mixed bag of emotion.  Clearly, he trusted that Shane trusted himself, and nothing more.
Shane and Ilya knocked on the front door to the Hollanders and it opened before he could even drop his hand, and Yuna swept them both into the entryway in a single, elegant maneuver.
“Shane! Ilya! Why didn’t you say you were coming?  I thought you had a few more days off at the cottage!” Yuna’s hug was fierce, and she pressed her face into Shane’s neck for a moment, just breathing him in. She let go, then did the same to Ilya, who endured it with a smile that was mostly his eyes as he tried desperately not to break the news.
David hovered in the background, in an ancient Canadiens hoodie and jeans. He gave Ilya a handshake, and then, after a second’s thought, pulled him into a tight, awkward hug. “Good to see you, son,” he said, then added to Shane, “You look… less tired. Must have been a good vacation?”
Shane shrugged, grinning. “Off season, Dad. I’m contractually obligated to sleep eight hours and eat things that aren’t protein bars.”
They sat in the living room, which Yuna had turned into a makeshift shrine for Queen, who immediately jumped up into Shane’s lap the moment he sat down.  He and Ilya both gave her plenty of hugs, scritches, and kisses to the head, and she was just as excited to see them.
Yuna busied herself with beverages for the group, and David brought out a tray of snacks. Ilya, already trying to be on his best behavior and now blow Shane’s secret, balanced his plate on his thigh and focused on eating.
“So,” Yuna said, finally settling onto the sofa. “To what do we owe the pleasure of a visit? Is this the part where you finally let me throw money at you and start taking all the marketing deals, I have lined up?  HONDA of all things wants you and Ilya driving their cars for a new commercial!  Oh, oh, and Adidas is trying to crawl back to the NHL and is looking at both of you for some modeling, and after your last sportswear, Calvin Klein has been calling too!”
Shane’s grin widened. “We’ll get to those soon, I promise, but today, we’re here because you’re going to get a new stat to learn that even you don’t know about me.”
Yuna’s eyes gleamed and her face turned competitive. “Oh?  Try me.  I have a spreadsheet tracking every minute of your ice time since Bantams. I can tell you how many penalty minutes you’ve accumulated in your entire life, to the second.”
Ilya smothered a laugh. Shane leaned forward. “…but you don’t know the new youngest player in the history of the Stanley Cup, do you?  Which was-”
She shook her head and interrupted him immediately. “That’s impossible. The youngest is still that sixteen-year-old from the ‘80s who lied about his age. You’ll be thirty in a few years, so…  Not even close.” She paused, math whirring, then blinked. “You’ll have to try harder than that, sweetie!”
“Oh.”  Shane bit his lip.  She didn’t get it.  She didn’t even try to interact with his fact.  “I mean, that’s not what I…  Oh, forget that one, then.”  Shane tried again. “Did you know that we had a bit of drama on the ice that last game?  Technically, there was an extra player on the ice in the Finals. The Voyagers were in violation the whole series.”
“Two extra players, love,” Ilya corrected.
“Two!  Two extra players!  On the ice!  At all times!”  Shane said, nodding along.
David looked up, mouth open, head tilted. “Is this a joke about Dion again?  You should really lay off him, he’s come a long way this year, kiddo.”
Yuna, not missing a beat, said, “You never got a penalty for that in any of those games. If you’re referencing the ghost allegations in the Montreal Stadium, that’s been disproven for over a decade.  Ghosts aren’t real, sweetie.”
Shane made a noise of frustration.  He dipped his head down.  This wasn’t going the way he wanted.   “Mom, just…  Okay. Forget the stats for a second. What if I told you there were two Hollanders on the ice for the Cup win?”
“Three Hollanders, love.”  Ilya corrected.
“THREE!  Three Hollanders, mom!”
Yuna stared at him, a flash of confusion crossing her face, then annoyance that she was confused at all. “That’s not possible.  Unless you’re talking about Ilya, and even then you’re one short.” she said, flatly.
David chuckled.  “Yeah.  For you to have…”
Lightbulb.  
David dropped his plate of chips on the floor, which Queen immediately leapt to collect.  He turned to Ilya.  “No.”
Ilya nodded.  “Yes.  Two extra Hollanders.”
“T..  Two…”  David let out a wild roar, leapt onto Ilya, hugged him tightly and crashed the both of them into the sofa.
“What is going on?  What am I missing here?  This is the worst game of stats I’ve ever played!” Yuna said, shaking her head in disbelief.
Shane stood, huffed, lifted his shirt, and patted his belly.  Enough was enough, his mom wasn’t getting it.  She was too competitive with stats for this to have ever worked out.  “Not only possible, but already official. Two extra Hollanders on the ice.  Youngest players in history.  Two more on the ice to win the Stanley Cup.  Mom, you’re going to be a grandma.  I’m having twins!  I’m pregnant!”
The silence lasted about a quarter of a second. Then Yuna let out a shriek that could have broke glass from three miles away. She leapt up, slammed into Shane, and squeezed him so hard that Shane actually winced. “You’re pregnant? You’re pregnant!  Oh my God, Oh my God!”
She pulled back, looked at his face, then at Ilya, and then, as if the realization needed physical expression, hugged Ilya too. “Oh my God!  TWINS?!  TWINS?!  I get TWO GRANDCHILDREN!?!” she shouted, smacking Ilya on the shoulder, then pulling him into a full two-armed embrace.
David, standing off to the side, teared up, wiped his face quickly, and then tried to pretend he’d just been hit with a pollen allergy. “Well,” he said, voice thick, “that’s… that’s something.”  He then ran to Shane, hugged him just as tightly and tried not to blubber more congratulations.
Yuna was still clinging to Shane, rocking them both side to side. “You’re sure? You saw the doctor?”
Shane nodded. “Seven weeks we think. Just had the ultrasound. There’s a heartbeat and everything.  Here.  Look.”  He handed over the ultrasound and pointed out Baby A and Baby B.
Yuna went still, looked over the images, then made a pleased squeak, only to let the waterworks start up all over again.
David managed to regain his composure and put a hand on Ilya’s shoulder. “Congrats,” he said, quietly. Then, after a beat, “You’ve looked after him well, son. Thank you.  I know you’ll love over my grandchildren just as much.”
Ilya, flustered, ducked his head. “Thank you for trusting me,” he said. “I promise to do everything for our family.”
Yuna was still sniffling, but she sat, fanning her face. “This is wonderful. I need to sit before I pass out.  Oh my God…”
David sat next to her, pulling Yuna’s hand into his own. “We’re really proud of you,” he said, voice quiet. “Not just for having kids. For everything you’ve done. I know this last year wasn’t easy.  I know moving forward, it’s not going to be easy.  Just know that we believe in you and we’re here for you.  Ready to support you, wherever your trial blazes next.”
Shane shrugged, trying not to get choked up himself. “It was worth it.  All of it.  To get here, you know?”
When the dust settled and everyone was seated again, Yuna was already in full logistics mode. “We need to find you some pregnancy-appropriate advertising. You could do for Omega parenting what you did for Omega hockey. The opportunities are endless.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but the truth was he felt great, grounded by his mother’s ambition and how normal she’s shifted from mom to grandma and his father’s pride in all the crazy shenanigans they’d gone through. Even Queen, curled up on his lap, seemed to sense the shift in the air, and was cuddled up in Ilya’s favorite spot, but to the Alpha’s chagrin.
David, however, did finally bring up the elephant in the room, “There’s just one thing…  Are you okay with missing a season? You’ve never been off the ice that long.  Let’s see, if you’re 7 weeks in, that’s about 33 weeks to go, give or take time, you’re probably due around February, right?  So that’s the end of the normal season, and the Stanley Cup playoffs would start in April.  I don’t think that’d be enough time to get back in shape, not to mention an Omega usually nests with their children for a solid month after birth.”
Shane nodded, feeling the warmth of Ilya’s hand in his own. “I’m okay with it.  I’m okay with a break and I figured I’d be out a whole season.  I’ll want to get back on it, eventually, maybe the season after this upcoming one, but for now…  Yeah.  Yeah, I’m fine.  I’m having twins.  I’m having children.  That’s more important anyway.  That’s…  That’s my new dream now.  I already made my last one come true, after all,” he said, and he meant it, surprising even himself now that the full weight of that situation was now on his chest.
Yuna smiled. “Good. Because even without hockey, and adding in the morning sickness and walking around with a beach ball for a belly down the line, you’re going to make this your best year yet.  I can feel it.”  She leaned over and kissed his forehead.  “…and I’ll make sure you’ve got enough sponsorships and appearances to make up for whatever happens with your contract.  Don’t you worry for a second about money.  Mama Yuna’s got you.  Both of you.”
Shane leaned on Ilya’s shoulder for support.  He could feel it too.  This really would be his best year yet.
“Shane…  Why is there a gold ring on your left hand?” David asked.
Ilya and Shane both looked up, stared at each other, realized they’d forgotten the other bit of news. 
“Oh!  Yes, sorry, I forgot.”  Ilya cleared his throat, and put up his own hand, with a big gold band of his own, picked out from Shane during their vacation, and waved it in front of them all.  “I have asked for your son’s hand in marriage and to take his name.  Soon, I hope to be Ilya Hollander.  We’re engaged.”
Then, just like that, Yuna let out a wild scream once more and a new round of crying, sobbing, hugs and celebration began.
 
+++++
 
That night, after celebrating with the Hollanders, Ilya had his own family to inform.  When David and Yuna settled in for the night, Shane and ilya dipped into their pajamas, plopped on Shane’s bed in his old room, while Queen took Ilya’s pillow as her throne.
With the time difference, Ilya knew his brother should be awake, but he texted to make sure.
Are you up and can take call? Time difference.
Within a minute, Alek’s reply.
For you, always.
Ilya situated the laptop so they could see both Shane and Ilya both.  Shane perched against the headboard in the background. Ilya sat cross-legged at the middle of the bed. The screen glowed harshly in the dim light, and for a second he saw his own face, the new fullness of his cheeks, the warmth and fullness in his beard, and the tired but happy lines at the corners of his eyes.
He sent the link for a video call.  It rang only once before it was picked up.
Alek’s face filled the screen. He was wearing a thick, flannel bathrobe, beard bigger than ever, and had the lopsided smile Ilya remembered from childhood. He looked a little older than last time, maybe more tired, but in the good way.  Like someone who no longer had to feel chased by demons and instead could start living life to the fullest.
“Ilya! You look good!  Was party that hard after winning?” Alek exclaimed.
Ilya grinned, then answered in Russian. “Shane partied harder to my surprise. I had to carry him upstairs afterwards.” Then, switching to English, “We at Shane’s parents home now after our vacation.  Wanted to tell you big news before the media started chattering.  Rather you hear from my mouth rather than rancid podcaster.”
Alek’s eyes flicked to Shane, and he nodded. “Is everything okay?”
Shane leaned forward, bright smile. “It’s good news, I promise.”
Ilya let his brother see the relief on his face. “Can you get Anya? And maybe… your wife? It’s a family thing.  Very important.”
“Of course,” Alek said, immediately rising. He called out in Norwegian, a warm, soft boom of a voice that tugged at Ilya’s heart at how playful and loving it was. There was the faint sound of dishes, laughter, then the patter of small feet.
Anya appeared on the screen, her hair in two wild braids. She had grown so much in just a year; her baby-like features was vanishing, replaced by the lanky, determined look of a young wolf cub.  Her new figure skating coaches had clearly been working her hard, but she still had that child-like love of the world. She waved at the screen.
“Uncle Ilya! Uncle Shane! Look, I have lost another tooth!” She opened her mouth, showing off the gap.
Ilya beamed. “Congratulations! Did the tooth fairy come?”
Anya nodded, her Norwegian replacing English so fast and bubbly that Ilya only caught every third word (Ilya really needed to learn more of their language to speak with his sister-in-law and niece, maybe he’d try and study some this next year), but he understood the excitement. He nodded along as she explained the saga of how she had wiggled the tooth out herself, then hid it under her pillow, and then gotten money that she spent on a new necklace and hair ribbon.
Behind Anya, Alek’s wife, tall, gentle, the kind of mother who somehow never lost patience even when Anya was screaming through the house, joined the frame, wiping her hands on a dish towel.
“Hello Ilya, hello Shane! Is so nice to see you, even with the time so strange. We were just having breakfast,” she said in slow English, struggling with each word, but her conversational language quite improved..
“Hi,” Shane said, a little shy, but waved.
Ilya cleared his throat. “Okay. I have big news. But you have to promise, no telling anyone yet. Is secret just for family.”
Ilya reached for the box on the nightstand, a gift idea he’d seen on Tiktok when he was trying to decide how to tell his brother. He pulled out three t-shirts, folded so the words were hidden, then set them on the bed in front of the camera.
“I made presents. You each get one. I mail now. Hopefully you can wear when we see you next!” He held up the first, reading the front for the camera: “Promoted to Uncle.” The second: “Promoted to Cousin.” The third: “Promoted to Aunt.”  Each one a different color and size for each member of the Rozanovs.
Alek’s wife read hers, then looked at Anya’s shirt and frowned, gently. “Promoted to… cousin? What is… I do not understand.  Why am I promoted?”
Anya looked at her own shirt and wrinkled her nose. “I am already a cousin. Or am I not a cousin?  What’s “promotion”?” She sounded genuinely concerned.
Ilya realized his mistake immediately.
“Shit. The English. I forgot to make in Norwegian, I am an idiot.  They don’t know the context.  Anya’s still learning English.”
Shane patted his knee under the covers.
Shane grinned. “Promotion means you’re getting a better job.  In this case, you’re becoming a new Aunt, Cousin, and Uncle.  Jobs you didn’t have before.”
Ilya nodded.  “Yes, yes, I am…  Sorry.  I am trying to say you are now Aunt, Cousin, and Uncle.  Again.  Was joke.  I forget sometimes these things don’t work without explaining.”
Alek laughed, then squinted harder at the camera.  He froze. “Wait. You are promoting us because…”
Ilya nodded, heart pounding.  “Yes.  You will be Aunt, Uncle and Cousin.  For us.  For Shane and I.”
Alek’s eyes went wide. “Shane is pregnant? Is that true?”
Shane reached for the envelope on the nightstand, then held up the ultrasound, tilting it so the camera could see. He beamed. “Yeah. It’s twins, actually.  Here’s baby A and baby B!”
The explosion of sound from Alek alone nearly crashed the laptop. Anya screamed in delight, then started chanting “Cousin! Cousin! Cousin!” while running in circles around the kitchen table. Alek’s wife, tears in her eyes, clapped her hands together and shouted congratulations in both English and Norwegian, her words tripping over each other.
Alek, still a little in shock, beamed at Ilya. “I am so happy for you, little brother. So, so happy. When are they due?”
Ilya had to swallow twice before answering. “February. We are hoping… hoping you can visit? Or maybe after the babies are born if busy, so they can meet their family.  So they will know the warmth.”
Alek’s voice was softer, now, almost choked. “We will be there. We will figure it out. I promise.” He wiped his face, embarrassed, then glared at the camera, as if daring Ilya to make fun of him.
Instead, Ilya just smiled, and Shane squeezed his arm tighter.
Alek’s wife leaned in. “We promise to be there!  I am excited to finally visit Canada! I will tell my job now that I am occupied!  Time off is a must in February!”
Anya, having completed at least six laps of the kitchen, jumped back on screen, out of breath. “I can’t to see the babies!  If they’re girls, I’ll let them borrow my hair ribbon so they have something from me!  If they’re boys…  Uh…  I’ll let Daddy help me pick something out for them.”
“Of course,” Ilya said, wiping away the tears. “They will love that, my little Anya.”
Alek nodded, then looked over his shoulder, as if searching for someone else. When he turned back, his eyes were shiny. “Mother would be so proud of you. I know you will be best Papa for her sake and ours.”
Ilya felt the words settle somewhere deep, somewhere old and a little bit broken, and for a second he couldn’t speak at all.
From the side, Shane’s hand found his, fingers cold but sure.
Alek’s wife said something in Norwegian, quick and urgent, and Alek’s jaw dropped. “Wait, wait…  Are you engaged too? Is that a ring on your hand, Ilya!?”
Ilya looked down, and realized for the first time that he was wearing his own engagement ring.  Shane had picked it out for him during their vacation together.  He’d gotten so used to it, in just a few day, that he’d stopped even noticing.  Or maybe, he was so used to Shane in his life, it didn’t feel like Shane was a fiancé.  They’d already been closer than husbands for a while now.
Shane giggled. “We forgot to announce that part.  We always forget that part.”
Ilya looked back at the camera, cheeks pink. “We are. He said yes. We are going to get married.”
Alek threw his hands in the air, and his wife let out a long, happy whoop. Anya started chanting again, this time “Wedding! Wedding! Wedding!” in English.
For the next five minutes, the screen was a blur of talking over each other, of stories about Alek’s own wedding, of threats that Anya would absolutely be the flower girl even if she had to bring her own dress and hitchhike to Canada, of promises to visit, to call, to send care packages.
Finally, when the chaos faded, Alek looked at Ilya, and then at Shane, and said, “I am so proud of you both. Truly. This is what family should be. Warm, and loud, and full of love.”  He nodded, then pointed at the screen. “You take good care of each other, yes?”
“Always,” Shane said, and Ilya just nodded, the words catching in his throat.
When the call ended, the laptop screen reflected their faces back at them, a little dazed, a little teary, a little giddy.
Shane turned, crawled into Ilya’s lap, and wrapped both arms around his neck. “Your brother seems really happy.”
“He is. I am, too.”  Ilya pressed a deep kiss onto Shane’s neck and followed down all the way to his abdomen, pressing two kisses softly there.  “We all will be.”
 
+++++
 
After both Shane and Ilya’s direct family were informed, Shane called and told the Admin of the Montreal Voyagers of his pregnancy.  He’d wanted to wait until after their vacation was over and his loved ones knew, to save them from the press mob that would likely happen if a leak came through.  He couldn’t, in good faith, let the pregnancy not be known to them any later than that.  Montreal had plenty of strategic decisions that needed to be made.  Including Shane’s ridiculously high-paid contract, probably in the top 7 highest in the country.
They called for an emergency meeting the next day. 
One quick flight back to Montreal later, and Shane walked into the admin wing of Voyager Stadium.
Shane sat in the waiting area just outside the glass doors to the conference room. Ilya paced in a tight circle, bouncing on his toes, occasionally pausing to rest a huge hand on Shane’s shoulder as if to ground both. The wall was covered in a massive team logo and a display case full of outdated team swag: old jerseys, commemorative pucks, and an autographed photo of the very first Voyager team.
Inside, Shane could make out silhouettes at the conference table: the head coach (looking like a depressed sleep-deprived owl), one of the assistant GMs, and at least two suits he recognized from prior contract negotiations. The owner, Stuart, was visible by the way he leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, face set in a perpetual “impress me” smirk that came with generational wealth of the 1%.
A lot of things could happen there.  Pregnancy in the NHL, from a player, was new ground they were walking.  Would pregnancy be considered a medical condition that would let Shane keep a negotiated contract with the team?  Or would he be seen as in violation of his contract?  The Voyagers had offered him a lot of clemency the last year, but he also knew the patience of a multi-million-dollar franchise wasn’t infinite.
Ilya, ever the Alpha, wanted to take the lead and make demands, but Shane made him promise to let him do the talking. “If they start jumping or hitting me, then you can start flipping furniture,” Shane had said. “But until then, just… be supportive.”
Ilya had grunted in agreement, but now he looked like he was one more anxious bounce away from launching himself through the glass.
The executive assistant, a graying Beta with a posture so good it hurt to look at, emerged and beckoned them in.
The room went silent as they entered. Shane had never felt more on display, not even during a home game with twenty thousand people screaming. He gave a small nod, took the seat opposite the head coach and next to Ilya, and tried to keep his hands from shaking.
The coach broke the silence first. “Thanks for coming in, Shane. Ilya. We know you’re probably wondering what this is about.”
Shane took a breath. “I assume it’s about my pregnancy.” He glanced at Ilya, then the suits, then the coach. “Or that I won’t be able to play in the next season.”
He braced for the reaction: anger, disappointment, maybe even a threat.
What he got was pure, dumbfounded silence.
The assistant GM blinked twice, then looked at his tablet. The owner, Stuart, just grinned, broad and wolfish. The head coach let out a sound that was halfway between a cough and a chuckle.
“I’m having twins…”  Shane said, to fill the awkward silence.  “They’re, uh…  Healthy.  Good heartbeat.  Funnily enough, they uh…  They were part of a winning Stanley Cup team when I was on the ice.  Maybe…  Maybe marketing could make something out of that?  Huh?”  Shane laughed, nervously.  The joke didn’t land.  He clearly wasn’t good at jokes.
Though, finally, the silence was broken by the owner.  A loud, thunderous laugh.  “Had to hear it with my own ears to be sure.  Absolutely delightful.  When are they due?” Stuart said, almost delighted.
Shane nodded. “Due in February, right before playoffs. I wanted to let you know as soon as I could, because I know you’re going to have to… I don’t know, fill the roster, make trades. I’ll do whatever I need to make this as easy as possible, and I’ll return the season after this one, if you’ll have me.  Still.  Uh, I know it’s bad timing, but…”  Shane stuttered towards the end.  He didn’t really know what to say.
Another long silence.
Then Stuart barked a laugh. “Well, that’s a first. In all my years, I’ve never had a player get knocked up.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Congratulations, by the way. That’s big news.  I’ll send flowers to your address, and we’ll see about getting the tykes some Voyager merchandise.  Onesies, maybe. Good publicity.  Two legends of the last season, having twins, wearing our logo.  Fan-fucking-tastic.  Marketing is going to piss their pants.  We’ll have to get Drover to play this the fuck up.  We did promote him to Executive of Social Media, right?  If we didn’t, get on it.” 
Shane blinked.  He shook his head.  Because, honestly, he hadn’t expected…  Whatever kind of joy was coming out of Stewart.
The head coach, whose face was still stuck in shocked mode, said, “Shane, you’re irreplaceable. I appreciate you letting us know early. We can start looking for a replacement, maybe move some people around.  We’ll have to be aggressive during the draft.  We’ll need a rockstar wing or center for sure.  Fuck, and I was really hoping to put some more sight into a goalie.”
The assistant GM cleared his throat. “We do need to review your contract.  Having a non-playing member make more than half the team wouldn’t be good or fair. Maternity leave isn’t specifically addressed in your contract, but the new Crosswell Oversight Board will probably push us to pay you a portion of your base to match other Omega standards in other industries when you’re off with the kids. It’s a tricky situation, but we’re not going to screw you. That’s not who we are.  We just need things to be fair, for everyone.  We’ll get your attorneys involved, probably ask the Rose Landry Foundation for their input and come together before the season starts.”
Ilya made a noise of approval, low and satisfied.  The protective urge had finally subsided in his Alpha.
Shane felt some of the tension in his spine uncoil. “I’ll accept whatever you guys decide is fair, and yeah, whatever the Rose Landry Foundation and the Oversight Board agree to” he said, honestly. “I know this isn’t exactly normal for the league. Thing is, I want to help however I can, even if I can’t play.  So, yeah…  Let me know.”
Stuart nodded. “We’ll keep you on contract, of course. We’d look like assholes if we didn’t, and you’ve earned every damn penny to stay on, even if you’re not playing.  You’re a Stanley Cup winner.  You rallied the team to get there.  We’d be the dumbest fucks in the world if we traded you off or dumped you now.”
The head coach leaned in. “Would you consider helping the team in a different way? You have the best hockey sense of anyone I’ve ever coached. We’d love to have you around, helping with video analysis, finding flaws the players can work on, maybe even running practices and helping the team, especially the new rookies. You’re like a second coach out there already. It’s not traditional, but you’ve never been traditional.”
Shane grinned. “You want me to become a bench troll AND bench mom for the season?  What, should I start a podcast too?”
The coach cracked a smile. “That’s one way to put it. You’d be helping the team, helping the rookies, and you can take whatever time off you need for the baby.  Honestly, just having you around is good for team morale.  Especially when your pack Alphas realize they’re fighting for their Captain’s babies.”
The assistant GM added, “We’ll hammer out the numbers and make it all make sense.  In a way, this is good for the league and for our image.  You’re the first high-profile case of an Omega in a sport, and now you’re the first one to be pregnant. We’ll be able to be the ones setting the precedent for the rest of the league.  One that is fair for everyone.”
Ilya finally spoke, his voice soft but solid. “Thank you. For not treating him different.”
Stuart waved a hand. “My man, you’re the heart of the team. You want to take a year to have a baby or two, fine. You want to come back and captain us to another Cup? Even better.  Honestly, I was expecting you tell us you were leaving hockey for good, and…  Well, to be honest, this emergency meeting was to try and convince you to stay in the industry.  Glad it wasn’t necessary.”
Shane was honestly a little floored. He’d expected at least one “this is a business” speech, but what he got was warmth, support, and the promise of his position back when he was ready.  Even more, he’d still be involved with the pack, guiding and directing them through the season.
“Thank you,” Shane said, and meant it.  He patted his abdomen. “I’ll do my best to keep both the kids in here and the kids out there in check.”
Everyone laughed.
There was a little more “admin talk”, mostly defining Shane’s role for the future, including the coach wanting Shane to help out with the Draft and helping find the next generation for the team.  Stuart cracked jokes, Marketing was already asking for Shane and work with Harris on social media announcements, and how they’d handle the announcement once Shane was ready to make it.
As they stood to leave, the head coach said, “One last thing.  If you’re not going to be on the ice next year, we’re going to need a new captain. Ilya, you up for it?”
Ilya’s eyes went wide, then settled. “Yes. If Shane approves.”
Shane grinned, pride blooming in his chest. “You’ll be great,” he said. “Try not to kill Dion at practice and don’t bully Hayden too much.”
“No promises.”
They all shook hands, and as they left the conference room, Shane felt a sense of relief.
In the hallway, Ilya pulled Shane close, just for a second. “You did good, Captain.”
“Ex-Captain.  For now.”  Shane pressed a kiss on Ilya’s cheek.  “I’ll fight you for the right in a year.”
“You’re on.” Ilya purred.
 
+++++
 
“Ilya, we’ve fucked up every time we try this.  Why don’t we just…  Say it normally this time?”
“No!  No, I have got this!  I’m going to make drama! It’s perfect!  Only idiot could not understand what is happening!”
“Okay…”
 
Shane had insisted they keep things “low-key” with the Pike family, but Ilya had other ideas. After all, it wasn’t every day you got to drop a bombshell on one of your best friends.
He spent most of the afternoon making everything perfect: laying out snacks in the living room, triple-checking the house for loose dog hair, even hiding the ordered boxes of baby furniture in the spare room (okay, it was early, but Ilya was “Alpha nesting” like the papers said, he wanted at least the basics for his babies to be ready just in case…) so it wouldn’t give away the surprise.
When the doorbell rang, Ilya was already vibrating with anticipation.
Hayden burst in first, holding a casserole dish in one hand and wrangling two Pike girls, both in matching floral dresses, both already sticky with something sweet and impossible to identify. Jackie followed, heavily pregnant and practically ready to pop, but still gliding through life with the dignity of a queen, the baby carrier strapped to her chest like a badge of honor and her oldest daughter carrying in the baby bag.
“Smells like a bakery in here,” Hayden said, dropping the casserole on the kitchen counter.  He opened the fridge and immediately got Jackie a ginger ale and presented it to her.
Ilya grinned, ushering everyone inside. “Make yourself at home.  Thank you for coming!  We have great meal planned.”
Jackie waddled to the sofa and collapsed with a sigh of relief. “You guys are too good to us. If you keep inviting us over, I’m never going to cook again.”
“Is good for you to relax and not be stressed in this time,” Ilya said. “Besides, Shane likes to show off cooking for the family.  Big ego on that one.”  The Pike girls all giggled at that.
Hayden rolled his eyes. “You’re just mad he makes better lasagna than you.”
Ilya looked at Shane, who was pretending to be busy with the drink glasses, but he saw the hint of a smile there.
When everyone had their fill of dinner (especially Queen who got scraps from the Pike girls) , Ilya cleared his throat. “Before we have dessert, I have something to show you. Hayden, bring your family to the kitchen. Is very important.”
Jackie exchanged a wary look with Shane. Hayden, forever the goof, made a show of rolling his sleeves up. “This isn’t a surprise chili cook-off, is it?  Because me and the girls will clean house with you.”
“No,” Ilya said, deadpan. “Even better.”
He marched them to the kitchen and pointed dramatically at the oven.
“Open it,” he said.
Hayden, still unconvinced, pulled open the oven door. Inside was a single loaf of bread, wrapped in plastic, perched right in the center of the rack.
“You see?!” Ilya said, beaming ear to ear.
Hayden stared at it. “Is this… supposed to be a joke? Is it the wrong oven?  What, did you make extra bread?”
Ilya pouted.  Immediately.  How could Hayden not know? 
“Hayden.  What is in oven?”
“A loaf of bread?”
“Yes!”
“Okay, what is it like…  Garlic bread?  What’s the big deal?”
“There is bread in oven!”
Ilya, frustrated, looked at Jackie, who immediately gasped as the connected the dots, covering her mouth. “Shut up!” she squealed, and turned to Shane. “Shut. Up. You are not!”
Hayden still didn’t get it. “It’s bread. Bread in the oven. Are we… is this like a tiktok prank or something.  Like with the damn anthropology rock bullshit?!”
Ilya groaned. “It’s an English saying. A bread in the oven, yes!”
Shane, unable to hold back, let out a wild laugh, reaching over and hugging his fiancé tightly.  “Babe.  It’s “bun in the oven”.”
“Bread is big bun, yes?!”  Ilya asked.
Hayden gaped at Ilya, then at Shane, then back. “Wait. Are you saying—”
Shane, who by now was red in the face with laugher, just nodded.
Hayden’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit. You’re pregnant?”
Ilya nodded. “Yes. Shane is pregnant.  With twins!”
Jackie shrieked and, despite her baby bump, managed to waddle-hobble over to Shane for a hug, the two of them laughing so hard they nearly toppled over. The girls, sensing an occasion, started hugging Shane too, screaming for joy, while Queen barked in solidarity with them.
Hayden, finally catching up, swept Shane into a one-armed hug, then pulled Ilya into a bear hug so intense it nearly dislocated something. “You guys! I can’t believe it! Oh my god, this is amazing. Does this mean, are we having baby playdates?  Is Arthur and my new baby going to be best friends with the Hollander twins?!”
Shane managed to compose himself enough to say, “Oh absolutely.”
Hayden grinned so wide it looked like his face might split in two. “Dude.  Our kids are gonna be best friends!  We’ll host sleepovers!  You’ll host sleepovers!  So, we can both get some private nights together!”
Jackie let out another delighted squeal, then pulled Shane and Ilya into a four-way group hug.
Dessert was chaos, as expected. The girls kept interrupting to ask about the babies, how big they were, when they’d arrive, if they can be babysitters when they get older, and even a curious question about where babies came from, which Hayden and Ilya both immediately directed the conversation away from. Hayden made a toast with sparkling grape juice for everyone.
At one point, after the girls had run off to the living room to play with Queen and Arhtur was snoring in his carrier, Shane turned to Hayden and Jackie. “Hey,” he said, voice a little thick. “We wanted to ask you both something.”
Hayden perked up. “Yeah?”
Shane looked at Ilya, who gave him an encouraging nod.  “Hayden, you’ve been my best friend since I was 13 years old.  You stood by me when I wasn’t me, when I was me, and you were one of the first person I ever felt safe enough to admit who I was to.  You…  You not only accepted me, you also…  You changed for me.  You changed for your girls.  You are…  One hell of an Alpha.”
“Shane…”  Hayden teared up.
“Jackie…  You were there for me at my heat and made me feel normal the entire time.  You helped me…  Learn what it means to be an Omega and made it feel normal.  Thank you.”
Jackie nodded, already wiping away tears.
“Ilya and I agree on this wholeheartedly.  Would you be godparents to our kids?  Because…  Because I know out of everyone out there, there’s nobody else who is safer than you two.”
Jackie sobbed. Hayden looked floored, then embarrassed, then proud.
“Are you kidding?” Hayden said, voice cracking. “We’d be honored.”
Jackie sniffled, then said, “I’ll start knitting you a baby blanket, and I’ll teach you how to survive a pregnancy without losing your mind.”
Ilya, feeling suddenly shy, said, “I never had a big family before. Is good to have one now.”
Hayden raised his juice glass again. “To the next generation of troublemakers,” he said.
Everyone drank and agreed all agreed.
“To the next generation of troublemakers.”
 
+++++
 
There were few things in the world Ilya loved more than a house full of people he liked, a table full of food he’d cooked, and a yard full of laughter. Maybe this was what true Alpha instincts were: to build a pack, fill it with warmth and chaos, and then stand in the middle and watch it all unfold.
Today, the entire Voyagers roster, plus families, plus PAMs, crowded into their lakeside home for the first real cookout of the summer.   Everyone was finally back from their vacations and could all finally attend.
Shane was 8 weeks by this point. They Voyagers hadn’t released the press notice about the pregnancy yet, as they both wanted the team to know first.
Ilya had expected a handful to show, but as the afternoon wore on, more people arrived, trailing kids and pets and coolers of suspicious potato salad. The kitchen turned into a swarm of PAMs, some chopping vegetables, others making side bets on whether Dion would finally break the guest bathroom toilet (“Three to one odds on it clogging before midnight,” said one of them).
Shane was outside on the deck, in charge of the grill, which he manned with all the intensity of a penalty shot. He flipped burgers and ribs, fielded a hundred questions from players, kids, and PaMs alike (“Why do you keep putting cheese on last, Captain?” “Why is there pineapple on the chicken, Captain?”), and laughed through it all, a cold drink in his hand and Queen at his feet, hoping for scraps.
Out back, most of the team had migrated to the edge of the lake or the sprawling lawn that led down to the dock. The rookies splashed each other in the shallow water, trying to one-up each other on cannonballs. Dion, shirtless and sunburnt, refereed a slip-and-slide tournament for the team kids with the manic glee of a man who had finally been let out of detention. Troy, who was usually all edge and quiet snark, sat cross-legged on a blanket with Harris, both of them shirtless and sun-tanning, tangled together, still clearly in their “honeymoon” phase of their relationship.
Kids ran wild. The playground set Shane had insisted on installing last summer, complete with tiny climbing wall, real swings, and the big tire swing, was already the scene of a full-scale tag war.
Inside, the PAMs held court around the living room coffee table. Kyle, looking fit to burst and glowing with his own impending parenthood, was the center of attention. The Omega wives took turns feeding him cold drinks, adjusting the pillow behind his back, and all telling increasingly wild stories about late-pregnancy disasters.
Ilya drifted through the house, taking it all in, his heart swelling. He still had trouble believing this was his life: a home not full of ghosts or secrets or anger, but people who loved each other openly and honestly.
He stood back for a second, watching it all.
Before long, however, the sun bled orange across the lake, and the last of the grill’s heat floated up as smoke, wrapping the yard in a haze of wood and char. It was the hour between dinner and dusk, when nobody wanted to go home but everyone was full enough to stay put and let time slow down.  Everyone started up bonfires, making smores, and just enjoying a lazy summer day.
“You ready?”  Shane asked, putting a hand on Ilya’s waist.
Ilya nodded.  “Of course.”
He knocked the side of his drink against the metal railing of the deck, and the ring echoed. “Can I have everyone’s attention for just a minute?”
The noise dropped off only slightly. Shane, now perched at the picnic table, gave a sharp whistle that got even the Alpha pups to stop squabbling over the last slice of watermelon.
Ilya took a breath. Public speaking was always easier after a win, but this felt bigger, like announcing a goal that wasn’t even in the record books yet.
“I want to thank all of you for coming,” Ilya began. “This last season was hardest of my life, and for many here. Maybe hardest ever for Voyagers history.  Yet we stuck together. We made it all the way… and not just as players.” He gestured at the yard, at Harris and Troy’s mating bite, at the line of Omega and Beta partners clustered around the dessert table, at the kids squabbling and tackling each other on the grass. “This is what we fought for.  Not just for sport.  Not just for fame or glory.  Not just for money.  For our families.  For their honor and for their success.”
A chorus of hoots and “hell yeahs” followed.
Ilya cleared his throat, suddenly self-conscious. “Some of you already know this, but I want to make it official. We have news. Many news, actually for the coming year.  The first…  Is a goodbye.”
The entire team turned to face Eric, and everyone knew already, but the announcement was going to sting regardless.
Eric stood, mock-saluting the team, and waited for the noise to settle. “I want to thank you idiots for making my last season in the league the best one.  I finally got my Stanley Cup, a Pack I was proud to be a part of, and…  Got to be part of history too. I thought about dragging it out for another season, but with the new baby and the fact that our rookie goalie Collins is, in my eyes, fit to take my place, I think it’s time to head on out.”
There were a few awws, but mostly more laughter and a genuine, warm applause.  Collins, the rookie goalie, ran up and hugged Eric tightly.
When the noise settled, Eric looked at Kyle and squeezed his hand. “I’m not going anywhere, though. You’ll see me at every game, probably screaming at the refs from the stands. Thing is, I want to be home as a stay-at-home dad, and I want Kyle to get his turn for his time in the sun.” He looked around, proud. “Dr. Swift now, if you can believe it.  In fact, he’s going to be working with the league as a mental health specialist. So, if any of you need to talk about your feelings, or if you have a nervous breakdown when Dion inevitably gets the C on his jersey, he’ll be there.”
Terrified screams of “Captain Dion” set many laughing, Dion laughing, and a few people genuinely scared.
Kyle, a little red in the face, stood up. “Seriously, though. This team showed more heart this year than most therapists see in a decade. Next season, take care of each other, on the ice and off. The game takes a lot out of you. Don’t let it take more than it should.”
The crowd raised their glasses. Ilya felt a weird tightness in his chest, but a good one.
Eric bowed, sat, and was immediately mobbed by three of the defensemen, who tried to lift him out of his seat.
Ilya, emboldened, knocked the railing again for attention. “We do have…  One more goodbye.  Though, this one is not as long as you might think and is not really goodbye.  Is more like…  See you soon.”
He caught Shane’s eye. Shane nodded, then stood up himself. He climbed onto a lawn chair and looked out over the crowd.
Suddenly, the entire crowd went dead still.  Fear rumbled through most of the team.
“I’ll keep it short,” Shane said. “This was the hardest year of my life, and I still can’t believe we won. I still can’t believe any of this happened, honestly. You guys are my family, and I love you. …and because you’re my family, I wanted to tell you first before you heard it on the news.  I’m going to be sitting out the next season.”
The hush was instant, sharp as a slap.
Dion was first to blurt, “What the fuck, Captain?”  Not in anger.  More like in hurt, like shock, and like genuine pain.
Troy was up on both feet.  He looked ready to punch someone.  “Is someone giving you shit?  Give us a name and we take care of it.” He asked.
Shane just grinned, rubbing the back of his neck. “Not exactly. Don’t worry, I’ll be around, helping with coaching, helping with video, helping with practice, whatever you need. Though I won’t be on the ice until the year after. I’ve got a new job, and it’s going to take a lot of my time.” He pointed at his stomach. “Turns out, growing two Stanley Cup winners takes a lot out of you.  Being a future Dad is tough business.”
Then, because neither of them wanted another “disaster” of a reveal messing, Ilya help up the ultrasound, marking Baby A and Baby B.  “Shane is pregnant and having twins in February!” Ilya shouted, so that everyone could hear and understand, clearly.
It took a second, but then the yard exploded.
People rushed Shane, nearly tipping the chair over, hugging him, yelling. The PAMs formed a wall around him and started bombarding him with questions about names and cravings and making plans for baby shower dates. Dion immediately proposed a betting pool on the baby’s designation and gender.  Everyone was a mix of smiles, tears, or joy.
Shane, for once, didn’t even try to banter back. He just took the love and let himself be pulled from group to group, everyone wanting to touch his shoulder or clap his back.
When the shouting faded, Shane caught Ilya’s gaze across the yard. The world narrowed for a second: just the two of them, all the noise dropping away, nothing but the glow of the sun and the promise of something big and new.
Ilya raised his drink.
“To Pack,” he said, voice hoarse.
Shane raised his own. “To Pack.”
Everyone else followed, a clatter of glasses and plastic cups and toddler sippy mugs.
The toast echoed out over the lake, and for one impossible, perfect moment, everything felt as it should be: safe, strong, and full of love.
 
