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Knot Hot for You

Hestia has just graduated from the Rescuer Academy, where she was the only omega in her class. She’s always wanted to work in search and rescue operations and won’t let anything stand in her way, not even her designation.

In order to complete her training, she’s assigned to a mountain station near the cozy small town of Starsfalls. All Hestia has to do is survive these last two years, and she'll finally achieve her dream of becoming a rescuer.

Except her new bosses happen to be a distractingly delicious-smelling pack, and they’re also her roommates.

The lead alpha is dominant and commanding, but occasionally likes to give up control.

There's a charming alpha who can get anyone to like him with his friendly personality and surfer-boy good looks.

A homemaker alpha who loves taking care of the house and watching over everyone in it.

A GIANT of an alpha with a scarred face and heart.

And a clingy beta who hates wearing clothes but concedes to wearing sweatpants around his new omega housemate.

When they get snowed in together, things really heat up.

Can Hestia resist her handsome bosses and stay focused on the job? Or is it possible for an omega to have it all, love and a demanding career?

Knot Hot for You is a spicy standalone why choose omegaverse rom-com. It’s part of the Starsfalls Omegaverse, where HEAs are guaranteed in this cozy small town.


Content Note



This is a cozy, spicy omegaverse rom-com, but there are mentions of serious topics and issues.

Below are the spicy content notes and trigger warnings, some of which may be mild spoilers.

Spicy Content

This is paranormal fiction, not a realistic guide to spice.

Why choose MFMMMM

Group fun

Knotting

All holes filled on FMC

DAP

D/s elements- Mf and Fm

Orgasm denial/control

Light breath play from knotting

Coming so hard they pass out

Praise kink

Leashed MMC

Muzzled MMC

Edging

First time knotting for MMC

Teasing handjobs

He talks her through it

Make it fit

Voyeurism, questionable use of security cameras

Bondage

Trigger Warnings

This is a moderate stakes book where the main characters work as a search and rescue team and provide emergency first aid. There are no deaths and no permanent injuries on page. No animals are harmed (except an insect).

There is no pregnancy in this book, and none of the main characters have children. The main characters state that they have been voluntarily sterilized and do not want children.

This book mentions serious topics and traumatic events, with potential triggers listed here. If you think something needs to be added to this list, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me at winnie0aster@gmail.com

This book contains:

Mental health depictions: anxiety, panic attacks, catastrophic thinking, shock after an accident

Physical health issues: one of the MCs experiences health issues related to a hormonal imbalance, one of the MCs has physical scars from an accident in the past

Search and rescue: the MCs are first responders to accidents in the wilderness and there are on page scenes of people in peril who are rescued. No one dies or is irreparably injured

Mention of a car accident

Recounting a story of a past injury from storm damage

First aid for injuries, nothing detailed or gory

Natural disaster: snowstorm/blizzard

Lost dog who is found safe

Discussion of fertility and use of birth control

Bite marks and mention of minor bleeding from bites

Eating animal products (meat, butter, etc.)

Death of an insect

Animal Care Note

One of the animals in this book is called a rain frog, and while he is similar to rain frogs in our world, the frog in this book is not the same as the ones we know. This book is set in a fictional alternate universe with fantastical elements and does not represent appropriate ways to care for rain frogs in our world. Do not use this book as a guide for animal care or as a realistic representation of the natural habitat, diet, behavior, or abilities of a rain frog.


Introduction to the Starsfalls Omegaverse



The Starsfalls Omegaverse is a contemporary alternate universe with some fantastical paranormal elements. In this universe, humans have secondary biological characteristics and are designated as either an omega, alpha, or beta. The designations can be any gender. Betas are normal humans, while alphas and omegas have extra non-human characteristics and abilities. People in the Starsfalls Omegaverse are not werewolves, and there is no shifting.

This omegaverse includes knotting, heats, slick, perfume, scent marking, purring, growling, barking, hissing, and instincts are close to the surface.

Alphas are larger than betas or omegas, while omegas tend to be smaller than the other designations. Alphas typically form packs and look for an omega to be the center of their pack. They are extremely protective of omegas in general, and especially their mate(s). They are legally allowed to physically protect their omega.

In the Starsfalls Omegaverse, the bond between alphas forms naturally when they spend a lot of time together. They do not have to bite each other to form the mental bond, it’s a slow development as they grow close and desire to be packmates. Mental bonds only occur between packmates and mates.

Omegas go through heats, where their bodies crave sex. This can be unpleasant and painful to go through alone, so they typically join a pack as a polyamorous relationship with enough alphas to satisfy their heat. If omegas don’t want to be in a relationship, they may find temporary alphas to help them through their heats. Knotting toys can help, but many report they are not as satisfactory.

During a heat, omegas are focused on being knotted and are unlikely to remember to eat or drink. Alphas are responsible for taking care of them and ensuring they aren’t hurt. Omegas have heats several times a year, unless they’re on suppressants to reduce the hormones responsible for heats. Omegas prefer to be in their nests for their heats, a cozy space where they feel safe and comfortable.

In order for an omega to join a pack, alphas have to bite them, and then the omega bites the alpha back to complete the bond. If the omega does not bite them back, it means they have not accepted the bond, and it is incomplete.

Betas can join packs, but they do not have the biological imperative to do so. They can bond with a pack, as alphas instigate the bond unconsciously on their end, which draws the beta into their mental bond. To bond with an omega, the omega has to bite the beta to start the bond, and the beta bites them back to complete it.

Alphas and omegas have stronger scents than betas. Scents can be used to find compatible mates, and they typically partner with someone who smells good to them. A scent match is a stronger scent connection that occurs when an alpha and omega smell irresistible to each other. This means they are highly compatible, like true mates or fated mates. Betas can be scent matches to alphas or omegas. Betas can smell the scents of alphas and omegas, but they cannot sense them as strongly. So while an alpha can smell an omega from across the room, a beta would only smell the omega if they were standing right next to them.


For everyone who wants to chase their dreams and bang their bosses.


Chapter 1
Hestia
[image: Drawing of fruit cake, cider, and sugar plums]



The other students in the waiting room keep glancing at me or outright staring, but I don’t care. I’m too excited, and I can’t help that my eagerness manifests as bouncing in my seat. I barely even register the hard plastic chair digging into me.

If they don’t want to see someone’s excitement, then they shouldn’t watch and be all judgy about it.

Although there are a lot of alphas in here, so it’s possible they’re staring for other reasons, but I don’t care about that either. I’m not looking for a pack.

I’m here for work, just like all of them, waiting to see if I’ve been accepted into the Rescuers Field Training Program. If I am, then I’m about to find out where I’ll be living for the next two years.

This is the final part of our education after graduating from the Rescuers Academy. At the end of this training, we either become a fully licensed rescuer or have to go through the training again until we pass.

I hope I’m assigned to a busy station so I can help a lot of people. Plus, a challenging environment is the best way to learn.

I’m ready to get out there and help real people in real emergencies.

I’m pretty sure I’m ready.

No, I am ready. I’m just so excited, I’m getting it confused with nervousness.

I made it this far even though everyone said the odds were against me.

I smile, pleased with myself. As if they could argue with my conclusion. I knew the odds weren’t against me. I did the research, I analyzed the data. There’s no reason an omega can’t be just as good at search and rescue as an alpha or beta.

Omegas may be generally smaller and weaker, but we’re strong enough and smart enough to do the same things other designations can do. And if I don’t have the brute strength to do something, there are other ways to accomplish it. I might not be able to single-handedly carry an alpha down a mountain, but I’m knowledgeable enough to make a stretcher and get them to safety.

Of course I still built up my muscles and stamina, and while in comparison my physical score might be the lowest in my cohort, it more than meets the requirements for the job. I’m at the top of the class in every other area. I have the highest test scores and I’m great with first aid.

I wouldn’t have attended the Rescuers Academy to begin with if I didn’t think I could do the job. I thoroughly researched it beforehand, and even though it’s less common for omegas to work high-risk jobs, that doesn’t mean we can’t excel in them. It’s typically gently suggested that omegas be wary of entering high-stress fields, but based on my calculations, there’s only a 0.69% chance that my designation would be a significant hindrance to my team or patients.

Thanks to modern medicine, omegas can do anything other designations can do. I use descenters so my scent doesn’t bother anyone. I take suppressants to time my heat so I don’t unexpectedly miss work or have an unpleasant surprise on the job. Since rescuers are on call for a few weeks at a time and off for two weeks, it’s perfect for scheduling heats.

The data backs me up, I can achieve my dream despite my designation.

Except, if I’m honest, part of why I’m bouncing around is due to nerves.

It’s up to our instructors to recommend us for further training or not, and it comes down to their personal judgement. Even if our scores are 100%, they take our personalities, teamwork skills, and other factors into account. Which means they could choose not to recommend a student if they think they’re not a good fit, like if they’re an omega.

But surely enough of the instructors believe I can do this and will let me join the program.

Most of my professors were supportive, though admittedly some were tentatively so. Always cautioning me against overexerting myself or straining my muscles, as if I don’t know my own body. I’m well aware of my abilities and limits. I know to monitor myself, otherwise I won’t be able to help anyone if I work too hard and pass out.

My academy professors aren’t the ones judging us now though. The proctors are noted rescuers from across the country, and I don’t know how they feel about omegas. I can’t calculate the odds of them passing me.

The rest of my classmates have already been brought back to hear their results, so the only students left are strangers. The ones who were sitting near me have moved further away. If they can’t handle a little enthusiasm, I’m not sure how they expect to deal with everything they’ll encounter in the field.

I hope they call me back to hear my results soon. If I have to wait much longer, I might start chewing on my hair, and that’s a habit I’d rather not pick up again.

The room slowly empties, until finally it’s my turn.

I sit in front of the committee, keeping myself still by sheer force of will.

My ears buzz when they tell me my results. I can’t be sure I heard them correctly, but my mind is already spinning, working out where to go from here.


Chapter 2
Hestia
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The first thing I noticed when I stepped off the plane was the scent. I’ve never been sure if that’s an omega thing or a me thing, but scents are always the first thing that catch my attention.

The air here is fresh and crisp due to the cold. Depending on which way the wind is blowing, I catch hints of salt from the Aurefirth Sea. But that’s not where I’m headed. My reason for being here lies in the other direction, the Fossfell Mountains surrounding this valley. The scent rolling off the peaks is sharp, deep winter already setting in at the higher elevation.

Those few whiffs have been my only encounter with the mountains. Since leaving the airport, I’ve remained in Arcandale Valley.

Down here in Starsfalls, it’s a pleasant winter with fluffy snow on the ground, and the sidewalks are neatly shoveled and salted. Colorful lights fill the streets and stores and restaurants, evergreen garlands are strung around light poles, and Yule trees dot the town. Holiday music drifts in seemingly from everywhere, bright and cheerful. No need for rescuer services here, unless someone happens to slip on an icy patch of snow.

While I’ve enjoyed the cozy small-town atmosphere over the past few days, I’m ready to jump into work. If I weren’t so anxious to get started, I wouldn’t mind spending more time wandering around, eating and shopping. I’m so used to always being busy with studying or training that taking rest days has been a difficult change of pace.

The company schedules this time for trainees to acclimate to our new home. It gives us a chance to find supplies, register our license, and do all those administrative things that come with moving.

Except I did all of that on day one.

Since then, I’ve been wandering around trying different restaurants and window shopping. I don’t have many belongings, but I don’t need more. There wasn’t much room at the academy dorms, and in this career, there’s no point in collecting too many things if you might have to move every few years.

I did at least meet some of the other rescuer teams assigned to the mountains. They were nice enough to show me around when I arrived. Everyone was kind and helpful, no double takes at seeing I’m an omega. My designation wouldn’t be a surprise, HR sent my file to every team here so we’re familiar with each other. I was given information about them too.

I pored over the files, memorizing everything. It’s important to know who has more experience treating wounds or who would be the best at digging someone out of an avalanche. Not that we aren’t all trained to do those things, but if we ever need to delegate tasks, I’ll know where I fit in.

I spent the most time looking at the information on my teammates, reading their files over and over. That’s what I do every night when I go back to the inn.

As much as I love research, the reason for my exhaustive rereading is that I haven’t met any of them yet. Normally my team would’ve been here to welcome me, but they had something to take care of and couldn’t make it. HR said they would pick me up when it’s time for me to start work though.

I didn’t think it would bother me if my teammates weren’t here to greet me, but since I arrived in Starsfalls, it’s been like an itch under my skin wondering where they are, what they’re like.

I’ve always had trouble being patient when there’s work to do, but this is a new feeling. Maybe it’s because I’ll be living with them for two years that I’m anxious to see how they handle working with an omega, especially because they’re a pack.

I was surprised they assigned me to a team made up of packmates, four alphas and a beta. You’d think their omega wouldn’t like me living with their mates for the weeks that we’re on call.

No other stations here are run by packs. The other teams in the valley are a mix of alphas and betas, and only a few of them are in relationships. I don’t think it’s common for a station to be run solely by packmates.

I was afraid of getting put in a group of all alphas, worried their instincts would push them to protect me and cause problems with our work. I hoped for a mostly beta team, since they’re more levelheaded when it comes to omegas. At least there’s one beta on my team.

I hope my teammates won’t treat me any differently. I don’t want the Rescuers to think omegas aren’t fit for this line of work just because some alphas can’t handle themselves.

I’ve never let my instincts negatively affect my conduct. If anything, they’ve been helpful since omegas are more sensitive to emotions. It comes naturally to me to empathize with patients, which helps me calm them while I render aid.

Alphas won’t be a distraction for me, and not just because of the medley of medication I’m taking. Romance has never factored into my goals. My dream has always been to become a rescuer, and I’ve never been tempted to deviate from that plan.

Maybe someday I’ll find a pack to settle down with, but they’ll have to be okay with me being away for weeks at a time. There probably aren’t many who would be okay with that, especially protective alphas, but that’s not something I’m worried about right now.

At least there’s only one more day until I meet my teammates. I just have to distract myself until then.

I’ve been camped out in the local bookstore today, Pen and Tellem, reading everything they have on the history and geography of the Fossfell Mountains. I want to learn it all before I get out there in person.

A shadow falls over the book in my lap, and I quickly put my hand on the stack of books next to me in case they bump into it as they pass by.

“Are you finding everything alright?” a friendly voice asks, cutting through the cheerful background music about knotting around the Yule tree.

The question surprises me and I startle, knocking over the books piled around me despite my best efforts.

I recognize the white-and-pink-haired woman standing over me from the front desk. I always remember a fellow pink-haired person.

“Yes, yep, I’m fine. Sorry, am I not allowed to read the books before I buy them? I’m going to buy these. Some of these. Well, most of these. Sorry,” I say, getting on my knees and gathering the books scattered over the floor.

I thought I saw other people reading in here, but I’m never really sure if you’re allowed to read the books before you buy them.

“Don’t worry about it, you’re welcome to read whatever you want,” the woman says, joining me as I try to re-stack my book fortress. “I don’t think I introduced myself, I’m Alice. It looks like you’ve found plenty of books already, but do you need help finding anything else? I haven’t seen you here before, are you visiting Starsfalls?”

“Kind of. I’m moving to a little place in the mountains, and this is the closest town. If you have more books about the history of the area, I’d love to check them out. I already looked through the natural history and local history shelves, but I’m not sure if there are some in other sections I missed,” I say.

“Living out in the wilderness in a little cottage, surrounded by books, that’s the life,” Alice says dreamily.

“I’m not sure I’d describe it exactly like that, but I do have plenty of books,” I say.

And that’s not even counting the books I’m about to buy. I think half of my meagre moving boxes are books.

“We have a folklore section you may want to check out.”

“That would be great! Folktales are so interesting, and they often have some basis in fact. Even the ones that are like, you should avoid this part of the mountain because it’s cursed and you’ll wake up days later with no memory because you fell through a hole into another world. But really, it’s poisonous gas escaping from a crevice that’s causing fainting and memory loss,” I say.

“It totally makes sense people came up with mythical explanations for things they didn’t have the tools to understand yet. Let me show you to that section then. Your books will be fine here until we come back for them,” Alice says.

I follow her to the folklore shelves, and from there she takes me to the other sections I missed the first time around. The store has more relevant books than I realized, though I shouldn’t be surprised. Pen and Tellem is several stories tall, and the upper floors are so big they’re mostly hidden in shadows if you’re looking up at the balconies from the ground floor.

I soon collect several new stacks of books. Alice runs off to get me a cart, a two-tiered trolley I load up with my finds. While she shows me around, she subtly questions me about why I moved here and what I do, and basically ends up getting my entire life story out of me. I don’t mind telling people about myself, but I wouldn’t normally lay out my hopes and dreams to someone I just met.

I try to keep up with the conversation while looking at the books, making sure to ask Alice about herself and the town. I want to learn about the place I’ll be calling home for the next two years. Starsfalls seems idyllic on the surface, but you never know if it’s harboring some deep, dark secret.

From what Alice says, it doesn’t sound like that’s the case. Besides a few mishaps over the years, the local drama isn’t very dark. She tells me a lot of fun little stories about the bookstore too, which is clearly one of her main interests. I empathize, my job is my passion too.

The biggest bookstore news is the renovation of its greenhouse. We take a detour to see it, and when Alice opens the door, it’s like stepping into a holiday explosion.

It smells amazing in here. When I entered the bookstore, I noticed it had that festive scent under the book smell. I thought it was just the scented candles up front, but clearly it’s from all of this.

There are evergreen trees everywhere, tiny ones for tables and giant ones as tall as the roof. In between, the greenhouse is packed with potted winter plants: red and white and pink poinsettias, Yule cactuses, and flowering bulbs, along with cut mistletoe, garlands, and wreaths.

The greenhouse is beautiful, and it makes me want to buy a bunch of plants. I should probably wait and see what my station is like first though, I’m not sure if there will be room for them.

“Do you need recommendations for some light reading while you’re up in the mountains? Will you even have internet?” Alice asks, gasping like that horrific possibility just occurred to her.

“I think I’ll have decent internet access. I’ll take those fiction recommendations. Now that I don’t have to study as much, I have time for fun reading,” I say.

“You definitely need to mix in fun reading. It gives your mind a break from reality, broadens your horizons, lets your imagination run free—I’ll show you to the spiciest books we have,” she says, taking a hard right at the next row.

I suspect Alice mainly shows me her favorite books, but they sound interesting enough so I’m not complaining.

“You’ll love this series. Big Tex is an amazing character, so worldly. This book is about the time he got stuck in a haunted house, and here’s where he wins the world martial arts tournament. This is one of my recent favorites, Big Tex: Broken Heartland, where he buys a ranch and rehabilitates injured horses. Oh! That’s another great one, Big Tex & Pete Moss: This Saddle Fits Two,” she says, pulling books off the shelf one after the other.

I end up with an entire stack of just Big Tex books in addition to the other novels I pick out. I’ve never heard of the series, but there are a ton of them. If I end up liking Big Tex, I’ll have plenty of new books to read.

Alice pats the top of my stack. “This here should get you through the long winter nights in the mountains, nowhere to go and nothing else to do…” she trails off and looks at me slyly, “unless your hot bosses can keep you warm?”

“No way! They’re not—I mean, I don’t know if they are, but—my bosses are taken. And anyway, I wouldn’t fraternize with a coworker, especially a direct superior,” I say, rushing to cut off that train of thought.

I can’t be the new girl in town who’s already trying to weasel her way into a closed Pack. Besides, it’s like I said, I could never date someone I work with. I maintain a very clear divide between my personal and professional life, and I’m sure my bosses do too.

According to their files, they’ve been mentoring trainees for close to a decade with no issues. I’ll do my part to keep things professional by not starting rumors about us.

“Alright, I get it,” Alice says, laughing. “No getting it on at work, even if it’s a romantic setting, sitting around the campfire where they cook you a hearty dinner and protect you from the wolves.”

“I don’t need them to protect me, I can take care of myself just fine. Wolves rarely attack humans anyway. I’ll just stick to the books for romance,” I say.

She agrees, so I think my reputation is safe.

My cart is so full I can’t see over it anymore. Alice helps me bring it up to the checkout.

“How long do you have to spend up there?” she asks as she rings me up.

“Just two weeks at a time, and then I’ll have two weeks off,” I say.

“I was worried you’d be working up there for months. I’m not sure I could handle that. I’d go stir-crazy. Winter in the mountains can get pretty bad though. You might get snowed in with your bosses at some point,” Alice says.

“From what I’ve read, we shouldn’t be stuck up there for long, if at all. The Fossfells are never impassable for half the year or anything.”

She accepts my words, but her comment about getting trapped with my bosses gives me a twinge of anxiety. I hadn’t considered that. I’m used to working closely with my classmates, but I wasn’t around them 24/7. I don’t even know yet if I’ll get along with my teammates.

I try to shake off the lingering worry of being snowed in with strangers as we load my books into the rental car.

Alice makes me promise to come back and visit to let her know how work is going. I’m not sure if she’s just being friendly or angling for gossip, but I’ll be here for a few years and could use some friends, so I agree. Even if she is after gossip, I want to visit the bookstore again anyway.

I return to the inn and immerse myself in my new books, hoping to stop obsessing over what my bosses are like.


Chapter 3
Henri
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“You could have said no,” Charm says.

“I’m not going to deny someone a job they’re qualified for just because of their designation,” Orion says.

“Yes, but it’s not like you’d be kicking her out of the program. If you told HR we couldn’t take her on, they’d place Hestia somewhere else. And if you’re going to be so tense about it, you might as well have let them send her to a different team,” Charm says.

“I’m not tense. I just need to see how she handles fieldwork before I’ll feel comfortable having her on the team, the same as any other trainee. It has nothing to do with her being an omega,” Orion says.

“If you say so,” he replies.

I keep sweeping as they talk through onboarding our new recruit. Again.

It’s too late to change things at this point. Hestia is already here, just down the mountain. I know Orion doesn’t want to reject her, but he’s been going over our training rules more thoroughly than usual. It’s obvious he’s worried she’s an omega.

I haven’t complained about his grumpiness over the past few days, hoping he’ll get it out of his system now. That way, once we pick up Hestia, he’ll be back to treating her like anyone else.

I empty my dustpan and wait for Magnus and Cato to carry the dresser past before resuming.

It might be time to revisit the Cato wearing clothes thing. He wears minimal clothes around the station, even when we have non-pack living with us. Our other trainees didn’t care since he kept the major bits covered, but…

I suppose I’m no better than Orion, because I think we should behave slightly differently with Hestia. Maybe everything will be fine, but this has the potential to be a charged living situation.

We need to have Cato wear a shirt until we figure out if wandering around half-clothed will bother our omega. The omega. The trainee.

Hestia might not care about his clothing preferences, but it’s best to keep things as professional as possible when living under the same roof.

I’ll ask Orion to broach the subject with Cato. He’d given up on arguing about it since he got Cato to wear pants. He’s much like a cat, hard to pin down and put a shirt on if he doesn’t want it.

We have to make sure Hestia feels welcome. It’s imperative. I don’t want her to leave us for another team. Those alphas could give in to their instincts and coddle her too much. That won’t prepare her for the dangers of the job.

We won’t let our instincts affect her training.

I finish cleaning up the sawdust and help them move the rest of the furniture into Hestia’s rooms. After ensuring the furniture is perfectly placed for optimum room flow, I bring her sheets up, still warm from the dryer, and make the bed.

I’ve just tucked the last corner in when Cato flops onto the bed and sprawls out. I hastily push him off and he slinks to the floor, walking away like that was his plan all along.

I pull the blanket off and shake it out to prevent his smell from lingering. The air conditioning will filter our scents out, but there’s no reason to rub all over her things more than necessary.

Omegas are sensitive to other people’s scents in their private spaces, which is why we bought her new furniture, rugs, blankets, and pillows.

And built a nest.

But besides that, we’re treating her like any other recruit while still giving appropriate consideration to her biological needs.

The nest room that was here already wasn’t good enough. It was small and lackluster. It’s important that our trainee feels comfortable and safe. It won’t be good for anyone if she’s too stressed from a poor environment to perform on the job. That’s why we built her a bigger, better nest.

We stocked it with the basic things, pillows and such, so it wouldn’t look empty. Hestia can fill it with her own things and remove whatever she doesn’t like.

We redid the rest of her suite while we were at it. Fixing up the bathroom, bedroom, and sitting room, plus new furniture for those rooms too. It just made sense to renovate everything at once.

Now that everything is in place, I do one last deep clean in case we tracked in any dust or dirt. Magnus goes over the bathroom and stocks it with all the personal care products we bought her.

I wish I knew if Hestia needed anything else. We haven’t talked to her beyond a few texts, seeing if she arrived safely. We didn’t want to seem overprotective and ask for all the details about her travel arrangements. Normally we would be more involved, but we’re too in our heads about whether it will seem like we’re overbearing alphas trying to care for an omega.

Orion sent her an info packet about our region and asked the other rescuers to meet with her in our stead. They’re great people, and I’m sure they showed her around town and helped her find anything she needs. I comfort myself with that thought.

It only takes two hours to clean everything, leaving the wood furniture gleaming and bathroom sparkling.

Magnus and I do one last spot check, and Cato wanders behind us, readjusting things to whatever strange decorating ideas he has—skewing pillows and moving a clock from one shelf to another.

We all need to get this out of our system before our omega joins us.

I don’t understand why we’re acting like this though. I mean, I understand the biological urges, but my alpha has never acted like this before. It’s not like I’m concerned about an omega working as a rescuer. It must be the close quarters that has us out of sorts. We haven’t dated in years, and our pack is closed to new members, so we aren’t even looking for a mate.

That must be where this stems from, instincts firing back up now that there will be an omega around.

Once Hestia settles in, I’m sure our instincts will settle too, and she’ll be just another trainee.


Chapter 4
Hestia
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Ican’t stop messing with my hair, tucking the loose strands into my ponytail or under my knit hat, trying to stop them from blowing into my face and sticking to my lip balm. No matter how I tie up my hair, some of it always escapes. Normally I can ignore it, but I want to make a good first impression.

I’m not even sure I was this nervous on my first day at the academy. I was excited and hopeful, not worried about whether my classmates would like me. I knew I could prove my skills to the professors, show them I can do this no matter my designation.

Now I’m older, wiser, and warier.

I didn’t experience any major pushback at the academy, but the subtle questioning and jabs built up over the years. I’m hesitant when I meet new people. I was always treated slightly differently, and had more eyes on me even though I graduated with top marks.

The stakes are even higher now because if my team doesn’t think I can do the job, I won’t pass the training.

Part of proving I can do this is looking competent, and not like I’m a mess.

If only I could stop fidgeting and touching my hair and readjusting my coat and pulling my mittens on and off.

Maybe I should have waited inside until they arrived, but I wanted to appear eager and ready to work. That’s why I’m out in the cold in front of the Fools Rush Inn with all my things.

And now it’s snowing.

The flakes are big and fluffy, and they keep landing on my eyelashes, so now I’m blinking rapidly in addition to the other nervous fidgeting.

I shouldn’t have been so eager that I came out thirty minutes before they’re supposed to arrive.

I don’t want to lug everything back inside. I look at front doors wistfully, the warm glow of the lights tempting, a cozy beacon on a snowy day.

No.

I turn away resolutely. I’m capable of handling the elements. It’s just anxiety making me want to hide in a dark, comfortable place to soothe my emotions.

Instead, I think about how snowfall increases the risk of injury and the measures people should take to prevent accidents. Focusing on the research will stop the anxious thoughts.

I’m just thinking through how the risk of injury increases after nightfall, when three red SUVs pull up.

The middle one stops in front of me, and I nudge my luggage carts back so I’m out of the way. They could have pulled up to the front door, I silently huff to myself.

The passenger door opens, and I freeze as an alpha gets out.

He looks like a movie star stepping onto the red carpet, shiny blonde hair just slightly mussed as if he’s still a regular guy next door. His sea-green eyes brighten as they land on me. The alpha smiles, a warm, inviting smile that makes me want to tell him everything, do anything, go anywhere with him.

His scent is just as tempting, although it’s hard to catch much of it. At first, I wasn’t even sure if it was him or if it’s the holiday decorations at the inn, but the smell makes me tingly so I don’t think it’s the winter decor. This alpha smells like woodsy evergreens, a fresh pine scent layered over rich cedar.

He’s the most attractive person I’ve ever seen. I don’t think anything could make me tear my gaze away.

I’m swiftly proven wrong as the largest alpha I’ve ever seen emerges from the other car. He distracts me from the movie star, and I have to readjust my perspective on how large a human is capable of growing. This alpha towers over the SUV, broad and muscular. I’m not even sure how he fit in the car.

Just like the first alpha, his presence is overwhelming, though not because of his build.

His eyes stand out the most. His right eye must be a very pale blue, but it’s so light his iris looks almost white, while the other eye is a dark blue. The hood on his coat is up, shadowing his face and hiding his hair, but his eyes gleam even in the shadows. The rest of his face is covered in a black balaclava, but it can’t hide the wide, angular jaw and strong features underneath.

I’m so focused on how hot he is that it takes me a minute to realize why his eyes are different colors. There’s a scar across the pale eye, bisecting his eyebrow and cutting down his cheek. Now that I’m looking, I see more scars on the little skin that’s visible.

It’s strange, I can’t smell him from here. These alphas must be hiding their scents under descenters, and maybe even suppressants.

It’s not very common for alphas to use suppressants. They tamp down their instincts along with their scent, but since their hormones aren’t as disruptive as an omega’s hormones with their heats, alphas don’t tend to use them. You really only hear about alphas using suppressants if they struggle with aggressive urges, like feral alphas.

I blame my curiosity for the urge to lunge at these alphas and get a good whiff of them.

Scents are a big part of how I assess a situation, and that missing element must be why I’m having these strange thoughts about climbing all over them.

I fight that urge so hard I force myself backward, forgetting the cart is there. My calf hits the edge, and I flip back onto my luggage with an oomph.

Luckily I land on my duffel bags instead of the hard boxes, but I sink into them, leaving me ass up with my ankles above my head.

At least I can’t see the alphas anymore, which lessens my odd desire.

I remain where I am, waiting for them to move along. Mostly because I don’t want to get sucked into their orbit again, but also because I’m afraid this will be like a beanbag chair situation where I’m going to struggle pathetically to crawl off my bags.

My hopes are dashed as the blonde alpha rushes over.

I guess it was too much to ask that they wouldn’t notice an omega abruptly launching herself onto her back and sticking her legs up in the air after seeing them.

He leans over me and asks, “Are you alright? Don’t move, let me see if anything’s injured.”

“I’m fine,” I say, blinking the snowflakes away. “The bags cushioned my fall.”

At least he didn’t think this was some weird flirting technique.

I suppose I could let him help me up though since the snow is starting to accumulate on my face.

“I’m sure you’re right, but let me check you out for my own peace of mind,” he says with a disarming smile.

“Oh-okay,” I stutter out, hardly able to think with him so close.

The alpha runs his hands gently over the back of my head and down my neck and shoulders.

If I were thinking clearly, I would explain that I’m trained in first aid and can tell my little tumble wasn’t a big deal.

His bedside manner is great though.

No, don’t think about beds.

His first-aid skills are impressive, calm and efficient as he checks me over. He tells me what he’s doing as he works, his words a soothing blur, like praise for agreeing to his sensible suggestion.

After a thorough rubdown, the alpha determines I’m not injured. He finally seems to realize how close we are as his blue-green eyes focus on mine, just inches away. His pupils dilate and his breath is hot on my face. Even this close I can’t smell much of his pine scent, just a hint of earthy resin.

I’m frozen, waiting to see what he’s going to do next. Unsure what I want him to do.

He—

clears his throat and stands up.

I let out my breath in a puff of air, the cloud billowing around me in the cold.

Snow falls on me again now that he’s out of the way. The cold droplets shock me out of whatever that was.

“Can I help you up?” he asks.

I agree because that seems like the fastest way to get him to leave. Once he assures himself I’m safe, he’ll move along.

I hold my hand out and he reaches for it…but he keeps coming, bypassing it entirely.

I squeak as he grabs my waist and picks me up, setting me on my feet.

I’m so startled by the sudden change in orientation that I just stand there blinking while he straightens my clothes.

I come back to myself and edge away from him (and away from the cart, I learned my lesson).

“Thanks for your help, I’m all good now,” I chirp.

The giant alpha is still near their SUV, but I think he’s farther back than he was before. Probably worried about getting hit with a flailing limb.

A door slams and a third alpha hurries over.

His appearance immediately calms me.