 
+++++
 
Shane Hollander, Captain and Center of the Montreal Voyagers, announces maternity leave for next season, with hopes of returning the season after.  Hollander will be assisting the team as an assistant coach and keeping the Voyagers in line for their next run at the Stanley Cup.  Ilya Hollander, formerly Rozanov, announced as Captain for team, with all parties excited that the Torchbearer will be leading in the Golden Omega’s place.  
Fans are excited, nervous, and cautious about what this could mean for the next season, especially with the upcoming NHL draft for the "new generation" of hockey.
Will the up and coming Swiss player Luca Haas, the 18-year old Omega prodigy, who has made waves overseas in Zurich's leagues and was on a list to be on the national Olympic team, make a splash in the NHL?   When asked if his interest in playing in the NHL was on the table, Haas stated that "he'd never had an interest before, until this year", stating that that #Omegapunch movement made playing in North America more attractive, and with Shane Hollander winning the Stanley Cup as an Omega, made him believe he could find a future in the league.  From our inside sources, it appears that he has been in talks with the NHL in the last few weeks.  Many are hopeful that Haas will be the first of many Omegas to finally be drafted into the NHL.
Though, above all else, we now must ask ourselves…  Does the Hollander Twins deserve their name on the Stanley Cup?  We’ll hear more from our guest speaker after the break.
 
A lazy Sunday. 
Come the next day, Monday morning, Shane and Ilya would be pulled back into the world of hockey, marketing, their responsibilities to the team, and the first stages of parenthood. 
Light filtered through the curtains in stripes, and the only sound was the sports news update, and Queen snoring contentedly on her cushion by the window. Shane and Ilya lay in bed, sheets twisted and half-kicked to the foot, their legs hopelessly tangled.
Pregnancy had given way to a new routine for their weekends: lazy mornings with no alarms, unhurried breakfasts, and then a long, slow stretch where neither of them did anything more strenuous than read or trade off who got to feed the other.
Ilya, bare-chested and still rumpled from sleep, held a bowl of fruit balanced on his abs. He picked out pieces of mango and pressed them to Shane’s lips, waiting until Shane chewed and swallowed before popping another slice in his own mouth.
Between bites, Shane had the pregnancy book propped on his knees. Every few lines, he’d sigh dramatically or make a face, or, more often than not, snort with laughter.
“I can’t believe this is real,” Shane muttered, scanning the chapter headings. “Did you know my pecs are going to swell up and get tender? That’s before the milk even starts. This is a nightmare.”
Ilya leaned over, one eyebrow up. “I like your pecs.  I think your pecs being bigger is not bad thing.”
“You’ll like them even more when they’re twice as big and needs pumping,” Shane shot back, but he was smiling.
Ilya reached out and gave Shane’s chest a playful squeeze, grinning when Shane yelped. “I will be gentle. Or else you punish me.”
Shane rolled his eyes, flipping a page. “It also says here that I’m supposed to get mood swings, morning sickness, and a sudden aversion to foods. Great.  Hope it’s just the chicken.  If I lose pickles, you’re in deep shit man.”
Ilya picked up the Omega Parenting pamphlet from the bedside table, then held up his own book. “Listen to this. ‘Alpha partners often experience protective urges and anxiety during Omega gestation. These can manifest as increased possessiveness, extreme food hoarding, or the instinct to nest.’” He made a dramatic face. “Last night I tried to hide your protein bars so nobody else could eat them. Even though it is just us here.  Me.  I hid them from me, Shane.  How stupid is my Alpha brain going to get?”
Shane started laughing, then muffled the sound with a pillow. “Please tell me you didn’t actually put them in the freezer.”
“I did. Next to your phone.  You were doomscrolling after announcement.  Phone made you sad, so I punished it.”
“I knew it.”
Ilya set the bowl aside and rolled closer, bracketing Shane with his arms. “Also says Alpha may develop urge to be near Omega at all times. May not want to go to work. May want to build den and never leave.  Would not be so bad.”
“You’re becoming a full-time hover husband,” Shane teased, but he didn’t move away. “Is that what the experts call it?”
“Alpha Hovering. Very scientific.”
They lay like that for a while, breathing in the quiet. Ilya let his fingers trace the lines of Shane’s body, pausing over the bare belly, still as flat and toned as ever but now a source of endless fascination.
He bent down and pressed a kiss to the skin, then another, and then paused, nostrils flaring.
Shane tugged Ilya towards him, their mouths meeting soft and warm. For a long minute, there was nothing but the press of skin.
When Shane finally broke away, he whispered, “I love you.”
Ilya rested his forehead to Shane’s. “I love you, too. Always.”
They lay back, the books forgotten, the bowl of fruit abandoned, and drifted back toward sleep. Soon, Queen woke, stretched, and padded into the room, launching herself onto the end of the bed and curling up over their feet.  Making sure to keep Shane’s warm.
 






      

  












      Chapter 25: Dawn
  








  While Shane knew the role of “assistant coach” was little more than a placeholder, he still wanted to do his best.  Not just for the team, but for himself.
The first Voyagers practice of the new season (the worst practice, which came right up after everyone returned from their vacations) started in an two hours, and while he might not have to actually play, he still wanted to take this seriously.  The Voyagers and the Rose Landry Foundation worked tirelessly to make his “maternity contract” fair for everyone involved, and he wasn’t going to spit in the face of their work. 
So, naturally, he’d set out his best pair of jeans and a Voyagers shirt and jacket. He’d ironed everything, too, just to make a statement. He was ready to stride onto the bench, record the team with Harris, take notes, mark where there was room for improvement, and try his best to inspire the team from afar.
Unfortunately, his “winning spirit” was dead in the water.  Literally.
Shane was clutching the porcelain rim of the guest bathroom toilet, retching his guts out at 6:17 in the morning and trying not to wake Ilya.  The morning sickness, much to Shane’s disappointment, had finally reared its ugly head.
Queen was watching from the doorway.  She looked like she might call an ambulance at any moment, but instead chose to start barking, to wake up the other occupant in the house for help instead. Shane, gasping and damp with sweat, tried to ask her to be quiet, but was cut off as he started dry-heaving again.
“You okay?!” Ilya’s voice thundered from the bedroom.
Shane opened his mouth to answer, but another wave hit and he doubled over. He heard heavy footfalls, then the door swung open and Ilya appeared, woken from his slumber with a start, and very, very concerned.
“I’m so sorry, love,” Ilya said, all but kneeling at Shane’s side. He grabbed a washcloth, wet it with cool water, and pressed it to Shane’s forehead. “Let it out.”
Shane groaned. Much to his disappointment, he “let it out” three more times before all of the prior night’s dinner was gone.
After a brief absence, Ilya walked back into the bathroom, squeezed Shane’s shoulder, then offered a bottle of cold water. “Sip slow.”
Shane, after washing his mouth out, sipped the ice water. It stayed down, barely. He breathed, sweat cooling on his skin, and managed to croak, “Thanks.”
Ilya smiled, then rubbed his back with broad, soothing strokes. For a while, they just sat there, Shane’s cheek pressed to the toilet lid, Queen licking the backs of his knees for moral support.
Eventually, Shane said, “I’ll be fine, now.”
They made their way back into the living room, where Shane laid out on the couch and tried to recover himself.  They still had time to get ready and make it to the stadium.
“You want us to try what Jackie and Kyle recommended?”
Shane groaned.  He really didn’t want anything else in his stomach right now but Jackie had all but threatened violence upon him if he didn’t listen to her.  “Fine.  Just bring the trash can too.  Just in case.”
Ilya made his way to the kitchen, and Shane could hear him setting out a kettle and starting to heat up water.  The smell of a peppermint tea, a gift from Kyle and his “life saver” for morning sickness was brewing.  Then came the gentle chops of a knife cutting into fruit.  Jackie’s suggestion was the only way to beat morning sickness was to fight back, and fruit had a way of easily settling her stomach.  He prayed it worked.
Before long, Ilya was back at Shane’s side with a tray.  On it was a steaming mug of tea, and a plate of sliced fruits: orange, green apple, even a few strawberries and blueberries. “Try,” he said, “…but slow.”
Shane picked up an apple slice, nibbled the edge. To his surprise, it was good, his body shivered at the tartness, but no wave of doom followed. He sipped the tea, which was slightly bitter even with the peppermint sweetness, but it made his stomach unclench.  Like a muscle that had finally decided to stop cramping. After two more apple slices, he risked a strawberry.
“We’re getting Jackie and Kyle a gift basket.” Shane demanded.
Ilya laughed, ruffling Shane’s hair and pressing a kiss against his forehead.
For a while, there was only the clink of utensils as Ilya started making his own breakfast to fuel the upcoming practice. Shane watched Ilya out of the corner of his eye. The Alpha wore only a pair of threadbare sweats and nothing else (which were getting tighter and tighter with each passing day), his hair was getting wilder by the week which he refused to cut, and his new beard had reached “lumberjack” proportions. Ilya’s jaw was bristly and sharp, but his eyes were so soft that Shane wanted to pull Ilya to the couch and stay by his side.  Forever.
“Do you want me to stay home today?  We could call in sick.” Ilya asked, a little too casual.
“No.  I have to learn to deal with this, every Omega does,” Shane said, wistfully as his dreams of playing hookey with Ilya was overpowered by his urge to be a responsible player. “Besides, it’s your first day as Captain.  You need to set the tone for the next year, and I have to do the same if I’m actually going to help with coaching.”
They finished breakfast, and Shane went to the master bath to finish getting ready while Ilya did the dishes.
This, too, did not go as planned.
The first warning sign was his favorite pair of boxer-briefs: they felt uncomfortably tight around the hips.  Thankfully, they still fit, but they were like a second layer of skin instead of a fabric. The second problem was the jeans, which refused to button, even with the patented “hold your breath and pray” maneuver. When he finally got them zipped, they pressed into his waist like a chastity belt.
Shane sucked in, glared at the mirror, and tugged the blue Voyagers shirt over his head. It stuck halfway, then finally gave way with a loud popping sound. The shirt, once “tailored” to his fit, now dug into his sides and shoulders with the subtlety of a sausage casing in a microwave.
He looked in the mirror.
Really looked.
Oh. Well, there it was.  The obvious explanation.
Just above the line of his boxers, his abdomen had the barest suggestion of a curve. Not a “bump,” not yet, but more than he’d ever seen before. Shane pinched at the flesh, then did a double-take as his own reflection. There was a new roundness to his pecs, too, which had them looming over the rest of his body, and the upper curve of his belly was definitely fuller.
Dr. Holly had warned him about this. “It’s not just the babies,” she’d said, “you’re making extra blood, extra tissue, your uterus is growing, your pecs are prepping. Expect to gain more weight than you think, especially with twins. It’s healthy. It’s normal. Don’t get in your own head about it.  Just expect to need some new clothes sooner than later.”
Still. Shane felt the urge to hide in a cave for a month.  He’d never been…  “Big” before.  Not like this, anyway.  Not without muscles to compliment it.
He poked his belly, frowned, then yelled, “Ilya! Can you come here?!”
Ilya appeared instantly, moving faster than Shane thought was possible. “What is wrong?”
“Look.” Shane pointed at the curve. “I’m curving already. It’s been, like, eight weeks. How is this fair?  I know I’ve got twins, but like…  I thought I’d have a little more time…”
Ilya lit up like the Stanley Cup itself was in the room. “It is beautiful! You are so strong! Babies are growing big and healthy already. I am very proud of you.” Then, without asking, he pressed a kiss to Shane’s lower belly, right above the waistband. “You look amazing, my love.  So do you, my lovely children.”
Shane blushed, flustered.  He’d been taken aback by the affection. “You’re supposed to say it’s not noticeable. Or at least lie to me.”
“I never lie to you, and besides, is true. You look the best.” Ilya said it with such warmth, Shane had to look away or risk getting choked up.
“Great. Super. Well, my pants don’t fit. What am I supposed to wear, pajamas to practice?”
“Easy,” Ilya said. He reached for his phone, thumbed through something, and then said, “I order you best maternity pants. We have urgent delivery on app.  They’ll be here before we leave.  I pay extra.  Do you like grey or pink?”
“Don’t you fucking dare put me maternity clothes this early.  I can just get a size up.  Right?” Shane said, but Ilya was already grinning, proud.
“No suffering for my Omega.  You will be comfortable and happy.  Jackie tells me these maternity clothes fit and breathe and won’t pinch.  You want to be comfortable, yes?” Ilya said, and this time there was steel in it. 
Shane snorted, seeing the fire in Ilya’s eyes. “Fine…  …but what am I supposed to do in the meantime?”
Ilya shrugged, then padded into the bedroom. He rummaged, then returned with a pair of his own sweatpants and one of his soft shirts.
“Try these for now,” Ilya said.
Shane rolled his eyes, but slipped them on. The sweatpants rode low, but were soft and forgiving. Even the shirt, which wasn’t more than a size larger than Shane usually wore, looked less “stuffed sausage” and more “trendy oversized.” He caught his own reflection again, and maybe it was just because he was wearing Ilya’s clothes, or maybe because he’d really grown into his own skin as an Omega, but had to admit: he looked… pretty good.
“See?” Ilya said, brimming with pride. “Now you look like hockey superstar Ilya Hollander. Very fashionable, at last.”
Shane snorted. “Shut up.” But when Ilya pressed another kiss to the top of his head, Shane melted a little.
Ilya nuzzled at his neck, beard prickling. “You are so perfect, Shane. Even better than the first time I saw you. I am going to eat you alive.”
Shane grinned, half-daring. “The phrase is, “I’m could eat you up”.
“Same difference.”  Ilya pressed kiss after kiss into Shane’s neck and back.  He practically purred.
“You want to make out before practice, is that it?”
Ilya’s hands tightened. “Is always yes.”
For a moment, they were a tangle on the bed, Shane still in his oversized shirt and borrowed sweats, Ilya’s hands hot and sure. Ilya, time and again, kept raising the shirt up, breaking their kisses at the mouth to press deep into Shane’s large pecs and the gentle curve. 
“Beautiful.  Gorgeous.  Mine.”  Ilya whispered in Russian.  Words that Shane could finally translate himself after hearing them so many times in the last year. 
Shane, for his part, just laid back and took whatever Ilya gave him.  He wasn’t interested in sex right then.  Not by a long shot, which he could tell Ilya had caught on to quickly enough.  No, that morning was about closeness.  About love and adoration.  Proof that Shane was still desirable, even when he wasn’t…  Himself.
“Ilya passed with flying colors.” Shane thought, and he felt his Alpha suck a deep hickey onto Shane’s mating bite.
They kissed for the better part of an hour until Queen barked from the kitchen, and the doorbell rang with a delivery of Shane’s new clothes
 “Time’s up,” Shane said, as he finally broke away, breathing hard.  “We’re going to be late, if we don’t get in the car soon.” he said, mock-stern.
Ilya pouted, big and dramatic. “Only little late. Will be fashionably Alpha late.  Just a few more hundred kisses for my love.”
Shane shoved him. “Get dressed, you animal.  We have a season to win.”
Ilya’s smiled. “Eh.  Already won stupid cup.  Would rather have my beautiful husband.”
“Ilya.”  Shane growled, glaring daggers.  “Hockey now. You can debauch me later, but only If practice goes well enough.”
Off the bed in record time, Ilya was dressed, had Shane’s new clothes fluffed in the dryer for warmth and put on him in ten minutes flat.  They ended up being about 5 minutes early to practice.
“Good boy,” Shane teased as he shoved Ilya into the locker room at the stadium.
 
+++++
 
A week after practice restarted for the Voyagers, and Ilya was taking his training as Captain seriously.  The pack respected him, yes, but he wanted to be damn sure it was earned, and not just because he was Shane’s mate.
Today, his body was brimming with strength.  He’d pushed past his limits hours ago, and he was still on a hot streak.  Right now, he worked on bench-pressing in the home gym while a pile of protein bar wrappings formed a kind of ceremonial arch on the ground beside him.
He pressed, locked, grunted the bar into the rack with a noise somewhere between a roar and a wheeze.  Sweat stung his eyes. His biceps had gone into full Dad Bulk mode.  His chest was like a steel drum, and he swore his back had expanded an inch in every direction.
He stood, pawed at his shirt, then caught himself in the mirror.  For a second, he didn’t recognize himself.
He looked…  dangerous. 
The beard was now fully in, thick and dark, and if he flexed his jaw just right, he could almost pass for his own father in his prime as a soldier.  Body hair was growing in places he never knew it could, and thicker in the places he knew they would.  His shoulders looked wider than the doorframe. 
The new version of Ilya was less “hockey athlete” and more “armored tank bodybuilder.”  He didn’t even bother with shirts at home anymore.  Both because Shane hated him wearing it, and because they always felt tight against himself.
Ilya thought back to the pamphlet Dr. Holly had given him.  The pamphlet was full of drawings: some kind of weird, “dad bod” cartoon, beard getting thicker, hair sprouting, even a warning about “overgrown nails.”  It read like an instruction manual for a werewolf at best, or about a second puberty at worst.  At the bottom, in smaller font: “You may feel an increase in possessive urges, compulsive nesting, and a desire to become ‘the best version of yourself’ for your future child. This is normal, but seek help if aggression or depression starts to set in.”
“Normal,” he snorted.  “If you say so pamphlet.”  Ilya loaded another set of plates. 
In his head, he kept picturing why he needed to be stronger.  He wanted, needed, to be strong enough to hold Shane, protect Shane, be the Alpha he’d always told himself he’d become for his Shane.  The one that could never be erased, or replaced, or left behind.  The one that would never be thought of bitterly, like his old man had been.  The kind of Alpha the pack needed him to be, the one Shane had faith in, and the one that his twins could feel protected by, for the rest of their lives.
This time, he went for three sets in a row, burning his arms to the extreme.  He liked the burn.  It made him feel alive, present, and was a reminder that he truly was getting stronger.
When he finally collapsed on the bench an hour later, he checked the time.  He had about 5 hours to kill.  Then he’d pick up Shane from the exhibition games Montreal was hosting in preparation for the Draft, where his mate been watching the new talent for the year.  Then they’d have a late afternoon practice for the team, a fancy dinner at the place Shane had been talking about all week, and then home for…  Anything Shane wanted.
Anything.
He stripped in the bathroom, relished the sharp sting of cold water, which cooled him down and got him his second wind of the day.  Ilya toweled off, ran fingers through the beard, then got dressed and walked downstairs to the garage.
Once upon a time it had been his favorite room in the house.  It wasn’t a “man cave”, but pretty close all the same.  Once it’d been his pride and joy.  Now?  Well, it gave him a cramp in his stomach these days.
It was a museum of mistakes: a row of sports cars, all different makes and models, lined up like a string of toxic ex-girlfriends.  There were hot rods and muscle cars and two motorcycles, one so expensive Ilya was ashamed to drive it in public these days.  None of them were safe enough for his Shane, so he hadn’t drove any of them in well over a year.  Especially not now when Shane was carrying their babies.
He ran a hand over the cherry-red hood of his first love, the Porsche 911 GT3.  He’d bought it after his rookie season, spent more on it than he had ever made in Russia, and almost died twice in it before the insurance company threatened to blacklist him after six speeding tickets.
“I drove like a man who yearned for death…”
Nowadays, they were pointless, all of them.  Just a mistake, waiting to happen.
He grabbed a folding chair, sat between the Porsche and the old Mustang, and stared at the wall for a long time.
He remembered something from his rookie year in the NHL.
A kid named Benny, a defenseman from Regina.  Good kid, all muscle and gaudy jewelry and a nervous smile.  One night, the guys all went out after a win, and Benny took a curve too fast in his newly bought sports car and smashed into a brick building, while trying to show off for the guys. 
“He didn’t make it. Died. Instantly.”
Left behind nothing but a pretty corpse and a pile of speeding tickets.
It sat with Ilya, even now.  The idea of dying stupid, or worse, leaving nothing behind.
Once upon a time, he wouldn’t have minded.  These days?
“Hell no.”
He looked at the row of cars.  What was he going to do, teach his kids to drive them?  Let his Omega race around Montreal and get hit by a bus?  Idiocy.  All of it. 
He picked up his phone and dialed a number from memory. 
After three rings, she answered.
“Ilya! Is the world on fire?  You haven’t called my personal line in years.” Svetlana’s voice, his Financial Manager, brisk as always.
“Maybe.  Can you come over, please?  Important.  Need to see you face to face for this one.”
There was a pause.  Then, “I’ll be there in an hour.  You want food or drink?  I can claim it’s a business expense.”
“Both.”
He hung up.
Svetlana arrived with two coffees, one for her, one for Ilya, and a tray of suspiciously expensive pastries from a high-end bakery that even Ilya was uncomfortable spending money at. 
She looked the same as she did when they were teenagers back in Russia, both of them with fathers from a war long since lost, both of them escaping to Canada for a second chance at a happy life: short, intense, curly auburn hair done up with curls dancing along her sides as she stepped.  A warmer, darker skin tone that was flawless from years of excellent skin care that might even put Shane’s snails to shame.
Though these days, she was a bit different.  As a Financial Manager to the rich and famous, some far more rich and far more famous than Ilya could even fathom, Svetlana now dressed like she was about to buy or sell a small country, in sleep black outfits and understated golden jewelry, both which probably cost tens of thousands at least.  She gave him a long, appraising look as he opened the door.
“Your beard is spectacular,” she said. “You look like man fucked a bear and you were the result.”
“You look like you are going to Milan for fashion show and going to fuck a Prince of a small nation and slit his neck while he sleeps to inherit throne,” Ilya shot back, and they hugged, hard and fast.
“Missed you, fuzzy bear.”
“Missed you, ice queen.”
They broke their hug, with Ilya guiding her through their home.
“I hear you have news,” Svetlana said as she set up shop at the kitchen table. “Marriage, twins, now you are Alpha and Captain of the team. I am hurt you didn’t call me sooner.”
“Was busy.  Know you are busier with important things,” Ilya said.
Svetlana raised an eyebrow.  “I suppose.  I am proud of you, by the way.  I watched every playoff game. Made me miss the days when I managed the Boston Bears.”
“Thank you.” He bit into a pastry, then said, “We can catch up some other time.  When we can do things properly.  Today, I need your help.  The real help.  You, who manages my finances and makes me fucking rich.”
She leaned in, business mode. “Tell me.”
Ilya took a deep breath. “I want to sell the cars. All of them. Replace with safer alternative for family of four and dog.”
Svetlana did a spit take with her coffee, covering Ilya’s face with it.  “All of them!?”
Ilya nodded.  “With the money you make, set up something for twins.  College, trust, whatever it is spoiled North American children want. I don’t want my kids to ever be…  to ever have nothing.  Then, take some from my personal spending allowance and start building nest egg.  No scary stocks or bullshit.  Needs to be safe.  Investments that won’t go bad.”  He paused, then added, “If something happens to me, you make sure Shane and the babies are secure. Always.”
There was a long, quiet, terrifying pause between the two.  Svetlana looked at Ilya like he was a three-heated beast.
Svetlana’s face softened and she wiped his face off. “Ilya, you are not going to die.”
He shrugged.  “Benny and my mother thought that, too.”  Ilya sighed, biting down on his lip.  “Nobody can know the future.  I just want to be prepared.  In case.  I don’t want to die anytime soon.  I have children and my love to watch over, but today I just…  I want to be sure.  Please?”
Svetlana nodded, then took out a tablet from her bag and began tapping away.  “Easily done.  There are plenty of buyers who would kill for those cars. I will list everything for auction, get best price, set up trust and nest egg.  Honestly, we might also want to think about alternatives to flat money.  Maybe a college fund or a separate fund, in case they turn out not to be hockey prodigies?”
“Both,” Ilya said. “Maybe they want to be pianist. Maybe they want to be President. I don’t care.  I want them to have it all.”
Svetlana smiled, small and real. “You have changed, Ilya. Used to be all about you.  Now, it is all about the future.”
He blinked, surprised at the sting in his eyes. “I just want…  I want them to know I tried.  That at one point, their father…  Their father wanted the world for them.”
“You are doing great and they aren’t even here yet,” she said, and reached across to squeeze his hand.
They went over numbers for a while. Svetlana was a shark, and Ilya trusted her more than any suit or lawyer in Montreal.  She promised to set up everything, handle all the logistics, and keep it off the news that Ilya was doing a lot of money moving.
“One more thing,” Ilya said as she packed up.  “Can you get me aggressive life insurance?  Like, if I get hit by a bus, or a puck, or…  I want Shane to have enough money to do whatever he wants. Even if he wants to buy a hockey team.  I am sure he would be fine no matter what, but…  I want to care for my love, too.”
Svetlana laughed, bright and loud.  “Easy.  I have contacts.  He will be set for life.”
Ilya grinned, then said, “Maybe not tell him until later. He is proud.  He wants to work.  He wants to be in charge.  Is best part about him.”
Svetlana eyed him, then said, “You picked good mate.  Better than you deserve, even.”
He smirked. “I know.”
They hugged, long this time, and Svetlana whispered, “You’re going to be a good Papa.  Better than ours ever were.”
“Is only thing I ever want,” Ilya whispered back.
She left, and the house felt lighter than when she’d entered.  He went to the garage, looked at the cars again, and imagined them gone.  Replaced, maybe, by a tricycle or a basketball hoop.  Or maybe nothing at all.  Just open space, waiting to be filled by a tomorrow he was excited to see coming.
 
+++++
 
Shane had always thought the rink looked weird from ice level when you weren’t skating on it.
Today, he sat on the Voyagers’ bench, one leg folded under him, the other propped on the rail. He kept a red spiral notebook open on his knee, scrawl filling the page as he watched his teammates run lines and sprints and take shots.
He was taking notes, “strategic observations,” the GM had called it, while Harris ran the recording equipment and took video for later review. Shane called out corrections as they came, mostly on the younger players, but even some of the veterans had room to improve.
While his teammates took the advice to heart, there was a bigger problem that came with the new role, and he started taking additional notes on the side. Shane was cataloguing every way the team was treating him like a cross between a houseplant and a bomb with a ten-second timer.
Troy was first. He coasted by the bench during a break in drills, pulled up to Shane, and, without a word, uncapped a fresh bottle of water and handed it over. “You good?” he said, low.
“I’m great,” Shane said, accepting the bottle with a wary side-eye.
“You need anything, you just yell for me,” Troy said, like a mafioso. “Doesn’t matter if it’s practice or after hours. I’ll bring you whatever.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “I’m not on bedrest, Troy. I’m literally here. I’m fine.”
Troy shrugged. “Just saying. If you want, like, Gatorade, or pickles, or whatever, I’ll get it.  You need to stay strong, you know?”
“Duly noted,” Shane said. “Maybe try not to get cross-checked on your next sprint?”
Troy snorted and skated off.
Next up, Hayden.
He slid in behind Shane during line changes and squatted, leaning his chin on Shane’s shoulder. “Hey. You cold?”
“It’s a fucking ice rink, Hayden.”
Hayden nodded, solemn. “Right, right. But, like, if you want a parka or something, I can get one from the trainer’s room.”
Shane snickered. “I’m fine. I’ve played in Montreal since puberty, you think I can’t handle a little chill?”
Hayden grinned, then gestured at the notebook. “What are you writing?”
“Nothing about you.  You’re beyond saving,” Shane lied, shielding the page.
Hayden stole a look, read the words “Hayden still bites on every dummy play. See video from 7:38,” and made a hurt face. “That’s rude, Coach.”
“Go run your drills, Pike.  You do bite it on every dummy play, by the way.  Get your head in the game!”
Hayden winked, then zipped back onto the ice.
Dion was subtler, but no less obvious. He trundled over, helmet off, hair sticking up in sweaty spikes, and cleared his throat.
Shane looked up. “What?”
“Uh.” Dion shoved his hands in his pockets, glanced down, scuffed the floor with his skate guard. “You doing okay?”
Shane considered making a joke about being fragile or made of glass, but Dion’s face was so earnest he couldn’t. “I’m fine,” he said, “just, you know. Pregnant. Not dead.”
Dion nodded, then said, “If you want, I could carry you to your car after practice. In case it’s too far.”
Shane snorted, then instantly regretted it when Dion looked mortified.
“I mean, I don’t mean you can’t walk, I just, Hayden said….  Twin pregnancies are dangerous sometimes, so I…” Dion’s ears were already bright pink.
“Dion. You don’t have to carry me anywhere,” Shane said, fighting a smile. “If you want to help, work on  your support after face-offs.”
Dion’s face relaxed, and he gave a thumbs up. “Ten-four, Captain.” Then, a moment later, he added, “If you do want to get carried, though, it’s no trouble. You’re very light. For now.  I mean, until you get you…  You know…  Big?”
Shane dead-eyed him, but Dion just smiled, realized his stupidity and ran off the ice for his life.
The last straw was Harris, who appeared mid-practice with a fistful of chocolate bars and a steaming mug of hot cocoa.
“Seriously?” Shane said.
Harris nodded. “Read an article. Sometimes chocolate helps with the…” He made a vague gesture at Shane’s midsection. “Cravings, and the emotional, uh, rollercoaster.  Bloodflow I think?”
“I don’t have emotional rollercoasters,” Shane said. “Right now, I have one feeling: annoyed.”
Harris grinned. “That’s okay. I have enough feelings for both of us.” He sat, hip to hip with Shane, then lowered his voice. “You know why everyone’s doing this, right?”
“Because you’re all morons?”
Harris shrugged. “Nah. It’s because you’re family. None of us can do shit to help with, like, the hard part. Can’t carry the twins, can’t make you less sick, can’t take the pain of cramps or sore feet, and can’t even skate for you next season. So, we do whatever we can. Bring water, bring chocolate, act like idiots.” He elbowed Shane. “You’re like a guy on the ice about to get checked and nobody can reach you in time, but at least we can help you back up after.”
Shane felt his jaw go tight, but he forced it to unclench. “You don’t have to coddle me.”
“We do,” Harris said, absolutely certain. “Pack is pack. Even when you’re not our Captain anymore. Especially then.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but didn’t tell him to stop.
Harris leaned back, hands behind his head. “You’d do the same thing, by the way.”
Shane tried to protest, but Harris interrupted, “Remember when Dion had that concussion and you practically organized the whole team in the hospital for him and then arranged for him to have a meal train for two weeks?”
“That was different,” Shane muttered, putting his head down, but Harris just grinned.
Before Shane could argue, Collins, the once-rookie goalie and now their starting goaling, still with his youthful early-twenties naive and shy smile, popped up from behind the bench. “Hey, Shane? I brought you a blanket from the locker room. They said it’s, uh, hypoallergenic.  Should help keep you warm.”
Shane stared at the blanket, then at Collins. “You do know I’m not going to, like, have a baby on the bench, right?”
Collins nodded. “I just wanted you to be comfortable.”
Shane considered protesting, but the bench was cold, and honestly, his ass was starting to hurt. He took the blanket, wrapped it around his waist, and felt the last vestiges of self-respect dissolve. “Fine.  You’re lucky this bench is hard.”
Collins nodded, solemn as a priest.
Shane leaned back, wrapped in a blanket, sipping cocoa, and watched the team run through the last set of drills. He’d never admit it out loud, but they were working harder than he’d ever seen. Faster, sharper, meaner. Even Dion looked like he might actually win a fight this year.
Shane made a note in his spiral: “Pack morale: dangerously high. Seem obsessed with proving themselves to pregnant Omega.  Weaponize as needed.”
When practice ended, he watched his guys funnel into the locker room. Before the doors closed, three different teammates called out, “Need help to the car, Coach?” and Shane flipped all of them off with the hand not holding a chocolate bar.
 