Even though he’s an alpha, his energy is comforting, like coming home after a long day. It’s different from the intense aura of most alphas, which is comforting in the way that they feel like they can protect you from anything. The charming blonde didn’t even soothe me as much as this alpha does.

Like his friends, he has a barely-there scent, but it’s delicious and I strain to catch more.

It’s sweet and sugary, clinging to my tongue like frosting. That’s what the scent is, thick frosting on sugar cookies, or those little mini tree cakes covered in frosting and sprinkles. It’s making my mouth water, and I want to sink my teeth in.

But there aren’t any cookies, it’s just this alpha with curly brown hair, a sweet face, and warm brown eyes. I certainly can’t bite him.

Can I?

“What happened? I thought you were grabbing her things,” the cookie alpha says worriedly, looking between us.

I frown, confused about why this alpha expected his friend to be taking my stuff. Is this inn a pickup spot or something?

Before the blonde can answer, their beta joins us.

“Henri, didn’t you see her fall? Clumsy thing,” he says the last to me like an observation rather than an insult, his gaze roving my body.

Still, the description offends me. How could anyone trust me to do my job if I have a reputation for being clumsy?

I narrow my eyes at him, trying to figure out how I can prove I’m not clumsy without admitting their scents knocked me on my ass, especially when his scent is threatening to do the same.

If it weren’t for the charming alpha still holding my arm, I’d be on the ground again, knees weak from inhaling this beta’s scent. It’s strong for a beta even under the descenters.

I know that doesn’t make sense, but there’s empty air where his scent should be, and underneath that I catch hints of him. Most betas wouldn’t have a smell at all if they used descenters, which is why I can only assume his scent is strong to begin with. That would explain the beta’s use of descenters, since his pack is trying to dampen their scents for whatever reason.

I’m breathing hard and my mind spins, second guessing things. Maybe he doesn’t smell any stronger than other betas. Maybe it’s because this beta smells like my favorite food, and I could sniff that out anywhere.

He smells like rich chocolate, the good stuff that the most expensive chocolate bars and best hot chocolates are made of. It’s sweet with an edge to it, where one taste is almost overwhelming but you keep coming back for more.

And I want more. I want to lick him and see if he tastes just as good.

The packaging doesn’t hurt either. He’s large for a beta, almost as tall and muscular as the alphas next to me. His red hair is bright against a fading tan, and there’s a gold hoop earring in his left ear that flashes in the light. His messy hair falls across his eyes, which are such a deep brown they look black.

He has a sly look on his face as he watches me, like he knows something I don’t and he’s just waiting for me to realize it.

The beta prowls closer.

“I—wait, did you say Henri?” I say, looking at the curly-haired alpha he was talking to.

That’s the name of my teammate, but it’s still twenty minutes until they’re supposed to arrive.

They can’t be my bosses.

I didn’t expect them to look like this. To smell like this.

I can hardly think around them. How could I ever work under them?

When I researched the Montanus Pack, the only pictures I found were of the team lead, Orion, in news articles. None of these alphas are him.

What are the odds there’s another alpha in Starsfalls named Henri? Numbers blur before my eyes, but I don’t keep up with the popularity of baby names so I don’t have enough data to come up with a good estimate.

It doesn’t matter though, because my question is answered as Orion himself exits the first SUV.

The photos didn’t do him justice. Of course, as a professional, I noticed how commanding and authoritative my team leader is, which came across even in the black and white images.

Here, in person, his amber-colored eyes seem to glow, and his black hair is swept back from his face, giving him a distinguished look. He’s all alpha, muscular biceps flexing and bulging as he shuts the car door.

Orion certainly seems like someone you’d trust to lead you anywhere, no matter how dangerous. Even his presence is dominating, letting you know immediately he’s in charge.

His scent is just as strong and sharp as he appears. At first I think it’s simple cool mint, like fresh mint leaves. But as I inhale again, I realize it’s more than that. It’s peppermint, sweet candy mints and festive candy canes. It would be astringent if it weren’t for that sweetness mixed in.

Orion introduces himself, and I shake his hand in a stupor.

He presents the rest of my teammates. The charming alpha who helped me up is Charm, which almost makes me laugh, but I stifle the hysterical giggle. The curly-haired alpha is Henri and Cato is the beta.

Cato is still smiling slyly when I look over at him. His eyes try to draw me in, deep pools with hidden depths, but I quickly look away as Orion introduces their last member, Magnus. He’s the huge alpha still standing near the cars.

Magnus nods politely to me, so I guess he isn’t too traumatized by my flailing. I’ll have to be extra careful around him to prove I’m not a hazard. I nod back and remain standing perfectly fine, not even a wobble. No clumsiness here.

Time stalls as Orion watches me, but eventually he releases my hand. I didn’t even realize I was still holding on after our handshake.

I’m still out of sorts after my fall, like I dropped into some alternate world where alphas are enticing and betas look like they want to hold me down and lick me all over. I could be projecting that last part.

Except this pack had me out of sorts even before I fell.

I’ve never reacted to anyone like this before. It must be the stress of embarking on my rescuer training. My omega is looking for comfort, any port in a storm. It’s nothing to do with them specifically.

I’ve worked with plenty of attractive people, including alphas, and didn’t have this issue. I’m sure I’ll calm down once I get settled in and focus on the job.

Until then, I’ll just have to fake it and not let on about how weird I’m feeling.

“We’ll load this up if you’re ready to go. Magnus will help you get the rest of your things from the room,” Orion says.

I nod, agreeing to his orders without a second thought.

I walk back to the inn as Magnus finally comes over, but stop abruptly after a few steps.

Magnus stops too, as if we’re tethered to a cord and he’s keeping a certain distance between us.

“Oh, I—this is everything I brought. And I already checked out,” I say.

Why did I act like I had more things? I’m already failing my Appear Super Normal and Competent Mission.

I feel myself blushing. Thank goodness it’s cold outside, my red face can be attributed to that.

“The rest is being shipped then. Is it coming to the Starsfalls post office? We can pick it up when it arrives, just let us know,” Orion says, pausing with my large pink suitcase under his arm.

It looks so tiny with him carrying it, but it’s my biggest suitcase. It comes up to my chest when I wheel it around.

“Um, no this is all I have. I haven’t collected much over the years since I knew I’d be moving for work. Although I did buy more books while I was in town, so be careful, some of those are kind of heavy…” I trail off as Cato picks up several boxes at once without faltering.

The alphas, however, pause, and Orion frowns.

“This isn’t enough,” he says, eyes flashing.

I choke on my tongue trying to blurt out an apology for not having more stuff. Although why should I apologize? And why would he care how much luggage I have anyway?

Thankfully he continues before I get out my garbled apology.

“We’ll take you shopping before we return to the station. You should have more than this regardless,” Orion says, giving me a look, “but you’ll be up on the mountain for weeks at a time and won’t have access to any stores. It’s best to stock up when you can and get anything you even think you might need.”

He turns away without waiting for an answer and puts my suitcase in the car.

I’ve lived like this for years, with just the things in those bags.

“I don’t need anything else. This is it,” I say firmly, standing up straight.

I know I’m supposed to defer to my team lead at work, but surely not when it comes to personal matters like this.

“We have plenty of room at the station if that’s what you’re worried about. You don’t need to travel light,” Henri chimes in. “Are you sure you don’t want to do a little more shopping before we head up? We can get whatever food you like at the specialty grocery stores, and Starsfalls has nice boutiques for clothes and…other things.”

I assume from his awkward phrasing that he’s subtly referencing nesting stores. I’m honestly not sure if I want them to be direct about my designation differences or not.

“I don’t need anything else,” I repeat.

Charm and Henri exchange glances and then look at Orion. Everyone waits for his response since they’ve finished loading my apparently meager belongings.

“I know you were at the top of your class, and you’re prepared for most aspects of this job,” Orion says.

“Yes,” I say, trying not to seem too proud.

Tests aren’t the same as the real thing, even so, I worked hard at the academy and deserve the recognition.

Except I can tell there’s a “but” coming.

Barely ten minutes into meeting my team, and I’m already getting scolded. That’s the worst feeling.

I take deep, even breaths, trying to stay calm. That works, but unfortunately I think it’s because I’m breathing in their scents, which comforts my omega.

“Have you ever spent an extended amount of time in a remote location? And during winter?” Orion asks.

“No,” I say, drawing the word out, wanting to put off what I know is coming.

“To do our jobs well, we need to take care of ourselves physically and mentally so we’re at our best to help others. We’ll be isolated for long stretches at a time, and in winter especially, the cold, short days affect you. Studies show that living in a comfortable environment is beneficial for all designations. It’s best to stock up on creature comforts and entertainment. This isn’t a frivolous suggestion, it’s for your mental health,” Orion says.

I appreciate his reference to scientific studies that apply to everyone, not just omegas. I’ve read that research too, so I know that statistically people perform better when they feel safe.

My pared-down lifestyle doesn’t bother me, but he’s right that I’ve never lived like they do. At the academy, there were all kinds of shops just a short walk from campus, and the city was less than an hour away.

I could get a few more things, just in case.

“Let us take you shopping now, and after you’ve settled in at the station, we can get whatever else you need,” Orion says.

“If you’re sure there’s time, I could pick up a few things before we go,” I say.

“Of course, we have plenty of time. We’ll get you anything you need, Hestia,” he says.

A shiver goes down my spine at the way he says my name, like a caress.

Orion helps me into the front seat of his SUV. I’ll allow it just this once, letting him hoist me into their too-tall vehicle, but they better not be this chivalrous all the time.

Cato slides in as Orion starts the car, their scents mixing into a sweet, minty cocoa.

I feel eyes on me as we leave the inn, and look back to find Cato staring, a secret smile on his face.

I don’t know what his deal is and I’m too flustered to figure it out.

I turn around and ignore his strange behavior.


Chapter 5
Hestia
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Istare out my window at the mountains, the tall peaks covered in snow. The view is so different from what I’m used to.

Below, Starsfalls glows in the darkness. The snow is falling heavier now, but I can just make out the lights of other towns in Arcandale Valley.

I’ve been watching the scenery change since we left Starsfalls, mountains growing ever closer as Orion drives us to the station.

Although, even if the view hadn’t captivated me so thoroughly, I’d be staring out the window regardless, a welcome distraction from the car ride.

It’s silent except for the radio playing some folksy holiday music.

I know Cato is going to be watching me if I turn around. He hasn’t taken his eyes off me since we met.

I didn’t realize it at first, but he followed me around while I shopped, like a cat tracking you for…whatever reason that makes sense to his little cat instincts. But with Cato, I have no idea what he’s thinking. Is he watching me because he thinks I’m strange? Because he thinks I’m an omega that needs protection? A third, secret reason?

I got the sense Cato doesn’t treat every trainee like this based on the few interactions I caught between him and his packmates. Whatever they said didn’t stop him from tracking me though. I tried talking to him, but everything Cato said felt like he was teasing me, a smile on his face all the while.

So, talking to him is out, and I’m too nervous to make small talk with Orion.

That leaves me alone with my thoughts, and all I can think about is them.

No one has gone shopping for me since I was a kid, so it was especially strange to have my new bosses helping me find clothes and bedding and other things.

To be fair, they didn’t pick things out for me, but at every store we visited, Orion found a salesperson and asked them to find me things. All I had to do was tell the salesperson the styles I like along with my size, and they whisked me away.

I ended up with overflowing carts everywhere we went.

I tried to put things back, but all of my teammates kept encouraging me to get more and more.

I don’t think I needed to get quite that much, but if they feel so strongly about it, then I figured I’d go along with it.

I did argue about paying for myself, but I lost that debate too. Every time I got near the register, my teammates were there ahead of me. When I protested, Orion just kept saying it was part of the station’s budget for personal supplies. That’s not something I remember learning about in my classes on station management, but I suppose it’s possible I overlooked what counted as “supplies.”

By the end of our trip, we’d completely filled the SUVs, even the backseats, leaving just enough room for the six of us.

The car slows, breaking me out of my reverie.

There’s a huge multistory building lighting up the darkness ahead.

The station is even bigger than I imagined, looking like a castle grew out of the mountain made of stone and wood.

Balconies circle the upper floors, and there’s a tower on the right side, tall enough that it peeks over the trees. The large windows have storm shutters that can be closed in severe weather. Unlike most houses, it has a flat roof to serve as a helicopter landing in case of emergencies.

I love the way it looks like it’s standing guard, a fortress watching over everyone. That image is reinforced by the steep slope just below the station, providing a clear view across the valley.

I take it all in as Orion drives around the side and parks, the other SUVs pulling in next to us. The garage is huge too. There are several empty spots, I assume for visitors, while the other end houses jeeps, trucks, a firetruck, snowmobiles, ATVs, and other vehicles for the varied terrain.

Orion closes the garage door to block the cold before we get out.

Cato opens my door, and I’m too excited to see the rest of the station to care about his smirk.

I didn’t think I would care what my station looks like, but now that I’ve seen it, I love it.

We stop in the mudroom to shuck our outerwear. Henri shows me to an empty locker that’s reserved for me among the other lockers and shelves of boots and equipment.

As we take off our things, I get a good look at their physiques. They’re just as muscular as they seemed under their coats, although I’m not sure why I felt the need to confirm that fact.

I finally get to see Magnus’s face when he takes his balaclava off. He kept it on all throughout our shopping trip, even when we were inside.

I’m not shocked by the reveal. It’s like I thought, he has strong cheekbones and a square jaw. There are more scars too, one through his lip and other lines crisscrossing his face.

The one surprise is his short brown hair, since it was the only thing hidden under his winter wear.

I hope soon he’ll actually talk to me. Magnus lingered at the edges of the stores while I shopped, so I assumed he’s the quiet, shy type.

It wasn’t until he held the door open for me at one of the boutiques that I got close enough to catch his scent.

Magnus steadied me after it caught me off guard, but after he was sure I wouldn’t fall, he quickly released me and I hardly saw him for the rest of the trip.

But his scent lingered, or maybe he just smells so good I can’t forget it.

Magnus smells like gingerbread, a mix of sweet and spicy. Tangy ginger and warm spices baked into sugary sweet gingerbread cookies. No, sweeter than that, frosted gingerbread cookies or a gingerbread cake with lots of icing.

“We can show you around before bringing in your things,” Orion says.

“That would be great,” I say, bouncing on my feet.

I’d already forgotten about unpacking in my eagerness to see the station.

The first thing I notice is the lack of scent as they take me around the main floor. Everything looks freshly cleaned and tidied, but there’s not even a hint of cleaning products, much less anything else. Buildings, and homes especially, have a scent unless they have a strong air filtering system. That must be the case here, because I can barely smell my teammates even when they’re right next to me.

I’m thankful for that attention to detail. Based on my reaction so far, I don’t want to imagine how overwhelming their scents would be without the filters.

The interior of the station is just as cozy as it appeared from the outside. The lower floor has a large living room filled with cushy couches and chairs arranged around a ginormous stone fireplace. The furniture is older, but it’s in good shape, well-worn and well-loved.

The kitchen is huge too, with lots of counter space and a big kitchen island. I’m starting to gather that everything here is big, which makes sense as the station was built to accommodate a team. This place is larger than most pack houses I’ve seen. Yet somehow the station feels homey despite the industrial pieces, the multiple fridges and freezers, wide ovens and stoves with multiple burners.

One side of the kitchen has a cute eating nook and a long wooden table with benches and chairs. The bay windows look out over the forest and the little glowing lights of the towns dotting the valley below.

The opposite end has a walk-in pantry. Henri says it’s not uncommon to get snowed in for weeks at a time, but that’s not a problem since they’re prepared for it. The pantry is full of shelf-stable food, cans and jars and huge buckets of things.

I carefully avoid stepping on the trapdoor that leads to the cellar. I’m sure it’s safe, but I avoid walking on any hole in the floor, just in case.

The gym, infirmary, and equipment storage rooms are also on this level.

We wind our way to the center of the building, where stairs lead to the upper floors. I notice something strange next to the staircase. I follow Orion, not wanting to interrupt the tour, but look curiously at the shiny brass pole as we go past. It looks like one you’d see in a firehouse, but I never considered that a rescuer station might have one.

Cato slinks up next to me, making me jump and clutch at the banister.

“Do you want to do it?” he asks in a velvety tone, almost a purr.

My eyes widen and mouth drops open, but I don’t know how to answer.

Will he be able to tell if I lie? He seems like he’s good at reading people, and I’m not sure I’m a good liar.

His lips quirk, pleased by my reaction.

“Don’t listen to him unless we’re in the field, Hestia. Cato likes to tease, and it’s best to just ignore him. That fire pole is an old relic, not something we actually use. He’s the only one who plays around with it. The rest of us use the stairs,” Charm says comfortingly.

Right. Of course. Cato was talking about sliding down the pole. Not sliding down other things.

“I can show you how to do it whenever you want,” Cato says like Charm didn’t interrupt, and walks off before he can say anything else.

I narrow my eyes at his retreating back until he disappears down the hall.

Charm is right, I should just ignore his ribbing.

Orion mentions that their personal rooms on this floor, casually adding that all the doors have locks, but no one will enter without permission regardless. If there’s an emergency, they’ll knock, but the station has an alert system for when we receive a call, plus we get phone notifications.

We stop in front of tall double doors. Charm and Henri open them to reveal row upon row of bookshelves. I gasp, delighted. I’ve never seen a library like this outside of an actual public library.

“A lot of the books are non-fiction, but we have a decent section of novels. You can borrow anything you like,” Charm says.

“There are bookshelves in your rooms, but you’re welcome to add to the library too. We can order anything you want. We have a catalog system, and you can use the tablets to look up books or scan a barcode to see where to shelve it,” Henri says.

“That’s amazing,” I say, already taking note of which books I’m going to check out.

They have an extensive shelf on local history. I need to read all of those obviously. I also spot some Big Tex books that I’ll have to borrow. I read a few of the Big Tex books I bought from Pen and Tellem, and they’re riveting.

Most of the walls have more shelves reaching up to the ceiling with rolling ladders attached. At the back of the library are large windows with cushions and blankets on the window seats. I run my hand over a particularly soft looking blanket.

While looking out the window, I spot a small, snow-covered building and ask, “What’s back here?”

“We have greenhouses so we can grow food year-round, even with the shorter growing season in the mountains. In the warmer months, we have a big outdoor garden too,” Charm says.

I lean over the bench and put my hands on the window, trying to see if I can spot the other greenhouses.

Charm makes a strange noise and when I look back at him, he stares me in the eyes and asks, “Do you like gardening?”

I realize I’m probably getting smudges on the glass, so I stand up.

“I enjoyed the horticulture classes I took at the academy. It’s interesting to watch a plant grow from a tiny seed,” I say.

“Magnus does most of the gardening, though the rest of us pitch in as needed. I’m sure he’d welcome your help if you’re interested,” Charm says.

I look over at Magnus, who is standing on the other side of the room, and he gives me a minute nod.

That’s not very encouraging, but I guess I’ll go for it and see if he’s okay with me being in his space.

“Sure, that would be great,” I say, smiling tentatively at him.

He gives me the same tiny nod back.

Charm, however, returns my fragile smile with a genuine one.

“Great! We each have a few areas we’re responsible for. You can try them out and let us know where you’d like to spend your time,” he says.

“Of course, I’m happy to help wherever,” I say.

“There’s no rush to jump into anything. We’ll let you get settled in for a few weeks first,” Orion says.

As the tour moves on, I have that prickly feeling like I’m being watched.

Cato still hasn’t reappeared. I surreptitiously peer around, but don’t see him anywhere. I’m not sure where he could be hiding that he can see me but I can’t see him.

Maybe I’m just imagining things and he’s in his room doing whatever it is he’s into, already bored with the new trainee.

It doesn’t matter if they’re visibly avoiding me (like Magnus) or not. I’m sure I’ll win over my teammates when they see how dedicated I am.

I hold in my sigh as we go up to the third floor. At least no one is being actively hostile.

This level has several offices along with an archive with file cabinets full of reports and information about our area. Our paperwork is all digital now, but the comprehensive monthly reports are still printed and saved as a hard copy.

The focal point of this level is the room that I mentally dub the Command Center. It has all kinds of equipment, like weather radars, a seismograph, and several other things to monitor acts of nature. There are multiple radios to pick up every frequency. Since service is spotty in the mountains, it’s not uncommon to receive calls by radio or satellite phone.

“We track storms and note the days that we’re likely to get emergency calls. We also send alerts to the people living nearby and check in if we don’t hear from them,” Orion says, showing me the map of houses dotting the mountain slopes. “We keep track of thru-hikers and they touch base with the stations as they travel through the Fossfells.”

I wish I could dive into the reports and data right away, but the tour keeps moving. I comfort myself with the thought that I live here now, so I can delve in whenever I have free time.
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Ididn’t notice they hadn’t pointed out where my bedroom is until Orion stops at the door to the tower and tells me these are my quarters.

“My—what?” I say.

“Your rooms are through here. We can show you around, or you can explore on your own if you’d prefer we stay out of your space,” Orion says.

“If this isn’t to your taste, we can move you to one of the other empty bedrooms,” Henri says.

“You can show me around,” I say, still surprised I get to sleep in the fancy tower I saw when we drove up.

I follow Henri in, surprised to find only a cushy couch and some tables and shelves. I didn’t expect to have an antechamber to my bedroom.

“It’s not much, so let us know what else you need,” Charm says.

This is what they’re calling not much? My dorm at the academy just had a bed, desk, and small closet.

“This is plenty,” I say.

“The rest of your rooms are through there,” Orion says, nodding at the door on the other end of the room.

I guess they plan to stay out of my private areas regardless. It’s not like they don’t know what the rooms look like, and my things aren’t even in there yet. But their omega probably wouldn’t be happy if they went into my bedroom with me.

I leave them in the sitting room and explore the bedroom on my own. There are more shelves and chairs, plus the giant bed, which is a huge step up from my tiny dorm bed. The furniture is all light wood, and the bed has a puffy blue comforter and sheets with additional blankets draped across the end of it.

There’s a small fireplace against the wall, wood already stacked and ready, with windows on either side. From this high up, you can see clear across the valley to the other mountains. If I look to the right, I can just make out the sea reflecting the lights of the port towns.

A large walk-in closet completes the room. I certainly won’t have to worry about storage space, unless my bosses insist on taking me shopping again.

The bathroom has the same color scheme, light blue tiles, bathmats, and fluffy towels. There’s a shower and clawfoot bathtub. I find it’s already stocked with brand-new soap, shampoo, toothpaste, toothbrushes, and fancy lotions, soaps, and bath bombs. They must keep personal care items on hand in case they get visitors.

There are several switches on the wall, with one marked floor, which I hope means there’s underfloor heating. There was a towel warmer too, so I’ll be living in luxury apparently.

I don’t want to get too spoiled, but I’m sure there will be plenty of rough days in the field, and a little pampering sounds nice.

I peek through the last door leading off the bedroom. It’s dark and I search for the light switch, finding a round knob instead.

I turn the dimmer switch, and the room slowly brightens, strip lights running along the lower part of the walls. Their glow is warm and comforting, unlike harsh overhead bulbs.

I’m so distracted by the fancy lighting that I don’t notice anything else until they’re turned up as bright as they’ll go.

I gasp when I finally focus on the giant nest room.

I admire it for a moment before whipping my head around to make sure my bosses haven’t come in. They’re still out in the sitting room, but I shut the door behind me just in case and lean against the wall, chest heaving.

I don’t know why I panicked about them looking. The room is clean and the bed is neatly made up, so obviously they were in here recently and know what it looks like.

It was just an instinctive panic about them seeing my nest.

I need to fix my nest before my alphas come in.

I ignore my omega.

She was picturing my teammates when she said that, and they’re certainly not my alphas. They’re not even all alphas. She must get dumber when she’s horny.

No one else will be coming in here but me. Heh.

There’s no way I could find temporary alphas for my heat and bring them back here to bang it out while my bosses are just a floor away.

I’m used to ignoring my omega’s strange urges at this point. She rarely makes sense even though I know she’s a part of me, my base self.

While nesting is one of the stronger urges, I keep that under control by creating a nice nest for myself, not to impress some imaginary alphas, or just the closest alphas.

Maybe if my omega could smell their omega on them, she wouldn’t be so interested in my bosses. Then she’d realize there’s never going to be anything between us. Their pack is closed.

It makes me wish they hadn’t covered their scents so thoroughly.

They were smart to let me come in here on my own, obviously they’re used to dealing with omega instincts.

I check out the nest now that I’ve thoroughly scolded my omega for trying to lure in unsuspecting alphas.

This room also has a stone fireplace, but it has a solid screen door and a second screen in front of that. I assume that’s so no one gets so lost in the moment that they accidentally roll into the fire.

I inspect the fluffy pillows and blankets piled on the giant bed. The materials meet my specifications, so they get to stay. I think I catch a whiff of chocolate while I’m adjusting them, but maybe that’s just the bit of iced chocolate coffee I spilled on my shirt this morning.

Next are the strange sofas, chairs, and footstools scattered around. They’re all in unusual shapes and sizes. It must be some eclectic style I’m not familiar with. There’s even a swing in the corner, which is a cute idea I’ve never considered for my nest. It, too, has a strange design though.

I test out a few, and the seats are comfortable enough until I try an S-shaped chaise and can’t figure out how to sit on it. It’s made of vinyl, and I slide down it immediately, legs hanging off the end and dangling in the air.

I wiggle around, but no matter what I do, it doesn’t seem very ergonomic. I slip down it for the third time and blow my hair away from my face, frustrated.

This thing makes no sense. My legs are up so high, my knees are almost level with my nose, and if I spread them at all it would be like⁠—

Oh.

Oh.

This is a sex chair.

My face is on fire and no one’s even here to see how dumb I look trying to figure out how sex furniture works.

I roll off the chair and fall onto my side on the cushioned floor, quickly scrambling up.

I eye the other furniture suspiciously, trying to figure out if it’s all for having sex on or if some of them are for watching the sex happen.

After inspecting everything again, I determine some are simple spectator chairs, but most of it is definitely meant to put you in sexual positions.

I have no idea why these are here though.

I mean, I get why they’d be in a nest, but not why they’re in this nest.

I doubt this room belonged to their omega, no pack would be dumb enough to give their omega’s nest away.

Besides, the paperwork I received from HR said it was just the five of them living here, so I assumed their omega chose to live in town rather than roughing it in the mountains for weeks at a time. It’s an unusual arrangement, but it makes sense for packs with jobs like this.

All the furniture looks so new, and my stupid omega is pleased with the gifts for our nest. Under different circumstances, I might be flattered, but it makes no sense that they would have purchased these things specifically for me.

Was it extra furniture their omega didn’t want, so they stuck it in here?

My chest is tight and my clothes are irritating me, making me feel itchy.

I unclench my jaw and finish inspecting my nest, trying to put other omegas out of my mind. I certainly don’t want to think about what my bosses do with their⁠—

The nest has plenty of blankets and pillows, but not much beyond that and the furniture. I visualize where I’m going to put the few things I brought and all the things we bought today. I think I’ll be able to fill the nest pretty well.

I hate to admit Orion was right, I did need more things. I’ve never had a nest room since I always went to heat hotels and didn’t want to waste money paying for a bigger dorm. I still plan to use heat hotels, but it’s nice to have a nest of my own.

I carefully close the door behind me and rejoin the others.

“The rooms are perfect, and the view is spectacular,” I say.

Henri smiles at my compliment.

“Is there anything else you want us to order?” Orion asks.

“No, I think⁠—”

I jump when Cato interrupts, “Did you like the furniture I got you?”

The others must not have realized he was here either, because they turn to look for him.

As they shift to the side, they reveal Cato lounging on the couch, arm behind his head, legs hanging over the armrest.

Shirtless.

His red hair stands out against the dark green couch, muscles flexed, firm and biteable. He’s all bulging biceps and taut abdomen, a trail of red hair leading from his belly button down to disappear under his sweatpants.

Gray sweatpants that he definitely wasn’t wearing before, because I would have noticed the clear outline of his big⁠—

“Cato,” Orion barks.

Cato acts like he didn’t hear him.

My heart is pounding, obviously because his reappearance startled me so much.

“I’m so sorry about him. Cato dresses down when we’re at home, but we’ve told him to cover both halves when non-pack members are around,” Charm says.

Orion moves in front of me, ruining my view.

“It’s fine, I don’t mind. It’s your house too,” I say, turning away like it doesn’t faze me.

It’s not like I can see Cato anymore anyway.

“This isn’t your room, don’t wander in half-naked,” Orion growls.

He pulls Cato off the couch and drags him to the door. Cato is unaffected by the scolding, languidly following him.

“Did you not like the furniture I brought you?” Cato says just before he’s shoved out the door.

It takes a second for my brain to catch up, and I let out a strangled squeak when I realize he must be referring to the sex furniture.

“We all brought the furniture in, it wasn’t just you,” Magnus tells him.

I’m too distracted by the topic to be shocked at hearing Magnus speak for the first time.

Cato hovers in the doorway, foot hooked around the frame, waiting for my answer.

An image flashes in my mind of my feet in the air on that S-shaped couch, but this time Cato is standing between my legs.

Cato smirks like he knows what I’m thinking, and his dark eyes flash before he slips free of Orion’s hold and disappears again.

I’m sure my face matches my hair at this point.

Henri apologizes on Cato’s behalf, asking if he made a mess rearranging things after they cleaned my rooms.

I hastily reassure him everything’s fine, nothing to worry about. I don’t want them coming into my nest and rearranging my sex furniture.

I’m just going to try to forget they put it in there in the first place, even though I still don’t understand why they thought I needed it. Maybe it’s in some omega caretaking manual or something.

I will not picture my bosses and my sex furniture together.

Orion tries to move past the awkwardness of Cato getting kicked out and finishes the tour.

All that’s left is a quick look at the snowy gardens and then they bring my things up to my sitting room. I attempt to help unload the cars, but they quickly wave me off.

I spend the rest of the evening unpacking and settling into my new home.
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Breakfast on my first day at the station is a mostly pleasant affair.

Magnus is still avoiding me as much as possible while being in the same room, always standing or sitting as far away as he can. He talks to me now at least, but not as much as he does with his packmates. Since he’s polite, I don’t push him on it.

I’d like to believe he’s just a quiet guy, but it seems like the others think he’s acting oddly too. I’ve caught them giving him looks when they think I can’t see.

I won’t let that get me down though. There are still 729 days left for me to fit in with my team. Even if we never end up being friendly, it doesn’t matter as long as they train me.

Our station is amazing, and regardless of how things turn out with my teammates, I’m excited to be here.

I had the best sleep ever last night, and when I got up this morning, the view from my bedroom window was spectacular. I watched the fluffy snow falling down on the valley below. Looking at the cozy little towns nestled between the mountain peaks, the winding rivers and streams, it’s hard to imagine anything bad could ever happen here.

After we finish eating, Orion says, “I’ll walk you through our routine procedures today.”

“Sure, that sounds great,” I say.

I’ve been itching to get started. I unpacked all my essentials last night, but don’t feel totally settled. I’m so focused on work, jumping in is probably the best way for me to get comfortable here.

I actually considered sneaking out of my rooms last night to start reading through their files. The only thing that stopped me was the thought of getting caught and having to explain I was wandering around in the middle of the night with my little scented candle just to read some old paperwork.

“If you want help unpacking, just let me know,” Henri says as we clean up our dishes.

The siren blaring cuts off my reply.

Everyone drops what they’re doing as Orion answers dispatch, putting it on speakerphone for us to listen. The operator rattles off the information about the emergency call, and Orion confirms we’ll accept it.

I follow close behind the others as we hurry to collect our gear.

I already brought my work bag down to the lockers last night, so I pull it out and get my boots on.

“Do you have everything you need? There are extra supplies in here if you haven’t unpacked something yet,” Charm says, opening the cabinets.

“I have everything the academy says I should carry,” I say.

Orion double-checks my bag while I put my coat on and approves it. I’m pleased by the validation, even if it’s for something so basic.

Charm hands me maps of our area along with a radio and satellite GPS. I tuck them in my bag alongside the maps I already bought of the Fossfell Mountains.

“You can ride with Magnus and me,” Orion says.

We stow our bags, and I climb in the front of the double-rowed backseat. Magnus is in the passenger seat setting up the GPS for Orion.

Charm’s voice comes through the radio, confirming they’re ready in the other car.

Orion puts it in reverse, and out of habit I turn to watch out the back window.

Except I come face to face with Cato instead. I jerk away reflexively, choking as the seatbelt hits my neck.