+++++
 
Most nights, Ilya could sleep through a thunderstorm, a war zone, or Shane watching YouTube highlight reels at full volume in bed.
Not that night.
Smell?  Wrong.
Warmth?  Cold.
Danger senses?  Active.
He rolled over at 2:17 a.m., expecting the soft weight of his husband pressed against his back. Instead, the sheets were cool, empty, and, after a quick paw of the surrounding area, completely devoid of Shane. Queen was curled at the end of the bed, but even she looked perplexed at the absence.
Instantly, every cell in Ilya’s body went cold.
He was halfway down the hall before he even registered moving, a surge of pure adrenaline propelling him through the dark. In his mind, every possible disaster: Shane fainted in the bathroom after throwing up, Shane passed out from low blood sugar, Shane abducted by vengeful Toronto fans.
But there, halfway down the hallway, he spotted him: Shane, in Ilya’s t-shirt and the new maternity pants, standing sheepish and blinking in the glow of the open fridge in the kitchen.
For a moment, Ilya just breathed, willing his heart rate to normalize.
Shane turned, caught in the act, a hunk of cheddar in one hand and a pickle spear in the other. “Shit. Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”
Ilya’s urge was to scold, but the sight of his mate, blinking like a raccoon in the night, was too ridiculous to inspire anything but tenderness. “Why are you up?”
Shane lowered the cheese, cheeks pink. “Uh. I was hungry. Like, really hungry. I thought if I snuck down, I could eat and go back to bed, no big deal.  I didn’t want to wake you.”
Ilya padded down, circled behind, and wrapped both arms around Shane’s waist. “You do not have to sneak food or be ninja. I want you to have what you need. Is my job.  Be as loud as you want.  Wake me if you need things.  I’d rather you be in bed and resting.  Your rest is more important.”
“Ilya, you have an early meeting tomorrow. You don’t have to…” Shane tried to protest, but Ilya was already in full Alpha mode.
“No,” Ilya rumbled. “Is Alpha’s sacred duty to provide. Now, you sit.” He physically hoisted Shane up by the armpits and deposited him onto a kitchen stool, ignoring Shane’s squawk of protest.
Shane grumbled, but there was no heat behind it. “You’re embarrassing these days, you know that right?”
Ilya ignored the complaint, raided the fridge, and began constructing a midnight snack of legend. He found the fruit Shane liked best, sliced cheese, opened two jars of pickles for variety, and arranged them on a platter. He added salami and the crackers Shane favored, then filled a glass with sparkling water and a twist of lemon. He surveyed the feast, then added a chocolate bar for good measure.
He set the tray in front of Shane, then stood back, arms crossed. “Eat, please.”
Shane hesitated, then dug in. After a minute, his eyes fluttered in near-religious bliss.
Ilya sat next to him, chin propped in his palm, just watching.
After a while, Shane looked up, mouth full of cheese. “Sorry I’m such a cliché. I read online that some people don’t get cravings or insane appetites. Thought maybe I’d be one of the lucky ones.”
“Is not cliché,” Ilya said, voice soft. “Is biology. You are building two miracles.”
Shane swallowed, then snorted. “At least they’d be well-fed miracles at the very least.”  He at in silence for a while, interrupted only by Queen’s hopeful glances from under the table as she joined them.
When the plate was nearly empty, Shane wiped his hands, then said, “You don’t have to wait up with me, you know.”
Ilya shook his head. “I like it. Makes me feel needed.”
Shane, softened by fatigue and cheese, reached over and squeezed his hand. “You are needed. More than you know.  Couldn’t have done any of this without you.  I’d still be…  Hiding.  Without you.”
They made their way back to the bedroom, Ilya shepherding Shane ahead of him. When they reached the bed, Shane flopped onto his back, sighing with relief.
“You want tummy time?” Shane mumbled, half-laughing.
Ilya didn’t wait for clarification. He lay down, head pillowed on Shane’s belly, and closed his eyes. For a long minute, there was only the sound of breathing and the occasional squeak of mattress springs.
He pressed a kiss to the soft curve, then whispered, “Grow strong, little ones. I hope you dream of skating very fast.  Is fun.”
Shane laughed, then got quiet.  “Do you think they can hear us yet?  I mean, I know they’re not…  Grown yet, but, I mean like…  Spiritually?  I don’t know what I’m saying.” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Ilya admitted. “…but I want them to know their Papa’s voice. Even if it is stupid.”
“It’s not stupid.  Nothing you say is stupid.  You’re…  You’re…,” Shane said, and then, without warning, a split second later, started to sob huge tears.
Ilya jerked upright. “What is wrong?”
Shane covered his eyes. “Nothing. Just. You’re going to be such a good Papa, and I love you so much, I’m terrified, I’m happy, I’m loved, and... I don’t know why I’m crying.”
“Mood swing.” Ilya thought.  He didn’t voice that realization.  Ilya wrapped him up, holding on tight. “Is okay. I cry sometimes too. Just usually in the shower so nobody can see.”
Shane laughed, snuffling, and Ilya wiped his tears with the side of his palm.
They lay back together, Ilya’s head resting on Shane’s belly, Shane’s hand tangled in Ilya’s hair. Ilya whispered one more goodnight to the twins, then closed his eyes.
Everything was back as it should be.  He allowed himself to rest again, and sleep.
 
+++++
 
Shane was not a nervous person. Deep down, he knew that regardless of what happened in the pre-season, the Voyagers, his pack, were going to be find.
Though, he’d blame his pregnancy for the nerves in his gut.
Tonight was the NHL draft, and he was watching it in the living room in his maternity pants, Ilya next to him with Queen on his lap and a bowl of popcorn the size of a baby pool.  He would have rather been there in person, with the rest of the Voyager Draft committee, who’d he’d been working with for weeks reviewing footage, but they thought it might be a poor image for Shane to “steal spotlight” from the rookies, and he couldn’t help but agree.
Voyagers, true to form for a team just won a Stanley Cup, were picking in the dead middle this year. They’d made a late run for a better pick, tried to wheel and deal with the bottom-dweller teams for a better position, but nobody wanted to give Montreal anything except “the privilege of a handshake.”
So, they got pick number seven from the lottery. It was fine. They’d get a half-good rookie that they’d either trade in a few years or hopefully manage to get a good backup goalie. 
Though…  Shane was frustrated with the outcome of the draft picks.
This year, everyone was talking about the Omega.
Not just any Omega: the Omega. Luca Haas, out of Switzerland, six feet of speed and snarl, who’d played in private leagues and was a big contender for the next Olympic games for his home country.  Hockey media called him “the next Shane Hollander,” and every single time someone said it, Shane wanted to crawl behind the sofa and die.  He felt so bad for Haas, not even in the league and already living in someone’s shadow.
“You have fans now,” Ilya said, popping popcorn in his mouth. “Is good thing, yes?”
Shane groaned. “Good for me.  I feel bad for the kid, though.  He already has other Alphas he has to compete again, and now he has to deal with me, too?”
They watched as pick after pick went off the board in announcements.
Three Alphas, two Betas, one random left wing from the that nobody had even listed on the scouting reports. The tension in Shane’s chest got tighter every time they skipped over Luca’s name.
On the TV, the Canadian hosts were having a field day.
 “Do you think the league is ready for another Omega in the top line?”
“What if it’s just a one-time thing?  Or what if the investment doesn’t pay off?” 
“Maybe no team wants to risk having another Hollander scenario on their hands.  Haas is young, and might get himself expecting and lose a year.” 
Every time his name came up, Shane winced.
“They think you are… how you say… unrepeatable?” Ilya said, amused.
“Apparently I’ve ruined it for every other Omega for a generation,” Shane grumbled. “Nobody wants to be the team who whiffs on the pick if he doesn’t work out.  They expect him to be as good as me from the word go.  Even though I’ve been playing for ten years now.”
Ilya’s brow furrowed. “Is unfair. He is best player in the group. Anyone with eyes can see this.”
Pick six came.
The Pittsburgh Penguins, to Shane’s surprise, called up an Alpha defenseman with a stat line that could charitably be called “average.” The crowd in the arena booed, and the commentators instantly pivoted to talking about how “this is clearly a joke, right?”.
Shane couldn’t take it. He reached for his phone, speed-dialed the Voyagers’ GM.
“Hey,” he barked. “You’re watching, right?”
On the other end: a cackle, then, “Shane, we’re aware and we’re shitting our pants. Don’t worry. If he’s there, we’re taking him. He’s the best player left.”
Shane relaxed. “Good. Just…don’t fuck this up, okay?”
The GM laughed. “Have I ever let you down?”
Shane almost said, “Actually, yes, three times,” but then the TV announcer’s voice boomed, “With the seventh overall pick, the Montreal Voyagers select… Luca Haas!”
In the broadcast, the camera zoomed to the draft floor, where a lone kid in a too-tight suit and perfect white smile stood up, completely alone at his table. For a second, he looked around as if sure he’d misheard, then someone from the league office hustled over, pressed a Voyagers cap into his hands, and pointed him to the stage.
Luca’s face broke open, joy like a sunbeam, and then he fist-pumped the air. The audience exploded. Even the commentators, caught off guard, had to admit it was “the right choice” and a “thank God someone has some sense, but the Voyagers have just stumbled into the real #1 pick of the season if you ask me.”
Shane sat back, exhaled. “Holy shit, they actually did it.”
Ilya grinned, teeth bared. “This is great.  We show these dumbasses what they passed up on.  Two Omega legends.”
Shane felt the pride, warm and sharp. “He’s going to be great.”  He wiped his eyes, pretended it was just an itch. “I’m going to help him. I’m going to do everything I can so he doesn’t have to go through what I did.”
Ilya nodded, then got serious. “You tell me if anyone gives him trouble, yes? I will handle it.”
Shane laughed. “You want to be his hockey dad?”
“No. You are hockey dad. I am the scary uncle who threatens to break kneecaps.”
On TV, Luca was donning the Voyagers jersey, beaming for the cameras, looking like he wanted to fight the entire world for the right to be there. Shane felt a pang of nostalgia, remembering his own draft day: the suit, the handshake, the quiet panic of being “The First” without actually being “The First”.
He couldn’t wait to call the kid, to tell him, “You’re not alone anymore.”
They watched the rest of the round, the Voyagers picking up a goalie in the second named Wyatt Hayes and a no-name wild card pick named Zane Boodram on wing. Every time the camera panned back to Luca, he was already deep in conversation with the Montreal scouting team, eager, animated, excited.
Ilya rubbed Shane’s belly again, slow and sweet.
“The pack is growing,” Ilya murmured. “This is going to be good year, I think.”
 
+++++
 
Shane barely set down his phone after the end of the draft before Ilya looped an arm around his waist and squeezed, gentle but firm. “Is it just me,” Ilya asked, “or did this”, he traced a circle over Shane’s lower stomach, “get bigger during the draft?”
Shane made a show of flexing his abs, but the effect was ruined by the way his shirt now tented slightly above his waistband. “It’s just water weight,” he grumbled. “I had, like, two sodas and a whole bag of chips.”
Ilya’s expression was pure reverence. “It is beautiful. I love it. You want me to take picture for the baby album?”
“You mean for your personal collection”
“Same thing.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but felt secretly delighted. “Come on.  Let’s go to the kitchen,” he said, tugging Ilya along. “Time for the fruit update.”
They’d made a ceremony of it, tracking Shane’s pregnancy.  They’d seen it online and adopted it immediately. 
Shane opened the fridge, rummaged through the produce drawer, emerged triumphant with two tiny kumquats. He held them up to the light, turned, and pressed them gently to his belly.
“These are our babies at ten weeks,” he announced. “They’re now officially a fetus, they’re starting to made teeth buds now and they’re starting to make stuff for their future tummies.”
Ilya, solemn, nodded.  He took his kumquat, and ate it in tandem with Shane.  He quietly rubbed the belly, grinning ear to ear.  “Will be fun to watch you eat big fruit at end. Maybe melon. Maybe entire pineapple.”
“Oooh.  That sounds good.  Remind me to buy a pineapple next time we’re at the store,” Shane said, then leaned on the counter. “You know…  We could start…  Playing around with baby names.  If you wanted.?”
Ilya straightened.  There was a bit of a nervous flinch to it.  “Sounds good.  What are you…  Thinking?”
Shane hesitated. “Actually… I was thinking, since there’s two of them, maybe we each name one?”
Ilya’s face lit up. “I love this idea. Very fair. We flip for who gets first pick?  Or lottery like NHL draft?”
“I want to name the Omega, if we have one,” Shane said, blurting it out. “You can have the Alpha if we have that too.  Or if they’re both the same, we’ll figure it out.”
Ilya nodded, understanding without explanation. “Of course. You get Omega. I get Alpha. Or, we each get one. It is good system.”
They quietly, clearly both wanting to say more than just that. The kitchen clock ticked, Queen snuffled under the table, and outside, the city lights blinked in the night.
Ilya broke the quiet. “Can I ask you something?”
“Always.”
“If we name a baby after someone, is it okay? Or do you not like that tradition?”
Shane shrugged. “As long as you’re not expecting them to turn into that person. It’s fine. It’s just… names matter, you know?  I don’t want our kids to have to live up to someone else’s legacy.”
“I know. There is person I want to honor, but no way to replace. Only remember.  We can…  Change slightly if they are boy, but if girl…  Then I…  Then I know.” Ilya’s voice was soft, distant, and hoarse.  He struggled to get the words out.
“I think that’s beautiful,” Shane said.
Then, Shane took his turn to look nervous.  He took a long, deep sigh.  “Do you think it’s okay to have…  A name that’s not boring?  One that’s a little…  Creative?”
“What kind of name is boring?”
“Shane.”
“What!?  This is not boring!  I love your name!”
Shane hesitated, contemplated, then finally confessed, “My mom and dad picked ‘Shane’ so I’d fit in. They wanted me to blend with the other kids because they figured I’d be like…  Sort of Asian, you know? Mom got bullied for being different when she was growing up, for her Japanese name and her parents that barely spoke English when they came here. She always wanted to spare me that. But…  To be honest, I wish I had a name that was… more. That was mine.  Something that wasn’t…  Just Shane.”
Ilya was silent, considering.  He eventually nodded, as if he understood.
“You should pick whatever you want,” he said. “Even if is not in baby books. Or if is something from your family’s heritage. It will be beautiful. If the kids ever hate it, we help them change it. Or give them nickname. That is easy, no?”
Shane laughed, the weight in his chest gone. “You think our kids will want to change their names?”
Ilya shrugged. “Maybe. Though I will teach them to love it first. Just like I love mine.  Just like I love yours.” He kissed Shane’s forehead, gentle and lingering.
Shane thought of the possibilities: something from his mother’s language, something that meant something.  Something his child could have pride in.  Maybe, even, as a quiet wish for his child’s future.  “I’ll think of something good,” he promised, gently rubbing his stomach.
Ilya nipped Shane’s ear and chuckled. “I know you will, love.  Don’t worry, things will work out.  In meantime, you are hungry again?  Yes?”
Shane started to deny it, but his stomach betrayed him with a loud, unmistakable growl.  “How the hell did you know already?”
Ilya laughed, loud and wolfish. “I knew it! You want pizza, yes? With pineapple?  I smell it on you.”
“…and oranges.  Those sweet mandarin ones.  Please, I’ll pay extra.” Shane admitted, sheepish. “Is that weird?”
“Nothing you want is weird,” Ilya said. “Except maybe mixing ketchup in yogurt like Jackie did. That one, I am not letting you do.  I am sure that is poison.”
Shane groaned, “If I ever do that, you have permission to burn down the kitchen.”
Ilya held up both hands. “I’ll remember this.  In meantime, I will order pizza with extra fruit, and if you want to try new toppings, I am brave man.”
An hour later, three large pizzas with tropical toppings arrived.  Between the two of them, it was demolished in less than an hour.   
When they leaned back, content to sleep on the couch that night, Ilya gently started rubbing Shane’s chest.  “Do you have feeling?  Omegas sometimes thinks they know what will be born.”
Shane laughed, resting his head in the crook of Ilya’s neck.  “I dunno.  I just keep having these crazy dreams.  A boy and a girl.  An Omega and an Alpha.  We get the best of both worlds.”
“Then that is what we will have…” Ilya said, mid-yawn as he curled around Shane and they both drifted off into sleep.
 
 
 






      

  












      Chapter 26: High Noon
  








  Shane had made peace with the bump by the time he hit twenty weeks. Or, more accurately, the bump had made itself known, born out of the tiny curve he’d once thought was “big”, and Shane had absolutely no say in its existence.
Shane adjusted the band of his maternity pants, which, to his horror, fit better than any pants he’d ever owned. “I can’t believe I fought these,” he muttered, wiggling to get comfortable on the edge of the exam table in Dr. Holly’s office, with Ilya helping him up as though he weighted nothing. “I don’t know if I can go back to regular denim.”
Ilya grinned, gently rubbing Shane’s back, which had been struggling lately with pain. “You are beautiful,” he said. He said it often these days, but always with a different tone.  Sometimes, it was said with hunger, right before they fucked through Shane’s overworked sex drive.  Sometimes, it was with tears, happy and sad, as a thousand thoughts of Ilya’s entire lifetime ran through his mind.
For now, it was reverent, as if he still didn’t believe he was allowed to see Shane like this.
“I look like I’m smuggling a watermelon under here.”
“You said banana.”
“I’m at least a squash by now.  The books are lying to me.”
“Regardless, you are most beautiful banana squash ever made,” Ilya said, and pressed a sweet kiss onto Shane’s nose.
The past few weeks hadn’t changed much for them.
Shane still worked with the Voyagers, though his coaching mostly consisted of swearing at grainy practice footage and sitting on a cold bench at practices with his special pillows and blankets the Voyagers had made for him, constantly handed food or drink by someone.  Stewart, the owner, had made a joke about the first ever “team nest”, which Harris made go viral in ten seconds flat, much to Shane’s chagrin.
The rest of the time, he was at home, napping in odd places or making elaborate post-practice snacks for Ilya (and himself…).
Pregnancy had slowed him down, for sure.  He no longer sprinted up the stairs, and he’d begun to chart his days around the ebb and flow of back pain and what he could “get away with”, which was becoming less and less with each day. Even Queen had adapted, curling against Shane’s legs as a living space heater to fight his weakening circulation, careful not to jostle the bump as she snored.
Today was the day for their “anatomy scan”, and Dr. Holly had set aside extra time for it, warning them that twin ultrasounds could be finicky and “Alphas often get emotional about it, so budget for drama.” Shane had laughed at the time, but now, as Ilya’s knee bounced hard enough to shake the table, he realized she wasn’t wrong.
The door swung open and Dr. Holly glided in. “Good afternoon, gentlemen” she said, with a nod at Shane and then at Ilya. “How’s the fruit salad coming along?”
Shane barked a laugh. “We’re up to banana and pomegranate. Or, apparently, squash. Depending on the source.”
Dr. Holly smirked. “I’ll add that to your file. Any new symptoms?”
“Back hurts a lot lately. I get winded walking to the mailbox. My feet are swollen and feel two sizes bigger.  At least the morning sickness finally let up a bit, it’s just once or twice a week now.”
“Standard symptoms, then.  I wish I could say they’ll get easier, but I don’t believe in lying to my patients,” Dr. Holly said, tapping notes. “Though, if you’re not vomiting daily, consider yourself lucky.”
Ilya leaned forward. “He is strongest Omega, yes?”
“Of course he is.” Dr. Holly deadpanned, placating Ilya and winking at Shane.  She then moved to the ultrasound machine. “Shirt up, please.”
Shane hitched his shirt above the equator of his belly, exposing the round bump. Dr. Holly applied the gel, ice cold, of course, and Ilya flinched in solidarity.
As Dr. Holly worked the wand, Shane caught his reflection in the glass of a wall cabinet. He looked different now: face fuller, jawline less severe, hair a little longer than he liked but not enough to justify a trip to the barber. His eyes, always a bit too sharp for comfort, had softened. Parenthood had made him look less tense all the time. Hell, even Jackie said it’d weakened his resting bitch face.
He caught Ilya’s gaze reflected back at him, and saw pride, hunger, and awe in equal measure.  His Alpha, who was now a fucking mountain of a man, was so handsome, bulked up and strong, Shane could barely look at him these days without wanting to jump his bones.  Not that Ilya complained.
“There we go,” Dr. Holly said, twisting the monitor so they could both see. “That’s baby A, right there.”
The screen showed a grainy, moonlit blur, a head, a curve of spine, a frog-leg in an awkward angle.  Their baby finally looked like…  A baby.
“Oh my god,” Shane breathed.  “It’s real.”
Ilya squeezed his hand, nearly crushing it.
“Baby A is measuring right on track,” Dr. Holly narrated, tapping the screen to highlight little ghostly arms. “…and here is baby B, right above.”
The twins weren’t lined up neatly. One had claimed more real estate (Baby A), elbowing the other to the edge of the shot.  Dr. Holly joked as much.
“Typical,” Shane said. “Even in the womb, fighting for ice time.”
Dr. Holly made a note, then said, “Do you want to know their designations and genders?  I know we missed it at 18 weeks, but I’m pretty confident now.”
Shane nodded.  They were both ready, beyond ready. “Yeah. Hit us.”
Dr. Holly zoomed in, marking a pale, spectral blur with her cursor. “Baby A, your big one, is 100% an Alpha, no mistaking it. Big head, broad shoulders, already measuring a week ahead of schedule. Given how they’re positioned and how splayed out they are, you’re having a girl with this one, no questions asked.
Ilya made a choked noise, as if someone had scored on him during an empty-netter.  He covered his mouth with one hand and squeezed Shane’s with the other.
“A girl…”  Shane gulped.  He knew Ilya wanted a girl.  An Alpha, too?  Oh God, she’d have them all wrapped around her fingertips before she was 6.
“Baby B, your little pomegranate, is definitely an Omega. Also healthy, but smaller than their sister, which is completely normal. Omegas tend to be born a bit lighter.  Of course, there’s no mistaking that this one is a little boy.”
“A boy!  An Omega!” Ilya’s voice cracked and the tears started to fall.  He could tell ilya’s excitement was more for Shane, because…  Yeah, Shane had wanted a boy, and an Omega.  Call him selfish, but…  Yeah.  He wanted his child to grow up in a better world than he had, and know all the love and respect that Shane didn’t get.
Shane felt something hot build behind his eyes. For a long second, he couldn’t say a word. Then, the only word that would come out was, “Wow.”
Ilya’s grip trembled. “A boy and a girl? Alpha and Omega? Is this… normal?”
Dr. Holly smiled. “Fraternal twins are always independent of each other, so yes, it’s definitely normonal. In designation-diverse families, it’s not uncommon at all. What’s rare, if I’m being honest, is for them both to be this healthy. You’re clearly following all the instructions to the letter, and the babies are all the better for it.  You’re doing great, keep it up Daddy.”
Shane’s chest ached. He stared at the monitor, two little lives, one curled above the other, both perfectly themselves already.  He choked out a laugh. “I have a son and a daughter. They’re healthy.  That’s…  That’s amazing.”
Ilya wiped at his own eyes, then said, “You will be best Daddy. I am so happy, I could lift this building.”
“Please don’t.”
“Too late.  It’s being lifted.  Cannot stop me”
“Ilya no, we need to wait for the pictures!”
“Hmmm.  Suppose you are right.”
They both laughed while Dr. Holly finished her measurements, then printed out three blurry photos. She handed them over, and Shane took them with a shaking hand.
“They’re perfect,” he said, voice rough.
Dr. Holly finished typing, then said, “I’ll give you two a minute. There’s a box of tissues behind you.”
When the door closed, silence wrapped the room. Shane looked at the photos: in one, the Alpha girl splayed her hand toward the camera like a goalie reaching for a puck; in another, the Omega boy floated serene and still, knees drawn up to his chest.
Shane passed one to Ilya, then held the others to his own chest. The tears came, quietly and all at once.
Ilya leaned in, pressed his face to Shane’s shoulder, and just breathed.
“You get to name the girl.  Just like we agreed,” Shane said, after a while, breaking the hush. “I get the boy. Deal?”
Ilya nodded, voice thick. “Deal.”
They sat like that for a long time, the prints between them, until Shane’s heart finally settled and the world came back into focus.
+++++
Ilya felt nervous at a practice. A first for him, not since his rookie year, or his first days at the Gulag.  Not even the good nerves, those that tingle in your blood and sharpen your game, but the weird, paternal kind, as if every skate mark he made was under the scrutiny of a hundred eyes judging him.
Because today was the first practice the rookies had finally joined them.  Each one had moved to Montreal, gotten settled, gotten their contracts handled, and were officially members of the Voyagers. With Shane gone, it was up to Ilya to bring them into the pack, as the Captain.  Which, Ilya knew he wasn’t the best at.  Shane was always the natural when it came to welcoming people into their world.
He cut the first lap of drills with his usual brute force, then circled back and stopped at center ice, barking, “Change!” at the fresh rookie string.
The new kids (yes, they were kids, he would have no argument. 18, barely, most of them, 10 years, going on 11 years younger than Ilya was) launched, every one of them outpacing their own bodies in a race to prove they belonged.
First was Zane, who had muscles in the strangest of places, but limp noodle in places where it counted, and who moved like he was skating on trampoline springs. Then came Luca, the Omega center, their “all star” all speed with no bulk, cheeks blazing against the cold. Wyatt, the rookie goalie, finished the trio, a gentle hulk whose pads still had the stickers on them from the manufacturer.
Watching them, Ilya felt a pang of nostalgia. He remembered what it felt like to be new, to want so badly to impress the pack that you’d take a puck to the face and lose a nose if it meant someone would call you “tough.”
Of course, he clocked the signs instantly: all three were running on pure terror, like they’d been thrown into the deep end without a float. They weren’t just nervous about the drills; they were nervous about him.
“Fuck guys, he’s a mountain.”
“Did he get bigger?!”
“I’m so glad he’s not the Dirty Russian anymore.”
Ilya ignored the rookie’s whispers and got them into position.  He tested the line with a casual pass, the easiest think he could possibly send to them. Zane snatched it but overcorrected, biffed the stop, and sent the puck skidding past the boards. He chased it, tripped on his own stick, and landed flat on his ass.
Luca followed, picking up the rebound and making a breakaway that was like watching a professional figure skater, until he caught Ilya’s gaze and fired the puck wide. He winced as if expecting to be bitten.
Wyatt, solid in the net, blocked every single straight shot, but when Ilya threw in a little shoulder fake out, Wyatt tensed and let the puck slip right under his glove, fell over and skidded halfway across the rink until he stopped at the boards.
They ran the same drills and same tests, only to be met with disaster after disaster.  “Daniel plays better than this.  I would know, I’ve seen all his games this year…”
Ilya skated over, helmet off, beard bristling. He could see them flinching, as if ready for reprimand, or far worse: Zane’s eyes darted for exits, Luca’s jaw clamped, Wyatt seemed to shrink inside his pads.
“Hydrate,” Ilya said, softer than they expected. “Get water. Try again after.”
The three shuffled to the bench, glancing at each other in silent apology.
Ilya looked up at the Voyagers banner, fluttering in the rafter light. It felt heavier now, his own name stitched into the captain’s patch. It wasn’t just about being the first line anymore, or being their “best player”. It was about setting the tone for every kid who came after.
He watched the rookies on the bench. All three clustered at the end, heads together. Zane chewed his lip, Luca scribbled notes on a beat-up pad, and Wyatt just… stared, stoic and blank into the endless expanse of the universe.
Ilya wanted to fix it.
But how?
When he’d come up in the league, when he was their age, you learned by bruises and humiliation; you got better or you got traded.  Or, if you were on a particularly bad team, you got hazed to hell and back until you DID improve. That was the Old Guard way.
Thing was… that wasn’t going to cut it with these three. Not after what the league had gone through last year, not after what they’d all watched happen to Shane.  Like hell was Ilya going to let them suffer.  He was the torchbearer, for God’s sake.  He was supposed to be guiding the change.
He blew out a breath, glided over, and leaned on the boards right in front of them.
“You play with too much fear,” he said, blunt as always.
Zane tried to straighten. “We’re just, uh, getting used to the system. Sir.”
Ilya snorted. “System is same as last year. You have seen the tapes.”
Wyatt, brave or foolish, piped up: “It’s not the drills. It’s you. Sir.”
Luca blushed so red it almost steamed.  “You’re just…  A legend.  Sir.  I had posters in my bedroom back home. We know we have to be the best, we’re just…  Nervous.  About what it means to be the best.  What you’re going to…  Do to us.”
Each “Sir” was like a knife in Ilya’s heart.  He felt old.
Then, it hit him.
“What you’re going to do to us.” Ilya thought, which was a weird question to…
Oh.  
Luca had probably heard the stories about the camps around Canada and how tough they were on new recruits.  Hell, he’s probably heard them from Wyatt and Zane who…  …had probably lived through them.  Who were waiting for…  More of the same.
Oh.
The silence sat awkward for a second, then Luca mumbled, “Sorry.”
Ilya waited a beat, then smiled, sharp and bright.  He cleared his througt, and tried to wipe away his scary face as best he could. “Is good. I like honest people. You do not need to fear me.  Worse I will do is yell and probably call you dumbass.  But, to be fair, I do that to everyone on team, especially Dion and Hayden.  Except my husband, who calls me dumbass instead.”
None of the rookies seemed impressed.
Ilya rapped the boards for attention. “Do you know what my first captain called me?  Back in Russia?”
Zane shook his head.
“Called me “meat with skates.” Said I could not think, only hit. For whole season, I was test dummy for Alphas who wanted to prove how big they were.  Every day, for year, I go to sleep with bruises.  I lost teeth and had to get fixed, which is why I have ugly smile.”
Wyatt swallowed, eyes wide.
“Was not good. I learned something, though… You don’t win by being scared. You win by making other guy more scared.  Do you know how to do that?”
The rookies shook their heads in unison.
He leaned in, voice dropping to a growl. “Next time you fuck up, don’t flinch. Laugh. Shake it off. Be proud of mistake. Means you are learning. Means you are less likely to fuck it up in future.  You will fuck it up, by the way, plenty of times.  We yell, we laugh, we move on.  I won’t ever hit you for it, though.  Not like Kent camps.  Not on my fucking team.  You got it?”
The three nodded, in varying degrees of relief.
Ilya stood, stretched, and gestured for Zane and Luca to join him for another drill. “Wyatt, take water. Talk to Shane on the bench. He knows more about defense than I do.  He is hockey nerd.”
Wyatt nodded, careful, and made his way over.
Ilya turned to Zane and Luca. “You are not bad. You are just young. We go again.”
He set them up on the line, this time running a slower, more controlled drill. He narrated each pass, breaking down the play, using his own stick to guide their hands. Zane’s face turned serious, his energy funneling pure focus. Luca, once he stopped glancing at Ilya every two seconds, started landing shots at good angles, angles that were hard for an Alpha to hit without falling on his ass.
By the end of practice, both of them were sweating, grinning, and a little less haunted.
They skated to a stop, breathing hard.
“Better.  Still not good, but better.  We will have you in shape by season start.” Ilya said, and for once, he saw the compliment land.
Luca wiped his brow. “Thank you, Captain.”
“Is nothing. Every rookie needs help.” He looked at Zane. “Even me, once.”
Zane’s chest puffed, just a bit. “We just don’t want to let you down.  Or the Voyagers.  This is…  The best damn team in the league.”
Ilya shrugged. “You only let me down if you stop trying. Everything else can be fixed.”
They made their way off the ice. At the edge of the rink, Ilya spotted Shane, perched on the bench with a towel around his neck, talking intently to Wyatt.
He watched as Shane pulled up a clip on the tablet, pointing at the screen with exaggerated animation. Wyatt nodded, asked a question, and Shane grinned, scribbling on the image with a neon yellow stylus.
“Shane will make you good too,” Ilya said to Zane and Luca. “He is best coach in the league even if not a coach. Even if he cannot skate right now.  He lives and breathes for hockey.”
Zane grinned. “We know. We’re lucky to have him.”
Ilya clapped them both on the back. “Good. Now, shower. Then come to our house. Shane makes lasagna. You eat, you learn more from him.”
Luca looked startled, but pleased. “You’re inviting us?”
“Of course. Is part of team.  We need to welcome you proper, and is my job as Captain. Oh, and you need to gain weight, Luca. You are still stick, not man.”
Luca blushed, but there was pride in it.
Ilya skated over to the bench, where Shane was still in deep discussion with Wyatt.
“Hello, love,” Ilya said, sliding in close. He nodded at Wyatt. “He learning?”
Shane looked up, the exhaustion and pride plain on his face. “He’s got a good eye. Just needs some help trusting it.”
Wyatt grinned, and for the first time, Ilya saw a flash of real confidence.
“Good. He will be fine.”
They watched the last stragglers clear off the ice, and then Ilya bent to whisper in Shane’s ear: “Can we keep them?”
Shane laughed. “Yeah, babe. We’re keeping them.”
Ilya beamed.  As his first real act since taking the C, Ilya knew he was doing it right.
 
+++++
 
Shane liked to pretend he still cooked for the love of it and the need to control his nutrition, but the truth was, at twenty-three weeks pregnant, he cooked because he was permanently, insatiably hungry.
His best lasagna, no, make that three best lasagnas (who was he kidding, he’d eat one and Ilya could maybe split the other two with the rookies), were in the oven, the kitchen table was already set, and there was a fresh loaf of bread and a salad so massive and so fragrant that Queen, exiled to the living room, was yowling at the gate to be let in and given sampling priveledges.
He rolled his neck and tried to stretch out the pain that now pulsed at the base of his spine. There was a time he would have bent backward over the counter, or at least lifted the roasting pan one-handed, but now he was, as Ilya called it, “fragile cargo.” The baby bump had a presence, a weight, and a gravitational pull all its own. He wasn’t smuggling a fruit anymore; it was more like a live, sentient boulder and fuck the fruit chart by that point.
Behind him, Zane hovered like a nervous intern, already dealing with his “feelings” of an Alpha being around a pregnant  Omega. He was just as hovering as the rest of the team, and it’d only been a few hours since they met. “You want me to, uh, grate the cheese, Mr. Hollander? Or I could, like, assemble the salad? I make a pretty mean salad.”
Shane cocked an eyebrow. “You calling my salad weak, Boodram?”
Zane’s hands flew up. “No! No, not at all. I mean, your salad is probably legendary. I just…” He glanced at the bowl, which was already topped with a precise lattice of vegetables and artfully arranged olives. “Never mind. You got this.”
“Damn right I do.” Shane leaned into the counter and then, voice dropping: “I’ll remember your skills for the next away trip, though. Never know when we’ll need a late-night salad specialist.  My cravings are legendary.”
Zane nodded, dropping his head in embarrassment.
Ilya, drying his hands on a dish towel, chuckled from the doorway. “You see? Already the best delivery boy.  We will get great use out of him on away games.  No more DashDoor!”
Wyatt, big as a truck but shy as a bunny, looked mortified. “Do you want me to set the table, Mr. Hollander?”
“Shane is fine, for all of you,” Shane said. “…and it’s already set. Unless you want to fold napkins like they do at the fancy places. Swan? Lotus blossom?”
Wyatt stared, pale. “I only know how to do triangles.”
“Triangles are classic. Please, wow us.” Shane shot Ilya a look that said, “Are they always like this?”
Ilya only grinned wider, nudging both rookies toward the dining room. “Listen to the man. He knows what he wants.  He is not fragile flower, he is tough and strong like cactus.  Also comes with needles, so be careful!”
They vanished, leaving Shane alone for a blessed second. He checked the timer, made sure the oven light was on, and allowed himself one loud, luxurious exhale.
Out in the living room, Luca hadn’t moved from the couch since they’d arrived. He’d said exactly four words since walking through the door, and had spent the last hour staring at a muted hockey replay as though his life depending on memorizing it.
Shane wiped his hands on a towel and padded over, Queen in tow.
“Hey,” Shane said, easing himself onto the couch. It was a calculated risk, he wasn’t sure he could get back up unaided, but worth it for the look on Luca’s face. The kid looked at Shane like he’d been caught pickpocketing.
“Hi, Cap-Coa-Mr. Hol-SHANE!” Luca said. Voice soft, careful, and unnerved as if Shane might bite.
“You don’t have to call me Captain. Not anymore. I’m mostly just… Coach now. Or “That Guy Who Eats All the Snacks.””
Luca’s eyes darted to the baby bump, then away. “Sorry. It’s just…”
“Just what?” Shane asked, rubbing the bump.  “Nervous around the babies?  I would have thought you, an Omega, would be okay with that.  You’re the only one who hasn’t been kissing my ass or offering to bring me something, so I thought we were cool with it.”
“No, that’s…  That’s not it.”  Luca gulped.  “You’re…  The Golden Omega. You’re famous.  Back when you were the Golden Alpha, I had your picture on my wall with Ilya.  So…  It’s just weird, getting invited to your house.  Feels…  Surreal.”
Shane felt a ridiculous surge of pride. “You’re sweet, but seriously. Relax.  I’m just another guy.  A very pregnant guy, who made some good hockey choices, but…  Still, just a guy.”
Luca nodded, but his hands were still knotted together.
“Can I ask you something?” Shane said.
“Of course.”
“What’s really eating you?”
Luca went rigid. “I’m fine. I told you, it’s just…  It’s a lot.”
Shane leaned back, let the moment stretch. “You’re not fooling me. You’ve been playing at the highest level in Europe since you were sixteen. Nobody gets that far just by being ‘nervous’.  I’ve been watching your practice tapes and saw you on the ice today with Ilya.  You’re not playing your best.  Not by a long shot.”
Luca blushed hard. “It’s…” He looked down. “I didn’t expect to actually make it, you know? My parents said, even with the scouting, it was a long shot. When I got picked at seven, I thought…” He shook his head. “…I thought I’d be the first pick, if I went at all. Everyone started calling me “the next Shane Hollander”, which was cool, but then I didn’t get picked, over and over again, and it just… it didn’t feel real.  I felt like…  Like I didn’t belong after all.  Like I’d wasted my time.  Like I should have just stayed home and gone on to the Olympics.  Done my own thing.”
Shane nodded, slow. “Yeah. That’s a lot.”
Luca let out a laugh, but it was brittle. “I thought the sport changed after you…  During the draft, it was all “Can he handle it?” and “Will he flame out?” and “Is this just a media stunt?” Sometimes I think… it’s not as different as we all hoped it’d be.  Like not a lot changed after all.”
Shane patted Luca’s knee, gentle, with a squeeze. “It’s better. Not perfect. But better. You being here and getting drafted at all? That’s a game changer. No matter what the assholes on TV say.  The only reason I made it in the first place was because I claimed to be an Alpha.  I wouldn’t have been given the chance you got all those years ago.  Yeah, it’s slow, but…  It’s coming along.  I promise.”
Luca looked away, but he was blinking hard.
“You know what I was doing at your age?” Shane said. “Getting slammed into glass by assholes twice my size and praying my secret wouldn’t come out. You’re a hell of a lot further than I was, and if you ever feel like the weight is too much, you talk to me. Deal?”
Luca smiled, tentative. “Deal.”
They sat in silence for a while, watching the last minutes of an old playoff rerun.
“Is there anything you want to ask me?” Shane said.
Luca hesitated, then blurted: “How can I get better? Really better. Not just… fast.  I know I have a long way to go.”
Shane grinned. “I’ll show you.” He had Luca grab his bag, and then rummaged for his notebook, opened to a clean page, and jabbed a finger at Luca’s chest. “You need to gain at least fifteen pounds of muscle. You’re fast, but you’re built like a graham cracker. You shatter on contact.  Sometimes I worry you won’t get back up.”
Luca barked a laugh. “I know. The trainers keep giving me shakes.”
“Good. Eat everything Ilya puts in front of you. Don’t skip leg day.  Oh, and watch film with me, every day, if you can stand it and me nagging. We’ll find every hole in your game and plug it. You’ll be unstoppable by playoffs.”
Luca beamed, full wattage this time.
Shane heard footsteps in the kitchen, and Queen leapt up, tail in attack mode.
Ilya appeared, towel over his shoulder. “Is ready. Food in ten.”
Shane groaned, faked a dramatic effort to rise, and let Ilya haul him up one-handed like he was lifting a pillow.
“Hero,” Shane said.
Ilya leaned in, soft at the edges. “Always.”
The table was a riot of voices and calories.
Zane devoured his lasagna in minutes, complimenting the cooking and going into a long spill about his favorite spicy barbeque recipes he wanted to make for the team and about his long-distance girlfriend, Cassie who were going to try and make it work with the distance.  Wyatt took tiny bites, shyly explaining about a new movie for a comic book he really liked, and Shane clocked him as a closet nerd right away and would make sure that Dion and Hayden got some time to nerd out with him.  Luca ate in neat, efficient rows, like a rabbit, and then gulped when Shane forced another helping onto his plate.
When they finished, Shane scraped his fork across his plate and said, “Tomorrow, you’re all coming to the gym with me. We’re doing core, then tape review. Even you, Wyatt.”
Wyatt grinned, eyes bright. “I’ll go easy on you, Coach.”
Shane laughed. “We’ll see who’s standing by noon.”
After dinner, Ilya herded everyone to the living room for “team bonding.” He found a movie, made popcorn, and set up a mini-mountain of pillows and blankets. Queen, sensing an event, parked herself right in the middle.
When the credits rolled, Zane and Wyatt were already asleep. Luca sat on the floor, legs drawn up, face slack with contentment.
“You can crash here if you want,” Shane said. “Spare beds and couch are all yours.”
Luca nodded, grateful, and yawned so wide Shane worried his jaw might unhinge.
Later, when the house was quiet and the city lights were just a blur in the windows, Shane stood in the hallway, watching the rookies sleep. He felt a strange surge of peace. He crawled onto the couch next to Ilya, who had left a space for him, big and warm.
Ilya pulled him in, wrapped both arms around Shane’s belly, and whispered, “You did good, Coach.”
Shane shut his eyes and let himself drift, Queen’s nose pressed into his feet, his world, his newest members of the pack, breathing steady around him.
 