Magnus looks back when he hears my gurgling, and I quickly right myself.

“Are you okay?” he asks in his low, deep voice.

“I’m fine,” I say, my voice noticeably strained.

Orion glances at me in the rearview mirror, and I try to school my expression into something normal, like we’re not experimenting with breath play back here.

I slump when they finally look away.

I didn’t see Cato get in the car. How can someone so big be so sneaky?

I freeze as something touches my neck, Cato’s hand wrapping around me to massage where the seatbelt dug in. His warm fingers quickly sooth the sting, chocolate scent wafting over me despite his descenters and the car’s ventilation system trying to whisk it away.

I’m flushed, too warm with the heat blasting and my winter gear on.

Eventually Cato releases me, and there’s no more pain, only heat.

I don’t know if he intended to scare me or if moving in silence comes naturally to him. Except when I turned around, Cato was on the edge of his seat, hovering just behind me. Maybe he was going to say something as I turned around, and that’s why he was so close?

He doesn’t do anything else now, so I try to shake off the uncertainty of his motives.

On the drive, Orion gives me advice, pointing out certain areas they have to watch for rockslides or spots that frequently become impassable with heavy snow. Magnus chimes in occasionally too.

Though he remains silent, I sense the weight of Cato’s presence. Sometimes I think I feel his breath on my neck, but every time I work up the courage to peek at him, he’s lounging back in his seat nowhere near me.

Eventually I force myself to stop looking so he doesn’t think I’m strange. Cato had a sly smile every time I looked, like he knew I was peeping.

I don’t want him to think I’m into him.
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It doesn’t take long to reach the location of our emergency call, and we pull up to find a group of people huddled around a low stone circle. One of the men is crying on a blonde woman’s shoulder.

Orion and Charm approach the group while we unload our equipment.

I hear one woman say they haven’t had contact with their friend since he fell.

“Did you hear anything at all? A splash?” Orion asks.

“I don’t know. We had spread out during the hike, and Silas was ahead of us,” the blonde says.

“I was the closest to him, but I was still pretty far away. I barely saw him drop out of sight. If I had blinked, I would have missed it,” her friend adds.

They don’t have any more information, so Orion has Charm move in. He comforts the group while herding them away to give us space to work.

Magnus and Henri are already pulling out ropes and harnesses. Like any team that’s been together for years, they work with practiced ease, taking on different tasks without needing to discuss it. Being packmates probably helps since they can tell what the others are doing through the bond, but still, it takes experience to do things so seamlessly.

Magnus tightens the harness straps around his thick thighs. I look away quickly and focus on my own gear.

Orion shines a flashlight into the hole. At first we thought it was an old well, but after seeing it in person, it doesn’t look like one.

There’s little snow on the stones, so whatever was covering it must have fallen in along with our patient.

“Can you see anything?” Henri asks quietly.

“No, it’s too deep for the light to reach the bottom,” Orion says. “It’s been an hour since Silas fell with no word from him. We’ll send someone down rather than waiting on a drone to check it out first. He likely needs medical attention as soon as possible. Magnus and Cato, you’ll be up here.”

Magnus nods and positions himself near the hole, clearing the snow away so he has a stable place to stand.

“Henri, they’ll lower you down slowly. Radio as soon as you see anything,” Orion says.

Henri nods, and Magnus hands him the end of his rope.

“Wait, I should be the one to go down,” I say.

“No,” Orion says immediately.

“I’m the best one for it since the hole is so narrow,” I say.

“I know you have the training to do this, but you don’t have the experience. I won’t be able to keep an eye on you down there,” Orion says.

He turns away like the conversation is over, and I hesitate only for a moment before continuing, “It’s a simple task, I’ll just be going up and down. It will be a tight fit if Henri brings Silas back up.”

Henri stops tying himself in and waits. The others don’t say anything and I can’t tell if they’re against my idea or not.

Orion watches me, and I struggle not to back down or look away. I don’t think he’s trying to make me submit, it’s more like he’s trying to see if I’m serious.

“You’re sure you can do this?” he finally asks.

“I can do it,” I say firmly.

“Alright, we’ll lower Hestia down. Henri, you can help me guide her,” Orion says.

I swap places with Henri, and he helps me get the ropes on.

“Find Silas and stabilize him. If you don’t think you can get him up safely, radio us and we’ll swap you out,” Orion says, waiting to make sure I understand.

I agree and he nods. I have no problem with reassessing and admitting I’m wrong after getting down there. I don’t know what I’ll find at the bottom.

Orion makes sure my radio is securely attached and looks over my equipment while the others get in place, and then he helps me over the rock ledge and into the hole.

Once all my weight is on the ropes, I look up at Magnus. His gigantic form is clad all in black except for the pale skin around his eyes.

I can’t read his expression under the balaclava, and I don’t know if he agrees with Orion’s decision, but his presence is comforting. I don’t know him well, but I trust him.

“Radio if you need anything,” Orion says as I drop out of sight.

“I will,” I say, voice echoing around me.

I shine my flashlight below, but don’t see anything except more darkness.

I look up every so often to see how far I’ve gone since it’s hard to tell otherwise. The bright circle above gets smaller and smaller as I descend.

When Magnus is just a speck haloed by light, Orion comes through the radio, “How are you doing? Do you see anything?”

“I’m fine. I still can’t see the bottom,” I say.

There were a few scuffs on the stone walls where the dirt had recently been disturbed, along with some smears that might be blood. I’m hoping Silas only sustained minor injuries, but it’s such a long way down.

Orion checks in every so often, and I give the same report.

I’ve been in the dark for so long, it takes me a second to realize when the light reflects off something below.

I can’t make out much until I get closer, but eventually I see broken, splintered boards littering the bottom. They’re probably what was covering the hole until Silas broke through. The debris extends beyond what I can see, the edges disappearing past the circumference of the shaft.

Most importantly, I don’t see Silas.

I squint as I drop lower. There’s something below the boards, hay or maybe sawdust.

I hoped to spot Silas before radioing in, but it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen.

“I’m close to the bottom. Slow my descent. I don’t see Silas yet, but there’s a cave or something down here and he’s out of sight from my current position,” I say.

“Got it. Let us know when you’re close to touching down,” Orion says.

I come out of the shaft about ten feet from the ground, dangling above a cavern. I swing my light back and forth, trying to make sense of the mess and find any sign of Silas.

Dust motes reflect in my beam, the air stale and dry.

“How close are you? Can you see him?” Orion asks.

“Not yet. I’m about five feet from touching down.”

I’ll be landing on an enormous pile of wood shavings. Now that I’m close enough, I’m sure that’s what it is. I can smell the pine scent, still potent even after however much time it's spent down here.

I don’t know why that’s here, maybe the hole was used as a trash pit, but it’s good news for Silas since it means he didn’t fall onto bare earth.

“Be ready to stop,” I say.

A groan answers me, and not from the radio.

“Silas? Can you hear me?” I ask loudly.

There’s more groaning and the wood shavings shift around.

“Do you see him? How is he?” Orion asks.

“I heard him, I don’t see him yet,” I say.

That Silas is conscious seems like a miracle, but as I sink into the curls of wood, I see why. My boots disappear, and by the time I touch a solid surface, the wood shavings are up to my waist. It reminds me of the kind you find in barn stalls for horse bedding.

“I’m down, I’m detaching from the line,” I say, already undoing the ropes.

“No, don’t unhook!” Orion orders.

“I have to. There’s debris everywhere, and I need to search for Silas without getting caught on things,” I say.

Orion raises more protests, but I ignore him. It would take too long to explain the strangeness of this situation.

I wade through the shavings, moving broken boards out of my way, heading for where I saw movement. I can smell Silas’s tart raspberry scent under the pine.

When I feel like I’m close, I start digging, careful not to jostle him.

I uncover his chest first, dark blue parka poking out of the debris. I pull more boards away, brushing the shavings off until I reveal his pale face.

His eyes are tightly closed, brows furrowed and mouth pinched.

I feel his pulse, and it’s fast but strong. I see only minor cuts and tears in his clothes.

I use my penlight to check his pupils, and they dilate normally. He barely reacts to my touch, even when I pull his eyelids open, but his face twitches.

I run my hands around his neck and the back of his head, finding nothing amiss. I don’t smell much blood either, just the small amount from the few cuts I see.

I put a cervical collar on him before I do anything more. Alphas are sturdy, but that was a long way down.

I push the broken boards off his legs, their clattering interrupting Orion’s stream of commands about reconnecting to the rope.

Maybe I should have stayed attached.

We’re in a large cavern, and I have no idea how stable this place is. My light disappears at the far edges of the room, or maybe those are tunnels sucking up the light.

No, my decision was the right one. The line would have gotten snagged and potentially damaged trying to find Silas in all of this.

I update Orion on his status.

He finally gives up on telling me to reattach and says, “Do you think you can rouse him before we pull you up? It will be easier if he’s conscious.”

“I think so, he’s responding to stimulus. I’m about to give him a healing vial, and if that doesn’t wake him up, I’ll try the stronger meds,” I say.

Orion agrees and leaves me to work in silence.

I unfold my padded medicine case and find the correct vial.

“Silas, can you hear me? I’m an emergency responder, and I’m going to give you some medicine. Once you’re awake, I’m going to help you back to your friends. Everything is fine, just stay calm,” I say, trying one more time to see if he’ll wake up on his own.

He frowns and tries to turn toward me, but the collar stops him. His eyes remain closed.

I pull his mouth open and press the glass against his lower lip. The gold liquid trickles in, the color briefly staining his teeth before it filters into his mouth. He reflexively swallows, emptying the vial.

I’ve barely pulled the glass away when he jolts upright.

Suddenly he’s looming over me, looking around wildly before zeroing in on me.

“Are you alright? Let’s get you out of here,” Silas says, grabbing my arm.

“I’m fine. You were the one who fell—don’t do that!” I say, grabbing his wrist as his fingers scrabble at the cervical collar, attempting to pull it off.

My meager weight pulling on his muscular arm doesn’t do much to deter him.

“Silas, take a deep breath,” I say firmly.

He glances at me but then he’s right back to looking around for an escape.

I keep talking in an attempt to soothe him and get him to focus, but even when I put my hands on his face, his eyes roam.

“Silas, I’m an emergency responder, a rescuer. I’m here to help you. Your friends are waiting for you. Listen to me and I’ll get you back to them,” I say.

“Right, I have to get you out of here,” he replies like he only heard half of what I said.

My next words are cut off, and I squeak as he stands up abruptly, pulling me with him.

Silas wades through the debris, dragging me behind him, away from the hole and deeper into the darkness.

I use all the verbal techniques I know to help an agitated patient. He doesn’t listen except, still talking about saving me and telling me to follow him. I can’t get him to acknowledge that he’s injured or that I’m the one who’s here to help him.

The next step is to physically subdue an unstable patient, but Silas shot up so quickly, I left my medicine case behind with the calming sprays.

We stumble out of the wood shavings, and I dig my feet into the dirt to slow him down, pulling on the hand he has wrapped around my wrist. Except I can’t get any purchase, so I just stagger after him.

It’s not like I can win a tug of war with an alpha anyway, but if I could just get him to stop and think for a second, I can reason with him.

I barely notice my teammates’ voices coming through the radio. The receiver is set to on, so they’re hearing our scuffle.

Silas is moving too fast for me to catch up, and I can’t see much past him. He’s obviously not thinking clearly enough to realize he can’t see well either, his large form blocking most of my flashlight.

My light is bouncing around wildly, but I think I make out a tunnel up ahead. If this is some kind of cave network, I need to do something before Silas drags us out.

I have to stop him before we end up falling into another hole or getting hopelessly lost.

I’m still talking, but I’m not even sure what I’m saying at this point. Silas isn’t listening anyway.

I don’t want to hurt him, but I might have to, at least a little. The shock of it could get through to him, and it’s better than risking further injury or death.

I hesitate.

Silas stumbles, and my light flashes over rocks and twisted metal.

I lunge forward and grab his wrist.

I have no plan, I don’t know what I’m doing. I just know I don’t want to hurt him, so I channel everything, everything I’m thinking, everything I’m feeling, into my voice. I have to make him listen.

“Silas.”

He stops.

The light is wedged between us, leaving us mostly in the dark, but I hear his heavy breathing.

“I’m here to help you. I’m a rescuer, and your friends asked me to get you. You fell down a hole, and I’ve given you what medical attention I can. We need to return to the shaft so my team can pull us out. Please follow my instructions so both of us get out of here safely,” I say.

There’s some kind of connection flickering between us. I feel what he feels, the aches in his body, the stress and fear, his innate instinct to protect others first.

He doesn’t say anything, but I can tell he’s listening.

“Take a deep breath, inhale.” I count to three before telling him to exhale.

Everything releases when he lets out his breath, and whatever hold I had over him dissipates. But he’s calmer now, his raspberry scent sweetening, though still bruised.

Silas finally really looks at me.

“I…fell down a hole?” he says, touching the collar around his neck.

“Yes, and you don’t seem to be seriously injured. You were unconscious, so I gave you a healing vial and put a brace on until we can get you checked out at a hospital. Try not to push yourself until then. How do you feel? Is there anywhere specific that hurts?” I say.

He looks at his hands like he’s checking that all his fingers are there and flexes his arms and legs.

“Everything hurts, but it just feels like bruising. How far was the fall?” Silas asks, looking past me into the dark.

“I’m not sure exactly, but close to a hundred feet,” I say.

He’s rubbing the back of his head and pauses when he hears that.

“A hundred? Really? And I’m all in one piece?” he says, looking down at himself again.

I shine my light at the mound of debris behind us. “That softened your fall. Being an alpha probably helped.”

He laughs. “Yeah, probably. I’m pretty hardheaded. I’m sorry about dragging you around, my alpha was confused and going wild about being in pain. I think that’s why I latched onto trying to ‘save you.’”

He squints at me but dismisses whatever else he was going to say.

He shouldn’t be able to tell I’m an omega with all my suppressants and descenters. Alphas are driven to protect others regardless, beta or omega.

“It’s okay, confusion is a common response. Let’s take it slow and get you out of here. I have a harness I’ll help you into, and my team will pull us out,” I say.

The radio is quiet now that I have the situation under control. Still, I repeat that we’re gearing up, and Orion says they’re ready when we are.

Silas is docile as I get the harness on him, and we wade back to the rope.

“Let me know if it’s too painful once they start lifting. I’ll keep us steady, but be aware that the shaft is narrow, so try to keep your limbs tucked in,” I say.

He agrees, and I tell them we’re ready.

There’s only a pinprick of light above to indicate a way out.

They slowly bring us up, and I watch Silas for any sign of pain. His face tightens briefly, but he doesn’t say anything.

“Is something hurting? Anything feel out of place?” I ask.

“I’m fine, just sore. I’ve broken my arm before, and don’t feel anything like that now. I can handle it,” he says.

The medicine I gave him has some pain-relieving properties, but not enough to completely take it away. That lets us know if we’re making any injuries worse.

The journey back up seems slower than my descent, but eventually we reach the surface.

The sun is blinding after being in the dark for so long, made worse by it reflecting off the snow.

Orion takes over once we’re out, checking Silas’s injuries while Henri gets his harness off.

“Are you alright?” Magnus asks as I unhook myself.

“I’m fine,” I say, smiling up at him.

One of the men breaks free from where Charm has them corralled and rushes over. It’s the one who was crying too much to talk earlier. Orion catches him before he launches into Silas, holding the man back from bowling him over.

“I’m okay, Zane,” Silas says, trying to comfort him.

“He needs to be checked out by a doctor still, but we’ve treated his minor injuries,” Orion assures him.

Zane nods through his happy sobs.

We split up, Orion and Henri taking Silas to the hospital in Starsfalls. Zane rides with them, and their friends resume the hike down the mountain. We offered to drive them down, but they declined.

The rest of our team stays to deal with The Hole.

Charm calls the local rangers who deal with land management. In the meantime, we mark it with orange flagging tape until there’s a more permanent solution.

We wait for them to arrive, unwilling to leave the hole unattended in case someone else happens by.

I can’t help rethinking the decisions I made while we pack up our equipment.

Orion didn’t say anything about how I ignored his orders, but he probably didn’t want to yell at me in front of our patient. I’m sure I’ll hear about it when we’re back at the station.

I know I shouldn’t have ignored my team leader, but he wasn’t there, he didn’t have all the information.