+++++
 
New York in late September was colder than Ilya expected. Steam rose from the city’s vents, taxis screaming around corners, the trees in Central Park starting to think about turning gold. Ilya didn’t love the city, not like some did, he preferred the seclusion of their Lakehouse, but the memories that came from this place, of when his life finally started to change for the better, would always make him respect it.
He and Shane arrived a day early for the exhibition game (Admirals versus the Voyagers, a pre-season spectacle show), enough time to soak in the city like they had in the last season. Ilya had planned to hit a steakhouse that he knew both he and Shane adored, maybe walk through the rink at Rockefeller for old times’ sake, but before any of that, Shane had a different itinerary: baby stores.
Every single one within five blocks of their hotel.
“You said you wanted to help with nesting,” Shane said, waving a list of boutiques like a challenge to his Alphahood.
“I thought nesting meant, like, blankets and cribs and buildi g,” Ilya said. “Not ten thousand tiny onesies with animals on them.”
Shane’s eyes sparkled with the light that only appeared when he was about to make Ilya spend money.  A lot of money. “We need to be prepared.  Two babies, Ilya!  Twenty-two weeks!  We’re already halfway there!”
“Sure, of course, we will buy whatever you want, but..” Ilya said looking over the list and chuckling, “but even twins do not need five pairs of matching penguin slippers.  What if they hate tuxedo wearing birds?  What if our children want giraffes!  What then, Shane?”
Shane ignored him, ducking into a storefront that blared pastel everything. The shop was loud, crowded, and full of a sweet, plasticky smell.
Within minutes, Shane had a basket loaded with not anything he’d had on his  list, but instead what he was feeling in the moment. 
“Do not forget baby shower coming up!  People will spoil you, too!” Ilya reminded Shane, knowing he was working on hormones at the moment, but didn’t’ have the heart to tell him no to anything.
At the end of the first store, they had three packs of impossibly small socks, six bibs, plenty of animal and hockey-themed onesies he knew they wouldn’t have back in Canada, and a bottle of baby-safe skin lotion the size of a fire extinguisher.
At the register, Shane lingered over the display of stretch mark creams. He picked up a jar, squinted at the label, then held it up for inspection. “Be honest, babe. How bad are they?”
Ilya blinked. “Your marks? They are not bad as you say they are. I think they are…” He searched for the right word, but Shane’s face said enough.
“Don’t try to romanticize it. My hips look like a bad highway map. I feel like I’m being slowly peeled.”
Ilya stepped close, wrapping a hand around Shane’s waist. “They are beautiful. Each one is proof you are doing something amazing. I would kiss every mark if you let me.”
Shane’s cheeks went pink. He leaned in, then whispered, “You’re such a sap.”
“Is true. I am very sappy for you.” Ilya kissed the top of Shane’s head, then paid for the entire basket, ignoring the look from the cashier when they continued to be sappy.
They made their way outside, bags in hand, and Ilya found himself enjoying the rest of their shopping escapades.  Was it too early for baby clothes or all the small things Shane was obsessed with?  Absolutely.  Would he buy out every store if his mate wanted it?  Of course, without question.
Shane walked slowly, rubbing the top of his belly in small, absentminded circles. The twins had started to get heavy, at twenty-two weeks, even with the support band, it was a lot of body for one man to carry. Ilya watched the way Shane moved now: careful, as if every step needed planning.
“You okay?” Ilya asked.
“Yeah, just…” Shane winced. “My back is killing me.”
Ilya considered. “Let me help?”
Shane rolled his eyes. “What, you’re going to carry me?”
“I could,” Ilya said, “…but I have better idea.”
He stepped behind Shane on the sidewalk, reached both hands around, and, with a practiced gentleness, lifted the bump from underneath. He didn’t pick Shane up, just took a little of the weight, enough that Shane immediately sighed in relief from the shift in gravity.
“Oh my god that feels wonderful,” Shane said, voice somewhere between awe and mortification. “…but you’re holding my stomach in the middle of a Manhattan sidewalk.”
“I do not care,” Ilya said. “Is America, yes?  “Fuck your feelings” that is their saying, yes?”
“Well, you’re not wrong, I guess,” Shane snorted, but he let Ilya support him for half a block.
It was there, in the shadow of a deli awning, that it happened.
A sudden, unmistakable ripple beneath Ilya’s palms. Then another, stronger, like a fish darting just under the surface.  “What the fuck was that?!” Ilya asked, worried that Shane had injured himself or was getting a cramp.
Shane gasped, then clamped a hand over his own mouth.
“What is it?”
“I… I think the babies just kicked.”
Ilya’s hands trembled, but he kept his grip. “Really?”
“Here.” Shane grabbed his wrist and pressed it to the right side of his belly. For a moment, nothing.
Then, a firm thump, like someone flicking from inside.
Ilya’s breath caught. “My god,” he whispered, then, louder, “They are so strong! Feel that kick!  They are amazing!”
Shane laughed, watery and wild. “Or maybe we’re birthing future soccer stars.”
A beat later, there was a second kick, this one lower and to the left.
“Two,” Ilya said, awed. “Both at same time.”
“They’re already fighting for Papa’s attention,” Shane said, voice gone soft. He guided Ilya to a nearby bench, collapsed onto it, and patted the spot next to him.
Ilya sat, not letting go of Shane’s hand for a second.
For a while, they just sat there, both hands pressed to the bump, waiting for the next movement.  They were slow to come, but sure enough, they kept coming. The city roared around them, but neither of them cared about the stares they were getting or the world around them for that matter.
He leaned down, pressed his lips to Shane’s belly, and murmured, “Hello, little ones. I am Papa. I am so happy to finally feel you. I will keep you safe and warm, always.”
Shane wiped at his eyes, then rolled them skyward, embarrassed but glowing.
“You are the best, Ilya.”
“You are best. I am just lucky to help.” He kissed the skin again, softer, and said, “You can kick me as much as you want, my little ones. I will never get tired of it.”
Shane snorted. “Yeah, but I might.”
Ilya beamed, and then, as if he’d thought of something grave, he said, “Do you think they can hear us already?”
“Maybe. I read somewhere they start hearing in the womb at like, twenty-four weeks.”
“So soon, then.” Ilya looked at Shane’s belly, then at Shane, and a wild urge gripped him: to sing, to shout, to do something primal and wolfish. Instead, he just said, “I am very proud of you, Shane.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Stop. I’m going to cry again.”
“Is fine. I cry too.”
They sat there, hands entwined, for as long as they could before the chill started to sneak in. When Shane finally stood, he did so a little lighter. “We should probably get back. If I keep walking, my calves are going to mutiny.”
Ilya stood, scooped up the bags, and tucked an arm around Shane’s waist.
“I am happy, Shane.”
Shane smiled, warm and wide. “Yeah. Me too.”
 
+++++
 
The babies hadn’t stopped moving since the walk back from the store. Shane had spent the last two hours in their hotel suite, alternately laughing and hissing in pain as the twins set a new world record for internal acrobatics.  “Of course they had to come out of the kicking window as world champions, look at who their DNA comes from…”
 The pack, sensing a spectacle, had crowded in: Hayden with his phone out for video, Dion shoving past everyone to get a touch, and Harris narrating the scene for his social media, even if he swore it was “off the record.”  (It wouldn’t be, it would go viral in a few days, after Shane gave permission to post it.)
Ilya was in his element, holding court at the edge of the bed, Queen perched loyally at his feet. Every so often, he’d reach over to cradle Shane’s ankle.
“Give us a play-by-play, Coach,” Dion said, his palm pressed to Shane’s shirt. “Is that the Alpha or the Omega going nuts in there?”
Shane batted Dion’s hand away. “How the hell would I know? They’re both violent right now.  Just like me an Ilya.”
Hayden grinned, eyes shiny. “You sure it’s not just gas? Jackie said sometimes…”
“It’s not gas. It’s two tiny goalies in a cage match.” Shane yelped again as a heel (or an elbow) jabbed his ribs.
“Let me try,” Harris said, and delicately pressed his hand to Shane’s stomach. There was an immediate, sharp twitch under his fingers. Harris beamed. “That’s definitely an Alpha. Or a future one, anyway.  That’s the girl.”
Troy rolled his eyes, but there was a softness at the corner of his mouth. “I hope they get your attitude, Shane, and not Ilya’s. Two Ilyas would be a war crime.”
Ilya only grinned, full wolf, then announced: “I hope for two Shanes, too.  So they put you all in your place from moment of birth!”
Queen, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, let out a low, approving snort.
The room was loud with laughter, even more so as the rookies lurked at the periphery, unsure of their place in the ritual. Zane was trying to blend with the curtains; Wyatt loomed near the mini-fridge, eating hotel trail mix one raisin at a time. Luca, as always, looked like he might bolt at the slightest provocation.
Hayden, watching all this, got misty. “I wish Jackie could see this. She’d kill to feel a baby kick again. Even after five, she’s still wanting to go for more.  God, I wish I was home with my new baby.  My first Alpha, my little Penn.”
“Five?” Luca squeaked.  A look of horror crossed his mind.
“Hayden is crazy,” Ilya said. “He will fill a whole hockey team by himself if you let him and Jackie supports this crazy endeavor.”
Hayden made a mock-bow, then went for another round at the bump, this time brushing away Shane’s hand with surprising gentleness and grinned at each kick that followed.
They took turns, one after another, everyone acting like Shane was a carnival game: press the bump, win a prize. It should have been humiliating, but the steady, sincere awe in their faces made it something else entirely.
When it was Zane’s turn, he approached with the caution of a man about to defuse a bomb. “Is it okay if I…?”
“Go for it,” Shane said, “but if you tell anyone I cried, you’re dead.”
Zane’s hand was warm, steady, and after a moment, his face broke open in shock. “Whoa. That’s so, dude, there’s like a whole person in there.”
“Two, actually,” Harris corrected.
Zane grinned, then stepped away, shaking his head in disbelief. “That’s so weird.”
Wyatt, next, was less gentle, he poked the bump, frowned, then nodded like he’d solved a puzzle that he wasn’t at all interested in, and a little freaked out over. “Yep. Real. Cool.”
Luca waited until everyone else had gone, then sidled up, blushing deep. “Is it, um, okay? I don’t want to…”
Shane softened. “C’mere, rookie.”
Luca’s touch was so feather-light it barely registered. When a baby kicked, his whole arm jumped. He stared at his hand as if it had betrayed him. “That is… kind of scary.”
“Welcome to adulthood,” Dion said. “First you feel a baby kick, then you get mortgage ads on Instagram, then your knees start hurting for no reason.”
“That’s just you, old man,” Shane snapped back, and the room went up in howls.
It was well past midnight before things wound down. Most of the team had peeled off to their own rooms, but the core, Hayden, Dion, Harris, Troy, the three rookies, lingered. They sprawled across every surface, a tangle of limbs and pillows and half-eaten snacks.
Ilya, uncharacteristically quiet, sat next to Shane on the bed, his hand resting on the curve of Shane’s thigh.
“Is good to have pack together,” he murmured, so low only Shane could hear. “Reminds me of my first years. Family away from home.  Made less lonely.”
Shane nodded, exhaustion and contentment fighting for dominance.
Ilya pressed his mouth to Shane’s temple, and kissed.
On the other side of the bed, Harris and Troy were curled together, both blinking sleepily at their phones. At some point, Troy reached over and squeezed Shane’s hand. “Hey. Go on and sleep, Coach.  Don’t stay up for us.  You need your rest.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Don’t get sappy on me now.”
Troy smiled, but didn’t let go.
There was a soft rustle as Queen wormed her way under the covers. She made herself at home on Shane’s feet, and did her part to keep them warm.
At two in the morning, Shane woke with a fierce craving for chocolate. He kicked Zane in the shoulder until he woke up, then whispered, “I need everything from the vending machine that has chocolate in it. You’re on a mission.”
Zane didn’t even hesitate. He roused Wyatt and Luca, and the three of them tiptoed out of the room like a commando unit.
When they returned, arms full of every possible permutation of chocolate, Shane bit into a bar and let out a sigh so profound it made the entire room laugh.
The rookies beamed, pride in their accomplishment shining brighter than the sugar buzz. Even Dion, half-asleep, grunted, “Good job, rookies.”
“Thank you, Coach,” they chorused, not quite in sync, but together all the same.
Before drifting off for good, Shane looked around at the mess of bodies, at Ilya, at the future kicking inside him, and the family all around him. He closed his eyes, let Queen’s warmth and Ilya’s breath anchor him, and let himself sleep.
 
+++++
 
The rink was colder than Ilya remembered, sharper at the edges, every shift in the crowd reverberating down into the ice. Ilya liked it here, he realized, New York’s arena never let you forget there were wolves in the stands, always howling to see blood.
He went through his pre-game rituals by muscle memory: stick taped, laces double-knotted, helmet visor cleaned with his breath. He didn’t think about the millions watching on TV, hungry for hockey after a long pre-season, or the little “C” now stitched to his jersey, or the fact that it was his first time running a real game as Captain.
On the ice and across the line, Scott Hunter waited, head cocked and. “Looking good, Hollander, the grump formerly known as Rozanov,” Hunter said, his voice barely audible over the stadium music. “Fatherhood suits you.”
Ilya squared up with a cocky grin. “Someone has to look good out here. Thank you for making it so easy, Hunter.”
“Never change, Ilya.”
“You either, Scott.”
“Make sure an invite Kip to the baby shower. He’s dying to drown your kid in Admiral gear.”
“Oh no…  Is lost in mail.  Stupid United States Postal Service…  Fucking things up as always.”
The ref dropped the puck.
Ilya won the face-off, sent it clean back to Dion, and they were off. For the first two shifts, Montreal’s lines held tight, the puck humming from stick to stick, never staying long enough for a defender to get comfortable.
On his second time out, Ilya charged the net with Troy flanking. Troy deked left, pulled both defenders, and flicked the puck behind his back. Ilya snapped it home before the Admiral goalie even blinked.
Montreal’s bench erupted. Ilya allowed himself a fist-pump, then smacked Troy’s helmet so hard it echoed in the rafters.
Back at the bench (in a gently crafted nest that the rookies and Dion put together of pillows and blanketse), Shane was on his feet, belly impossible to miss, yelling, “That’s how you do it, boys! Show the world what we are!”
In the next line, Ilya saw it when he glanced over at the bench, in the difference that came with a live game.
The rookies watched every movement, soaking in the rhythm, waiting for their cue. He remembered what that hunger felt like, to want so badly to matter.  To make someone proud.  To make themselves proud.
The second period started with the rookie line. Luca at center, Zane and another kid on the wing, and Wyatt in the net.  This was their first chance at making a statement.
It was chaos. Hunter’s second line bullied through, body-checked Luca into the boards and nearly broke him in half. Zane tried to keep up but ended up spinning in circles, and Wyatt blocked a shot only to have the rebound clatter off his own skate.  A mess.  One that Ilya flinched at, but Shane screamed corrections across the stadium and cheered for them to get it together.
But then: a turnover. Wyatt snatched a glove save from the air, got it straight to Luca, who was already gone up the ice.
He was so fucking fast that he blazed past Scott Hunter in the blink of an eye. The speed of it made Ilya’s chest ache.  That kind of speed was better than Shane.  Lacking bulk, yes, but when you were off like that, nobody had a hope of catching.
Luca zigged between two New York defenders, nearly lost the puck, but Zane picked it up, sent it back, and Luca, with an impossible angle, roofed it over the goalie’s glove.
The bench lost its mind.
Even the New York crowd, usually cruel, gave up a stunned roar of dejection at getting scored on by the rookies.
When they switched lines, Hunter skated over and clapped Luca on the back. “You’re the real thing, kid. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”
Luca just beamed, wide and wild.
Later, between periods, Hunter hunted Luca down in the hallway and handed him the puck he’d made his first score of his professional league, all official, like a ceremony.
“For the first of many,” he said.
Ilya caught it all, and something old and sad in him dissolved.
Montreal held the lead at the end of the second, but in the third, the game turned savage. Hunter’s team played mean, two illegal checks in the span of a minute, and Zane got his lip split on a high stick. Wyatt took a puck to the mask, the sound echoing like a gunshot, but he didn’t even flinch.
Ilya’s line took the ice with six minutes left, knowing the veterans would have to step in to finish up the game. He could taste the win. Every muscle in his body wanted to hit, to end it, but he made himself play the right way, slow, measured, using every lesson he’d ever learned from Shane and how the flow best worked for their team.
When he stole a pass at mid-ice and drove to the net, the whole defense crashed him. He spun, dumped the puck to Dion, who fired it in before the goalie could react.
They’d done it. Exhibition or not, Montreal had come into New York’s home territory and shut it down.
In the locker room, the cameras were everywhere. The first question, predictably, was about the rookies.
“Captain, can you speak to the performance of your new line? Any standouts?”
Ilya, sweaty and half-naked, grinned. “All are standouts. Luca, Zane, Wyatt, they are the future. We are lucky to have them. Tonight, Luca’s speed was so good, I thought he might leave the planet and go into low orbit like satellite.”
The media laughed, ate it up.
“Is this a new era for the Voyagers?” someone asked.
Ilya looked right into the camera. “Always new era. Last year, we make history. This year, we do it again. With our new family and new pack.”
That set off another round of questions, about Shane, about the twins, about “playing for something bigger.”
At the end, Ilya got choked up. He was on the verge of tears, so he just said: “I am proud of my boys. All of them, young and old.  Thank you,” and walked out, leaving the media in chaos.
Back in the dressing room, Shane was already there, flanked by Harris and the rookies.
Luca had the game puck, still in his glove. Wyatt was talking at a mile a minute, and Zane was texting furiously, probably his mom.
Shane hugged each of them, then turned to Ilya. “You did great!” Shane said. “Great work out there captain.”
Ilya laughed, then pulled Shane in, arms careful not to squish the twins. For a moment, he just breathed, the heat and noise of the locker room fading away.
Dion was at his side, sweat-streaked and smiling. “Hey, Captain,” Dion said, voice uncharacteristically soft. “You need anything? Water, Gatorade, a back rub?”
Ilya made a face. “I am not pregnant.”
Dion shrugged. “Shane’s not the only one carrying us this season. You’ve got broad shoulders, man, but don’t let them get too heavy. We got you, too.  Don’t take too much weight.”
He considered, and then…  Ilya let someone else take care of him.
Dion brought water. When he came back, he let Ilya rest his head for a second, the two of them just breathing. No words needed.
Around them, the team roared, fought over towels, and cranked the music and planning the after party.
 
+++++
 
December in Montreal came with the kind of cold that settles in your bones, the air sharp with wood smoke of fireplaces and the scent of snow that always wanted to fall. The houses on Shane’s street had gone all out for the holidays, every porch strung with white or blue lights, wreaths on every door.
He hated it.
“Fuck all of you…” Shane mumbled as he shut the blinds.  He finally understood the Grinch, on a deep, spiritual level.
Every time he looked at anybody or anything out in town, it made him feel like everyone else was doing something, being festive, productive, alive, while he was sinking deeper into the couch and the endless, smothering fatigue of the third trimester.
30 weeks pregnant.  That’s what finally broke him.  He could count on one hand the number of times he’d been out “sick” for the Voyagers.  Even after concussions, broken knuckles, flu that left him puking into trash cans between periods, he’d shown up.
Now, though, with the twins, he couldn’t get out of bed without his vision going spotty. His back ached, feet (and now ankles) were so swollen he had to wear Ilya’s slippers, and his wrists buzzed with weird, shooting pains. Heartburn was constant, like a damn fire in his throat and chest was roasting him alive.  On top of that, his blood sugar was temperamental at best, and he kept having to get tested for gestational diabetes, which made him equal parts nauseous and lightheaded.
All of it left him exhausted.  Fatigue worse than any he’d ever experienced, even after hell drills or suicide drills during his rookie years.  In fact, just a few days prior, he’d fallen asleep during practice and used the blankets and pillows as a makeshift bed.  He really did have to get carried out that day, with Dion and Troy helping him back to the locker room for a “proper bed”.
So, the time had finally come.  The Voyagers, not him, the admin and owners, had put him on early maternity leave.  The “don’t come into work” kind of maternity leave.  Benched for bedrest.
In his head, he knew it made sense, because right now, he was carrying a pair of cabbages, just like the fruit chart said.
Cabbages.
Heavy, cold, boring cabbages that made his belly bigger than he thought it would ever be.
However, in his heart, he was just pissed off.  Angry.  Angrier than he’d ever been in his life.
“I still have two fucking months of this bullshit and they’re not done growing!”
The worst was that he couldn’t even be useful anymore. There were a thousand things he should be doing: going over practice tapes and helping the rookies through the mid-season, texting the PaMs about the Christmas party, buying gifts for Ilya and the team, shopping for the babies, putting together the ridiculous crib they’d bought, working on his baby shower, or…  Anything.
Instead, he lay on his side, breathless and itchy, Queen pressed like a hot potato against his legs.  He’d slept all day.  Hell, he could have slept through the night too.
He opened his phone and scrolled through team messages.
 
Ilya had texted:
 
GAME IS OVER
I LOVE YOU
GET SLEEP, DO NOT COOK, I AM ON LONG DRIVE NOW COMING HOME
SHANE. I AM NOT A JOKE. DO NOT COOK. LET ME DO.
IF HUNGRY ORDER DELIVERY.
OR CALL JACKIE.  HAYDEN SAYS TO CALL JACKIE.  GIRLS WILL HELP YOU.
 
Shane rolled his eyes.  Ilya’s “Alpha” had been dead serious as of late.  He texted back:
 
yeah, I know, your priceless  vase will not move, jackass
 
Then, with a flash of self-loathing, deleted it before it could send.  He sent back a thumbs up emoji instead. 
He tried to nap, but his brain kept circling: the babies were moving so much now, sometimes one would kick and the other would retaliate, like a fight in a subway. At this hour, even Queen looked annoyed, shifting her bulk every few minutes.
Around noon, the gloom hit him. It was the kind that wasn’t just tired, but a sucking, black hole of a mood, the feeling that not only was he failing the team, but the babies and Ilya, too. Right now he was just a waste of space, with no energy to do anything meaningful. 
He cried, not a cute single tear but the ugly, snotty kind that left his face red and swollen. He hated himself for it, but he couldn’t stop.
After the worst of it had passed, he grabbed his phone and dialed his mother.  It was instinctive.  Yes, he felt like a child doing it, but he couldn’t exactly call his husband, who was driving a car already probably at mach 10, to vent to.
Yuna picked up on the second ring. “Shane?”
“Can you come over?” He didn’t even recognize his own voice, thin and raw.  Shane had hoped they were nearby.  They’d been looking for a new place to live in Montreal, to be closer to the grandkids and to help them both out when Shane went back to hockey.
There was a beat, then: “I’m already in the car. Your father and I have been touring houses in Montreal.  Be there in twenty.  Do you want to stay on the line with me?”
“No.  Just get here, please?” He hung up, curled deeper under the blanket, and tried to breathe.
Yuna arrived faster than any human should be able to. She didn’t knock, just let herself in, kicked off her boots, and padded straight to the bedroom. She wore her old Canadiens scarf, her hair tied back with the same red ribbon she’d worn at every one of Shane’s playoff games.
“Baby,” she said, voice low, and sat on the edge of the bed. She stroked his hair back, fingers feather-light, and waited.
Shane didn’t want to look at her. He stared at the pattern of the comforter, at Queen’s tiny twitching paws. “I can’t do it, Mom. I’m so tired. I haven’t done anything all day. I can’t go to Ilya’s games anymore, I can’t even shower by myself, I just… I don’t know what I’m doing.  I so fucking worthless…”
Yuna hummed, soothing, and kept stroking his hair. “You don’t have to do anything. Not right now.”
“But I’m supposed to,” Shane said, a fresh round of tears threatening. “The house is a mess, the gifts aren’t bought for Christmas, Ilya’s going to come home, tired, and have to cook for us, and I’m just… I’m nothing.”
“That’s a lie,” she said, gentle but firm. “You’re growing two children. That’s not ‘nothing.’”
“I feel like it.”
“Shane, you’ve never been useless. Not once. You know what my doctor told me when I was pregnant with you?”
He shook his head, hiding his face.
“She said, ‘the third trimester is time for surrender.’ She told me, ‘this is when you must let go and let other people take care of you.’ I thought she was nuts. I didn’t want to be weak.” Yuna leaned down, kissed his forehead. “But you know what? The surrender was the bravest thing I ever did. And it’s what you need to do, too.”
Shane closed his eyes. “I don’t know how.  I’ve never just…  Done nothing.  It feels horrible.”
She laughed, then climbed into bed behind him, spooning his back. “We’ll practice. I’m not going anywhere.”
They lay there, just breathing, for a long time. The babies kicked, shifting the weight, and Yuna put her palm on the spot. “There they are,” she said, voice full of pride. “Your little army.”
A few minutes later, David’s voice echoed from the front door. “I’m here! I brought some groceries!”
Yuna called back, “Bedroom!” She winked at Shane, then stood, smoothing the blanket over him.
David appeared, arms loaded with paper bags. He was wearing his old law-firm hoodie, jeans, and a beanie pulled down to his eyebrows. “Hey, kiddo,” he said. “I picked up that gingerbread you like, and got extra soup.” He smiled, set the groceries on the dresser, and started unpacking things: oranges, bananas, ice cream, a box of Shane’s favorite tea.
“I’ll make lunch,” David said. “Or breakfast, or whatever you want. You just stay put.”
Yuna sat beside Shane again, holding his hand.
Shane sniffled, voice hoarse. “Thanks. Both of you.”
They moved to the living room after that, Queen and all. Yuna propped him on the couch with a pillow under his feet, and David delivered a bowl of miso soup, the real kind, not instant. They watched bad reality TV. Yuna showed him a video of Anya’s latest skating routine she’s been sent by Ilya’s sister-in-law, and Shane found himself crying again, this time because of how much he missed his niece, how talented she was already getting, and how good the world could be sometimes to people that deserved peace.
Mid-afternoon, Yuna let Shane rest his head in her lap. She stroked his hair and hummed a tune he hadn’t heard since he was a kid.
“You’ve worked so hard, Shane Hollander,” she said, voice soft. “Harder than anyone I’ve ever known. I’m so proud of you and how strong you are. I am so glad that I gave birth to you. You are the best thing that ever happened to David and I.”
David, never one for big speeches, just sat on the arm of the couch and ruffled Shane’s hair, saying, “Always proud of you, kiddo. Always.”
With their hands on him, one on his hair, one on his knee, Shane finally let himself stop fighting. He breathed, slow and deep, the ache in his ribs less sharp.
“Wake me when Ilya gets here.  I want my Alpha.”
“Okay, sweetheart,” Yuna said.
Shane started to fell asleep, not fighting it.  Yet, before drifting off, he placed both hands on his belly and whispered to the cabbages inside: “You’ll be the best thing that ever happened to me, too.  Sorry I was grumpy to you.”
Queen grunted, pressed her face against his thigh. Yuna hummed, and David adjusted the blanket.
When sleep finally took Shane, he finally felt some relief in the pain he’d been shouldering for longer than 30 weeks.
 






      

  












      Chapter 27: The Dusk
  








   
Ilya left Detroit as soon as he could, leaving the victory celebration early, too eager to be back with Shane to care about the bar crawl or the endless parade of backslaps or reporters asking him the same ten questions again.
In a perfect world, Ilya would have hopped on a plane and been home in two hours. Unfortunately, the world hated him, and there wasn't a direct flight to Montreal that day that wouldn't make him end up waiting for hours on end. Instead, he booked a plane to Toronto, the closest flight he could find, where he could drive a rental for five hours and it was still be the fastest way to get home, getting him to Shane exactly 45 minutes faster than if he waited in an airport.
Hayden looked at him like he was a maniac and said to just "wait for a flight", but the man was in the post=pregnancy haze and forgot how stupid Alphas got about their pregnant mates.
The drive from the Toronto airport blurred past, every red light a personal insult, every slow driver a mortal enemy that he flipped off and swore at in Russian.
When he finally pulled into the driveway of their lake home, the house glowed cold and bright against moon hanging low in the clear, starry night sky. Simply seeing his home was enough to bring a tear to his eye after the long drive.
Ilya grabbed his bag and took the front steps two at a time.
Inside, the living room was dim, lit only by the flicker of the television playing some old sitcom on low volume with a laugh track welcoming him home. Shane was asleep on the couch, curled on his side with a quilt tucked around him and his bump, David and Yuna flanking him like bodyguards.
David dozed, mouth slack jawed and drooling, glasses askew on his nose, a tablet with Facebook reels looping without him, open on his lap. Yuna sat upright on the far end of the couch, one hand resting on Shane's shoulder, her eyes half-closed but aware enough to catch Ilya's entrance.
She looked up, pressed a finger to her lips, and whispered, "He's been out for hours. Finally. He did ask us to wake him when you got home though. Your choice."
Ilya set his bag down, soft as he could manage, and crossed the room. He knelt at Shane's level, bringing himself eye-to-eye with his sleeping mate.
For a moment, he just looked.
Shane's face was softer in sleep, the lines of worry smoothed out, his breathing deep and even. The bump rose and fell with each breath. His poor mate had been so miserable the last few weeks, and to disturb his sleep was probably the cruelest thing he could do then.
Yet… Ilya knew Shane better than that. If Shane asked to be woken up, then that's what Shane wanted.
Ilya reached out, brushed a strand of dark hair from Shane's forehead, and whispered, "I'm sorry I took so long. Next time I will be faster. Or we buy private jet." He pressed a deep kiss onto Shane's forehead.
Shane's eyes fluttered open, unfocused at first, then landing on Ilya's face. A slow smile spread.
"You're home," Shane said, voice rough with sleep.
Ilya nodded, throat tight. He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the curve of Shane's belly, first one side, then the other, murmuring in Russian. "Good morning my darlings." Then he kissed Shane's lips, soft and lingering.
"Yes, I am home," Ilya said. "I missed you. Took out anger on Detroit. We owe a few fruit baskets."
Shane's hand came up, cupped Ilya's jaw, thumb stroking the rough edge of his beard. He chuckled. "Missed you too."
"Forgive me for leaving?"
Shane smiled, but there was exhaustion behind it. "Only if you promise not to leave again."
Ilya's brow furrowed. "I have one more away game before Christmas break. Cannot promise that, love."
Shane's face crumpled, just a fraction. "Then just… stay close until you have to leave again. Please?"
"Always," Ilya promised.
He helped Shane sit up, slow and careful, then asked, "How are you doing?"
Shane's composure cracked as he looked to his parents, then down at himself, and finally, to Ilya.. Tears welled in his eyes, and his voice broke on the first word. "I'm a mess. I can't sleep without someone here. My back hurts so bad I can barely stand up. I'm hungry all the time but nothing tastes right. I can't even put on my own socks anymore, and I'm so fucking tired of being this… this big pile of useless pudding." The words came faster, messier, until Shane was sobbing openly.
Ilya pulled him close, cradling his head against his shoulder. He offered quiet shushes and peppered kisses. "You are not pudding. You are strongest person I know."
"I'm not," Shane said, voice muffled. "I'm just… angry. All the time. At everything and everyone. I snapped at Queen yesterday. I was cursing you out earlier. I…. I yelled at the babies for making me feel like this, at you for leaving even though you had to, at myself for being weak and not being able to do anything. I'm awful. I can't even sit still right, and I…."
"Shane. You are not weak. You are strong. Anger is normal. You are carrying two whole new lives inside of you that eat away all your strength and make your body uncomfortable! I have to leave you alone to struggle with this. Of course you feel bad and are cranky! That is normal. Dr. Holly said so!" Ilya said, firm but gentle. He tilted Shane's face up, forcing eye contact. "What can I do to make it better? Tell me. Anything."
Shane wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, sniffling. "I want you all to myself tonight. No team, no calls, no nothing. Just… you and me. Please? I need you to… Spoil me. Hard."
Yuna, who'd been watching quietly, stood and stretched. "That's our cue, David."
David jolted awake, glasses sliding down his nose. "Huh?"
"We're leaving," Yuna said, already gathering her coat. She leaned down, kissed Shane's temple, then whispered, "You're doing great, sweetheart. Let him take care of you. Call us when Ilya hits the road and we'll come over and stay the night again."
David stood, patted Ilya on the shoulder. "Good luck, son."
Yuna scooped up Queen, who protested with a low grumble of being extracted from Shane's side. "We're taking Her Majesty with us. She doesn't need to witness your sexcapades." She said, passing Queen off to David as she gathered her coat and bags.
"Mom!" Shane yelped, face flaming.
Yuna just winked and swept out the door, David trailing behind with Queen tucked under his arm like a football.
When the door clicked shut, the house went silent.
Ilya looked down at Shane, who was red-faced and trembling, exhaustion and need warring in his eyes.
"Come," Ilya said, and scooped Shane into his arms, cradling him like he and the babies weighed nothing.
Shane let out a startled laugh. "I'm too heavy…"
"You are my husband. I carry you through snow, up hill both ways, pregnant or not pregnant, kids or nieces or nephews hanging onto me, or even with arms full of groceries, this is what I do! I am the Alpha of the house, and I do not know defeat!" Ilya interrupted with a loud, theatrical performance, which Shane giggled at, and carried him down the hall, and into their bedroom.
He laid Shane on the bed, gentle as a priceless vase, and pressed a kiss to his love's forehead.
"Tonight is for you," Ilya whispered. "Only you. What does my love's heart desire?"
Shane looked up at Ilya, eyes still glassy from crying, and managed a wobbly smile. "Make it go away. The soreness. The cramps. The aches.," he whispered. "Just... make me forget I hurt."
Ilya's chest tightened. He cupped Shane's face, thumbs brushing away the last tears. "I will try, my love. Will do my best."
He started with Shane's clothes, peeling away each layer with reverence. The maternity shirt came off first, revealing the swell of Shane's belly and the faint, silvery lines that had started creeping across his hips and belly. Ilya traced one with his finger, then pressed a kiss to it.
Shane shivered. "Don't."
"They are beautiful," Ilya said, quiet but unyielding. He moved to the pants and undergarments, easing them down over Shane's hips, careful not to snag the waistband. When Shane was laid bare, Ilya folded each piece, taking his time, smoothing out wrinkles that didn't exist. He set the stack on the nearby table, knowing exactly how his mate liked things done around the house.
Shane watched, face flushed. "You didn't have to do that, you know?"
"I want to. Because it makes you happy," Ilya said. He crossed to the bathroom, grabbed the massage oil and lotions from Shane's side of their shared space. He uncapped the bottle of oil, set the rest of the tools on the nightstand, and warmed the oil between his palms so it wouldn't be cold on his mate.
He knelt beside the bed, and started at Shane's shoulders. His hands worked in slow circles, finding every knot, every place where tension lived. Shane's breath hitched, then steadied, muscles softening under the pressure.
"On your side." Ilya ordered, helping Shane to turn over.
Ilya moved down Shane's spine, thumbs digging into the meat of his lower back. There was plenty of tension, and Ilya spent a good ten minutes here alone. Shane groaned, the sound raw and desperate and each minute passed by..
"Good?" Ilya asked.
"So good," Shane breathed. "Oh my God, don't stop there. Please, right there! Oh! Oh yes!" he groaned as Ilya found the perfect spot where 30 weeks of baby weight had taken its worse toll.
Ilya worked methodically, using techniques he'd learned from videos online, from Jackie's recommendations, and even from a professional masseuse that he'd hired to teach him the best way to handle pregnant clients. Though mostly, from trial and error over the last month, as with each passing week there was less and less he could do for his mate but give temporary bliss like this. He kneaded Shane's hips and inner thighs, careful around the bump, then down his thighs, calves, ankles.
When he reached Shane's feet, swollen and hot, he rolled Shane onto his back and slowly slid his mate's feet and ankles off the bed so he could apply his strength the best. Ilya pressed hard, working out every ache, every pressure point.
Shane whined, a high, helpless sound.
"This is good?" Ilya asked. "Same pressure or harder?"
"More, harder, please," Shane begged, voice breaking.
Ilya understood. His mate needed release, needed to let go completely.
He pressed harder, thumbs driving deep into the arch of Shane's left foot, working the flesh with an aggressive pressure. Shane's whole body went rigid, back arching off the bed, a sound ripping from his throat that was pure relief, bordering on obscene.
"Oh God, oh God, right there, don't stop," Shane gasped, hands fisting the sheets so hard his knuckles went white. His head thrashed to the side, face flushed and glistening.
Ilya watched, transfixed, as Shane's breathing was deeper than any of the sexual encounters they’d had before. The Omega's mouth fell open, panting shallow and quick. Ilya dug his thumbs into the ball of Shane's foot, found the tight, knotted muscle screaming for release, and pressed until Shane made a noise that should have been illegal.
"Yes, yes, fuck, Ilya, please," Shane whimpered, one hand flying up to clutch at his own chest, the other reaching blindly toward Ilya.
Ilya caught the hand, threaded their fingers together, and didn't let up. He worked the pressure point in slow, deliberate circles, feeling the muscle finally give under his touch.
Shane's entire body shuddered, a full-body tremor that started in his toes and rolled up through his spine. His eyes squeezed shut, mouth open in a silent cry, and for one impossible moment, he looked exactly like he did when Ilya made him come.
"Oh my God," Shane breathed, collapsing back against the pillows, boneless and spent. "I think I just… I think you just..."
Ilya grinned, moving to the other foot. "Good?"
"Good doesn't even cover it," Shane managed, voice wrecked. "Do the other one. Now."
Ilya moved to the other foot without hesitation, settling the ankle across his lap with the same care he'd use to handle something irreplaceable.
Shane's hands were already white-knuckled in the sheets, braced.
Ilya found the arch first, thumbs pressing in slow, brutal circles, reading the knots the way he read ice. Shane sucked in a breath, held it, and then let out a sound halfway between a sob and a moan when Ilya hit the right spot and leaned his full weight into it.
"Oh fuck," Shane breathed. His head fell back hard into the pillow. "Right there, right there, don't you dare move…"
Ilya didn't move. He kept the pressure locked, grinding in slow, grinding circles until the muscle gave beneath him like ice cracking in spring. Shane's back arched clean off the mattress, one hand flying to grip the headboard.
"Ilya…”
The sound he made when Ilya found the second pressure point, higher up, near the heel, wasn't a word at all. It dissolved into something raw, and both of them went still afterward, Shane panting, Ilya watching his mate's face, his own quite smug at his skills.
"Still good?" Ilya asked.
Shane laughed, the sound wrung out and helpless. "I think you're legally required to put a warning label on your hands. Fuck that, you’re not allowed to touch anyone but me from now on.”
Ilya smiled and kept working, slower now, drawing it out. Shane stopped trying to hold himself together after that, just letting every sound come as it wanted, his whole body gradually going loose beneath Ilya's hands.
When the last knot finally released, Shane went completely slack. He stared at the ceiling, chest heaving softly, the flush across his face the deepest Ilya had seen all night.
"Okay," Shane said, after a long moment. His voice had dropped an entire register. "I need something else now."
Ilya raised an eyebrow. "Something else?”
Shane turned his head, meeting Ilya's eyes. "You know what I mean."
He kissed Shane's ankle, then moved up the bed, settling between Shane's legs. He looked up, asking permission with his eyes.
Shane nodded, already breathing hard.
Ilya took Shane's cock into his mouth, sucking slow and deep. He worked him with tongue and lips, hands splayed across Shane's thighs, feeling the tremor build.
It didn't take long.
Shane came with a broken cry, hips stuttering, and Ilya swallowed everything, gentle and thorough.
When he pulled back, Shane was boneless, eyes half-lidded.
"Better?" Ilya asked.
“The feet were better.”
“Then I shall practice more on cock.”
Shane nodded with a wide grin, already drifting. "Don't want to sleep yet..."
Ilya smiled, grabbed a warm washcloth, and wiped away the oil from earlier, caressing each and every inch and curve of Shane's body with warm water. He rinsed, repeated, and dried each spot with a fluffy warm towel. He moved to the creams and lotions next.
The first, a special bust cream for Omegas, was rubbed into Shane's chest, which had grown more tender, especially in the last few weeks. They were rounder now, already thick with milk and growing bit by bit each day, as if they knew they'd have to feed for two. Shane hissed at the touch, then melted. A trickle of pearl white liquid dripped from his nipple, and Ilya wiped it away with his fingers.
Ilya moved to the stretch marks, working the cream into each line with devotion. He whispered in Russian, words Shane didn't need to understand, just the tone alone was enough to convey love and worship.
By the time he finished the last wipe down, Shane was asleep, mouth parted, breathing deep and even, with little snores.
Ilya set the cream aside, pulled the blanket and quilt both over both of them, and curled up next to Shane, one hand resting on the bump.
The babies shifted, a gentle flutter under his palm.
Ilya closed his eyes and let sleep take him, content and more satisfied than he’d been their entire relationship.
+++++
Shane waddled. Waddled.
He'd never in his life waddled. He was Shane Hollander, he glided, he flew, he moved across ice at speeds that made Alphas twice his size look like they were standing still.
Now, at thirty-seven weeks, he waddled down their hallway at half past midnight, one hand braced against the wall, the other pressed into the small of his back where a hot, grinding ache that had shown absolutely no intention of ever leaving.
The house was quiet. Ilya was asleep, or had been, finally, after staying up way later than he should have because Shane couldn't sleep. Queen was asleep, curled into a perfect donut on the armchair in the living room, her little snores audible from the hallway.
Shane made it to the kitchen, turned on the night lighting so it was dim enough not to blind him, and stood in front of the open fridge for a full thirty seconds doing absolutely nothing except existing.
He wasn't even hungry, not specifically. He just needed to be somewhere that wasn't that bed, which had become a landscape of strategic pillows and attempts at lumbar support that still somehow failed to do anything but piss him off.
He closed the fridge.
He opened it again with a huff.
He took out a container of leftover pasta, stared at it, and put it back.
Something was wrong. The idea of food, for the last 12 hours, had been… Distasteful. He'd had bathroom troubles all day long, from both ends, and couldn't keep anything down.
Deep down, he knew something was wrong, but he couldn't put his finger on it. He blamed the twins. This was all their doing.
His back clenched and he groaned, low and private, tipping his head forward to rest against the cool of the fridge door. A contraction wracked through him, radiating through his back, Braxton Hicks, probably.
No, none of that "probably". That's what they were. He knew, good and well that fact because of two false labor scares. Two.
The first had sent both him and Ilya hurtling to the hospital at three in the morning a week ago, Shane convinced he was dying, Ilya so white-knuckled on the steering wheel that Shane thought he'd crack it clean in half. Three hours of monitoring, two cups of terrible hospital water, and one deeply apologetic Dr. Holly later, they'd been sent home with the news that Braxton Hicks contractions were perfectly normal and could sometimes feel convincing, just like the real thing.
The second time, Ilya hadn't even taken his coat off at the hospital before the contractions spaced out and faded into nothing. The nurse on duty had been kind about it, saying "they really do feel real this late, huh?" which made it worse.
Dr. Holly had scheduled an induction date to asway Shane's irritation and fears. Three days away. She'd used words like comfortable and manageable and safety while Shane knew she was bullshitting him. When he asked what was really going to happen, and she shared what expectant parents did during birth, he was mortified. He sat on the exam table and catalogued every indignity the last three months had inflicted on him, and decided that Jackie Pike was a goddamn national treasure for going through this time after time and Hayden needed to up his game when it came to their anniversary and mother's day presents.
He was angry, by this point. Not at anyone in particular. Just angry in a broad kind of way, the way you got angry at weather that ruined a perfectly good picnic.
"Come out," he whined, to his belly, quietly, because the kitchen was the only place where talking to his unborn children at midnight didn't feel completely unhinged.
Nothing. A faint, lazy roll on the left side, which he recognized as his daughter turning over in her sleep like she owned the place.
"I have three hundred thread count sheets out here! Big pecs with the best milk you could ever want!" he told them. "Your brother gets the good side of the crib because he was slightly less violent in the womb, but we can negotiate if you'd just come out. Pleaaaaaasseeeee."
Another roll. Slower. Deeply unimpressed. As if his daughter had said say "pass, I like my current accommodations thank you very much", and her brother was already following in her footsteps.
"You're going to be just like your Papa," Shane muttered, poking at his daughter's side of the belly. "Stubborn as a mule. You're gonna be the one that asks "why" all the time, aren't you?"
He heard footsteps and glanced up. Ilya filled the doorway in just his sleep shorts, hair absolutely wild, eyes squinting against even the low light. He took in Shane standing in front of the fridge and didn't say anything for a second.
"Demand they come out," Shane said.
Ilya blinked.
"You're their other parent. You have authority here. You're the Alpha. Tell them. We're a unified front, Ilya. Got it?"
Ilya crossed the kitchen without further commentary, a sweet smile on his face and a quiet chuckle. He positioned himself behind Shane, and wrapped both arms low around the bump, his hands warm and wide. He held on with the particular steadiness he'd developed over the last few months. His chin came to rest on Shane's shoulder.
"Сейчас пора, маленькие. Папа устал и нам нужно, чтобы вы вышли поскорее," [It's time now, little ones. Daddy is tired and we need you to come out quickly.] Ilya said, voice quiet and unhurried, Russian rumbling low in his chest.
Shane didn't catch all of it. He caught daddy and something about time. He didn't' need to know the rest, just based on the tone of it, gentle and certain the way Ilya got when he was talking to the babies in private. All things considered, it made Shane's heart slightly less angry. Slightly.
Ilya kept talking, slow and soft. His hands moved slightly, a small, idle rub across the taut skin. "Мы будем заботиться о вас. Будем баловать вас. Папа хочет снова нормально спать." [We will take care of you. We will pamper you. Daddy wants to sleep normally again.]
Shane snorted despite himself. "Did you make your demands?"
"Yes."
"Were you firm about it?"
"I am very optimistic about it." Ilya pressed a kiss to the side of Shane's neck.
The bump shifted, something that could have been a heel or an elbow dragging across from right to left, slow and deliberate.
"There," Ilya said, quiet. He moved one hand slightly. "Hello. I am your Papa. I have been waiting a long time and I am tired of waiting. I want to hold you and cuddle you. Both of you! What do you say? You come out now, and maybe… Maybe Papa buys you fancy car when you are sixteen."
Shane stared down at the movement under Ilya's palm, the visible ripple of it. His throat went tight. He reached down and covered Ilya's hand with his own.
"Three more days and then we make them come out anyway. Tell them we don't negotiate with terrorists," Shane said.
"Of course, my love."
"I just want it to be done." He said it plainly, without apology. "I want to see them. I want to hold them and not feel like a submarine."
"You are not a submarine," Ilya said.
"I am when I'm soaking in the tub. Literally.”
"You are carrying two full people. This is different situation from submarine." He kissed Shane's shoulder. "You are most beautiful, kind, loving, generous, amazing person I have ever seen. Submarine you are not!"
Shane rolled his eyes, but he also leaned back a little further into Ilya's chest, because the weight of the bump was relentless and Ilya's arms took some of it, always had, and right now the relief of that was the best thing in the world.
They stood there a while in the dim kitchen. The house was still and cool. Outside, snow had been falling intermittently in the late February winter, and the backyard caught some of the light from the porch, soft and bluish through the glass.
"Couch?" Shane asked, eventually.
"Anything you desire."
He didn't have to say why, because Ilya already knew. The bed was fine, technically, but the couch was wide and low and had a back to lean against and it didn't require strategic pillow architecture to make horizontal a bearable position.
Ilya helped him turn around, kept a hand at his back down the hallway.
In the living room, Queen lifted her head from the armchair, assessed the situation with one eye, and lowered her head again. Ilya had everything under control, so she wasn't needed and could continue to slumber.
Ilya sat first, then helped Shane lower himself down, which took a minute and involved some creative repositioning. Shane ended up on his side, back against the couch cushions, head propped on a pillow, legs curled as much as they could manage.
"Blanket?" Ilya asked.
"Two. No, just get all the blankets from the closet. Oh, and the quilt from the bed. I'm freezing."
Ilya retrieved them, draped one over Shane, tucked it in around his shoulders. Then he sat at the other end, lifted Shane's feet gently into his lap, and pulled the second blanket over both of them. The extra ones were lined around them, filling in the caps of the couch and creating a miniature blanket fort.
Shane felt the tension in his back ease, incrementally. The ache was still there, but duller, spread out differently. A weird flutter kept vibrating in his chest, which made him anxious.
"Come lie down," Shane said. "There's room."
"You are sure?"
"Ilya. Lie down. Want you. Now."
Ilya rearranged himself carefully, settling in behind Shane with one arm draped low and loose over his side, hand resting still on the bump. His breathing slowed quickly, the way it always did.
Shane stared at the middle distance of the darkened living room. Outside, a thin haze of snow floated past the window.
As much as he wanted to rest, he knew it was pointless. The babies were moving like animals, wanting to kick and punch at Papa's hands, who refused to leave Shane's side.
"Think they heard you," Shane said quietly, to the room as much as to Ilya.
"I think so too," Ilya murmured, already half gone.
Shane covered Ilya's hand with his and closed his eyes, and finally, in the hush of the temporary nest they'd built together, he laughed, soft and helpless, at the two of them waiting.
+++++
Ilya woke, not an hour later, to a sound that wasn't right. Not the usual symphony of Shane's gentle snoring or Queen's chain-saw wheeze from her cushion, but something raw, wounded.
A whimper, thin and desperate, that sliced through the quiet of their living room like a blade. Like someone was holding back a great deal of pain.
His eyes snapped open.
Shane was awake, upright, one hand braced against the arm of the couch, the other clamped over his mouth. The blankets had slipped down around his hips, exposing the massive curve of his belly that had somehow… Shifted. Shifted downwards. Quite a bit, actually. His face was pale, slick with sweat, and his breath came in shallow, hitching gasps.
"Love?" Ilya's voice was hoarse from sleep. He sat up, every nerve firing at once.
Shane shook his head, eyes squeezed shut. "Something's wrong."
Ilya's heart kicked against his ribs. He scrambled to Shane's side, hands hovering, unsure where to touch without hurting. "Tell me. What is it?"
Shane's breath stuttered. "I think… my water broke."
Ilya looked down. The blanket beneath Shane was soaked, a dark stain spreading across the fabric and dripping onto the hardwood.
For one wild second, Ilya's brain went blank.
Then training kicked in. Alpha mode was go. Like a triggered secret agent hearing their command phase, the pamphlets, the books, Jackie's lectures, Hayden's advice, Dr. Holly's warnings, all of it, was now the only thing he cared about.
"Okay," Ilya said, forcing his voice steady. "We go to hospital. Now."
Shane let out a sharp, broken laugh. "No shit, Sherlock."
Another sound, a hiss through clenched teeth. Shane doubled over, clutching the bump with both hands, riding out something invisible and brutal.
Ilya didn't waste time. He scooped Shane up, ignoring the protest, and carried him to the bedroom. He got them both dressed in record time, so they wouldn't be indecent in public. Then, he called the hospital, who promised to be ready for them and were already paging Dr. Holly. Of course, he sent a text to Yuna, the SOS, and knew she could handle everything else, including Queen.
Ilya picked Shane back up. "Let's go." Shane clung to his neck, face buried in Ilya's shoulder, breathing hard.
Ilya grabbed their keys one-handed, shouldered the door open, and the cold February air hit them like a slap. Snow had started falling in earnest, fat flakes drifting down in the dark.
The family van, an ugly atrocity that Ilya flinched at each time he looked over its ugly architecture, was already prepped weeks ago, sat in the driveway. Full tank of gas, already checked for oil and tires. Two car seats were strapped in the back, the emergency bag wedged between them. Ilya had checked it three times yesterday: diapers, wipes, clothes for the twins, clothes for Shane, snacks, water, the folder with the important documents they might need.
He yanked the passenger door open, eased Shane into the seat, and buckled him in with shaking hands.
Shane whimpered again, head falling back against the headrest. "Ilya, I think they're coming soon."
Ilya's stomach dropped. "How soon?"
"Like… really soon." Shane's voice was thin, scared.
Ilya slammed the door, ran to the driver's side, and fired up the engine. The tires spun once on the ice before catching, and he reversed out of the driveway.
Deep down, Ilya wanted to speed all the way there, but knew better. He kept at the speed limit, keep his eyes on the falling snow, making sure of the roads' safety.
Another contraction hit. Shane's whole body went rigid, a cry tearing from his throat. Ilya's hands went white on the wheel.
He drove about five miles over the speed limit at that point. No more, no less.
+++++
The hospital's emergency entrance blazed white under the floodlights, a beacon cutting through the snowfall. Ilya slammed the van into park across two spaces, didn't bother killing the engine, and bolted around to Shane's door.
Shane was breathing through his teeth, face twisted, hands locked on the armrests. "I can't… I can't move yet."
"I've got you." Ilya unbuckled him, slid both arms under Shane's body, and lifted. His mate weighed more than he had at the start of the season, but Ilya barely noticed. All that mattered was getting Shane and his babies inside and to the doctors, out of the cold, so they could be born in a warm, safe environment.
He kicked the automatic doors open with his boot, bellowing in Russian first, then English: "My husband is in labor!"
Two nurses at the intake desk jumped, recognizing them on the spot. One grabbed a wheelchair, the other a clipboard, and they converged like a practiced unit.
"How far apart are the contractions?" the first nurse asked, voice calm, professional.
Shane gasped. "Two minutes. Maybe less."
The nurse's eyes went wide. She abandoned the clipboard. "Get him upstairs. Birthing center, third floor. Dr. Holly should already be getting ready in prep, I'll let her know you are here."
Ilya didn't wait for the wheelchair. He carried Shane through the lobby, ignoring the shocked stares from the handful of late-night visitors, and slammed the elevator button with his elbow.
Shane groaned, head lolling against Ilya's shoulder. "Put me down. I can walk."
"No."
"Ilya."
"No."
The elevator doors opened. Ilya stepped in alongside the nurses, hit the button for three, and held Shane closer as another contraction tore through him. Shane's cry echoed in the small space, raw and desperate.
"Breathe, love. Just breathe," Ilya whispered, though his own breath was ragged.
The doors opened onto chaos. A nurse was already waiting, a gurney beside her. "Mr. Hollander? This way."
Ilya set Shane down, finally, onto the gurney. Shane's hand shot out, grabbed Ilya's wrist with a grip that could crack bone.
"Don't leave."
"Never," Ilya said.
They rushed down the hall, the wheels squeaking, the fluorescent lights overhead too bright. They pushed through double doors into a fanciful birthing suite, all soft lighting, a nice wide bed, and equipment that looked both comforting and terrifying.
The nurses helped Shane onto the bed, stripped away his sweatpants, his shirt, and got him into a hospital gown that barely closed over the bump. Shane hissed at the cold, at the hands, at everything.
One nurse checked his vitals while another examined him, adjusting his legs to get a better view. Her face went serious.
"Oh sweetheart…" she said. "These babies are coming now."
Shane's face crumpled. "I'm not ready."
Ilya was at his side in a heartbeat, both hands cradling Shane's face. "Yes, you are. You are ready. You are strong. You can do this."
Shane looked at him, eyes wild with fear. "I'm scared."
Ilya pressed their foreheads together. "I know. I am scared too, but we do it together, yes? Like everything else."
Shane nodded, swallowing hard.
The door swung open and Dr. Holly strode in, already in scrubs, hair tied back. She took one look at Shane, then underneath the robe, clapped her gloved hands together and said, "Alright, let's have some babies. No foreplay today."
Five minutes passed of screams and yelling that Ilya, despite his preparation, wasn't prepared for. To hear and see his mate in pain set him growling, but he did the only thing he could reasonably do and hold onto Shane's hand, and whisper soothing words in Russian, the kind that always made Shane's anxiety pass.
Dr. Holly nodded along with each contraction that hit. "You're doing great. Next contraction, I need you to push. Push as hard as you can."
Shane's breath hitched. "Now?"
"Now."
The contraction hit.
Shane bore down, face going red, a sound ripping from his throat that made Ilya's chest ache. His mate pushed, hard, then collapsed back against the pillows, gasping.
"Good," Dr. Holly said. "Again. We're so close. So close, sweetheart."
Shane pushed again, and again, Ilya holding his hand through each one, murmuring encouragement, not caring if the words even made sense.
Then, finally, a different sound hit. A thin, tiny wail that filled the room.
Dr. Holly lifted a tiny, squirming body into the air. "Your daughter has decided to join us."
Shane sobbed, reaching out, and Dr. Holly placed her on his chest. She was perfect: red-faced, furious, screaming at the top of her lungs, fists waving like she was ready to fight the world. A thick head of golden hair, just like her Papa.
Ilya stared, unable to speak. His daughter. His daughter.
"She's beautiful," he finally managed, voice breaking.
Dr. Holly worked quickly, clamping the cord, handing Ilya the scissors. "You want to do the honors?"
Ilya's hands shook, but he cut clean. The cord fell away, and the baby screamed louder.
"She's got a temper," one of the nurses said, smiling as she wrapped the baby in a soft blanket and started to tend to it to the side.
"Just like her Papa," Shane whispered, stroking her tiny head as she was lifted away.
Dr. Holly's voice cut through the moment. "Shane, the other one's running after their sister. I need you to hold on. There will be plenty of time for tears soon."
Shane nodded, exhausted, but Ilya saw the determination flicker back into his eyes.
"Ready?" Dr. Holly asked.
"Ready."
The next set of pushes came faster, harder. Shane bore down, face twisted in pain, and Ilya held him through it, whispering, "You can do this, you can do this."
Then, another cry.
Quieter, softer, but just as insistent.
"…and here's our little champ now," Dr. Holly said, and lifted him into the light.
Shane sobbed again, reaching out, and after handling the cord, Dr. Holly placed him on Shane's chest, just like the sister, for a brief moment.
Ilya looked down at them both: his daughter, still wailing and giving the nurses a hard time, and his son, blinking sleepily, already nuzzling against Shane's skin, the crying already slowing down, with a soft little expression that looked just like his Daddy, all curious and wondering about the world.
"They're here," Shane breathed, tears streaming. "They're really here."
Ilya kissed Shane's temple, his own face wet. "You did it. You are amazing. Look at what you gave us."
Shane laughed, shaky and raw.
The room filled with the sound of tiny cries, the rustle of blankets, the soft murmur of nurses checking vitals. Ilya couldn't look away from his children, from Shane, from the impossible, perfect reality of it all.
Dr. Holly smiled. "Congratulations, gentlemen. You have two healthy babies."
Ilya pressed his forehead to Shane's, breathing him in, and whispered, "Thank you. For everything."
Shane's smile was small, tired, and the most beautiful thing Ilya had ever seen.
"Love you," Shane whispered.
"Love you too," Ilya said. "Always."
 