Charm leans against the truck next to me. “Are you okay? Any injuries of your own that need attention?”

“I’m fine. It was an easy climb,” I say.

“Magnus said you had some trouble after Silas woke up. That he was combative,” he says casually.

“Silas was confused,” I say.

A gust of wind makes the snow swirl around us, tickling my exposed skin. I tug my hat further down.

I’m so tired suddenly. It didn’t take long to rescue Silas, it’s just after noon, but it feels like I went through a full day of classes and training.

The adrenaline must be wearing off.

I don’t want to admit that though. I should be able to deal with one little rescue without collapsing.

“I was able to calm him down though,” I say.

Charm smiles, but his eyes are searching. “Well. Great first day then, and a successful rescue. I was worried with how deep that hole was.”

I nod mutely.

When the park rangers arrive, we tell them about what I found. They’ll deal with sealing it off and looking into why it’s there in the first place.

Like Charm said, it was a successful first day, with a happy ending for my first call.


Chapter 9
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Iyank the pot off the flame before the water boils over and lower the heat.

I keep my head down, eyes on the food.

I insisted on helping with dinner, but maybe I shouldn’t have until I get used to cooking at high altitude. Everything heats up faster than I’m expecting, and I feel like a clumsy hindrance.

I hope no one noticed this latest mishap.

I’ve been bumping into my teammates and dropping ingredients too, so I can’t put all the blame on the elevation.

I don’t know why I’m still so out of sorts.

When they got back from the hospital, Orion told us Silas doesn’t have any major injuries. He’ll be healed up in no time since he’s an alpha, I have no cause to worry about him.

Yet that unsettled feeling hasn’t gone away.

I’d like to fit in with my team, so I offered to help with dinner instead of hiding out in my nest like I wanted to.

That hasn’t done any good for me or the toes of my teammates (I keep accidentally stepping on them).

Henri takes the pasta from me when it’s ready to drain, and I turn off the stove. This isn’t the time to protest that I can do it myself with boiling water at play. I don’t want to cause any burns.

Charm talks me into getting our silverware, and I gratefully shift to table setting.

When it’s time to eat, I collapse in my seat. I didn’t realize how wobbly my legs were.

I shakily grab a slice of garlic bread and pass the basket along. The others do the same until everyone has been served.

I pour myself a little cinnamon-spiced eggnog, though I’m not sure it pairs well with spaghetti. But it’s seasonal, and Henri is the one who put the eggnog on the table, so I’m not going to argue with his culinary decisions.

I twirl some pasta on my fork, eating slowly. I’m not paying attention to their conversation, it’s all I can do to get some food down. I don’t feel hungry, but I know I should eat.

It’s only when it’s been quiet for a while that I realize they’ve gone silent.

I look up from my meatball to find most of them watching me. Magnus isn’t staring, but his head is tilted my way.

Charm is smiling gently, and Henri’s brow is furrowed.

“It’s normal to feel worn out, physically and emotionally, after a call like that,” Orion says to me.

“I suppose so,” I say, although I’m not sure I agree.

It was a quick rescue with a happy ending. I don’t see why that would be so taxing. Our classes at the academy involved much longer days.

“It’s different from training,” Charm says like he read my thoughts.

I thought they were trying to make me feel better about being so weak, but he seems sincere.

“At the academy, you work hard, but at the end of the day, you know the stakes aren’t high,” Charm continues. “No one is really injured, and the worst that can happen is you get a bad grade. The potential consequences of an actual emergency take a toll, even if it’s a simple rescue.”

I nod, struggling to accept that it’s okay to not be okay.

“It’s normal to be affected by the job. It means you care. You did great today, and this heavy feeling will pass with time and rest. You’ll get used to handling emergency calls, and it won’t always be this hard. The best thing you can do now is to take care of yourself,” Orion says. “I advise eating more even if you don’t feel hungry and then going to bed early. HR should have given you a therapist’s contact information. I’ve found talking with them to be helpful. My door is always open, and the others are happy to help too. We understand what you’re going through.”

The others agree with him or give me encouraging smiles.

Orion commended me earlier for how I handled things. When we put together our official report back at the station, he said I made good decisions and took initiative, thinking for myself. He didn’t reprimand me at all like I expected him to.

Usually I love being praised, but it didn’t feel real listening to his compliments. Like I’m disconnected from what happened today.

Shouldn’t I feel a little pleased that I was able to do the job? That they think I did a good job?

My mouth trembles, and I bite my lip to stop it, but it’s too late. I sense the shift, how they tense and their focus sharpens on me.

I don’t think I can brush them off now.

I keep my head down as I haltingly admit, “I’m not sure…I’m right for this job.”

I still can’t bear to say the reason why. Why it’s usually betas and alphas in this line of work. Admit that all the judgmental looks and critical comments might have been right.

“It’s only your first day, and you did great. Give it some time,” Henri says.

He reaches out like he’s going to comfort me but hesitates and puts his hand down.

Just another sign that I’m making things harder than they should be. They have to behave differently around me.

“Why do you think that?” Orion asks me.

I frown, barely stopping it from turning into a pout, and sniffle hard.

“Everything turned out okay this time, but I might not be so lucky next time. When Silas woke up, he panicked, and I couldn’t stop him. He reacted like—like I was an omega and he was trying to protect me. He shouldn’t have been able to tell I’m an omega, but somehow he sensed it. Silas could have been hurt because of me, running around blindly in a dangerous area. I’m no good to anyone if I can’t keep control of the situation, especially if my designation makes it worse,” I say.

They’re quiet, I’m sure silently agreeing with my assessment.

My shoulders slump, and I start planning how to repack everything I just unpacked. They don’t need me taking up space and getting in their way.

A tear escapes, but I hastily wipe it away before it falls on my pasta.

That show of emotion only makes me more upset. It’s such a typical omega trait, and being an omega is ruining my life.

“Patients panic and react unpredictably all the time. They go against their own best interests without meaning to. That’s why rescuers go through so much training, so we’re able to think clearly even when we’re afraid or overwhelmed,” Orion says.

I was preparing to dramatically run to my room because I’m not sure I can keep the tears from falling, but I pause at his words.

“Silas is an alpha, he’s hard-wired to be protective. His reaction had nothing to do with you, not really. He would have acted like that regardless of who was with him,” he says.

“You could have stopped him and made sure he didn’t get hurt. I just let him drag me around,” I say.

Someone growls, though it cuts off so quickly I can’t tell who. It seemed to echo all around me.

Now they get it. It’s not just that Silas panicked, it’s that I couldn’t do anything about it.

“You did get a handle on things though, Hestia. No rescuer, no human, can ever have full control over every aspect of a situation. That’s why we get calls in the first place. You did the best you could to make sure you both got out safely. If you thought you needed to restrain him, you have sedatives, and the academy provides training for subduing combative patients. You could have taken that route if you thought it was appropriate,” Orion says.

“I dropped the calming sprays when Silas pulled me away,” I say sullenly.

“We heard what happened. You got through to him in the end, and you didn’t need physical strength to do so,” Orion argues.

“But I don’t know how I did it,” I whine. “There’s no guarantee I could do it again, and next time might not have a happy ending.”

“Explain what happened, and we can help you figure out what works,” Charm says.

They’re being annoyingly reasonable when I’m trying to have a breakdown here.

“Fine,” I huff. “I’d been trying to talk some sense into him, and it wasn’t working. I was so worried he was going to hurt himself running around that I tried to push my words at him, like I could make him listen. Somehow, that worked. Maybe my tone of voice changed, and that got him to pay attention? All I remember saying is his name, and then I repeated the same things I’d already said,” I say, thinking back over the chaos.

Charm opens his mouth but closes it without saying anything.

It’s like I told them, I didn’t do anything special to calm Silas down. I’m not silver-tongued like Charm is.

Orion considers my words before saying, “Did you feel anything unusual?”

“I suppose I felt a little strange. I’m sure it was just the intensity of the moment, but for a second it felt like we actually had a connection, a bond. Although I wouldn’t know anything about how that feels, so obviously it wasn’t that,” I quickly add.

I’m sure that’s not what Orion meant because it makes no sense. It’s not like I bit Silas. Biting a patient in distress would be very much against our code of ethics.

“In rare cases, an omega can produce a hiss, which functions like an alpha’s bark. In the omega's case, it’s a subtle way to influence someone. It requires the intent to connect, and does create a brief bond between the omega and the recipient, unlike an alpha pushing their will onto another with a bark,” Orion says. “It’s thought to have developed in response to alpha instincts, when the alpha overwhelms the rational mind. The hiss was a way to get through to them, and the connection dissipates quickly with no harm to either party. Does that sound like what happened?”

Did I actually link minds with Silas? What are the odds I’d be able to do something like that? I hardly even remember reading about a brief mention of a hiss in an old textbook.

“I suppose…a hiss would explain things. I’ve never done anything like that before, but it felt like I could sense his mind,” I say.

I’ll have to research this. If it’s safe to use like Orion said, maybe I could train myself to do it on command for emergencies. I perk up at the thought.

“Good, now I want you to stop thinking that being an omega puts you at a disadvantage,” Orion says sternly. “Even if you hadn’t used that ability, you’re still fit for this job. It’s clear you’re well-trained and have good instincts. Your designation hasn’t held you back before. Don’t let negative thoughts stop you now.”

I’m finally in the mood to bask in their praise, so I smile and agree demurely.

The conversation turns to lighter topics, and I resume eating with gusto.

I’m thankful I was assigned to such a supportive team. They could have so easily agreed that omegas aren’t right for this job and let me leave.

Even if I’m never able to use the hiss again, it doesn’t matter. Like Orion said, I have the skills and knowledge to be a great rescuer, and I have a great team behind me.

I go to bed early even though I’m feeling better.

A chocolate scent hits me as soon as I enter my rooms. It’s faint with the strong air filters, but I follow the smell to a fancy chocolate bar on my nightstand that I don’t remember buying. It’s an expensive brand I’ve looked at lustfully many times but never eaten. Maybe we picked it up on our shopping trip and I just didn’t notice until now.

I’m not sure why it’s not in the drawer with the rest of my snacks, but I was going to have a little treat before bed anyway.

I unwrap the bar and take a bite.

It’s even more delicious than I imagined, rich and creamy. I’ll have to splurge and buy more.

Visions of chocolate dance in my head as I fall asleep that night.
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“You really think she used a hiss?” Charm asks.

“That’s what it sounds like. Her voice changed. I can’t describe it, but just hearing it made me want to stop and listen,” I say.

“That’s such a rare ability, I never thought I’d see it,” Charm says.

He missed it since his radio wasn’t on while dealing with the other hikers.

As much as I wish we could have helped Hestia while she was down in that hole, I’m proud of her for taking care of herself.

Not that I can take any credit for her rescuer skills. She did all of that on her first day with us. Yet my chest still swells with pride.

It’s a little strange I’m so affected by it. I’m always happy when our trainees do well, but I don’t usually feel this…whatever this intense feeling is. It must be because Hestia had to work harder to get where she is. It’s impressive to see.

We’ll keep her confidence up, and in two years, she’ll leave us as a full-fledged rescuer.

My glass cracks and I quickly set it down before it spills on me.

Henri is already on it, getting me a new glass and pouring another scotch before whisking away the broken one.

“So you’re happy that we didn’t go down to help her?” Magnus asks.

“I’m happy Hestia handled it herself, like I thought she could,” I say.

“Even though we heard her struggling with him,” he says, deadpan.

My eye twitches.

“Was it really that bad?” Charm asks.

“Hestia was yelling at Silas, and we heard him dragging her around,” Cato says.

“She didn’t describe it like that when we wrote our report,” Charm says, clenching his jaw.

“No, she didn’t. When I asked her about it, Hestia told me she was okay and wasn’t injured,” I say.

“It’s no wonder she was upset. We should get her mace. And a taser,” Charm mutters.

Cato laughs darkly.

I give him a look before saying, “Tasing a patient isn’t the first line of defense, as you well know. I can suggest she keep some sedatives on her person in case she can’t get to her bag. So, while I’m not happy that Hestia was briefly overpowered, I’m confident in her skills and how she resolved things. If she’d asked for help, of course I would have sent one of you down after her.”

We’re silent for a while, the only sounds the crackling of logs in the fireplace and clinking of ice.

“Obviously I wish we could have prevented that alpha from scaring her. That’s not our job though. Rescuers need to be able to handle themselves,” I say eventually.

I’m not sure if I’m voicing that for their benefit or my own.

Several of them murmur agreement, but my packmates seem just as lost in their own thoughts.

Our bonds are closed off more than usual, and I can’t read their deeper feelings. I only get a general sense of anger, turmoil, upset. I won’t know where those feelings are directed unless I go looking, and it would be rude to intrude when they’re shutting me out.

My job as team lead is to protect everyone, which includes making sure they can take care of themselves. I did that today.

So why do I feel like I failed her.

I stifle a growl and finish my drink.

Despite my pep talk at dinner, I’m struggling with having an omega on our team. I’ve never felt this protective over one of our trainees, and I can only assume my packmates are grappling with the same thing. But we won’t put that on her, it’s our problem to deal with.

I won’t allow anything to destroy Hestia’s career, especially my alpha’s urges.

I pretend I can’t smell the subtle fruity scent leading to her as I go up to my room that night.
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After coming to terms with my first emergency call, everything has gone smoothly as I settle into life at the station.

I’m learning a lot under the guidance of my teammates, helping with their routine activities and answering emergency calls. Nothing has been as precarious as that first day, so I’ve built up my confidence again in dealing with patients.

And if I was still worried, I found a shiny new taser and mace tucked into my work bag. I don’t plan to use them though. I know Silas had no ill intentions, he was just hurt and scared. I can handle that. But if I ever come across someone with bad intentions, I’m covered.

We heard from the rangers that investigated The Hole. It turned out to be a shaft to some old mining tunnels that weren’t registered with the county like they should have been. They’re on file now, and the entrances have been covered with secure doors.

With that mystery solved, all that remains to be seen is if I can learn to use the hiss on command.

And the answer is—no. I can’t.

At least so far.

I read everything I could find about the ability, every report and study. There’s so little information about it, which isn’t surprising given the odds of using it are less than 0.01%.

I presumed that since I did it once, it’s possible to do it again. I hoped to develop my hiss enough that I could use it as a last resort.

I experimented for days. Charm caught me one time, red-faced and staring at a bookshelf. I’m not sure why I was using the library as my testing ground, it’s not like the hiss extends to inanimate objects. I was trying to conjure the feeling of pushing my thoughts outward though, and that setting made the most sense.

After I explained what I was doing, Charm politely didn’t laugh at my experiment technique and offered himself up as my test subject. I was worried about doing a live trial, but he assured me it was safe.

Those tests didn’t fare any better.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t convince him to even twitch a finger. Charm was a good sport about it, sitting quietly sometimes for hours at a time while I stared at him and tried to connect my mind to his. He even coached me on how bonds work, since he has experience with that aspect.

At least it was a pleasant change of pace. Charm’s face is much nicer to look at than book spines (sorry, books).

I’ve given up on that avenue, at least for now. I made no progress and at a certain point it’s just embarrassing to keep shoving my mind at him.

Before I know it, I’ve been here for almost two weeks. When a call comes in, I’m heading for the garage on autopilot, the habit already ingrained.

In some ways, it feels like I’ve always been here. It’s so easy living with the guys, I fit right into their routines.

They’ve made it easy for me, they barely let me do any chores. I don’t know if it’s because I was such a menace in the kitchen that first time that they no longer trust me to do household tasks, or if they’re so used to doing everything themselves, they didn’t feel the need to divvy things up. Whatever the case, I haven’t been able to convince them to let me do much cooking or cleaning.

As thankful as I am that I was assigned to such a good team, the one thing I never considered was that I would struggle to behave professionally.

When Orion told me they were having a new air filter system installed, I thought that would solve my problem. As faint as their scents are, they still seem to stick in my nose, following me around, trying to distract me.

So I was thrilled when the new system was installed. I thought surely that would be good enough to completely wipe their scents away. Then I’d only have to worry about not ogling them, and controlling my eyes sounds easier than controlling my nose.

Sure, they’re attractive men, but there are plenty of attractive people out there. I’ve never had trouble staying focused before, so I assumed it must be the combination of their scents and looks (and personalities, now that I know them better) that has me thinking about my bosses turning me into a pretzel.

But nooooo.

The new air filter isn’t any better than the old one.