+++++
After the birth, the babies were cleaned up, weighed, measured, diapered, and swaddled in soft hospital blankets. Dr. Holly supervised every step, while the nurses murmured directions to each other in the kind of shorthand that came from a thousand deliveries.
Shane, still on the bed, watched through a haze of exhaustion and endorphins. His body felt wrung out, every muscle spent, but his mind was sharp, cataloging every detail that he'd never forget. Like he way his daughter's cry had a rasp at the edges like she just had to use ALL the air in her lungs, or the way his son blinked slowly like he was already thinking too hard about the world.
"Alright," Dr. Holly said, pulling off her gloves with a snap. "Let's get you to recovery and nesting."
After confirming everything was okay with both Daddy and babies, they moved Shane to a gurney, careful with every motion, and wheeled him down a quieter hall. Ilya trailed behind, eyes never leaving the two tiny bundles now rolled in two clear little boxes by a nurse who walked ahead like she was guarding the crown jewels.
The recovery suite was different from the delivery room: warmer, dimmer, with a wide bed more meant for sleeping. The walls were painted a soft sage green, and there were blackout curtains already drawn. A recliner sat in the corner, blankets stacked on the armrest, as well as the emergency bag that Ilya had left in the car.
"This is where you'll nest and imprint with your babies," the nurse explained, voice gentle. "It's private, the only people that come in are those that you invite in. We'll bring in whatever you need. Food, water, extra pillows. You'll have the room for as long as you need it. Some parents take a few days, others a week. Go at your own pace. Nobody's rushing you."
Ilya's chest tightened. He'd read about recovery suites in the pamphlets, but seeing it in person was different. This wasn't just a hospital room. It was a sanctuary. A place he and Shane were safe from the world, and more importantly… Where they'd first bond with their newborns.
The nurses and Ilya helped Shane into the bed, propping him up with pillows until he was half-sitting, half-reclining. His face was still flushed, hair plastered to his forehead, but when he looked at Ilya, he smiled.
The nurse gestured to the recliner. "Papa, you'll want to be close. Go ahead and hop into be too, We'll bring you some blankets, too. Go ahead and take your shirt off too, skin-to-skin is the best for bonding with newborns."
Ilya didn't need to be told twice. He kicked off his shoes, shed his jacket and shirt, and climbed in beside Shane, careful not to jostle him. The bed was wider than he'd expected, enough room for both of them and then some.
Shane leaned into him immediately, resting his head on Ilya's shoulder. "You good?" he asked, voice hoarse.
"Am I good?" Ilya laughed, incredulous. "You just had two babies. I should be asking you."
Shane huffed a weak laugh. "I'm alive. Everything hurts. That was… Worse than I thought it would be. By a lot."
"I know, love. I'm sorry."
The nurse returned, holding the babies, now diapered and swaddled so tight they looked like little burritos. She approached the bed, smiling. "Ready?"
Shane nodded, arms already reaching.
She placed the boy in Shane's arms first. The baby was so small, lighter than Ilya had imagined, his face scrunched and pink. He blinked up at Shane with dark eyes, unfocused but curious.
Shane stared down at him, tears welling instantly. "Hi," he whispered. "Hi, baby. I'm your Daddy."
The baby made a soft, mewling sound, and Shane's face crumpled. He pressed a kiss to the tiny forehead, then another, then buried his nose in the soft hair.
Ilya felt his own throat go tight.
The nurse moved to Ilya next, holding out the daughter. "Your turn, Papa."
Ilya's hands shook as he took her. She was heavier than her brother, sturdier, and when he settled her against his chest, she immediately opened her mouth and wailed.
"Shh, shh," Ilya murmured, rocking her gently. "Is okay. Papa is here. Papa will always be here."
She didn't stop crying, but her fists unclenched, tiny fingers wrapping around Ilya's thumb. Her grip was fierce, unyielding, and Ilya felt something inside him break wide open.
He looked down at her, at the curve of her nose, the impossible softness of her skin, and realized with perfect clarity… He would die for this child. He would die for both of them.
For the first time in his life, Ilya understood what unconditional love meant. This was it. Pure, simple, overwhelming. His children didn't need to do a single thing. He just… Loved.
Ilya's vision blurred. He tried to blink the tears away, but they came anyway.
Shane, watching him, smiled through his own tears. "You okay?"
Ilya nodded, unable to speak. He looked down at his daughter, then at Shane holding their son, and felt the weight of something he'd carried his whole life finally lift.
Looking at his daughter's face, at the way she blinked up at him with absolute trust, even after screaming and crying after first meeting him, Ilya knew with bone-deep certainty: there was nothing wrong with him.
There had never been anything wrong with him. His father had been the one with something wrong. Because Ilya could never imagine doing anything but loving these babies.
He bent his head, pressed his lips to his daughter's forehead, and whispered in Russian, "Ты моя принцесса. Я буду защищать тебя от всего. Всегда." [You are my princess. I will protect you from everything. Always]
Then he shifted, leaning over to where Shane held their son, and pressed a kiss to the baby's head, too. "И ты, мой маленький воин. Ты будешь любим каждый день своей жизни." [You, my little warrior. You will be loved every day of your life.]
Shane, understanding none of the words but all of the meaning, reached out and took Ilya's hand.
Ilya laced their fingers together, then leaned in and kissed Shane, soft and sure.
"Thank you," Ilya whispered. "For giving me everything."
Shane smiled, exhausted but radiant. "Thank you doing the same."
They sat like that, the four of them, wrapped in the quiet hum of the recovery suite. Outside, the snow kept falling. Inside, nothing else mattered but the weight of two tiny lives, the warmth of each other, and the impossible, perfect beginning of everything to come.
+++++
After they'd spent enough time bonding, and as their little princess started wailing again, Shane just smiled, knowing exactly what they both probably needed.
Shane undid his hospital gown, wincing as the fabric pulled across his tender chest and it fell into his lap. The soreness had gotten worse in the last hour, a tight ache that radiated from his nipples all the way down to his ribs.
"You okay?" Ilya asked, watching with concern.
"Just sore," Shane said. "Dr. Holly said it's normal."
He adjusted himself, cradled his daughter against his chest, and helped her find the nipple. She rooted for a second, mouth opening and closing like a fish, then latched with surprising strength.
Shane gasped. "Holy shit."
"Is it painful?" Ilya leaned forward, one hand hovering protectively over the baby's back.
"Not really. Just… weird. Uh. Not what I was expecting." Shane shifted, trying to find a position that didn't make his back scream. "Can you help with him? Don't let his sister take it all."
Ilya took their son, gentle as handling glass, and positioned him on Shane's other side. The baby blinked, snuffled once, then latched just as easily as his sister had.
The sensation was overwhelming. Shane felt the pull, the sharp tug as both babies nursed, and for a moment his vision swam. It wasn't pain, exactly, but it was intense. Primal, almost. Like deep down, his inner Omega was content that 9 months had finally brought life into the world, and it could finally start to recover.
Ilya rubbed slow circles on each baby's back, alternating between the two. His touch was reverent, like he was afraid they might break.
"They're so small," Ilya whispered.
"Tell that to everything below the waist," Shane said, but there was no heat in it. He looked down at them, one on each side, and felt something crack open in his chest. "We need to give them their names, you know?"
Ilya nodded, solemn. "Yes. Before the nurses come back and start calling them Baby A and Baby B forever."
Shane laughed, soft and tired. "You go first. What's her name?"
They'd decided to name each child in secret after they divvied out the responsibilities. An act of trust, of respect, and faith that each other knew exactly what was needed to be done.
Ilya looked down at their daughter, still nursing fiercely, her tiny fist clenched against Shane's skin. He bent his head, pressed his lips to the downy golden hair, and said, "Irina Sophia."
Shane's breath caught. Beautiful. Perfect. He teared up, again.
Ilya's voice was thick. "Irina, for my mother. Because I hope that her strength, her faith, and everything that made her wonderful passes on to this little girl." He paused, swallowed. "Sophia, for wise and strong. Because she will be both. She will be everything her grandmother should have been allowed to be and then some."
Shane's eyes stung. "It's lovely," he whispered. "It's perfect, Ilya."
Ilya looked up, smiled, then nodded at their son. "Thank you. Your turn, my love."
Shane gazed down at the baby boy, still nursing, eyes closed in perfect contentment. When the naming came up, Shane, thought about everything: the years of hiding, the fear, the pain. The world that had tried to break him. The world that was, maybe, finally changing. Maybe giving his son, a Male Omega like himself, a fighting chance.
He thought about what he wanted for this child.
"Arata Yuki," Shane said, testing the weight of it. "Arata means a fresh start. A new beginning. Yuki is pure, clean. Like snow before anyone walks on it." He stroked the baby's cheek. "I want him to have the kind of life I didn't. No hiding. No fear. Just… a fresh start. If he hates Arata, he can be Yuki. Or Yu, or Ara, or whatever he wants to be called."
Ilya's face softened, his eyes wet. "It is beautiful," he said, voice rough. "Perfect for him."
Shane swallowed hard. "You think so?"
"I know so," Ilya said. He leaned over, careful not to disturb Irina, and pressed a kiss to Arata's forehead. "Hello, Arata Yuki. I am your Papa. I will keep you safe. Always."
The babies finished nursing at almost the same time, milk-drunk and sleepy. Shane carefully detached them. "Would you like a turn with Arata?"
Ilya nodded, immediately. He took his son, gasping at him. The baby was warm, solid despite his size, and the second Ilya settled him against his bare chest, Arata's eyes drifted closed. Within seconds, he was asleep, breathing soft and even.
Ilya froze. "He… He fell asleep on me. Right away."
"Because he knows you," Shane said, smiling. "He knows his Papa. He knows he's safe and loved."
Ilya's hands trembled as he held Arata close, one palm supporting the tiny head, the other cradling his back. He swayed, just a little, rocking without thinking.
Shane looked down at his daughter, who didn't sleep at first. Her eyes, dark and unfocused, tracked Shane's face with an intensity that made him laugh.
"You're staring at me," Shane whispered. "What are you looking at?"
Irina blinked, slow and deliberate, then her tiny mouth worked like she was trying to figure out how to speak.
"She's sizing you up," Ilya said, voice soft with wonder.
"Probably upset about me complaining earlier tonight. She's her father's daughter. Just look at that grumpy little face," Shane murmured. He stroked her cheek, and Irina's hand shot out, grabbing his finger with surprising strength.
They sat like that, the four of them, in the soft glow of the recovery suite.
Shane looked at Ilya, at Arata asleep in his arms, at Irina staring up at him like he was the only thing in the world that mattered.
"We did it," Shane said again, because he needed to hear it.
Ilya met his eyes, smiled through the tears. "We did."
+++++
Shane woke to pale winter light filtering through the recovery room curtains and the soft beep of monitors. His body ached, deep and bone-tired, but the weight in his arms made every bit of pain worth it.
Irina had fallen asleep against his chest, her tiny fist curled near her mouth. Arata lay in the bassinet on the bed, swaddled tight, his dark eyes blinking slowly at the ceiling, as if quietly waiting to be told what to do next.
Ilya was draped across the bed, one arm flung over his face, snoring softly, the other wrapped around the bassinet, as if shielding it from the world. Shane smiled. His Alpha had barely slept that night, too busy staring at the babies every time they made the smallest sound.
A soft knock came at the door.
Shane's heart jumped. He knew that knock.
"Come in," he called, voice still hoarse. He'd told the nurses to let these specific guests in in the morning, after they' had time to sleep.
The door opened, and Yuna stepped through first, David right behind her. Both of them stopped in the doorway, eyes going wide.
Yuna's hand flew to her mouth. David's face crumpled, practically blubbering on the spot.
"Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad," Shane whispered.
Yuna crossed the room in three steps, moving with the kind of speed that defied her age. She stopped at the bedside, staring down at Irina on Shane's chest, and her whole body trembled.
"Shane," she breathed. "Oh, Shane."
David came to her side, his eyes wet. He reached out, one hand hovering over Irina's head like he was afraid to touch her.
"She's perfect," David said, voice breaking. "They both are."
Shane shifted, careful not to wake Irina. "You want to hold her?"
Yuna nodded, unable to speak. Shane passed Irina over, and the second Yuna cradled her granddaughter, she broke. Tears streamed down her face, and she pressed kiss after kiss to Irina's forehead.
"You did so good, Shane," Yuna whispered. "So, so good. Look at her. Look at how strong she is!" She looked up at Shane, eyes shining. "You made such strong children. I'm so proud of you."
Shane's throat went tight. "Thanks, Mom."
David lifted Arata from the bassinet, cradling him with the same reverence. Arata blinked up at him, tiny mouth working, and David laughed through his tears.
"Hello there, little man," David murmured. "I'm your grandfather."
Yuna turned to where Ilya had stirred awake, blinking groggily at the commotion. She crossed to him, still holding Irina, and pulled him into a fierce hug.
"Thank you," she whispered against his shoulder. "Thank you for loving my son. Thank you for making our family whole."
Ilya's arms came around her, careful of the baby between them. His face broke, and he buried himself in Yuna's shoulder, shaking with silent sobs.
"I love them," Ilya managed. "I love them all so much."
Yuna pulled back, cupping his face with one hand. "I know you do, and we love you."
She kissed Ilya's forehead, then returned to Shane's side. "What are their names?"
Shane smiled. "This is Irina Sophia." He gestured to the baby in Yuna's arms, before then turning to his father. "…and that's Arata Yuki."
Yuna's face went soft, then shattered. She pressed a hand to her mouth, eyes overflowing. "Irina," she whispered. "For Ilya's mother."
Ilya nodded, throat too tight to speak.
Yuna looked down at Irina, tears dripping onto the baby's blanket. "She would be so proud. Both of you. I know I would be."
David stood, still cradling Arata. "Arata Yuki," he repeated, testing the name. "A fresh start. Beautiful."
Shane nodded. "Yeah. That's what I want for him. For both of them."
David's smile was tremulous. "It's perfect, son."
Ilya moved to Shane's side, hand finding Shane's and squeezing tight.
David cleared his throat, eyes twinkling despite the tears. "By the way, you two. The entire pack is outside waiting to see the newest members of the Voyagers."
Shane's breath caught. "What?"
"It's seven in the morning," David said. "…and every single one of them is out there. Hayden brought the kids. Troy and Harris came straight from the airport. Even Queen is here."
Shane's vision blurred. He looked at Ilya, who was staring at David like he'd just announced the second coming.
"They've been there all night," Yuna added softly. "Waiting for permission. They didn't want to disturb you all or beat out the grandparents. Such good Alphas you've all raised."
Shane's chest went tight. He pressed his free hand to his mouth, choking on the sob that broke free.
His pack. His family.
They'd waited. All of them.
"Tell them…" Shane's voice cracked. "Tell them to come in. Please."
David smiled. "I will. But first, let your mother and I have just a few more minutes with our grandchildren. We're first, and I'll fight the whole Voyagers roster for that honor."
"Okay…" Shane said, nodding along.
Yuna settled into the chair beside Shane's bed, still cradling Irina, and David sat on the edge of the mattress with Arata.
+++++
Shane watched through the open door as the hallway filled with noise. Voices overlapping, footsteps thundering, the sharp bark of someone telling someone else to "shut the hell up or you'll wake the babies".
The door eased open, and Hayden Pike appeared first, looking like he'd sprinted from the parking lot in his pajamas. His face was red, hair sticking up, and behind him trailed Jackie with all four daughters, plus baby Arthur and new baby Penn strapped to her chest. The girls had been dressed in a hurry: mismatched socks, one wearing a tiara, another clutching a stuffed bunny.
"Holy shit," Hayden breathed, stopping dead. "Are they…?"
"They're here," Shane said, and his voice broke on the second word.
Hayden's face crumpled. He crossed the room in three strides, pulled Shane into the most careful hug of his life, and whispered, "I'm so proud of you, man."
"Thanks… I'm… I'm glad you're their godparents." Shane mumbled out.
Jackie hovered at the bedside, tears already streaming. "Can I… can we see them?"
Shane nodded toward the bassinet where Irina had been placed while Arata still rested in his arms. Yuna lifted Irina out with ease and passed her to Jackie, who cradled the baby girl like she was made of glass, and Jackie's babies were handed off to David to protect.
"She's perfect," Jackie whispered. "Look at that hair! She's gorgeous!"
The Pike girls swarmed, all wide eyes and hushed whispers. Ruby reached up to touch Irina's tiny fist, and when the baby's fingers curled reflexively, Ruby gasped like she'd witnessed magic.
"She likes me!" Ruby announced.
Hayden moved to Shane's other side, peering down at Arata. "Can I…?"
"Go ahead. This is my boy," Shane said.
Hayden took the baby boy with a gentle touch, supporting the head just right, and for a moment he just stared. "He's so small. Oh my God," Hayden murmured. "Arthur was bigger than this. Even our twins were bigger than this!"
"That's because you overfeed your wife when she's pregnant," Jackie teased, but her voice was thick.
Ilya, still in the bed beside Shane, watched it all with shining eyes.
The girls took turns cooing over both babies, asking a thousand questions about names and who they looked like and whether they could babysit when they were older and if they could play tea party. Hayden passed Arata to Jackie so she could hold both twins at once, and she stood there, tears rolling down her cheeks, whispering, "You boys did so good. So, so good."
Troy and Harris arrived next, Harris already filming on his phone (having gotten permission first, naturally), narrating a video (for personal use only, of course) in a hushed voice. "We're here, we're live, and yes, those are real babies! Look at them!"
Troy stopped at the threshold, hands shoved in his pockets, looking more uncomfortable than Shane had ever seen him. He glanced at the babies, then at Shane, then back.
"You okay?" Shane asked.
Troy nodded, jaw tight. He crossed the room, bent down, and without warning, wrapped Shane in a brief, fierce hug. "Congrats, Cap," he said, voice rough.
When he straightened, Harris was already at the bassinet, filming Irina as she yawned. "This is the newest Voyager," Harris narrated. "Already got an attitude. Look at that! Already ready for a face off!"
Troy, still awkward, asked, "Can I…?"
Shane gestured to Arata, now back in the bassinet. "He's all yours. Make sure he knows Uncle Troy always has his back."
Troy picked up the baby boy with surprising care, cradling him against his chest. For a moment, he just stood there, staring down, and then his face softened. His eyes went wet.
"He's so tiny," Troy whispered. Then, almost to himself: "I didn't think they'd be this small. Holy… Are they… Are they really this small? They… They could get hurt so easy."
Harris stopped filming, set the phone down, and wrapped an arm around Troy's waist. "You okay, babe?"
Troy nodded, but the tears came anyway. "Yeah. Just… didn't expect to feel like this."
He held Arata for a long time, rocking gently, whispering something Shane couldn't hear. When he finally passed the baby back to the Shane, he wiped his face and muttered, "Sorry. That was weird."
"Not weird," Shane said. "You're allowed to feel things. You're not on Toronto's team anymore."
Troy snorted, but there was warmth in it.
Dion showed up next, somehow dressed in a full suit and tie despite the hour. (For a good first impression, he'd said.) He held a massive bouquet of flowers, a bag of donuts for Shane and Ilya, and a balloon that read "IT'S TWINS!" attached to a pair of Teddy Bears (pink and blue) as big as the babies themselves.
"I came prepared," Dion announced, setting everything on the side table. He approached the babies, but seemed to almost tip-toe, as if afraid of alarming or harming the babies.
Shane grinned. "You're not gonna cry, are you?"
"Absolutely not," Dion said, but his voice wavered.
He peered into the bassinet at Irina, then at Arata in the nurse's arms, and his face went soft. "Holy crap. They're real."
"Very real," Ilya confirmed.
Dion straightened, cleared his throat, and jabbed a finger at both babies. "Listen up, you two. You're about to have the most overprotective uncles in the history of hockey. If anyone messes with you, we'll break kneecaps. Got it?"
Irina let out a little squeak that was almost like a giggle, and Dion's composure shattered. He wiped at his eyes. "Dammit. I said I wouldn't cry...."
The rookies came last, Luca leading the way with Zane and Wyatt flanking him like bodyguards. All three looked terrified. It was the most effective form of birth control for rookies, hands down.
"We brought coffee," Luca offered, holding up a tray. "…and, uh, muffins. Harris said you might be hungry."
Shane laughed. "I'm always hungry. Set it down and come see!"
They did, then hovered at a respectful distance, like the babies might explode if they got too close.
"You guys can come closer," Shane said.
Luca inched forward, eyes huge. "Are they…?"
"Sleeping, yeah. You want to see?"
The rookies crowded around the bassinet. Zane stared at Irina like she was a rare hockey card. Wyatt bent down, his face going soft in a way Shane hadn't seen before.
"They're so small," Wyatt whispered.
"That's what everyone keeps saying," Shane said, amused.
Luca reached out, hesitated, then gently touched Arata's tiny hand. The baby's fingers curled around Luca's thumb, and Luca's whole face lit up.
"He's strong," Luca said, awed.
"Takes after his Daddy," Ilya said proudly.
The rookies stayed for a while, asking questions about names and birth weights and whether the babies would play hockey. Shane answered patiently, exhaustion forgotten.
Before they left, all three rookies turned to Shane.
"If you need anything," Zane said, "we'll get it. Middle of the night, doesn't matter."
"We're your pack," Luca added.
Wyatt just nodded, solemn.
Shane's throat went tight. "Thanks, guys. That means a lot."
When the parade of visitors finally ended and the room fell quiet again, Shane and Ilya were alone with Irina and Arata tucked between them in the wide hospital bed.
Ilya had one arm around Shane, the other hand resting gently on Arata's tiny chest. Shane cradled Irina against his side, her soft breathing the only sound.
"We have a pack," Shane whispered.
Ilya nodded, pressing a kiss to Shane's temple. "Best pack in the world."
+++++ 
The drive home from the hospital should have been terrifying, two newborns sleeping in the backseat, Ilya white-knuckling the wheel at exactly the speed limit (and not a single mile over), Shane twisted around in the passenger seat every few seconds to stare at the twins like they might vanish if he blinked.
Yet, when they pulled into the driveway and Ilya killed the engine, neither of them moved.
"We have babies," Shane said, voice small.
Ilya nodded, hands still locked on the wheel. "Yes. Two babies. In car. With us."
"We're parents."
"Yes."
"Holy shit."
"Yes."
They sat in the silence for a while, then Shane laughed, a little wild. "Okay. Let's do this. Let's bring our babies home. Finally."
Ilya was out of the van in a flash, moving fast to unlock the front door, carry bags, and all the many gifts that their friends and family had brought them. He unbuckled Irina's carrier first, cradling it against his chest like the Stanley Cup itself. Shane managed Arata's carrier, groaning at the weight (how could he STILL be this exhausted, it'd been 2 days since he gave birth!), and together they made their way up the front steps.
The house was warm, quiet, but cleaned up by Yuna and David when they came to pick up Queen.
Shane set Arata's carrier on the coffee table, then straightened, one hand pressed to his aching lower back. "I want to take them to the nursery. I'm… I'm wanting to nest."
Ilya looked up from where he was gently unbuckling Irina. "I'll meet you there."
"Thanks…" Shane said, already lifting Arata out with trembling hands.
The nursery was at the end of the hall, the door slightly ajar, and the spot where Shane had once upon a time tried to build his first nest and failed.
Ilya had finished the nursery proper three weeks ago, working alone while Shane napped, determined to have it perfect before the twins arrived, the final act of his Alpha hovering.
Shane pushed the door open and stopped.
It was simple, exactly what he'd asked for.
The walls were a soft cream, the floor warm wood. Two cribs sat side by side, each dressed in cloud-patterned sheets. Between them, a rocking chair with a worn cushion that Yuna had donated from Shane's own childhood that Yuna had used to nurse and rock.
Yet, what made Shane's breath catch were the details: a custom mobile of tiny hockey pucks and sticks in Voyagers colors hung above each crib (a gift from Eric and Kyle).
On the changing table sat two stuffed toys, one elephant, one dog, both slightly worn, clearly loved.
"Where did you find those?" Shane whispered.
Ilya nodded, settling Irina into her crib with infinite care. "I find them in your old room at your parents' house. Your mother says you slept with them every night when you were small. I thought… maybe our children would like them too. I don't have such things, so… I am glad that you do."
Shane's eyes stung. "This is perfect."
Ilya shrugged, bashful, "Is simple, but has many blankets. Jackie says babies like blankets. Says the best thing is just make comfortable, so that is what I do."
The room was full of blankets, Shane realized, soft fleece draped over the chair, cotton receiving blankets stacked on shelves, a quilted throw folded at the foot of each crib.
In the center of the room sat the "nest" Shane had heard about but never quite understood until now. It wasn't a separate bassinet or fancy contraption it was a glorified circle bed, low to the ground, piled with pillows and covered in the softest blankets Ilya could find, all of them scented by members of the family..
"For when you want to be close to them," Ilya explained. "You can all sleep together. Or just rest. Whatever you need."
Shane walked over, ran his hand across the fabric. It was exactly right. Not too soft, not too firm, just… safe. Ilya knew exactly what he needed, and provided it.
He lowered himself down carefully, hissing at the pull in his abdomen, and settled into the center. Ilya brought both babies over, placing them on either side of Shane. Irina immediately fussed, tiny fists waving, but Arata just blinked, serene.
Ilya climbed in after them, curving his body around Shane and the twins, one arm draped protectively over all three.
For a long while, no one moved.
Shane watched Irina's face scrunch, watched Arata's eyes drift closed. He felt Ilya's breath warm against his neck, steady and sure.
"This is real," Shane whispered.
"Yes," Ilya murmured. "This is real."
Shane closed his eyes, letting the weight of the moment settle into his bones. He was exhausted, sore, overwhelmed.
He was also, he realized, the happiest he'd ever been.
+++++
Shane must have dozed, because when he opened his eyes again, the light had shifted. Ilya was gone, but Shane could hear him moving somewhere in the house, the soft pad of bare feet, the clink of dishes.
Irina and Arata were still asleep, bundled tight in swaddling and moved to their cribs, giving Shane plenty of room to rest on the nest.
Shane just watched them breathe. He didn't move. Couldn't move. The exhaustion was kicking his ass.
After a while, Ilya returned with a tray: soup, crackers, a bottle of water, and a single chocolate croissant that Shane recognized from the bakery three blocks over that Shane had begged for at the hospital.
"You went out?" Shane asked, incredulous.
Ilya shook his head. "Of course not, I would never leave you or our little ones right now. Your parents brought it by, I asked for their help. They are downstairs, tending to Queen and fielding press calls. I just did some laundry and tried to tidy up a bit. You need your rest and now you need your strength. Eat up." Ilya said, settling the tray across Shane's lap.
Shane smiled, leaning up to give Ilya a beautiful kiss. He ate slowly, Ilya watching with that particular intensity that said he was cataloging every bite, every sip, making sure Shane actually finished and was content. When the tray was empty, Ilya took it away, then returned to the nest, easing himself down beside Shane.
"Let me have them. They're probably starving. I don't want them hungry. Ever." Shane demanded.
Ilya nodded, gently taking each baby from their cribs and handing them off to Shane. Shane shucked off his shirt, positioned the twins, and let them feed.
"You are good Daddy already," Ilya said softly, stroking Arata's head with one finger.
Shane snorted. "I haven't done anything yet."
"You made them. You carried them. You brought them here safely. You feed them." Ilya's voice was fierce. "That is everything."
Shane felt his throat tighten again. He leaned into Ilya's shoulder, letting the warmth and solidity of his mate ground him.
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  Shane paced the living room, bouncing Irina against his chest whilst she screamed like the world was ending. Her face had gone purple, tiny fists beating against his collarbone, lungs working overtime.
"Shh, baby, please," Shane begged, swaying harder. "Please, I don't know what you need."
Shane was prepared for screaming babies and lack of sleep. Though, his daughter was doing things backwards.
She'd slept through the night and only just now, after a beautiful night of sleep, started to lose her mind.
Behind him, Arata wailed from his crib, not as loud but insistent, startled awake by his sister's fury.
Shane checked everything twice. Diaper? Clean. Hungry? She'd refused to nurse, turning her head away and screaming even louder. Fever? None. Gas? He'd tried burping her, bicycle kicks, everything Jackie had suggested.
Nothing worked.
Irina just kept screaming, back arching, face scrunched in rage. Absolutely nothing he did or said was making it easier.
Shane's hands shook and he felt tears run down his own face. She'd been going at this, non-stop for forty minutes straight. His chest felt tight, panic clawing up his throat and the urge to vomit growing in his stomach. What if something was wrong? What if she was sick, or hurt, or worse?!
He was twenty seconds away from calling an ambulance, when the front door opened.
"Is Irina okay!? Do we go to hospital?! Do we call Dr. Holly!? What do we do'!?" Ilya yelled.
Ilya walked in, pharmacy bag in hand (from a run to pick up Shane's medications), snow dusting his shoulders. Shane called him frantically at minute 20 of their daughter’s meltdown. His scent hit the room, strong and steadying, as he rushed into the living room.
Irina stopped crying.  Instantly.
Just… stopped.
Mid-scream, her mouth snapped shut. She blinked once, twice, got out one or two last uncomfortable wails, and then let out a soft, satisfied coo.
Arata, sensing his sister was happy again, had also stopped crying. In fact, he'd already fallen back asleep.
Shane stared at her. Then at Ilya.
"What did you do? What the hell just happened?" Shane asked, looking incredulously at Ilya. "She has been… Screaming. For forty minutes. I thought she was dying, and she just… Stopped!? The second you got home!?"
Ilya froze in place, taking Irina from a stressed-out Shane and slowly rocking her back and forth, eyes wide. "I… do not know?"
Shane looked at Irina in Ilya's arms, who was now gazing up at him with bright, curious eyes, completely calm. No tears. No red face. Just… content. Happy as a bird.
"She screamed for forty minutes," Shane said, voice cracking. "I tried everything. I don't… I don't understand at all. What, does she hate me!? Am I bad parent? Does she only want you around?!"
Ilya leaned down, kissing Shane on the head, dropped the pharmacy bag on the coffee table, and peered down at Irina. She made a happy little sound, tiny hand reaching for Ilya's face.
"Maybe she missed Papa," Ilya offered, but he sounded uncertain too. "She could never hate you, Shane. Remember how sweetly she sleeps for you when you ask? Falls right asleep right after late night feeding, right on your chest."
Shane needed to know something, definite. He was not satisfied with that answer.
He grabbed his phone with one hand, fumbling to dial Dr. Holly. His heart still hammered. What if this happened again? What if Ilya had to leave and she screamed so long and hard she hurt her throat, or passed out, or couldn't breathe, and…
"Shane?" Dr. Holly's voice was groggy but alert. "Everything okay?"
"Irina was screaming," Shane blurted. "For almost a full hour. I checked everything, diaper, food, temperature, and nothing worked. Then Ilya walked in the door and she immediately stopped like he was God's gift to newborns. What's wrong with her?"
A pause.
Then Dr. Holly laughed.
Laughed.
Shane was not happy.
"Nothing's wrong," she said, warm and amused. "She's an Alpha, Shane. Newborn Alphas do this. Didn't you read the booklets?"
"Of course I read them! Arata isn't like this at all! Alphas do what exactly?"
"Scream if their birth giving parent is alone. It's instinct. She couldn't protect you or her brother herself, so she was calling for backup. The second Ilya came home, her little Alpha brain registered everything was safe again."
Shane blinked. Looked down at Irina, who was now smiling, smiling, like everything really was okay again.
"You're joking."
"I'm not. It's actually very common. She is probably even more rattled than most Alpha babies, because she has Arata, her little Omega brother, to worry about too. Once Papa showed up, she knew everyone was safe."
Ilya leaned closer, stroking Irina's cheek. She grabbed his finger, holding tight.
"So… she just needed him here? Because she was worried about me, and Arata." Shane asked, dumbfounded.
"Exactly. As she learns her surroundings are safe and starts to recognize routines, the instinct will calm down. When Ilya needs to step away, I suggest he scents a blanket and hands it to her, fooling her senses and making her think he's around. Works every time."
Shane exhaled, long and shaky. Relief flooded him, followed immediately by exhaustion.
"Okay. Okay. Good to know I'm not a failure or she's not in pain. Thank you. Sorry I keep calling, I'm just… Nervous."
"Anytime. Get some rest, Shane, and don't worry so much. You're doing great as a first time parent"
He ended the call.
Shane stared at Irina, who was cooing now, perfectly peaceful in Ilya's arms. They both moved to the couch, with Shane letting Arata keep to his nap in the crib off to the side.
"You screamed because you loved us, huh? Thought Papa was the only one who can keep you safe?" Shane whispered, gently brushing her hair to the side. "You think Daddy wouldn't burn the world down for you two? Oh, you've got a lot to learn, little lady."
Irina blinked up at him, innocent, with just a bit of smugness (that he probably imagined).
Ilya wrapped an arm around Shane's shoulders, pressing a kiss to his temple. "Is okay. I am here now. I will always be here."
Shane leaned into him, closing his eyes.
"You better be," he muttered. "Because I can't handle another forty minutes of that."
Ilya chuckled, low and warm. "I promise."
"By the way, if you ever leave this house without scenting a blanket and giving it to your daughter, I will destroy you."
"Yes, Sir."
+++++
The early morning sun hit Ilya's face the moment he stepped outside. It warmed him despite the March chill still clinging to the air. He breathed deep, pushing the double stroller down the driveway of their home and onto the neighborhood's sidewalk, wheels crunching over scattered pine needles.
Irina blinked up at him from her seat, wrapped in a pink fleece blanket. Arata slept beside her, mouth open, tiny fist curled against his cheek.
"We let Daddy sleep, yes?" Ilya whispered to Irina. "He needs rest after you two little angels needed fed so much last night! We are going on adventure. Just you two and Papa."
She made a soft sound, eyes tracking the bare branches overhead.
Ilya followed the path that wound through their neighborhood, passing houses set back among the trees. The lake glittered between gaps in the forest, ice finally melted, water dark and rippling as Spring was inching itself ever closer to them.
"See there?" Ilya pointed toward a cluster of cedars. "Is tree. Very tall. Good for climbing when you are older, but not too old. Maybe five years. Your Papa, he climbed trees at that age. I only fell once, it did not hurt too bad. Though if it does hurt, I hope you tell me, because Papa wasn't allowed to be hurt back when he was child."
Irina's gaze followed his finger.
"…and there…" Ilya gestured toward the lake. "Is water. Very cold right now because it is winter. We swim in summer, maybe June or July. You will like swimming, I think. We teach you young, yes? Because water safety near lake is important. Jackie says so, and your Godmother knows so much about children, we are lucky to have her."
A squirrel darted across the path, tail flicking.
"Ah! Is bear!" Ilya said, teasing loud enough to make Irina startle. "Very dangerous bear. We must hide."
He crouched beside the stroller, peeking over the edge like they were in grave danger. Irina's eyes went wide. Arata looked at him like he was a few rattles short of a nursery, not pleased at all.
"Wait… is not bear. Is tiny monster with fluffy tail. False alarm."
Irina's mouth twitched, almost a smile.
Ilya straightened, kept walking. A crow cawed from somewhere overhead, and he tilted his head back.
"Bird," he explained. "Very loud bird. Thinks he is boss of neighborhood and likes to steal shiny things, but he is wrong. I am boss. Well, wolf bird is real boss, but we don't tell the wolf bird that. Is part of Papa's master plan to defeat them, you know.
He walked further, past the Hendersons' house with its sprawling garden, still brown and dormant. Past the Tremblays' place with the stone fountain out front, water shut off for winter.
"This house," Ilya said, nodding toward the fountain, "has very fancy decorations because they are fancy financial investors who make much money, but our house is better. Our house has Daddy, and Queen, and you two. We have nothing to be jealous of from their hoity toity home. I rather have home lived in than house for spectacle. I like the house your Daddy made for me, makes me feel… Loved. Did not have that before your Daddy, you know?"
Arata stirred, let out a soft whimper sensing Ilya's mild distress for a moment, then settled again.
Ilya reached the end of the sidewalk where it dead-ended at the forest trail. He paused, turned the stroller around. He took a deep breath.
Where had all of THAT come from, he wondered? He rarely talked this much. Or acted this childish. He glanced down at his babies, saw their rapt attention at everything he said.
"Perhaps because I have captive audience. Or maybe…" Ilya paused, for a moment. "Maybe because I wished my father had been…"
He took another long breath. Arata fussed, just for a second, before Ilya calmed himself.
"…had been honest and loving with me." Ilya finished.
The wind picked up, rustling through the trees. It smelled like pine and thawing earth. With the melting ice and snow from the last wintery mix, for a brief moment… He was back in Moscow. Back in a neighborhood park. Five years old, playing with his friends, before he'd been thrown into hockey for life.
Old memories of his mother surfaced. Happy ones. When she smiled and taught him how to climb a tree, play on the swings, and even ice-skate for the very first time.
Ilya looked down at little Irina, at the way her tiny fingers gripped the edge of her blanket. At Arata, still sleeping, peaceful.
"Your name," Ilya started, voice quieter now, "is very special name. You are named after my mother. Your babushka, Irina."
Irina blinked up at him.
"She was… very strong. Strongest person I ever knew. Don't ever let anyone tell you she was weak, because she…" Ilya swallowed, throat thick. "She loved me very much. Even when world was terrible to her. Even when people hurt her and made her afraid. She still loved me. She lasted a very long time."
The stroller's wheel caught on a crack in the pavement. Ilya bent, freed it, kept walking.
"She would have loved you both so much," Ilya continued. "Would have held you and sang to you and made you laugh. She was good at making people laugh, even when she was sad. Your babu would have…"
His voice cracked.
"But… she was hurt. By terrible people who did terrible things to her. And she… she could not stay anymore. Things were too painful for her. She left when I was very young and I didn't get to say goodbye. I… I always wished I had at least gotten to…"
Ilya stopped walking. He wiped a tear from his eye, crouched beside the stroller, eye-level with his daughter.
"I do not want you to ever feel like that," he said, firm now, steady. "I do not want you or your brother to ever be so afraid that you think leaving is only option, because it is not. This world is so beautiful and full of such wonderful people, like your Daddy, like Uncle Hayden and Aunt Jackie, like our Pack, like Granny Yuna and Poppy David."
Irina's hand reached toward him. He caught it, held it gently between his fingers.
"I promise you," Ilya whispered. "I will listen. Always. If you are scared, you tell Papa. If someone hurts you, you tell Papa. If you are sad or angry or confused, you tell Papa. I will never ignore you. I will never say your feelings do not matter. We will handle them, big or small, I swear to you."
Tears slipped down his cheeks.
"I will be good Papa. Best Papa. The kind of Papa you trust. The kind you come to when world is hard." His voice shook. "I will love you. Both of you. Always."
Irina made a soft cooing sound.
Ilya exhaled, straightened. He wiped his face again, cleared his throat.
"Okay," he said, louder now, forcing brightness back into his tone. "Enough sad stories for today. We tell happy ones now. Now I tell you about Uncle Hayden."
Irina's eyes tracked him as he started pushing the stroller again.
"Did you know," Ilya began, "…that Uncle Hayden is not 100% human?"
Irina stared.
"Is true. Very rare species. The team adopted him many years ago. Daddy felt bad for him, so we let him stay. That is why he eats so many bananas you know?"
Arata stirred, yawned, blinked sleepy eyes open.
"Ah, you wake up just in time!" Ilya said. "I am telling sister about Uncle Hayden the zoo animal. You must hear this too."
Arata made a small sound.
"Uncle Hayden was found in jungle," Ilya continued, gesturing wildly. "Living among the monkeys. He learned their ways. How to swing from trees. How to throw bananas at enemies. Very important skills. He is like, how you say… Tarzan?"
Irina's face scrunched, and then, there, a tiny, breathy giggle.
Ilya's heart soared.
"You laugh!" he exclaimed. "You think Papa is funny. Good. You have excellent taste."
He kept walking, kept talking, weaving a ridiculous tale about Hayden's life as a jungle creature, about how Jackie had to lure him out with hockey sticks and protein shakes, about how Hayden still sometimes climbed furniture when startled.
Irina giggled again, a sound so pure Ilya wanted to bottle it.
By the time they reached the house, both babies were awake and content, and Ilya's chest felt lighter than it had in hours.
He pushed the stroller up the driveway, glanced through the window. Shane was still asleep on the couch, Queen curled against his side.
"We give Daddy fifteen more minutes," Ilya whispered to the twins. "Then we wake him with kisses. Deal?"
Irina blinked up at him, solemn.
"Good. Is deal."
They took another lap around their home, and Ilya told both of his children plenty of stories.
+++++ 
April came faster than Shane could have ever imagined.
Before he knew it, the twins were already smiling any time a member of the Pack or their family showed up, and Arata especially had started to babble with those that talked to him, with long, intricate "conversations" that everyone died to hear. Irina preferred to gurgle, but had started holding her head up during tummy time, unlike her brother, who did NOT like tummy time and made sure everyone knew about it, screaming until someone either held him or tummy time ended.
Though with the passage of time, also came healing. Shane was "back in full swing", minus a healthy sleep schedule. Which is why he'd finally stepped back into Montreal Stadium, for the first time since his third trimester. He'd scheduled a meeting to discuss "the future".
The admin settled into the seat in the stadium stands beside Shane, balancing a coffee and a tablet like he was about to deliver quarterly earnings to the board. The guy was… Peter something, Shane could never remember his last name, had worked with the Voyagers since before Shane was drafted, and had the kind of calm, businesslike demeanor that made him easy to talk to. Peter had also been the one to draft Shane's maternity contract with the Rose Landry Foundation.
"How's the recovery going? How are the twins?" Peter asked.
Shane glanced down at the ice, where Ilya was running the rookies through a breakaway drill. "Better. Cleared for contact last week. Dr. Holly says I can start skating again whenever I'm ready. The kids? They're great, hitting milestones and even just a little bit overweight," He said, as pride beamed across his face.
"That's great," Peter said, and meant it, with a reassuring gaze that made Shane feel like he'd been heard, rather than just given some small talk. "So, what's the plan? You thinking about rejoining practice soon, or…?"
Shane hesitated. His gaze drifted to the stands across the rink, where Yuna had Arata propped on her shoulder, gently patting his back. Irina was awake in her carrier, waving her fists at nothing in particular. Yuna was busy playing Grandma, her favorite new job title.
"A job she'll be doing a lot of. When I'm back in the game. When I can't be there for…"
"I don't know," Shane admitted. "I was thinking about it. I'm cleared, yeah, but…" He trailed off, rubbing the back of his neck.
Peter nodded, not pushing. "I'm a father myself. I know how hard it is to go back to work after having the best things in your life holding onto you. So, I'll be frank with you. You've got options. Between parental leave and maternity leave, you could easily sit out for the rest of the season, come back during pre-season next year in August, when the twins are a bit older. Nobody's going to fault you for taking the time. You're a first time parent. Plenty would do the same."
Shane took a breath. His body felt different now: heavier in some places, softer in others. The muscle tone he'd spent years maintaining had vanished, replaced by a version of himself that was functional but not game-ready. He was overweight in places, by hockey standards. Lost muscle. Out of practice. His belly had a pudge that he'd been trying to lose since the twins were born.
Part of him wanted to lace up tomorrow, hit the ice, and prove he could still do it. Practice hard, and maybe, even, be able to be back in the game in time for the playoffs. If he did nothing but hockey, and break himself like he did when he was "an Alpha", he knew he could do it.
…but the bigger part, the part he didn't expect, choked at the thought of leaving Arata and Irina behind. For now, at least.
Because if he went back to his old training methods, at his breakneck pace, he probably wouldn't see them at all until July. Maybe a few tender moments before he'd have to go to sleep, handing them off to Yuna, or to… Worse, a Nanny.
For once in his life, Shane made an impulsive decision. One that came from his heart and gut, rather than from months of meticulous planning. A decision that threw out everything he'd been working on since the moment he learned he was pregnant.
A decision he made for his kids.
"I'm going to work on getting back in shape first," Shane said, finally. "Start slow. Gym time, basic drills, nothing crazy. The kind of stuff I can do at my home with the twins around. Then maybe I'll rejoin practice during pre-season, like you said, and work my way up to the lines by the time the regular season starts back up in October."
Peter nodded, tapping notes into his tablet. "That makes sense. Take your time. The team will be here when you're ready. Naturally, we'll also start working on accommodation for Yuna to have her own room when the team travels and she wishes to attend with your children. Actually, we're working on that for multiple players, trying to be more inclusive of the PAMs. Mr. Pike has asked for some aid to be able to see his wife and children more during extended away games over summer break for the kids. Which, of course, we can accommodate."
Shane nodded along, barely paying attention. He watched Ilya on the ice, barking orders in his brutal, but charming manner, the "C" on his chest catching the overhead lights. The rookies were listening, heads up, sticks ready. Ilya had clearly grown into the role, and the team had rallied behind him.
Peter hesitated, then asked, "Can I be honest with you, Shane?"
"Always."
"Are you sure you want to come back at all?"
Shane blinked, caught off guard. "What do you mean?"
Peter set the tablet aside, leaned back. "I mean… you've got a Stanley Cup. You've got the Conn Smythe. You came out as an Omega and changed the sport. You're a legend. If you wanted to walk away now, nobody would blame you. You could coach full-time, do media, write a book whatever you wanted. You've already done more than most players accomplish in twenty years."
Shane opened his mouth, then closed it.
He looked down at the ice again, at the blur of movement, the sharp crack of stick on puck. Ever since he learned he was pregnant, he'd watched from the sidelines. At first, it was torture. Then, slowly, it became something else.
He'd learned to love the game differently: not as the center of it, but as part of something bigger. Watching the rookies grow. Helping Ilya become the Captain he'd always been meant to be. Being there for the Pack in a way that didn't require him to bleed for it.
Coaching had sparked something in him. It was something he knew he wanted to do now. Maybe Peter had a point. Maybe there were other things he could be doing. A kind of life where he could be at home every night with his babies.
…but there was still a pull. A need.
"I still have more work to do," Shane said, quiet but firm. "For Omegas. For the league. I want to do something that makes my kids proud of me, you know? Not just 'Dad used to play hockey until he had us', I want them to see me play. See me fight. I can't just be a stay-at-home parent. I'd regret that kind of life, and probably show it. I'm not good at… Hiding my emotions."
Peter smiled, warm and understanding. "That's what I thought you'd say. Still, I thought it only fitting to point it out. I have a lot of respect for you and what you've done for the game."
Shane glanced across the stands again. Yuna was holding Irina now, swaying her gently, while Arata dozed in the carrier.
His chest ached.
"I need to be on the ice," Shane said. "Not forever. Not like my goal was before, but I need to finish what I started last year."
Peter nodded. "Then we'll see you in pre-season. You're welcome back at the stadium for gym equipment whenever you want. Door's always open."
"Thanks," Shane said.
Peter stood, coffee in hand, and gave Shane's shoulder a gentle squeeze. "For what it's worth, Shane, you're already making your kids proud. Don't doubt that."
Shane swallowed hard, nodded.
When Peter left, Shane sat alone for a while, watching the practice.
Eventually, he stood and made his way down to where Yuna sat, Irina now dozing against her chest.
"Everything okay?" Yuna asked.
Shane sat beside her, reaching out to stroke Arata's cheek. "Yeah. Just… had to make a big decision. I uh… Changed my original plan. Last minute."
Yuna raised an eyebrow. "…and?"
"I'm coming back. Eventually. Just… not yet. Uh, maybe when the season starts in October. I didn't want to break myself in half to try and be game ready by May.  Then I’d never get to see the twins."
She smiled. "Good. Whenever you need a sitter, your father and I are here, though. Always."
Shane leaned into her shoulder, letting himself rest for a moment. "Thanks, Mom. You're an amazing Grandma."
Yuna's eyes softened, but then she grinned, mischievous. She reached into her bag and pulled out two tiny Voyagers onesies.
One had Ilya's number. The other, Shane's.
"What are those?" Shane asked.
Yuna held them up proudly. "For the away games. Irina gets Papa's number. Arata gets Daddy's. The babies are already ready to support their family, even if they don't know it yet."
Shane laughed, taking the onesies and holding them up to the light. They were so small, impossibly small, and yet the sight of them made his heart swell.
"You're ridiculous," he said.
"I'm a grandma," Yuna corrected. "It's my job."
Shane looked down at the ice, where Ilya had just scored on the rookie goalie and was celebrating with an exaggerated fist pump. The team laughed, the sound echoing up to the rafters.
He smiled.
 
+++++
 
Shane was up in the middle of the night. The house was quiet except for Ilya's soft snoring from the nest in the middle of the nursery.
Ilya was curled around Shane, massive arms forming a protective wall, beard pressed against Shane's shoulder. The twins were in their cribs, both sleeping, finally, after hours of rocking and coaxing into slumber. 2 AM. Shane should be sleeping, taking any chance he had to get some rest.
Shane closed his eyes, tried to match Ilya's breathing, but sleep wouldn't come.
A whine started from Arata's crib. Soft, at first, barely audible.
Shane opened his eyes, listened.
Another whine, a little louder. Not crying, not yet, but asking. Polite, in the way only his son seemed to manage. While Irina would have been howling when she needed something, Arata was content to hiccup and fuss, at most.
Shane slipped out of Ilya's arms, careful not to wake him. His Alpha needed rest after the brutal away game, and the knowledge that he'd be out again on the road in three days. Shane padded to the crib, looked down.
Arata's dark eyes blinked up at him, mouth working, tears in his eyes. The baby didn't cry, didn't scream like his sister would have. Just… waited.
Shane felt a knife in his chest, at how small Arata was making himself be.
He lifted Arata out, cradled him close, and made his way to the rocking chair. The cushion was worn soft from weeks of use. He settled in, adjusted his shirt, and helped Arata latch.
The baby nursed quietly, eyes drifting half-closed.
Shane stroked the downy dark hair, so soft it barely registered against his fingertips. "You don't have to be so quiet, you know," he whispered. "When you need something, you can yell. You can cry. You don't have to wait for me to notice."
Arata kept nursing, unbothered.
Shane felt his eyes sting. "I mean it, Arata Yuki. You're allowed to make noise. You're allowed to be loud. You don't have to…" His voice cracked. "You don't have to suffer in silence."
He thought about himself at thirteen, learning to swallow every sound, every need, every moment of pain. Learning that asking for help meant weakness, and Alphas weren't weak. That being quiet meant strength.
He didn't want that for Arata.
Never.
"Please," Shane whispered, brushing Arata's cheek with his thumb. "Be louder than me. Say what you want. Cry if you need to. Don't hold it in like I did."
Arata's eyes blinked open, met Shane's, then drifted closed again.
Shane rocked, slow and steady, the chair creaking with each motion.
"I hope you and your sister grow up in a world where you can say what you think," he murmured. "Where nobody tells you to be quiet because of what you are. Where you don't have to hide."
He paused, swallowed hard.
"I'm being selfish when I say this, but…" he admitted, voice barely audible. "I hope neither of you play hockey and have to go through what we all did. I hope you find your own dreams. Not mine, not Papa's. Yours.  …and I hope they’re wonderful dreams we can help you make come true."
Arata finished eating, already starting to snore.
Shane lifted him to his shoulder, patted his back gently until a soft burp came. He stood, intending to put Arata back in the crib.
He stopped.
Instead, he carried his son back to the nest, careful not to wake Ilya. He settled into the blankets, Arata tucked against his chest.
Ilya stirred, eyes opening. Without a word, he shifted, curling around them both. His arm came to rest over Shane and Arata, warm and sure.
Shane pressed a kiss to Arata's forehead.
"I hope you have a louder voice than me," he whispered.
The next morning, as if a wish had come true, Shane woke to screaming.
Not Irina's usual "Papa left the room and therefore I must inform the police" wail, but Arata.
Arata, at full volume, face red, fists pumping, absolutely furious about something.
Shane shot upright, heart hammering.
Ilya was already moving, stumbling out of the nest, hair wild. "What is wrong? Is he hurt?"
Shane lifted Arata, checked him over. No fever, no visible injury.
Then he caught the smell.
"Diaper," Shane said, relief flooding him.
Ilya's face cleared. "Ah. Is simple fix."
They changed him together on the pad, Arata screaming the entire time, making sure every person in a three-block radius knew he was not happy about the situation.
When the fresh diaper was on and Arata was back in Shane's arms, the crying stopped immediately.
The baby blinked up at him, curious, as if to say, "See? I asked."
Shane felt his throat tingle, wanting to say something, but knowing he'd break down if he did. He looked at Ilya, who was grinning like an idiot.
"That's my boy," Shane whispered, pressing a kiss to Arata's head.
Ilya leaned in, kissed Shane's temple. "We have loudest babies in Montreal. I am so proud."
Shane laughed, tears streaming down his face.
"Me too."
+++++
The Montreal ice rink smelled like cold air, popcorn, and waffle cones and was decorated like a five-year-old's idea of "fun" at a Chuck-E-Cheese birthday party. Balloons, streamers, cake, ice cream stands, and booths like you'd find at a carnival.
The entire thing had been Hayden's idea, as part of his desire to have more time with his kids. "I want my kids to have a day with me during the busy time of the season. I'm on the road constantly. I can't be the only one who feels this way!?"
So, Stewart, the owner, flashed some cash and the first annual Parents' Day for Montreal was formed. In May of each year, right before playoffs, they'd host a day just for the kids, partners, and mates of the team. A day of fun at the arena before the grueling rush of playoffs stole precious time from them.
Ilya knew the babies would never remember this, but it felt only fair they attend.
He stood at the boards, Arata bundled against his chest in a baby sling, watching the older kids chase each other across the ice with the kind of reckless speed that made every parent (and the medics in the corner) pray.
Hayden's eldest had already eaten it twice, bruising her nose by that point, and was going for a third. Ruby, his middle girl, was attempting a spin she'd clearly invented herself. The littlest ones sat in the penalty box with ice cream, sticky-faced and delighted with that kind of demented look Ilya knew would get her a place on the US women's hockey team some day.
"You see this?" Ilya murmured to Arata, adjusting the straps. "This is hockey. Our sport. Family sport. You will be very good at this someday, I am sure! Just like Daddy, I bet! Not that you have to play, of course, but I just thought… Perhaps, I could at least show you?"
Arata stared at the ice with the flat, unimpressed expression he'd perfected in his three months of life.
Ilya took it as enthusiasm. He knew that was a lie.
He laced up, stepped onto the ice, and skated carefully toward the shooting station the staff had set up near the far end. Small pucks, low nets, foam barriers. One of the player's son, Marcus was hammering shots like he had something to prove, which he probably did, being surrounded by hockey royalty.
"Watch," Ilya told Arata, skating close enough that the baby could see the net. Marcus lined up, wound back, and fired a puck clean into the top corner.
Ilya looked down at his son.
Arata's gaze had drifted to the ceiling lights.
"Arata."
The baby blew a spit bubble.
Ilya tried again, pointing toward the net. "Goal. That is goal. Very exciting. You feel very good when you make one."
Arata yawned.
Ilya sighed through his nose. He skated a slow loop, considering. Perhaps the baby was tired. Perhaps the shooting station was not stimulating enough. Perhaps…
A ripple moved through the crowd of kids near center ice. A collective gasp, followed by excited shrieking.
Ilya turned.
Rose Landry stepped onto the ice. He recalled her jumping at the chance to come and show figure skating to the kids, but also to continue her alliance with Montreal's Omega programs.
She wore gold.
Not the muted, tasteful gold of award show dresses.
Gold, like someone had wrapped an Olympic medal around a person and told them to move. Her costume caught every overhead light and threw it back tenfold, sequins scattering reflections across the boards, the ceiling, the faces of every wide-eyed child pressing toward the barrier. Alpha, Omega, Beta, it didn't matter. Rose commanded respect wherever she skated.
The older kids surged forward, and even Marcus abandoned his pucks.
Ilya looked down at Arata.
Arata had gone completely still.
His dark eyes, usually vague and wandering, had locked onto Rose with an intensity Ilya had never seen from him before. His mouth fell open. Then, slowly, the corners of his mouth curved upward, and he let out a sound, a high, breathless coo that dissolved into laughter, the full-body kind that shook his whole chest and made his legs kick inside the carrier.
Ilya blinked.
He skated toward Rose before he'd consciously decided to.
Rose was already moving, transitioning into a simple spiral for the children, one leg extended behind her, arms out, and Arata absolutely lost his mind. He shrieked with delight, both fists pumping, feet kicking hard enough to rock the sling.
Rose noticed. She glided over, face breaking into a wide smile. "Oh, hello. Who is this? This can't be little Arata! He's already so much bigger than I remember!"
"He is…" He looked down at his son, who was practically vibrating. "He is your biggest fan, apparently."
Rose laughed, leaning in close. "Hi, sweet baby!"
Arata reached for her with both hands, fingers grasping.
Rose offered him a gloved finger, and Arata gripped it so hard that he might have intended to keep it.
She pulled away gently, skated backward, and performed a lazy back crossover for the children gathering around her. Every kid cheered, but Arata's reaction drowned them all out, another burst of pure, uncomplicated joy, face alight in a way Ilya had never seen from him, not even during the times Ilya had done his most elaborate impressions and funny faces.
Rose launched into a short sequence: a simple jump, a spin, arms above her head, sequins blazing. Each element pulled another shriek from Arata, louder than the last.
Ilya watched his son's face.
He thought about the shooting station. About Marcus and his perfect wrist shot. About himself wanting to share a passion with Arata.  To bond with him.
He thought about his father throwing him into the Gulag and telling him exactly what his future would be.
Ilya skated a long, slow loop along the boards, letting the speed build, just enough for Arata to feel it. Not a sprint, not a drill, nothing even remotely like hocky.  Just the gentle drift that a figure skater would do to step onto the ice or begin their performance. The cold air caught them both, and Arata's laugh changed pitch, going higher, breathless, eyes squinting against the rush of wind.
Ilya slowed near the far end where it was quiet.
He looked down at his son.
"Arata Yuki," he said, low and serious.
Arata blinked up at him, cheeks flushed pink.
"You want to be figure skater?" Ilya asked. "You want the shiny costume and the spinning?"
The baby gurgled, hands reaching toward nothing.
"Is okay," Ilya said. "You can do whatever you want. Hockey, figure skating, swimming, ballet…" He paused, let that land. "Yes, even ballet, but those movies about cruel ballerinas make me nervous.  No matter. Papa will pay every single ruble, dollar, and euro to make sure you have everything you need. Whatever dream you have, we fund it. No questions. No conditions. You do not even have to be the best. You could be the worst of all and I will still come and cheer for you."
Arata grabbed Ilya's finger.
"Your grandfather told me what to be," Ilya continued, quieter now. "I will never do that to you. You hear me? You point at something and say I want that, and Papa will find a way."
He skated back toward center ice, toward the warmth and noise of the group.
Shane stood near the boards, Irina's sling across his chest, talking to Jackie. Ilya coasted to a stop beside him and looked at his daughter.
Irina was asleep.
Completely, deeply, unshakably asleep. Mouth slightly open, fists curled under her chin, utterly unbothered by sixty children and their screeching, Rose Landry's sequins, and the general chaos of a hockey rink in celebration mode.
"She has been like this the whole time," Shane said, looking down at her with fond disbelief. "Fell asleep the second we stepped on the ice. Hasn't moved."
Ilya stared at his daughter, then at the rink, then back at his daughter.
Shane grinned. "I don't think ice is for her. It just makes her sleepy."
Ilya thought about it. "Maybe she has someplace better to be. Or dreams of what she wants to have in life?" he offered.
Ilya looked at Irina's peaceful, sleeping face. The sequin reflections from Rose's costume danced across her cheeks, gold light flickering over her, and she slept through all of it, serene as a stone.
"She is very confident," Ilya decided.
Shane laughed, leaning into his shoulder, careful not to jostle either baby. Arata, sensing his father nearby, turned his head and cooed softly.
Ilya pressed a kiss to Shane's temple.
"Our son wants to be Rose Landry," he said.
"I know." Shane looked up. "I watched his face. He was gone the second she stepped out. Not even Bluey gets him that riled up."
"I told him Papa will support any dream he has."
Shane's expression softened into something Ilya didn't have words for, warm and private and entirely his. "Yeah?"
"Whatever he wants." Ilya looked down at Arata. "Whatever either of them want."
Irina slept on, unbothered by the future, by the sequins, by any of it.
+++++
The morning Shane began his workout routine, to be pre-season ready by August, started the same way most of his mornings started lately: Ilya already on the road for hockey practice, with Irina screaming due to Papa's departure (she learned to see through the scented blanket trick right away, clever girl…) and Arata sleeping through it.
By the time he'd fed them both, changed Arata twice, and convinced Irina that tummy time was not, in fact, a war crime, it was already half past eight. The twins were strapped into their carriers, Irina kicking her feet against the stroller bar with aggressive enthusiasm, Arata's head lolling against the padded headrest in a milk-drunk doze.
Shane laced up his running shoes on the front steps, one eye on the stroller.
The neighborhood looked exactly the way it always did in late spring: quiet residential streets, the odd jogger, trees thick and green, the lake glinting with the dawn's light.
None of it had anything to do with hockey. It was just the world, being peaceful and ordinary.
He pushed the stroller to the end of the driveway, took a breath, and started to run.
The first five minutes were humbling.
His lungs remembered what effort felt like before his legs did. His hips, still softer than they'd been pre-pregnancy, protested the pace. The stroller was heavier than it looked, especially with two passengers, and the slight incline on their street had never felt like anything before but now presented itself as a slight challenge.
He ran anyway.
Slower than he used to, slower than felt right, but moving. Progress.
Irina, for her part, was delighted. The moment the stroller picked up speed, her kicking intensified. She let out something between a shriek and a laugh, and started batting at the little dangling toys clipped to her sun canopy.
"You like that?" Shane panted, glancing down at her.
She whacked a plastic giraffe so hard it spun.
He took that as a yes.
By the fifteen-minute mark, he'd found something approaching a rhythm. His breathing levelled out, his legs stopped complaining quite so loudly, and he settled into the headspace that long runs used to give him, not thinking, just moving, just being a body doing what bodies were supposed to do.
Arata slept through all of it. Shane wasn't surprised. His son could sleep through a thunderstorm, a smoke alarm, and apparently whatever sound a plastic giraffe made when it was being violently assaulted over and over again.
He ran the longer loop, past the park and back along the lakefront path, which added another ten minutes but gave him a view of the water.
Deep into his morning run, right around the 5k distance on his watch, he checked underneath Arata's sun canopy. Arata's hands, which had a tendency to escape his blanket and reach for the light, were starting to look a little pink at the fingertips. He put sunscreen on before leaving, but clearly something was wrong or not working. Maybe he'd used the wrong lotion? Maybe it wasn’t the right type?  Every baby product had the same stupid font on it and mixed reviews online.
Shane slowed to a walk, checked the skin on the back of Arata's hand with his thumb. Not burned, but getting there.
"Okay," he said, to both of them. "Home. We'll cut today short, my babies are not about to burn.  I’m so sorry, sweetheart."  He kissed Arata’s hand.
He turned the stroller and walked back at a pace that let his heart rate come down.
Irina expressed her dissatisfaction with the reduced speed by glaring at him.
"I know," Shane told her. "You'd go forever. We'll do it again tomorrow and every day after that."
She made a sound like she was filing a complaint with senior management. Diva.
Back home, he got them out of the stroller, one at a time, and settled both into the baby carriers he wore on his chest, stacking them because he had no other option, Irina on the left, Arata on the right, both against his skin while he moved through the house. Both babies went quiet the moment they were pressed against him.
He carried them to the bathroom, got the shower going, and arranged them in the bouncy seat just outside the bathroom door where he could see them through the gap. Arata kept sleeping. Irina watched the shower door as thought it were an enemy of Daddy and she was on guard.
Shane stepped in.
The water was warm and the pressure was good, and for a few minutes he just stood under the spray and breathed.
Then he started actually looking at himself.
The last time he'd really done this, assessed rather than just glanced, had been months ago. Before the twins. He'd been someone else then, still deep in the performance of the Golden Alpha, still wearing a body shaped by ten years of training designed around concealing what he was.
He looked different now.
His shoulders were still broad, still strong, but softer at the edges. His stomach, which had been rigid and sculpted for most of his adult life, was rounder, carrying some of the weight that lingered after carrying twins for nine months. His pecs, which he'd spent years downplaying, had filled out due to the nursing. His hips were wider. His waist curved differently.
He ran a hand across his abdomen.
There were still marks there, faint silver lines that traced the paths his body had taken to make room for Irina and Arata. He pressed his fingers against them, not trying to flatten them, just feeling.
Dr. Holly had told him it would take time to rebuild. Six months, maybe a year, to get back to anything resembling game fitness, and even then it wouldn't be the same body. It would be a different one. Stronger in some places, changed in others.
He wasn't there yet. He could tell from the run. His lungs had given out before his legs, which was new. His core was weak in ways that mattered for skating. He was carrying extra weight that would slow him down on the ice.
Old Shane would have broken down and tried harder, pushing his lungs past their limits.
Old Shane would have quit eating until his weight was where it needed to be.
Old Shane would have tried to turn six months into three months.
…but it was progress. Slower than he would have forced it before. More honest than anything he'd done in the decade where he was performing an entire identity instead of just training a body.
He wasn't trying to become the Golden Alpha again. He was trying to become Shane Hollander, who was an Omega, and who had two children, and who would return to the ice when it was right and not before.
New Shane couldn't let himself get to a breaking point, his husband, children, and pack would worry. They needed him for more than jus hockey now.
New Shane can't quit eating, because his babies need him to make milk and have the energy to be a parent.
New Shane isn't interested in some arbitrary clock anymore. There was more to his life than just hockey.
He finished the shower.
Irina had gotten bored of the glass and was now staring at the ceiling with a dirty look.
He got them both settled in their carriers again, wrapped one of Ilya's old flannel shirts over the top of his damp shoulders, and settled into the rocking chair in the nursery.
He pulled up his training app on his phone.
Most of the Voyagers' team used it to track workouts, meals, recovery metrics. Ilya had helped him set it up during the pregnancy to track the things Dr. Holly wanted monitored. Now, Shane opened it to the return-to-play template he'd built himself, cross-referenced with the framework team physician Dr. Honda had drawn up before the season ended.
It looked different from any training schedule he'd made before.
There were blocks for workout sessions, yes: strength, cardio, skating when he got there. …but there were also blocks for other things. Mid-morning, a gap labelled twins, feeding and tummy time. Mid-afternoon, nap window, rest if possible. Evening, a longer block that said only Ilya, dinner, no screens after nine.
He'd built it around them. Around the way the days actually worked now, with two small people in them who had opinions about timing and didn't negotiate.
A training schedule with a nap window.
He laughed quietly, careful not to wake Arata, and felt something uncurl in his chest that had been tight since he first looked at blank training plans and tried to imagine doing any of it the old way.
He tapped through to the next week, then the week after. By mid-summer, the gaps would start to compress. By August, the schedule would look more like hockey again. By October, when the season opened, he'd be back.
Not the same. Different. But ready.
He carried them both to the nest after, lowering himself carefully onto the soft surface Ilya had piled with freshly scented blankets the night before. He arranged them, Irina on his right arm, Arata on his left, both facing outward so they could see the room.
He sat quietly for a while, just watching them.
Arata's eyes eventually drifted open. He blinked at the ceiling, then at the mobile Ilya had hung over the nest, which had tiny hockey pucks and (more recently) a single figure skater with gold accents that spun when the air moved. His mouth curved into something soft and wondering.
Shane started the feeding, alternating, settling into the rhythm of it.
When they were done, he held them both upright for burping, patting one then the other, murmuring quietly. Arata produced an catastrophic burp for someone his size. Irina made a delicate sound that Shane was not fooled by in the slightest.
He got them both down, drowsy and heavy-eyed. Arata went first, eyelids sinking within seconds of hitting the blanket. Irina lasted another minute, fighting it the way she fought everything, jaw working, feet twitching, before her eyes finally closed.
Shane sat back on his heels.
Then, because the nest was the right height for it and because both babies were sleeping directly in front of him, he started doing squats.
Slow ones. Careful. Feeling where his knees tracked, where his hips needed to engage, how far his center of gravity had shifted. He kept his shoulders back, his breathing even, his eyes on the twins.
He did twelve. Then a rest. Then twelve more.
On the third set, Irina's eyes opened.
She blinked at him.
He stopped mid-squat, caught.
She kept blinking, tracking his movement, head tilting slightly the way she did when something caught her attention.
He finished the squat. Stood up. Went back down.
Irina's face changed. Her mouth opened, then curved upward at the corners, crinkling the soft skin around her eyes.
She giggled.
Not the polite babble she gave Ilya when he made faces (that nobody was impressed by), or the startled sounds she made when Hayden's girls got too loud. This was a proper giggle, full-chested and delighted, her whole body squirming with it.
Shane stopped.
He stared at her.
She stared back, still smiling, legs kicking.
"You think that's funny?" he asked quietly.
She made a sound that could generously be interpreted as yes, Daddy, go again.
He did another squat.
She giggled harder.
He stood, shaking his head, then reached down and scooped her up. She was warm and solid against his chest, still wriggling with laughter, her tiny fist reaching upward and catching a handful of his shirt.
He held her at chest height, knees bending, steady and controlled.  Shane decided to try using her as a weight.
She went absolutely berserk with joy. Both arms pumped, both legs kicked, her whole face lit up with something he could only describe as glee.
"Okay," he said, starting to laugh himself, quiet enough not to wake Arata. "Okay. We're doing this.  Daddy daughter time."
He counted out eight reps, slow and deliberate, Irina rising and falling, shrieking with laughter each time he bent his knees and then straightened. He held her safely, one hand under her back, one behind her head the way the carrier instructions had trained him, and she treated the whole thing like the best thing that had ever happened to her.
"Do you even know what we're doing right now?" he asked her, between reps.
She made an loud sound.
"I'm getting back in shape so I can play hockey. Which is a sport. Which you are going to find deeply boring once you're old enough to have opinions about it. I can tell already."
She grabbed his nose.
"Fair enough."
He finished the set, held her against his shoulder, and she settled almost immediately, one hand fisted in his hair, her breathing slowing down as the giggles faded into something quieter and content.
She'd never remember any of this. Shane knew that. These weeks, these months, the small ordinary hours of them, would leave no trace in whatever she became eventually. She would not remember the nest or the rocking chair or the way he talked to her while learning how to be himself in his own body again.
…but he'd remember.
He'd remember the giggling, and the way she'd looked at him with absolute delight, unbothered by how slowly he was moving or how different he looked from the man who'd won a Stanley Cup.
Just happy, for no reason at all, because he was there.
He pressed his mouth to the top of her head.
Irina made a small, satisfied sound against his shoulder, and Shane laughed softly.
++++++
In the blink of an eye, it was August. Months of workouts. Months of screaming babies in the middle of the night. Months of early parenthood, worrying, crying, laughing, and every emotion in the spectrum.
The twins were six months old now. Shane was back in playing shape, not at 100% of where he was before, but enough to ease back into his old world.
Ilya? Ilya was super dad, having won the Stanley Cup for Montreal in the months prior, his first as Captain, the new winner of the Conn Smythe award, with Luca Haas becoming the new torchbearer for that season after his social media campaigns had helped many other Omegas consider the NHL draft.
The picture of the twins sitting in the Stanley Cup, when Ilya brought it home for his turn with it, was the most viral picture in the hockey world. "They were long overdue to touch it, they didn't get to the first time they won it!" 
On that day, late August, as summer started to make way for fall, Shane was standing at the biggest window of their home with Ilya, showing Arata and Irina the birds outside, with the many bird feeders Ilya had placed around the window. (He was one of "those" dads that obsessed with bird feeders and bird cameras, much to Shane's amusement.)
Irina, held in Ilya's arms, tracked every flutter with laser focus, but struggled to stay awake past her nap time. Arata, nestled against Shane's chest, blinked lazily at the feeder swaying in the breeze, gently sucking on his thumb.
"See?" Shane pointed at a blue jay landing on the railing. "That's a blue jay. They're loud. Kind of like you, actually," he said, glancing at Irina, who responded with an indignant squeak.
Ilya leaned forward, beard tickling Irina's head. "No, no. Is not blue jay. Is angry sky chicken. Very mean. Steals food from other birds. Like how Irina steals milk from Arata."
Shane snorted. "It's a blue jay, Ilya."
"I prefer my name. More accurate." Ilya bounced Irina gently, her eyes going wide as a chickadee darted past. "Ah! See that one? Is not chickadee. Is tiny friend bird. Very polite. Says please and thank you."
"They don't talk."
"You don't know that. Maybe they talk when you are not listening."
Shane rolled his eyes, but couldn't fight the smile. "What about that one?" He nodded toward a cardinal, brilliant red against the gray-brown fence.
A loon swooped in, landing hard on the feeder and scattering seed (and other birds) everywhere. Once realizing there was no aquatic life, frogs, or snails to consume, it screeched, and was off once more to the nearby lake.
Both Shane and Ilya straightened in perfect unison.
"Wolf bird," they said together, voices solemn.
Irina giggled. Arata's mouth opened in surprise.
Ilya adjusted Irina in his arms, serious as a funeral. "You see, little ones? This one is most dangerous. Loud. Screams at strangers."
Shane nodded, equally grave. "We don't trust the wolf bird. Ever."
The loon on the lake let out its wild, trilling call, echoing across the water.
Both babies startled, eyes going wide.
The clock in the hall dinged, a soft, mechanical chime marking the hour.
Shane's smile faltered.
He looked at Ilya.
Ilya looked back.
For a moment, neither moved.
Shane swallowed, throat tight. "I should…"
"I know."
Shane shifted Arata in his arms, suddenly hyperaware of the weight, the warmth, the tiny hand fisted in his shirt. His chest ached.
"I don't want to go," he admitted, voice small.
Ilya reached over, squeezed his knee. "I know, my love."
"I know it's just Boston. I know it's just one night. I know Yuna and David are going to take amazing care of them, but…" Shane's voice cracked. "What if Irina screams the whole time? What if Arata misses me? What if…"
"Shane." Ilya's voice was gentle but firm. He shifted Irina to one arm, reached across the gap, and took Shane's free hand. "They will be fine. Your parents raised you. They raised you to be strongest, kindest, most stubborn man I know. They can handle two babies for one night."
Tears prickled Shane's eyes. "I've never left them before."
"I know." Ilya squeezed his hand harder. "…but we go together, yes? We play for charity. For Omega Rights Group in America. Is important. We come back tomorrow afternoon, and twins will still be here, waiting. They will be spoiled and happy with Grandma Yuna probably bringing whole new room full of toys!"
Shane nodded, but his jaw was tight.
Ilya leaned in, pressing their foreheads together, careful not to squish the babies. "If it gets too hard, we find flight home early. I swear. We leave game, we leave Boston, we come home. No questions."
Shane's breath shuddered. "You'd really do that?"
"Of course," Ilya said, like it was obvious. "Nothing is more important than you. Than them. Nothing."
The doorbell rang.
Both babies startled. Irina let out an experimental wail, testing the waters. Arata just blinked, unimpressed.
Shane stood, legs unsteady, and made his way to the door with Ilya trailing behind.
Yuna stood on the porch, already grinning, David beside her with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder that was probably packed with every emergency item known to humanity.
"Hi, my loves!" Yuna reached for Irina immediately, plucking her from Ilya's arms. "Oh, you've gotten so big! Look at those cheeks!"
"You saw them just yesterday," Ilya said.
"The comment stands," Yuna said, glaring at Ilya.
David took Arata from Shane with practiced ease, cradling him like he'd done it a thousand times before. "Hey there, champ. Ready to spend the night with Poppy?"
Shane hovered, hands twitching. "So, the bottles are in the fridge, labeled by time. Irina likes hers warm, Arata likes his cool. If Irina screams, there's a blanket Ilya scented in the nursery, second shelf. Arata needs his diaper changed with the special cream in the nursery, or he gets a rash. Don't let Irina sleep on her stomach, she rolls now. If they both cry at the same time, prioritize Irina because Arata usually just cries when his sister is sad, and…"
Yuna held up a hand. "Shane. Sweetheart. We've got this."
"But…"
David stepped forward, baby in one arm, the other hand on Shane's shoulder. "We raised you. We know what we're doing. Go. Have a fun break from the kiddos. Go do something fun in Boston while you're away."
Shane's throat went tight. "I triple-checked everything. The instructions are on the counter. Emergency numbers are by the phone. Dr. Holly's is…"
"Shane." Yuna's voice was kind but unyielding. She stepped closer, Irina gurgling happily against her chest. "You need this. Not just the game. You need to remember what it feels like to be Shane and Ilya, not just Daddy and Papa."
Shane looked at Irina, then at Arata, and felt his chest crack open.
"I know you're scared," Yuna continued, softer now. "..but they'll be safe. We love them almost as much as you do. Almost."
Shane laughed, watery. "Okay. Okay. I trust you."
"Good." Yuna hip-checked him toward the door. "Now go. Your Uber's waiting. Enjoy your vacation."
"It's not a vacation, it's a charity game…."
David was already ushering them out, bags in hand. "Details. Go. Have fun. We'll FaceTime tonight."
Before Shane could protest further, he was on the porch, the door clicking shut behind them. Yuna locked the door behind them.
He stood there, staring at the wood, hand half-raised like he might knock again.
Ilya wrapped an arm around his waist, tugging him gently toward the car idling at the curb. "Come, love. They are fine."
Shane let himself be led, legs moving on autopilot.
The Uber driver, a guy with headphones in, didn't look up as they climbed into the back.
Shane buckled in, hands shaking.
The car pulled away from the curb.
Shane twisted in his seat, watching the house shrink in the rear window. He could see Yuna through the living room glass, swaying with Irina. David was probably already on the couch, Arata cradled against his chest.
Shane's breath hitched.
Ilya took his hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed each knuckle slowly.
"Breathe," Ilya murmured.
Shane tried. Failed. Tried again.
"They're okay," Ilya whispered. "We're okay."
The car turned the corner, and the house disappeared.
Shane finally exhaled.
He leaned into Ilya's shoulder, eyes burning, and let himself be held as the city rolled past the windows and carried them toward Boston, toward the game, toward whatever came next.
Ilya pressed another kiss to Shane's temple, then rested his cheek against the top of Shane's head.
"We come back tomorrow," Ilya promised. "I swear."
Shane nodded, throat too tight to speak.
The car sped on, snow beginning to fall in soft, lazy flakes, and for the first time in months, it was just the two of them again.
Together.
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Five years passed in the blink of an eye.
That June, at Voyager Stadium, in the start of the off-season, Shane was back in full "dad" mode, making up for lost time to his kids due to the hectic season.
No Stanley Cup that year, unfortunately, but he supposed he had to let Scott and New York have a win every once in an while, or the old man would go into retirement early with nothing to show for it.
Not that Shane minded their season ended early. Because today? Today was Arata's Daddy day, a day where he got to pick out whatever he wanted to do, out of everything in the world.
Shane crouched on the bench at ice level, fingers working the laces on Arata's tiny skates. The blades were dull, safety-certified for youth, but they gleamed under the arena lights anyway.
"Too tight? Or just right?" Shane asked, glancing up.
Arata shook his head, dark hair falling into his eyes. He'd just turned six, tall for his age but still built like a reed. His legs swung back and forth, heels drumming against the bench with barely contained excitement.
"Just right. Can we play music?" Arata asked, voice high and eager. "Like Auntie Anya does on TV? I want to try tricks!"
Shane smiled, tightening the last knot. "Yeah, bud. We'll have music. I'll ask them to turn on whatever you'd like."
He'd rented out Voyagers Stadium for the afternoon, just the three of them. Irina was off with Grandma Yuna, already deep into a shopping spree that would probably end with half a toy store and enough clothes to need a new closet crammed into the back of Yuna's car. Shopping was Irina's favorite thing, had been since she could hold Ilya's credit card. She'd take a mall over ice any day, and they'd have their Daddy daughter day later.
Arata, though, had been begging for this. "Please, Daddy, just us, can we skate, in the big stadium, like you and Papa do? No Irina! She whines the whole time it's cold!"
Shane stood, offered his hand. "Ready?"
Arata nodded, grabbed on, and let Shane pull him to his feet. His ankles wobbled, but he steadied himself, tongue poking out in concentration.
They made their way to the gate. Shane pushed it open, cold air rushing out to meet them, and stepped onto the ice first. The surface was perfect, freshly resurfaced, no marks yet.
Arata followed, tentative, holding Shane's hand in a death grip.
"You got it," Shane murmured. "Just like we practiced at the lake."
Ilya appeared from the tunnel, already in skates, hair tied back. He'd been setting up the sound system, and music started filtering through the overhead speakers, something orchestral with a slow build, the kind Rose Landry used in her routines.
"Papa!" Arata's face lit up.
Ilya grinned, skating over in long, easy strides. He crouched, eye-level with Arata. "You ready to fly my little star?"
Arata nodded.
Together, the three of them skated a few slow laps around the rink to start. Shane stayed on Arata's left, Ilya on the right, both holding his hands, letting him find his balance.
Arata's legs were shaky at first, ankles rolling inward, but he didn't fall. His face scrunched in concentration, and slowly, he started to glide.
Like most of the kids in their Pack, Arata had learned how to skate when he was 4, but had been in enough safety gear that it wasn't as freeing as skating should be.
Today was the first day Arata skated without safety rails, on ice, in a big stadium.
Shane watched him. The way his son moved wasn't like hockey at all, not sharp or aggressive. It was fluid, natural, like water curving through a river and into the depts of the ocean. Well beyond what a kid should be capable of at that age. Like skating was just another form of walking for him.
Arata, without rails, was thriving.
"He's good," Shane said, quiet enough that only Ilya heard.
Ilya nodded, pride clear on his face. "He is natural."
After a few laps, Arata started to pull ahead, confidence building. Shane let go of one hand. Then the other dopped.
Arata skated on his own, arms out for balance, picking up speed.
"I'm doing it!" he shouted, voice echoing off the glass.
Shane's chest swelled. "You are, bud!"
Ilya clapped, loud and sharp. "Very good! Keep going!"
Arata beamed, pushing harder, faster, and then…
His blade caught.
He went down hard, face-first, hitting the ice with a sickening smack.
Shane's heart stopped. He was moving before he thought, skating fast, Ilya right beside him.
They reached Arata at the same time.
The boy was already sitting up, one hand pressed to his nose. Blood trickled between his fingers.
"Arata," Shane dropped to his knees, hands hovering. "You okay? Let me see."
Arata pulled his hand away. His nose was red, swelling already starting, but not broken. Tears pooled in his eyes, but he blinked them back.
"It hurt," he said, voice small.
Ilya crouched beside Shane, hand on Arata's shoulder. "Yes. It hurt. That is the way of ice." His voice was low, steady. "Ice is fun. Ice is beautiful. Ice is for spinning and jumping and making people watch you and cheer. …but ice also hurts when you fall down. Even Papa and Daddy fall down. Even Rose. Everyone who skates falls. Many, many times."
Shane reached out, wiped the blood away with his sleeve. "You did great, Arata. You really did."
Arata looked at Shane, then at Ilya, bottom lip trembling.
Shane braced for tears, for the request to leave, to go home.
Instead, Arata wiped his face with the back of his glove. He sniffled once. Then, with a small, determined nod, he reached for Shane's hand.
"Can I try again?" he asked.
Shane's throat went tight. He looked at Ilya, whose eyes had gone shiny.
"Of course," Shane said, voice rough. "You can try as many times as you want. We'll be here to pick you back up. Always."
Together, they helped Arata to his feet.
The boy wobbled, testing his weight, then pushed off.
He skated.
Slow at first, careful, fearful of the ice for a moment, but moving.
Shane and Ilya stayed close, ready to catch him if he fell again.
Yet, Arata kept going, arms out, face set in concentration, and he didn't fall. Then, he increased his pace. He broke away from Shane and Ilya, and the two of them let him go full sprint again.
He made it halfway around the rink before he stopped, turned, and looked back at them.
"I did it," he said, breathless.
Shane grinned so wide it hurt. "You did, bud!"
Ilya skated over, scooped Arata up, and spun him in a circle. "You are strongest boy in the world!"
Arata laughed, high and clear, the sound bouncing off the glass.
When Ilya set him down, Arata looked up at Shane. "Can we do tricks now? Like Auntie Anya?"
Shane crouched, meeting his son's eyes. "We can try. ...but first, how about we skate together? All three of us?"
Arata nodded, taking both their hands again.
They skated another lap, slower this time, the music swelling around them.
Shane looked at his son, at the determination in his small face, at the way he didn't give up even when it hurt. He thought about the dreams he'd had for this moment, back when Arata was still just a heartbeat on a monitor.
He'd hoped his son would be loud.
Would ask for what he needed.
Would never hide.
…and here he was, six years old, bleeding from his first real fall, and getting back up anyway.
Shane's eyes stung.
"I'm so proud of you," he whispered.
Arata looked up, smiled, and squeezed Shane's hand.
"Love you, Daddy."
Shane's heart broke open.
"Love you too, buddy."
 