So I have to keep exercising my self-control and steer my thoughts away from lustful ideas and ignore my nose. When scent is one of my favorite senses! Scents set the scene, they’re the first thing I notice wherever I go. And now, all the scents are horny, at least according to what my nose and pussy are saying.

Even in my rooms, I can smell them.

I’ve tried to pretend it’s just the scents of the season. It helps that Henri and Magnus cut down evergreen branches and made wreaths and garlands to decorate the station. However, it’s also resulted in intense food cravings for cookies and cake and chocolate.

And Cato, walking around in his gray sweatpants…

Orion told me again that if Cato’s fashion choices bother me, he’ll tell him to wear a shirt. I assured him it’s fine. I’m not going to make my wandering eyes their problem. Being hot and bothered is my issue to deal with.

I’m certainly not going to blame someone’s outfit for my less than professional thoughts.

I keep reminding myself that my bosses are taken, that they have their own omega waiting for them.

We’re coming up on our time off, so I’m sure they’ll go see their omega then, and I’ll have some alone time to get myself under control.

For this afternoon at least, I don’t have to avoid looking at Cato’s muscular torso since I’m helping Magnus in the greenhouse.

This is the first time Magnus has stayed in here while I work. Normally he gives me a few instructions and leaves shortly thereafter. I almost gave up on trying to garden with him because it still feels like he’s avoiding me.

I’m glad I kept trying, because now he’s here working alongside me, his spicy-sweet gingerbread scent mixing with the earthy, herbal scents of the greenhouse.

Magnus always helps me when we’re in the field, but when we’re at the station, he avoids being near me. It’s hard to read him, but I don’t think he hates me. I can only assume he’s slow to open up to someone new, so I’ve been trying to make it easy to get to know me. I don’t want to pester him, but making myself available to help in the garden seemed like a good way to do that.

Plus, I enjoy gardening, so even when he’s not in here, I have a good time.

Except for a few comments about what we’re working on, it’s been silent in the greenhouse, but it’s progress.

While I repot some seedlings, I muster up the courage to make small talk.

Magnus obviously loves gardening, so that’s an easy in.

The few times I’ve watched him work, I’ve seen how carefully he handles the plants, gently moving leaves or untangling roots. He has such graceful hands, despite the fact that one of his hands is bigger than my face.

I take a deep breath and ask him about the differences in gardening at high altitudes.

My bait works, and I keep Magnus talking by asking more questions until we’ve been out here for so long the sun sets behind the mountain. The automatic lights kick on so we’re not totally in the dark, but it suddenly feels more intimate than before.

I’ve been alone with them plenty of times before, so I don’t know why I’m nervous. Maybe it’s because the little lantern lights remind me of fairy lights, which are so common in nests.

I didn’t think I’d have trouble keeping my thoughts professional while getting dirty.

Magnus has stopped talking, and I was so distracted by my wandering thoughts that I haven’t come up with another question.

“Do you usually finger them to see if they’re wet?” I say the first thing that comes to mind.

Magnus pauses what he’s doing, but doesn’t reply.

Is he that secretive about his watering techniques? I should have asked about something else.

I nervously stick my fingers in the pot I just picked up, testing to see if it needs water.

I squeal when the dirt pokes me back and yank my hand out.

A pair of tiny eyes in a small, grumpy face pops out of the dirt. I jerk backward, almost falling off the bench, but Magnus saves me. He lifts me off the bench and sets me behind him.

“What is it?” he asks, scanning the table.

“Don’t you see it?? There’s something in there looking at me!” I say, clutching his shirt and pressing against his back.

Magnus leans down to look.

“Don’t get too close!” I warn him.

“You mean in the peppermint pot? That’s just Pete,” Magnus says calmly.

“Pete? What’s a Pete??”

How can he be so calm? I’ve never even heard of a Pete. Are they dangerous? Are they poisonous?? I touched it!

“Pete is a rain frog. He’s been living in our garden for years and loves to bury himself in the dirt. I should have warned you to keep an eye out for him. I always feel around the soil to see if he’s in there before I repot anything,” Magnus says.

“It’s a frog?” I ask suspiciously, working up the courage to see for myself.

I slowly edge around Magnus’s side, keeping my hands safely anchored in his shirt. He lifts his arm so I can walk under it while staying plastered to his hard, muscular body for safety.

I peek at the pot where those little yellow slit-pupil eyes peer up at me disdainfully.

Now that I’m not panicking, I can see that he’s a frog. A very angry frog. It’s not like I meant to disturb his nest.

I glare right back. He should know not to startle people.

“You’re sure he’s not dangerous?” I ask doubtfully.

“Rain frogs are venomous, but they’re not likely to bite humans. Pete has never been aggressive with people. He does a great job of protecting our garden from pests though,” Magnus says.

“Venomous!” I recoil.

Magnus tucks me under his arm. “He’s not going to hurt you.”

“But he’s staring at me,” I say, pouting and keeping an eye on him.

“You just startled him. He recognizes the rest of us, but you’re new. I’m sure he’s just as wary of you as you are of him,” Magnus says calmly.

I suppose that’s possible. Pete hasn’t moved since I accidentally jostled his dirt nest. If someone entered my nest unprompted and started messing with it, I’d probably have already bitten them.

“What should I do? Do I let him smell my hand?” I say.

Magnus makes a choked noise, body vibrating.

“What? Is that bad??” I ask, looking up at him.

“I don’t think Pete is interested in smelling people,” he eventually says.

“So how do I let him know I’m safe? Should I just avoid wherever he’s hanging out?”

“Sit,” Magnus says.

I drop immediately, fortunately landing on the bench. I didn’t even think to look before following his command.

Magnus gently brushes the soil off Pete’s back. Pete swipes one of his hands across his face, wiping off the specks of dirt.

He holds his hand out flat in front of Pete, and I tense, preparing to pull Magnus away if it looks like he’s going to attack.

Pete slowly waddles over on his short legs until he’s in Magnus’s palm.

Magnus holds Pete up in front of me and says, “See, he’s harmless to humans. Pete usually comes out when I’m around, but he was probably nervous with you here and got startled when you touched his pot.”

He is less scary now that he’s dwarfed by Magnus’s hand. Pete is like 98% body, tiny legs tucked in close, really just a blob with eyes.

Pete stares at me.

I suppose Magnus is right, there’s no reason to be afraid. Pete moves so slowly and he’s so small and round, I doubt he can even jump. I’m sure I’d be able to outrun him.

“You can pet him to show you’re friendly,” Magnus offers.

I look at him incredulously, but he seems serious.

Pete’s mouth is tiny too, so he probably couldn’t bite me even if he wanted to…

I slowly reach for his back. When he doesn’t react, I carefully put one finger on him and stroke a few times before snatching my hand back.

Pete hasn’t moved, and I don’t know if that enamored me to him or not.

“Are you sure Pete is okay with people?” I say.

“Of course. The only creatures that need to worry about Pete are garden pests like stinkbugs and rats,” Magnus says.

“Rats!”

“Small rats.” Magnus nods.

Pete blinks in silent agreement.

Small rats. What the hell. Pete is like the size of a golf ball, how is he eating rats?

“Wait, why do you call him Pete?”

“It seemed like a fitting name,” Magnus says.

“You named him?” I can’t help the smile creeping over my face.

“Yes.”

I look down at Pete to hide my smile. It’s so cute that Magnus named this tiny frog blob, but I’m not sure either of them would appreciate me giggling about it.

“It’s a good name,” I say.

Magnus puts Pete back in his pot, and we resume our work while Pete lords over us as we tend to his garden.
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Chapter 12
????



The chocolate is tucked into the snack stash in her nightstand.

I slip between the walls before she returns, traveling through the station undetected. I pause when I hear her sweet voice coming from the room on the other side of the wall.

“…you sure? I’m familiar with Starsfalls now, you don’t need to spend your day off babysitting me,” she says.

“It’s not like that. We want Starsfalls to feel like home. We can show you the local spots, catch you up on town gossip,” a deep voice replies.

“Especially this time of year. You don’t want to overlook the best seasonal coffee spots, do you?” a different voice says.

She laughs, the sound warm and bright, like lying in front of the fireplace.

“Alright, let’s go. Just don’t feel like you need to spend the whole break with me. I can find things to entertain myself,” she says, sentence fading as she leaves the room.

Other voices filter through the wall, but I ignore them. Now that she left, I’m no longer interested in the conversation.

I continue on, leaving the voices behind.


Chapter 13
Hestia
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It’s our first day on leave, and the guys convinced me they wanted to take me into town and show me around. For some reason I agreed, even though I really should have protested that they ought to go spend time with their omega.

It’s too late now, we’re almost to the coffee shop, but maybe after our drinks I can convince them I don’t need supervision off the clock.

I’ve never had this much downtime before. Even when we had breaks at the academy, I was studying or training.

Except for a few hobbies, it’s shocking to realize I don’t have much of a life outside of work. I was so focused on my goal of becoming a rescuer for so long, and now that I’m almost there, I don’t know what else to do.

It’s about time I figure that out. If I pass my training period, this will be my schedule going forward, several weeks on and several weeks off.

Charm looks over at my sigh, and I quickly paste a smile on my face. His smile grows in response.

“Quickie Coffee is my favorite coffee shop. They have several chocolate flavors that you’ll like,” he says.

I look away to hide my blush, pleased he remembered how much I love chocolate with my caffeine. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, they’ve seen how I take my coffee plenty of times now. Henri or one of the others make me one every morning.

Still, it gets me all tingly that Charm paid attention to things I like. I ride that high for the rest of the walk, not even feeling the icy wind on my face or hair whipping around me.

Orion opens the door to the café, and the warm, coffee-scented air flows out.

I follow the scent to the counter and gaze in awe at the menu.

I sense my teammates join me while I’m engrossed in deciding what to order. Charm was right, they have many chocolate options—chocolate sauce, chocolate shavings, cocoa powder, spiced hot chocolate, chocolate sprinkles, chocolate cream, basically chocolate in every state of matter imaginable.

When I go to new restaurants, I like to try something on the menu before requesting a custom drink, which is why it’s taking me so long to decide instead of simply ordering the most chocolatey coffee they can make.

There are a lot of seasonal drinks to look through. They have the classics along with some I’ve never heard of, a sugar plum iced latte, spiced coconut coffee, a toasted marshmallow latte with marshmallow fluff rimming the cup, and a spiced molasses cappuccino.

“Do you need help deciding?” The blonde omega behind the counter asks.

“Everything sounds so good. Are there any seasonal coffees that are a must-try?” I say.

That was the right question apparently, because the barista launches into a thorough explanation of their menu. She tells me about the tasting notes for each drink, and I listen carefully so I can make a fully informed decision.

I go back and forth with her, narrowing down my choices until I decide on one.

She happily rings it up along with my teammates' orders, and Orion pays.

“Where do you want to sit?” Magnus asks me.

I scan the café, seeing it for the first time. I didn’t notice anything apart from the menu before.

“Over there,” I say, nodding at a table with window seats.

There’s a couch and a mishmash of chairs pulled up around it. I sit on the couch, sinking into the plush cushions.

With the scents of coffee and sweetness in the air, the warmth from the vents, and the subtle buzz of people, I could spend the whole day here relaxing and melding with the couch.

Henri and Cato bring the drinks over when they’re ready, and Cato joins me on the couch even though there’s still one open chair. He takes up more space than he needs, filling the other two cushions. I’ve noticed he loves to sprawl out wherever he is, and usually ends up sitting close to me. He doesn’t seem to have much sense of personal space.

I ignore his rich chocolate scent, pretending it’s the smell of my coffee that’s making my mouth water.

I ordered a drink from the menu but couldn’t help adding a little extra chocolate to my peppermint bark latte. The whipped cream on top is even peppermint flavored, with red and green peppermint candy chunks and small curls of chocolate shavings. My customization was adding thick slices of chocolate that they cut off a huge chocolate bar and stuck in the side of the drink.

I angle the cup to sip some coffee along with the whipped cream, and it tastes even better than I imagined. Both flavors are strong, sharp peppermint and dark chocolate, but they blend well together.

I savor it for a few minutes before selecting a mini poached pear tart and a cranberry hand pie from the pile of pastries Orion ordered.

The guys talk about the town’s holiday decorations while I’m lost in the food, only half-listening.

“I can never tell if the decorations are the same, but every year I think Starsfalls outdoes itself,” Charm says.

“They reuse the lights and garlands but change up where they put them. The town council rarely repeats designs even when they use themes from prior years,” Henri says.

“What’s the theme this year? There were a lot of stripes,” Charm says.

“I heard it’s candy land, so candy cane stripes, and I saw gumdrops, licorice, and lollipop decorations,” Henri says.

“Do you enjoy sucking on candy canes?” Cato whispers in my ear.

I choke on my coffee, the chocolate flavor sticking in my throat.

“Cato!” Orion snaps, so harsh it sounds like a bark.

But Cato is unaffected, so it must not have been.

“Yes?” he says lazily.

His thigh is hot pressed against mine, Cato’s arm draped over the back of my seat.

“You’re not allowed to say things like that just because we’re off the clock,” Orion grits out.

“It’s a simple question. Not everyone likes peppermint,” Cato says.

Charm rubs my back after checking that I’m not actually choking. I take a swig of water to wash down the cream.

“She got a peppermint drink, she obviously likes it. And there’s no reason to ask about it like that,” Magnus says.

“Like what?” Cato blinks at him.

“Like—” Magnus’s mouth snaps shut, apparently unwilling to spell out the innuendo.

“It’s fine,” I say, finally clearing my throat.

“It’s not fine. Don’t ask our trainee inappropriate things like that,” Orion says.

“What do you mean?” Cato repeats, tilting his head like he honestly doesn’t know what they’re talking about.

Orion’s eye twitches.

“Let’s just forget about it. I do like peppermint,” I tell Cato primly.

If I don’t act flustered about it, I’m sure he’ll give up on the joke. And if he’s actually serious, then there’s his answer.

Since the others are still glaring at him, I’m guessing Cato isn’t as innocent as he’s playing.

“Silly jokes are fine, they don’t bother me. I just wasn’t expecting it,” I say.

Their standoff continues, so, hoping to distract them, I ask, “What kind of holiday activities are going on around here?”

I have several weeks off with nothing to do except for a bit of studying to keep up with the latest field research and reports. I should plan a list of Fun Winter Things To Do So Life Doesn’t Pass Me By and I’m Dead Before I Know It.

The title might need some work, or at least an acronym.

Fun Winter Things To Do Before I’m Dead?

FWTTDBID.

That’s better.

I should make a list for every season.

I’m so focused on list logistics I almost miss their response.

“Most shops have winter collections, so if you want sweaters or blankets or evergreen-scented soap, this is the time to get it. That is, if you can handle all the holiday music they play,” Charm says.

I laugh. “Is it that bad? I kind of like it, as long as they don’t repeat the same ‘All I Want for Yule is Your Pack’ song over and over.”

The coffee shop has festive music playing low enough that it’s pleasant background noise.

“I like it too. But someone worked at a lodge where they played the same CD all winter. Now he complains whenever we spend too long in a store with loud holiday music,” he says with a grin.

“No! Who?” I say.

Charm nods at the other end of the table, and I whip around. Magnus hangs his head and sighs.

I try to stifle my laughter.

I can just picture a younger Magnus standing behind the desk at a cozy lodge, greeting guests with a grimace while cheery music plays.

“How awful. I’m glad you survived those harsh winters,” I say.

I couldn’t stand listening to the same twelve songs eight hours a day for months on end either.

“I’m okay with holiday music these days. I can even listen to some of those same songs without getting flashbacks,” Magnus says.

I attempt to turn my laugh into a cough, and Charm pats my back, playing along with my charade.

“But wait, we’ve been playing music at the station. Is that irritating?” I ask, suddenly remembering the backdrop to many of our evenings.

“No, it doesn’t bother me at home. I think it’s the combination of too many people and repetitive noise that irritates me,” Magnus says.

“That makes sense, I don’t like crowds either,” I say. “Besides shopping, are there any other seasonal things to do?”

I already added shopping and listen to holiday songs to my mental FWTTDBID list.

“Starsfalls is ramping up for the Winterfalls Festival,” Orion says. “The main event is the street fair in a few weeks, but some things are already open. The town square has food trucks, a skating rink, and the giant Yule tree. If you go outside of town, there are horse-drawn sleigh rides, holiday light displays, and skiing or tubing on the hills.”