 
Ilya adjusted his bow tie in the hallway mirror, tugging it straight whilst Shane fought with his cufflinks in the reflection beside him.
"This is ridiculous," Shane muttered, though his mouth twitched with a smile.
"Is what our Queen demanded." Ilya smoothed down his jacket. "We are butlers today. Very serious job."
"She's six. What six-year old thinks of things like this?"
"She's creative." Ilya grinned. "Like her Papa."
Shane snorted, finally getting the second cufflink fastened. "She's got your dramatic streak."
"Is good thing."
In the living room, Irina sat cross-legged on the floor, arranging her stuffed animals in a precise semicircle around the coffee table. She'd dressed herself in a purple tulle gown that dragged behind her when she walked, complete with a plastic tiara and clip-on earrings.
"Daddy, Papa, stand straight!" She didn't look up from adjusting a teddy bear's position. "Butlers don't slouch."
Shane bit back a laugh. Ilya went ramrod straight, clasping his hands behind his back.
"Yes, Your Majesty," Ilya said, voice grave.
Irina glanced up, examined them both with narrowed eyes, then nodded once. "Better. Anna will be here soon. Everything must be perfect for our guest!"
The doorbell rang.
"I'll get it," Shane said, already moving.
Ilya followed him to the entryway. Shane pulled the door open, and Ilya barely contained his laughter at what waited on the other side.
Troy stood on the porch in full chauffeur getup: black suit, white gloves, and an actual driver's cap perched on his head. Anna, Troy's "surprise" daughter he and Harris had the next season after the twins were born, stood beside him in a pink princess dress that matched Irina's purple one, her dark curls pulled into two puffballs on either side of her head.
"Good afternoon, sirs," Troy said, deadpan, tipping his cap. "I have delivered Queen Anna of House Barrett-Drover, as requested."
Ilya lost it. He doubled over, wheezing.
Shane pressed a hand to his mouth, shoulders shaking.
Troy's expression didn't crack. "Is something amusing, gentlemen? I don't take kindly to those would mock our most precious queen."
"You…" Ilya gasped for air. "You look like driver from old movie. Very fancy."
"Anna demanded authenticity." Troy stepped aside, gesturing for his daughter to enter. "I aim to please. Also, I won't hear another word, Russian Jarvis, or this goes viral. My husband can ruin your image in three posts." He said the last part in a whisper only the adults could hear.
Anna swept past them, head high, already in character. "Where is Queen Irina?"
"In the royal sitting room," Shane managed, still grinning. "This way, Your Majesty."
They led Anna to the living room, where Irina jumped to her feet, beaming.
"Anna!"
"Irina!"
The two girls hugged, bouncing in place, tiaras wobbling.
"Your dress is so pretty," Anna said.
"Yours too! Come sit, we have to plan our kingdom and make alliances and drink tea!"
Troy lingered in the doorway beside Ilya and Shane, watching the girls settle at the coffee table.
"She insisted on the outfit," Troy murmured. "Said queens need proper transportation."
Ilya clapped him on the shoulder. "You are good Papa."
"Yeah, well." Troy's mouth quirked. "Harris is with Rory today getting his checkups, so it's just me. Figured I'd commit to the bit. Where's Arata? Didn't want to play Prince again?"
"With Hayden. Gone to arcade with Penn and Arthur. Going to show them Dance Dance Revolution supremacy. He is like… Diva on dancefloor. Puts grown ups to shame." Ilya answered.
Shane was summoned by the Queens and went to answer their call.
Once alone, Ilya cleared his throat. "How is baby Rory's heart?" Ilya asked, face suddenly stern.
"Good. Getting stronger. He came early, so we worried he'd have a situation like Harris did, but… Nothing bad like that. Rory's good. Rory's a fighter. My poor little Omega's just… Just so small, I…" Troy started to tear up.
"All will be well," Ilya grasped Troy's shoulder tightly. "…you need to retire early to be with child? Retire. Don't worry about us. We have new wing coming in soon with draft."
"Sure it's a sure thing?"
"We traded many things to get first pick this year. This one was personal to many of us."
Troy nodded. "Then… Then I need to start doing some paperwork. I uh… I don't think I'm going to renew my contract. Rory needs me, and Harris needs me, and…"
"Say no more." Ilya pulled Troy into a tight side hug.
Shane disappeared into the kitchen and returned moments later with a tray of tiny sandwiches, crusts cut off, arranged in neat rows. Ilya followed with the teapot soon after, steam curling from the spout.
"Your refreshments, Your Majesties," Shane announced, setting the tray on the table.
Ilya poured tea into two plastic teacups decorated with flowers.
Irina picked hers up with both hands, pinky out. "Thank you, Butler Papa."
Anna copied her, nodding regally. "Yes, thank you."
The girls sipped their tea, faces solemn.
Then Anna set her cup down and leaned forward, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Queen Irina, we must discuss the dragon problem."
Irina nodded gravely. "The dragons have been terrorizing the villages again."
"…and the orcs," Anna added. "The orcs are stealing all the cookies."
"We cannot allow this." Irina tapped her fingers on the table. "We must send our bravest knights."
 
"What the hell are you letting Irina watch on TV, Shane?"
"This? Oh, no, this is all Papa's doing. He just had to read her Lord of the Rings. He got really into fantasy lately and just had to share with her."
"My daughter loves drama and has impeccable taste, she deserves more than stupid dog first responder show! Besides, what is Anna watching to have the same talks?"
"…Harris is an anime nerd and been obsessed with this Slime Reincarnated anime thing… Actually it's really cool, it's about this guy named Rimiru and…"
 
Anna looked up at Troy, then at Ilya and Shane. "Butlers, sit with us. We need your counsel!"
Ilya exchanged a glance with Shane, then with Troy. All three of them moved to sit on the floor around the coffee table, knees folded awkwardly.
"Yes, Your Majesty," Ilya said. "How may we serve?"
Irina gestured dramatically. "We need a plan to defeat the evil dragons and the dastardly goblins."
"Goblins?" Anna blinked. "I thought they were orcs."
"Orcs and goblins," Irina corrected. "There are many enemies that seek our treasure."
Ilya leaned forward, matching Irina's serious tone. "This is very dangerous situation. Dragons breathe fire. Goblins are sneaky. Orcs are... very strong and smell bad.  Like Sir Dion the Unwashed."
Troy snorted.
"We need scout to know their numbers and how much of army to send," Ilya continued, warming to the role. "Someone brave. Someone who can go into enemy territory and report back. Someone who is… Expendable."
"Who?" Anna asked, eyes wide.
Ilya stroked his chin thoughtfully. "I think... Uncle Hayden."
Shane choked on his tea.
Irina's face lit up. "Yes! Uncle Hayden should do it!"
"He has five children," Anna said, nodding sagely. "So if the goblins eat him, there will still be warriors to our great cause."
Troy coughed into his fist.
"Exactly," Ilya said, fighting to keep his expression straight. "Is very logical."
Irina grabbed a toy gavel from the pile of stuffed animals and banged it on the table three times. "I, Queen Irina, declare that Uncle Hayden will be the sacrificial scout. All in favor?"
"Aye!" Anna shouted, raising her teacup.
"Aye," Ilya, Shane, and Troy echoed.
"Then it is law." Irina banged the gavel again. "Butler Papa, you must tell Uncle Hayden immediately. Quickly, by messenger bird!"
"I will send him message," Ilya promised, already pulling out his phone.
He typed quickly: Irina has volunteered you as sacrificial scout to fight dragons and goblins. You have been legally declared expendable. Signed into law with toy gavel. No appeals.
He hit send.
Hayden's response came thirty seconds later: What the fuck
Ilya grinned, showed Shane the screen. Shane pressed his lips together, shoulders shaking.
The girls played for another hour, inventing increasingly elaborate storylines involving enchanted forests, cursed treasure, and a villain named "The Mean Monster." Troy contributed sound effects. Shane fetched more sandwiches and terrible acting skills. Ilya narrated battles in his most theatrical voice, complete with accents.
Finally, Irina stood, tulle dress swishing. "I think pretend time is over now. Can we watch movies in the theatre room?"
"Of course," Ilya said. "Is already set up for you."
Irina's eyes went huge. "Really?"
"Really."
He led the way downstairs, the girls racing ahead, Troy and Shane following.
Ilya pushed open the theatre room door.
Inside, a massive pillow fort dominated the space, constructed from every cushion, blanket, and pillow in the house. Fairy lights twinkled along the edges, casting soft golden light. The popcorn machine in the corner hummed, fresh kernels popping, butter melting.
"Whoa," Anna breathed.
Irina spun in a circle, arms out. "Papa, you made this?"
"Of course." Ilya crouched beside her. "Queens deserve royal movie palace. Daddy isn't the only one who knows how to nest, you know!"
Irina threw her arms around his waist, squeezing tight. "Thank you, Papa."
Ilya's chest squeezed. He hugged her back, burying his face in her hair. "You are welcome, moya printsessa."
Anna tugged on Troy's sleeve. "Can we get popcorn now?"
"Absolutely."
Shane moved to the machine, filling bowls with popcorn whilst Ilya sprinkled butter and cheese powder over the top, exactly how the girls liked it.
Irina grabbed Ilya's hand, then Shane's, pulling them both toward the pillow fort. "You have to sit with us inside."
"We do?" Shane asked, amused.
"Yes. Butler rules."
Anna yanked Troy in as well, dragging him down onto a pile of cushions.
The five of them squeezed into the fort, surrounded by pillows and blankets, fairy lights glowing overhead.
Anna settled between Troy's legs, leaning back against his chest. "I'm sad Papa Bear couldn't come."
Troy wrapped an arm around her. "I know, sweetheart, but Papa Bear and Rory are having their special day together at the doctor, remember? We just want to make sure Rory's heart is still doing good."
"When can we all do something together? I miss my baby brother being home."
"Soon," Troy promised, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "We'll find a day. Maybe next weekend. If all goes well. Maybe a picnic at the park."
"Okay." Anna snuggled closer.
Shane grabbed the remote, scrolling through options. "What are we watching, Your Majesties?"
"Wicked!" Irina and Anna shouted in unison.
"Wicked…" Shane and Troy groaned, having watched it an ungodly number of times by then.
"Wicked it is," Ilya said.
The movie started, music swelling.
Ilya stretched out on his side, one arm behind his head, the other resting on Shane's knee. Irina curled against his ribs, already mouthing the words to the opening number.
Shane leaned into him, warm and solid.
Troy had his eyes closed, Anna babbling commentary in his ear.
Ilya let his gaze drift over the scene: the fort, the lights, the girls, his mate.
"I hope you enjoy the movie, Mama…" Ilya thought passively to himself. He glanced down at the little golden cross on his chest, moving it up and over his clothes for a better viewing experience.

A few days after the tea party, Shane was with Irina and Arata, taking them to Voyager Stadium. He'd strapped them into their seats that morning, double-checking every buckle the way he always did, ignoring Irina's dramatic sighs about how she was "big enough to do it herself."
He pulled into the player's lot, killed the engine, and twisted in his seat to look at them both.
"Okay, so here's the deal," Shane said. "I've got one important thing to do here, and then we'll go meet Aunt Jackie and Uncle Hayden and the Pikes for lunch. Sound good?"
"Can we get fries with cheese?" Arata asked, hopeful.
"We'll see."
"That means yes!" Irina announced.
Shane rolled his eyes, unbuckled, and helped them out of the van. Arata took his hand immediately, fingers small and sticky from the granola bar he'd demolished on the drive. Irina walked beside them, tugging at her dress, already complaining that her tights were "itchy" despite the fact she'd demanded to wear them.
The stadium hallways were quieter than usual, the off-season lull settling in. A few maintenance workers nodded as they passed. Shane steered the twins toward the admin wing, their footsteps echoing off the concrete.
They'd barely rounded the corner when a figure stepped out of one of the conference rooms, adjusting his tie.
Eric Bennett.
Full suit. Navy, sharp, the kind of thing you wore when you were about to sign contracts or fire someone. His graying hair was slicked back, and he looked every inch the professional Shane had always known him to be, just… older. More settled.
Eric's face split into a grin the moment he saw them.
"Captain Hollander," Eric said, extending a hand.
Shane shook it, firm. "Commissioner Bennett."
Eric laughed, the sound warm but self-deprecating. "Still getting used to that. Croswell left me some big shoes to fill."
Shane smiled. "You'll do great. You've always been the steady one."
Eric glanced down at the twins. Irina was already tugging on Shane's sleeve, whispering something about being bored. Arata just stared at Eric with wide, serious eyes.
"What are you doing in this neck of the woods?" Shane asked.
Eric straightened his jacket. "Just finished signing off on the agreements for Montreal to get first pick this year. Had to make sure everything was legit and met our standards. Especially given who we know you're picking."
Shane's heart kicked. "It's final?"
Eric nodded. "Done and dusted. Your GM worked for it. Hell of a trade package. I had to run it past three different committees, but…" He shrugged. "It's yours."
Shane exhaled, slow. "Was it worth it? Everything we gave up?"
Eric's expression softened. "For you? For Rozanov? For the Voyagers?" He paused, looking Shane dead in the eye. "Yeah. It's worth it. Everyone else is going to call you crazy for it though."
Shane felt his throat go tight. He nodded, not trusting his voice.
Eric, seeing the kids, hugged Irina first, crouching down to her level. "Look at you! You've gotten so tall since Christmas!" He pulled Arata in next, ruffling his hair. "…and you, little man. Still skating up a storm?"
Arata nodded, bright faced.
Eric straightened, grinning. "My boy Oscar's been asking about you both since school let out. Wants to know when you can come over and play again."
"Can we?" Irina perked up immediately. "Oscar has a big trampoline!"
Arata's face lit up at that. "I can do a flip!"
Shane grimaced.
Eric laughed. "Well, if we can pry him off Minecraft long enough to notice you're there, sure. Kyle and I would love to have you over. You're welcome anytime."
Shane smiled. "We'll coordinate with Kyle, then. Get something on the calendar."
Eric nodded. "Good. Oscar needs to socialize more anyway. Kid's turning into a hermit." He checked his watch. "I should get going. League meeting in an hour."
"Good luck with that," Shane said.
Eric clapped Shane on the shoulder one last time, waved to the twins, and headed down the hall.
Shane watched him go, chest warm.
"Daddy, can we go now? The stadium is so boring and cold!" Irina tugged his sleeve again.
"Yeah. Let's go."
He led them down the hall toward the admin office, knocked once, and pushed the door open.
The assistant, a Beta woman Shane had worked with for years, looked up and smiled. "Captain. What can I do for you?"
Shane approached the desk, pulling an envelope from his jacket pocket. Inside were the signed documents, the agreements he and Ilya had spent the last week reviewing with their lawyers and the Rose Landry Foundation.
"This is for the first draft pick," Shane said. "Me and Ilya, we're covering the hotel room, meals, and the welcoming celebration. We'd like to handle it personally."
The assistant took the envelope, glanced at the contents, then looked up, surprised. "You're sure? Montreal would be glad to cover things like, and… Oh, you're even getting him a place to live for a whole year? Maid service? Food delivery? Oh my, yeah, no, I see. We wouldn't cover this kind of stuff."
"Just until he gets his feet on the ground. We want to set him up for success."
"This is a lot of money, Captain. Are you sure?"
"Positive," Shane said. "We want to make sure they feel like part of the pack from day one. Besides, we owe him a lot."
She smiled, warm and genuine. "That's really kind of you both. I'll make sure everything's set."
"Thanks."
Shane ushered the twins back into the hall, Irina already asking about lunch, Arata quiet but content.
As they walked toward the exit, Shane felt lighter than he had in weeks.
 

 
Ilya fixed lunch for the kids in the kitchen whilst listening to a sports podcast.
The hosts were mid-ramble about Scott Hunter's early retirement, how he'd left hockey to watch his three kids grow up and hit milestones, how he'd opened a new bar in Manhattan called the Kingfisher with Kip that was already the hottest spot in the city.
Ilya half-listened, hands working on autopilot. He'd made this sandwich a thousand times: peanut butter, strawberry jam, bread cut into triangles. Irina's was already done, sitting on her plate with sliced apples. Now he finished Arata's, set it on the other plate, and carried both to the table where the twins sat.
"Eat up, and quickly. We're meeting Daddy in an hour and then going to see Grandma and Grandpa!" he said, setting the plates down.
Irina dove in immediately, humming between bites.
Arata stared at his sandwich. He looked… Unhappy. He took a bite, winced, and looked even unhappier.
"I don't like it. Can I skip lunch?" Arata said, pouting.
Ilya frowned, sat down across from him. "You okay, little star?"
Arata poked the bread with one finger, then looked up. "I don't like spicy food. Sorry."
Ilya blinked. "Spicy?" He looked at the sandwich. Peanut butter. Jam. Bread. Nothing remotely spicy in the equation. "Arata, this is just peanut butter and jam. There's nothing spicy about this."
Arata shook his head, face solemn. "It's spicy. It's always spicy. Today it's extra spicy.  Right now it's burning my tongue."
"Don't be stupid," Irina said, mouth full. "Peanut butter isn't spicy."
Ilya shot her a look. "Hey. We don't say 'stupid' to each other that way."
Irina huffed, but went back to eating.
Ilya picked up Arata's sandwich, took a bite. He chewed slowly, tasting every component. Peanut butter. Jam. Bread.
Nothing.
No heat, no burn, nothing remotely spicy.
Odd.
He looked at Arata, who was watching him with wide, trusting eyes.
"You feel burning when you taste this? I don't, but… You do?" Ilya asked, voice gentle now.
Arata nodded. "In my mouth, and my throat hurts. It's always spicy, but it's never hurt before."
Ilya went still.
"Can you open your mouth for Papa? Let me see."
Arata opened wide.
Ilya leaned in, peering at his son's tongue.
It was red. Not just pink from exertion or eating something with dye, but red, swollen at the edges, the kind of red that didn't belong.
Ilya's stomach dropped. Something was wrong.
"Your throat hurts?" he asked, keeping his voice calm.
Arata nodded again. "Yeah. Like scratchy. I… I have to breathe real hard, Papa."
Ilya stood, walked around the table, and crouched beside Arata's chair. He pressed the back of his hand to Arata's forehead. Warm, but not feverish. He checked his son's neck, feeling for swelling. Nothing obvious, but Arata winced when he swallowed.
Ilya's pulse kicked.
He looked at the sandwich.
Peanut butter.
Oh.
Oh, fuck.
"Irina," Ilya said, voice sharp enough to make her stop mid-chew. "Did you eat any of Arata's sandwich?"
She shook her head. "No. I have my own."
"Is your throat or tongue scratchy at all? Any spicy? Any burning? At all?"
"No, Papa." Irina's instincts kicked in. "Papa, is Arata okay?" She was already up from the table.
"Get your shoes on, Irina, quickly." He turned back to Arata. "How much did you eat, little one?"
Arata held up two fingers. "Two bites."
"Okay." Ilya forced himself to breathe. "Okay. You did good telling Papa. Very good." He stood, pulled out his phone, hands shaking.
He dialed Shane first.
It rang twice.
"Hey, babe," Shane's voice came through, distracted. "What's up? I'm in a meeting with…"
"Arata is having reaction," Ilya interrupted. "To peanut butter. His tongue is swollen. Throat hurts. I am taking him to hospital."
The line went silent.
"I'm on my way."
"I am going now. Meet us there." He hung up, shoved the phone in his pocket.
"Irina," he said, turning to her. "We're going. Come on."
"Why?" She looked between him and Arata, confused.
"Your brother is sick. We need to go to the doctor. Now."
Her face crumpled. "Is he going to be okay?"
"Yes," Ilya said, firm. "…but we have to go. Right now."
He grabbed Arata, scooped him into his arms. The boy's breathing was faster now, shallow little gasps. Ilya's hands went cold.
Irina got her shoes on in record time, Ilya grabbed his keys, and carried Arata to the van.
The drive to the hospital was fifteen minutes that felt like fifteen hours.
Ilya kept glancing in the rearview at Arata, strapped into his car seat. The boy's face was pale, his breathing audible, a faint wheeze starting at the edges.
"Talk to me, Arata," Ilya said, voice tight. "Tell Papa about your favorite color."
"Blue," Arata whispered.
"Good. Very good. What else? What is your favorite animal?"
"Loons."
Ilya laughed, the sound cracked at the edges. "Of course. Wolf birds. Very scary."
Irina, in the seat beside her brother, reached over and grabbed his hand. "You're okay," she said, voice fierce. "Papa's taking care of you."
Ilya's vision blurred.
He pulled into the ER entrance, threw the van into park, and was out of the car in seconds. He yanked Arata's door open, unbuckled him, and lifted him out.
"Stay close," he barked at Irina, who scrambled out and grabbed the back of his shirt. She ran as fast as he did, tears rolling down her face.
They burst through the automatic doors.
"My son," Ilya said, voice loud, accented thicker than usual. "Allergic reaction. Peanut. Now."
The triage nurse looked up, took one look at Arata's face, and hit a button. "Room three. Go."
They rushed him back.
The room was small, white, antiseptic. A doctor appeared, young, calm, already pulling on gloves.
"How long ago did he ingest it?" she asked.
"Twenty minutes. Maybe little more." Ilya set Arata on the exam table, hands hovering.
The doctor checked Arata's throat, his tongue, listened to his breathing. "Okay. It's mild, I don't think it's getting any worse than this, but we're going to give him a shot of epinephrine just to be safe. It'll stop the swelling."
Arata's eyes went wide. "A shot?"
"It'll help," the doctor said, voice gentle. "Just a little pinch."
Ilya moved to the head of the table, cradled Arata's face in both hands. "Look at Papa. Just look at Papa. Cry if you need to, but it's going to make you better."
Arata nodded, closed his eyes and leaned into Ilya's arms.
The needle went in.
Arata's face crumpled, and he let out a wail that tore through Ilya's chest.
"I know, I know," Ilya whispered, pressing kisses to Arata's forehead. "I am so sorry, my little one. So, so sorry. You are so brave. You are strongest boy. Papa is so proud."
Arata sobbed, reaching for him, and Ilya gathered him up, holding him against his chest when the shot was done.
Behind them, Irina started crying too.
"I'm sorry!" she wailed. "I called him stupid! I didn't mean it! I'm sorry, Arata!"
Shane burst through the door not long after, face flushed, breathing hard. He must have run from the parking lot.
He took in the scene: Arata sobbing in Ilya's arms, Irina crying in the corner, the doctor pulling off her gloves.
"What happened?" Shane asked, voice tight.
Ilya looked up. "Peanut allergy. Mild. They gave him shot. He is okay now, just scared."
Shane crossed the room, wrapped both arms around Ilya and Arata, pressing his face into Arata's hair. "You're okay, bud. You're okay."
Irina ran over, throwing herself at Shane's legs. "I'm sorry! I didn't know!"
Shane bent, scooped her up with one arm, and pulled her close too. "It's okay, sweetheart. You didn't know. Nobody's mad."
The doctor smiled, watching the family. "He'll be fine. The swelling's already going down. We'll keep him for observation for another hour, but he should be good to go home after that."
Ilya held Arata tighter, rocking him gently. The boy's sobs were quieting, hiccupping now, face pressed into Ilya's neck.
"You did so good," Ilya whispered. "Told Papa something was wrong. That is exactly what you should do. Always tell us. Even if you think it is small thing. Always."
Arata sniffled, nodded against Ilya's shoulder.
An hour later, the doctor cleared them. She handed Shane a prescription for an EpiPen, instructions for managing the allergy, and a reassuring smile.
"He was lucky," she said. "You caught it early. If he'd eaten more, it could have been much worse. He's lucky to have a father who listens. Sometimes we get fathers who think the kid is… Exaggerating."
Irina, still holding Shane's hand, looked up at the doctor. "Papa's the nicest Papa ever."
Arata, drowsy now from the epinephrine crash, mumbled, "I love my Papa."
Ilya's vision blurred. He tried to blink the tears back, but they came anyway.
Shane squeezed his shoulder. "Let's go home."
Ilya nodded, not trusting his voice.
In the van, Irina chattered the whole way, telling Arata about how brave he was, how she'd let him have her favorite stuffed animal for being so strong. Arata just nodded, eyes half-closed, still holding Ilya's hand from the front seat.
When they pulled into the driveway, Shane turned to Ilya. "You okay?"
Ilya wiped his face. "No."
Shane leaned over, kissed him softly. "You did everything right. You saved him."
Ilya shook his head. "I just listened."
"Exactly," Shane said.
They got the twins inside, settled them on the couch with blankets and cartoons. Irina curled against Arata's side, protective, one arm slung over his chest. Arata's eyes were already closing.
Ilya sat on the floor in front of them, just watching.
Shane sat beside him, shoulder pressed to Ilya's.
"They're okay," Shane whispered.
Ilya nodded, throat still too tight.
Shane took his hand, threaded their fingers together.
"You're a good Alpha and an even better Papa," Shane said.
Ilya, after a long, terrifying day, let himself finally believe it.
 

 
Shane surveyed the chaos unfolding in his living room and thought, not for the first time, that his house wasn't built for this many people.
That was after 2 renovations in 5 years time.
"We should buy a damn resort hotel. It'd be cheaper at this point," Shane thought.
The Voyagers pack had descended en masse.
Kids shrieked in the backyard, visible through the glass doors where Troy's daughter Anna and their Irina were terrorizing the other kids in the backyard, using Hayden as a human shield when things got dangerous.
Oscar sat with Arata, alongside the Pike boys Penn and Arthur, playing with Legos.
Little Rory, barely a year old, was in Harris' arms, finally cleared from the hospital and allowed to be fussed over. He never left Harris' arms, but Troy came by often to kiss, cuddle, and nuzzle.
Jackie sat on the patio with Kyle, both of them watching the various broods across all the Pams.
Inside, the noise level hovered somewhere between rock concert and construction site.
The Pike girls looked "totally over" these get togethers and were on their phones, taking pictures with the Voyager Pseudo-celebrities for clout.
Dion hovered near the kitchen island, one hand on the shoulder of a woman Shane had never met, the other held firmly by a boy who couldn't be older than eight.
"Everyone," Dion said, voice cutting through the din. "This is Natasha, my mate, and this is Gabe!"
Natasha smiled, polite and reserved. Dark hair pulled back, wearing jeans and a Voyagers hoodie that probably belonged to Dion.
Gabe, meanwhile, stared up at Dion like he'd personally invented oxygen. A little chubby, clearly from a previous relationship of Natasha's, but from the way he and Dion interacted, it was clear they'd already bonded as step-parent and step-child.
"Hi," the kid said, barely audible.
Troy raised his beer from the couch. "About damn time you brought someone around, Dion. Was starting to think you'd sworn off dating."
"Shut up," Dion said, but he was grinning.
Natasha laughed, relaxed a fraction. "My Dion is a charmer. Helped me fix flat tire on side of road. Very manly."
"You can fix a tire?!" Half the team and half the PAMs said in unison.
"Wow, thanks, guys!" Dion said, laughing nervously and glancing down at Gabe. "What do you think, bud? Pretty wild, right?"
Gabe nodded, eyes still glued to Dion's face. "It's cool. You said Troy Barrett was going to be here. Is he really here?"
Troy waved from across the room. "In the flesh, kid."
Gabe's jaw dropped.
"You wanna meet Rozanov and Hollander?"
"Can I!?"
"Of course you can, champ! My little hockey fanboy, I will show you anyone! Except Luca Haas, because I don't speak Gen Z or whatever stupid memes he converses with."
"HEY!" Luca shouted from across the room.
Shane watched the exchange from the sectional, Ilya warm and solid beside him.
"That kid's going to follow Dion everywhere," Ilya murmured, voice low enough only Shane heard.
"Can you blame him?" Shane said. "Dion probably reads him bedtime stories and tucks him in like a goddamn saint. All he does is text about how great it is having a kid around his place."
Dion led Natasha and Gabe further into the room, introducing them to Jackie, then Kyle. Gabe never let go of Dion's hand, gripping it like a lifeline. When they reached the couch where Shane and Ilya sat, Dion crouched down to Gabe's level.
"This is Shane and Ilya," Dion said. "You know who they are, right?"
Gabe nodded, suddenly shy.
"Guys, this is Gabe. Big hockey fan," Dion explained.
Shane smiled, leaned forward. "Nice to meet you, Gabe. You play hockey?"
The kid shook his head. "No. I like music."
"Music's good," Shane said. "My son Arata loves music too. You guys should talk later."
Arata looked up from his Legos, waved at Gabe, then went back to building.
Gabe's face lit up. "Okay."
Ilya reached out, ruffled Gabe's hair. "You are good kid. I can tell. Come by after the party is over and I sign things for you."
"Really?!"
"Really."
Gabe beamed.
Dion straightened, squeezed Natasha's hand. "We're gonna grab drinks. You guys need anything?"
"We're good," Shane said.
They wandered off toward the kitchen, Gabe still attached to Dion's side.
Shane grinned, settled back into the couch. The draft coverage played on the massive flat screen mounted above the fireplace. Analysts droned on about prospects, mock drafts, team needs. The usual noise.
Troy wandered over, dropped into the armchair beside them. "You nervous?"
"About what?" Shane asked.
"About Montreal's pick."
"Nah." Shane glanced at Ilya. "We already know who we're getting."
Troy raised an eyebrow. "Confident."
"Realistic," Ilya said. "We worked very hard for this."
The room quieted as the broadcast shifted. The NHL Commissioner, newly minted Eric Bennett, stepped up to the podium in a sharp suit, holding an envelope.
"With the first overall pick in the draft," Eric said, voice clear and professional, "the Montreal Voyagers select… Daniel Samson."
The room erupted.
Cheers, clapping, and enough whoops and cheers to rock the house's foundation.
Shane's chest went tight.
On screen, Daniel stood from his seat in the audience, tall and broad-shouldered now, nothing like the scrappy kid who'd punched Ilya in the face years ago. He wore a tailored suit, hair freshly cut, and his smile could've powered the entire arena.
He walked to the stage, shook Eric's hand, and pulled on the Voyagers jersey someone handed him. Number seventeen.
Daniel held the jersey up, grinning for the cameras, and the broadcast cut to a quick montage: footage from #OmegaPunch, grainy cell phone video of younger Daniel's fist connecting with Ilya's jaw. Then clips of Daniel tearing through junior leagues, scoring goals, making plays, dominating the ice.
The commentator's voice overlaid the footage. "Daniel Samson, the Omega who became one of the symbols of change in hockey, now making history as the first Omega selected in the first round of an NHL draft. Sponsored and mentored by Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov for the past six years, Samson's rise has been nothing short of remarkable."
The camera cut back to Daniel, now standing at a media scrum, microphone shoved in his face.
"Daniel, how does it feel to be a Voyager?" the reporter asked.
Daniel's smile widened. "Honestly? It's a dream come true. A dream I didn't think I'd ever get to have."
"Can you talk about that?"
"Yeah." Daniel's voice steadied, grew serious. "When I was a kid, my coach told me Omegas didn't belong in hockey. That I should quit before I embarrassed myself. I believed him for a while. But then…" He paused, laughed softly. "Then I punched Ilya Rozanov in the face at a random event, and everything changed."
The reporter laughed. "That moment went viral."
"It did. …and because of that, Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov reached out. They didn't have to. They didn't know me. …but they saw something in me, I guess. Or maybe they just wanted to prove that kid's coach wrong. Either way, they've been mentoring me ever since. Sending me training videos, reviewing my tape, checking in on me, paying for my gear when my family couldn't afford it. They…" His voice cracked. "They saved my career before it even started."
Shane's vision blurred. Ilya's hand found his, squeezed.
"Shane Hollander broke the ice open for Omegas like me," Daniel continued. "He showed us it was possible, and Ilya Rozanov was the hammer that shattered every barrier left. I wouldn't be here without them. None of us would."
The reporter nodded. "What's next for you?"
Daniel straightened, looked directly into the camera. "I'm gonna play my heart out. I'm gonna make my family proud, make my mentors proud, and prove that Omegas belong on this ice just as much as anyone else. Montreal took a chance on me. I'm not gonna waste it."
The broadcast cut back to the studio, but Shane didn't hear what the analysts said next.
Ilya pulled Shane into his side, pressed a kiss to his temple. "We did good."
"We did," Shane whispered.
Across the room, Hayden raised his beer. "To Daniel fucking Samson!"
The pack echoed the toast, glasses and bottles raised high.
Shane lifted his drink and clinked it against Ilya's.
Arata tugged on Shane's pant leg. "Daddy, is big bro Daniel going to live here? Like with us?"
"Not with us," Shane said. "…but close. He'll be part of the team. We'll have him over for dinner lots, and maybe he'll go skating with you again now that he's got more time with us."
Arata nodded, satisfied, and returned to his Legos.
Irina appeared out of nowhere, climbed onto Shane's lap despite being far too big for it. "Daddy, when do we get cake?"
"After dinner."
"That's forever away."
"It's an hour."
She groaned, dramatic, flopped against Shane's chest.
Ilya chuckled, reached over to ruffle her hair. "Patience, printsessa."
"I don't have patience," Irina declared.
"We noticed," Shane said dryly.
The draft continued, other teams making their picks, but Shane stopped paying attention.
Instead, he watched his pack: Troy and Harris bickering good-naturedly in the corner as they fussed over Rory, Dion showing Gabe how to stack chips into a tower, Hayden and Jackie dealing with whatever bickering was going on between their girls, his son socializing with his best friends, his daughter and Anna plotting a cake heist…
Built piece by piece, not through blood, but through choice.
Ilya leaned into him, warm and steady. "You are thinking loud thoughts."
Shane smiled. "Just… grateful."
"For what?"
"This. All of it." He gestured vaguely at the room. "I was alone for so long, and now… Now I can't even imagine not having this."
"Now you have too many people in your house and nowhere to sit," Ilya finished.
Shane laughed. "Yeah. Exactly that."
Ilya kissed him, slow and soft, uncaring of the audience.
When they pulled apart, Irina wrinkled her nose. "Gross."
"You will understand when you are older," Ilya said.
"No I won't. I'm never kissing anyone. Boys are dumb."
"Good," Shane said. "Keep that attitude forever."
Ilya grinned. "Agreed."
The night stretched on, loud and messy and perfect. Dinner was pizza, too much pizza, ordered from three different places because nobody could agree on toppings. The kids ate in the backyard, supervised loosely by Harris and Jackie. The adults crowded around the kitchen island, plates balanced on knees, conversations overlapping.
When cake finally appeared, store-bought, because Shane wasn't a masochist, Irina cheered loud enough to rattle the windows.
Later, after the pack had filtered out, kids bundled into cars, goodbyes shouted across the driveway, Shane and Ilya collapsed onto the couch.
The house was wrecked. Legos scattered across the floor, cups abandoned on every surface, crumbs embedded in the rug.
Shane didn't care.
Ilya pulled him close, tucked Shane's head under his chin. "Good day."
"Best day," Shane murmured.
Upstairs, Arata and Irina were already asleep, tangled together in Irina's bed because Arata had insisted on staying close after the party.
Shane closed his eyes, breathed in Ilya's scent, and let himself rest.
 










  










Afterword



  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!
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