“There’s ice skating?” I ask excitedly.

Orion smiles. “There’s ice skating. We could go once we’re done here.”

“Yes!” I say without thinking.

I hurry through the last of my food, but after a few minutes of vigorous eating, I remember what I meant to tell them.

“Um, I can find the skating rink by myself. You don’t have to come with me,” I say.

“I’d like to go too. I haven’t done much skating this year,” Charm says, and the others agree.

I don’t understand. I thought they’d go see their omega. If I had a pack and hadn’t seen them for weeks, they better be running off that mountain to get to me.

I shake my head to banish that image. I’m not sure where it came from. I’ve never really thought about what it would be like to have my own pack, and I don’t know why I’m considering it now.

“Isn’t there something else you need to do? Someone you need to see?” I hint.

“No, nothing pressing. We’ll restock a few things while we’re in town, but we don’t have to do that today,” Orion says.

I frown before I can stop myself.

“If you want some time to yourself though, we can let you go. I know you’ve been stuck with us for the past few weeks. I’ll leave you the keys for the truck, and you’re free to do whatever you want as long as you’re back before our next shift,” he says.

Orion gathers his coat like he’s making to leave, and the others follow suit after a moment (all except for Cato, but I know how much he hates to wear layers. He won’t put his coat on until just before he steps outside).

“No, it’s not that! I just thought…” I trail off.

They pause, gloves and scarves in hand.

“Ithoughtyou’dbespendingtimewithyouromega,” I blurt out.

“You—what?” Orion says.

I huff. I don’t know why he’s making me repeat myself.

“I enjoy hanging out with you, but…I thought you’d spend the break with—with your omega,” I say.

No one says anything for a long minute, and I worry I overstepped a boundary. Orion did just get onto Cato for that.

Finally, Orion says, “We don’t have an omega. Our pack is just the five of us.”

I glance at the others, and they look just as confused as I feel.

“Oh. But. Oh.”

My stomach drops. I thought—their files said they were a Pack, in italics. That denotes a pack is closed to new members, which usually happens after they find their mate(s) and consider their pack complete.

I’m stupid.

I shouldn’t have jumped right to that conclusion. Not all packs feel the need for a mate, omega or not. There are any number of reasons they could have chosen to close their pack, and regardless, it’s none of my businesses.

Of course they wouldn’t ignore their mate if they had one. I never heard them talking on the phone with them, or talking about them, or, fuck, rescuers’ partners are allowed to live at the station. Those should have been glaring signs that I am, in fact, an idiot.

I assumed they had an omega because of that one little word. I’m no better than the people who assume things about me based on my designation.

“I’m sorry, I thought—because your pack is closed—sorry. I didn’t mean to pry,” I say.

“It’s okay. That’s a common assumption,” Charm says, kind and sweet as always.

“Many packs close after finding a mate, it’s not surprising you would think that. We should have mentioned it earlier. We closed our pack because it comes up occasionally with lone alphas looking to join our group, and we’re satisfied with our current arrangement,” Orion says. “Regardless, it’s understandable if you don’t want to spend your break with your coworkers. We’ll let you unwind without your bosses hanging around.”

“No, I’m having fun! I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t keeping you from anything. I’m happy to go skating together. I’m ready, let’s go,” I say, jumping up from my seat.

Cato laughs at my flustered attempt to cover up my awkwardness. I glare at him before remembering I’m supposed to be contrite after being so rude and presumptuous.

I replace the glare with a polite smile, and Cato’s smirk grows.

Thankfully they accept my suggestion without further prodding, and we head out.

Whyyyy did I think they had an omega just because of one italicized word when all the evidence pointed to the contrary?

I never caught even a whiff of an omega in their lives, literally or figuratively.

Wait, does this mean Cato is hitting on me?


Chapter 14
Charm
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Hestia’s behavior has been off since we corrected her about not having an omega.

She was quiet on the walk to the town square. I tried to make conversation, but she only gave me one-word answers or hummed noises of acknowledgement. I ended up carrying on the conversation by myself.

Hestia isn’t an agitated patient that I need to soothe. She’s allowed to be left to her own thoughts, but I couldn’t help myself from trying to fix whatever’s bothering her.

I never even thought to mention that we don’t have a mate. Orion filed the paperwork to close our pack years ago, though it’s a formality that can be easily undone. Even if I had thought about it, I would have dismissed it as creepy to specifically tell our omega trainee that we don’t have an omega.

It’s nice that HR gives us employee bios so we know who we’ll be teaming up with, but I can’t help but be annoyed with them for causing this misunderstanding.

I’m worried Hestia only felt safe joining our station because she thought we already had an omega, and now she’s uncomfortable.

What if she wants to leave us?

I wouldn’t stop her, but I don’t want her to go.

We’ll just have to continue being as professional as possible so she feels comfortable again.

While living and working together and spending our time off together.

I sigh and rub my face.

I’m not sure going ice skating was the best idea after that revelation, but it’s too late. We’re already tying on our skates.

Hestia has one on, but she’s struggling with the laces on the other. I’m barely holding myself back from helping. Since she’s been so closed off, I don’t want to invade her space.

Her silence apparently doesn’t bother Magnus, because he gets on his knees and reaches for the troublesome skate.

Hestia holds her foot out, and he makes quick work of the knots.

She doesn’t seem nervous around him.

When I helped her untangle her scarf a few minutes ago, she pulled away immediately afterward. I thought that meant she wanted us to keep our distance, but maybe it’s only me she doesn’t want help from.

Magnus helps her walk to the rink, and she holds onto him as they slide onto the ice.

I watch from the sidelines, squeezing the railing as he steadies her.

Hestia and I have been getting along fine. There’s no reason to think she doesn’t like me. I’m sure she’s just embarrassed about the misunderstanding.

The skaters whirl past, their movements nowhere near as fast as my thoughts.

Cato puts his hand on my shoulder, making me jump.

“Shouldn’t you get out there to catch her before she falls?” he says with a smirk.

“Magnus has it covered,” I say.

“Extra hands are always appreciated.” Cato licks his lip.

I roll my eyes and look away, gaze drawn immediately back to Hestia. “The academy trains everyone to skate, she’ll be fine.”

Magnus is holding her hands now, skating backward while she follows him, legs wobbling like a newborn foal.

“She can skate, right?” I mutter.

“Go support her backside,” Cato says.

I glare at him.

“Why are you still here? Don’t you have things to take care of?” I say.

He just smiles, expression as enigmatic as his end of the bond.

Interrogating Cato has never gotten us anywhere, so I leave him to his own devices and join the others on the ice. Not that I plan to grab at Hestia’s back end like he’s suggesting.

If Cato keeps acting like this, Orion will need to set more boundaries.

He wasn’t like this with other trainees. I hoped his teasing was playful, like a brother who enjoys being annoying, since that’s how he is with us. I’ve been willfully ignoring Cato’s sexual interest in Hestia, but I can’t overlook it anymore.

I’m sure he just needs to blow off some steam, and then he’ll be able to treat her like any other coworker.

Except Cato is still hanging around when usually he’s long gone by now. I’ll have to keep him away from her until he gets bored and finds entertainment elsewhere.

I trail after Hestia, who is watching her feet as they skate around the edge of the rink. Magnus is still in front of her, going slow, weaving between the other couples.

He seems to have things covered, but I’m here for her too.

A father and his young daughter slowly speed past us.

Eventually Hestia gets her feet under her, and they pick up the pace. Magnus returns to her side, but she holds his hand in a tight grip.

Music pumps through the speakers, and the song “Holly Jolly Alpha” comes on.

The skating rink is next to the giant Yule tree they put up every year. It’s covered in so many lights it makes the streetlights unnecessary at night.

Garlands cover the lampposts and statues, and more lights are strung around the edges of the rink, the gazebo, and every other surface in the park.

It’s hard to be upset in a magical place like this. My concerns about Cato’s behavior and fear that Hestia wants to leave fade. The only thing that remains is enjoying our time together.

We skate on frozen ponds up in the mountains, but it’s been a while since we visited the rink in town. I’m glad we’re showing Hestia around, it feels good to spend time in the community. I enjoy our relative solitude, but it’s nice to visit sometimes and⁠—

Hestia drops suddenly, and I dart forward.

I catch her before she hits the ice, hands on her hips, chest pressed against her back. Magnus mirrors me, his face (well, more his neck) in front of mine, Hestia squished between us.

She’s breathing hard and I can feel her heart racing almost like it’s inside me, pounding next to mine.

“Are you alright?” Orion asks, quickly skating over.

“I’m okay. I think. I saw sky for a second, but I don’t think I hit the ground. I didn’t, did I?” Hestia says, blinking up at us.

“No, they were all over you too fast for that,” Cato says.

I glare at him, and he smiles back.

“I think I need to practice my skating a bit more,” she says, laughing shakily.

“You’re doing great. You must have hit a slick patch,” Henri says, brushing her hair out of her face.

I suddenly realize we’re holding her up, Hestia’s feet dangling above the ice. I nod at Magnus and we carefully set her down. She holds onto his coat as she finds her balance. I keep my hands on her hips but put some space between us.

When she’s ready, Magnus leads her to the edge of the rink, the rest of us following behind.

Hestia’s eyes are wide, and she’s blinking a lot.

I rub her back and ask, “Do you want to stop for now? Get some hot chocolate?”

She twitches at the mention of chocolate. I figured that would get her attention. She blinks a few more times and takes a deep breath, her big brown eyes finally focusing on us.

“You don’t have to stop on my account. I’ll get back out there in a minute,” she says.

“I could go for a big hot chocolate,” I say.

“With lots of cream,” Cato adds.

I elbow him, but he darts away before I connect.

“That does sound good, if you’re sure you want to stop,” Hestia says.

“Of course. I’m ready for a break,” I say with a smile.

Hestia smiles back, melting away the last of my worries. Whatever her thoughts since we left the coffee shop, at least she doesn’t seem to hate me.

We aim for the exit, me on one side and Magnus on the other.

Hestia’s hand brushes against mine. When it happens again, her pinky curls around me, and I wrap my hand around hers. I hold it tight until it’s time to take our skates off.

The five of us hover around Hestia as we get in line for hot chocolate.

It’s not just Cato that’s behaving differently. Have we ever been this…attentive with other trainees? Or even other omegas back when we were dating?

No my alpha whispers, but I ignore him, not ready to face the truth.


Chapter 15
Hestia
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The mug warms my hands while I wait for the whipped cream to melt into the hot chocolate.

I watch hungrily as the fluffy cream slowly sinks in, and when I can’t stand it any longer, I take my first sip.

It’s smooth and rich, the chocolate perfectly balanced with the milk.

Something tickles my nose, and Henri is pulling a napkin away when I open my eyes.

“You had some whipped cream there,” he explains.

“Oh, thanks,” I say casually.

I duck my head and furiously rub my face to make sure there’s nothing else on it.

“You should have licked it off,” Cato tells him.

His packmates immediately reprimand him.

I stifle my laughter at Cato’s attitude, not seeming to notice their irritation with him.

“That comment was unnecessary,” Orion says.

“Why waste good food? Don’t you agree, Hestia?” Cato says.

“Napkins work better than a tongue,” Henri says before I can reply.

“I suppose it depends on the skill of the tongue,” Cato says.

Henri blushes, and Orion and Charm scold him again.

I bury my face in my cup to hide my giggles.

Cato smirks and lets them talk. Orion is saying something about integrity and social awareness. To be honest, I’m not following his lecture that closely either.

It is funny when Cato flusters people other than me. Henri looked cute getting all embarrassed about the tongue thing.

Plus, Cato’s right, why waste good food.

I lick off some of the whipped cream since it isn’t melting fast enough, making sure to scoop up some of the chocolate shavings and gingerbread spice.

I forget my plan to just take a little off the top and end up eating most of the whipped cream before I realize what I’m doing.

Everyone is staring when I look up.

“My tongue seems skilled enough,” is the only thing I can think to say, and give them a thumbs up.

Charm sounds like he’s choking. Henri rubs his nose nervously. Magnus, of course, just turns away. Orion’s mouth is open, but no coherent words come out.

And Cato. Cato actually laughs.

I don’t think I’ve ever heard a full-throated laugh from him before, it’s always snickering or smug chuckles.

His laugh is amazing, deep and rumbly like a purr, the sound a caress.

I never imagined my stupid response would elicit that reaction. It makes me want to keep teasing him to hear it again and again.

“Do you want to go for a walk around the square? We haven’t seen all the decorations yet,” Charm says, his voice higher than usual, clearly trying to ignore my innuendo.

“Sure, that sounds fun,” I say, accepting the change in subject.

I don’t want to make the others uncomfortable, so I’ll save my spicier teasing for when Cato and I are alone.

We go over to look at the Yule tree, even though you can see it from across the square. It’s covered in multicolor lights and tinsel, glittering and twinkling under the snowy gray sky. The only ornaments are large, golden glass stars. Some of the tinsel is arranged to look like light trails behind them, falling stars. The largest star is at the top of the tree, lit from within by more twinkling lights.

“Do you like it?” Orion asks.

“It’s amazing! So big and bright,” I say, still staring up at the tree.

“Starsfalls always has great holiday decorations. I think this would be impressive even for a big city surrounded by skyscrapers. Although I’ll admit it’s been a while since we spent a winter anywhere else, so things in the cities may have changed,” Orion says. “I know the academy is near several cities, and moving here takes some adjustment.”

“I hadn’t thought about it like that. We spend so much time in classes or training, I didn’t go off campus much. This is one of the most impressive Yule trees I’ve ever seen. With a town like this, you don’t need the big cities,” I say.

“I’m glad you feel that way. Our pack has been here for so long, I’ve forgotten any adaptations we had to make to living in a rural area,” Orion says.

“Cities always had too much hustle and bustle for me. Quiet towns are more my speed,” Henri says.

“A quiet life is nice,” Charm says. “Outside of work, of course. Plenty of excitement there.”

I laugh and agree.

I’ve been so happy to help people, I haven’t felt the intensity of our emergency calls since that first one. It has been nice to go back to our cozy station in the evenings and sit in front of the fire, enjoying the warmth and company of my teammates.

“Starsfalls has always reminded me of home. I grew up by the seaside, where life was slow-paced and we got our excitement from the fishing boats. Whenever they pulled in a big catch or an unusual fish, it was the talk of the town,” Charm says.

“Did you do any fishing?” I ask.

Now that he mentions it, I can picture Charm out there, sandy blonde hair blowing in the breeze, freckles just as dark as they are now with all the time he spends outside. His green eyes have always reminded me of sea glass. I bet he looks just as good on the beach as he does in the mountains.

“I worked on a few boats,” he says. “Mostly in the summers when I wasn’t in school. And like most people there, I did plenty of fishing from the docks. Fish fries, lobster boils, and oyster roasts were common. After high school, I did commercial fishing for about a year before deciding it wasn’t what I wanted to do forever and left for the Rescuer Academy.”

Charm obviously enjoys the outdoors. I can’t say I’d want to spend all my time on the water either, so it makes sense to shift to something that still gives you plenty of time in nature.

“I’ve always lived in remote places, except for when I was at the academy. Towns were an adjustment for me,” Magnus says.

“Really?” I say, looking up at him.

He nods.

I haven’t thought much about what they did before becoming rescuers, so I’m not sure why that surprises me so much.

“What kinds of places?” I ask.

“Similar to the mountains here, except further away from any towns. We lived off-grid and subsisted on things my family grew or hunted,” Magnus says.

“Wow, so you grew up training for this kind of job,” I say.

Not that we have to survive off-grid, but knowing how to live in the mountains surely gave him a leg up in a lot of areas.

Magnus smiles wryly. “I suppose so. I learned how important it is to be prepared for accidents when you’re living on your own,” he says, gesturing at his face where the scar across his mouth pulls on his lip.

Even so, it takes me a minute to get what he means. I hardly notice the scars and haven’t thought about them much beyond being sad that he clearly went through something painful.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Magnus. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories,” I say, stroking his arm.

“It’s okay, it doesn’t bother me to talk about it,” he says. “It was a memorable way to learn that sometimes you’ll need help, and it’s okay to ask for it. My parental pack got too invested in doing everything themselves. So when a tree fell on our house during a storm, they didn’t have a plan for getting help. I was trapped under it through the night until they managed to get me out. At least they realized I needed a hospital after that. Luckily I was the only one who was seriously injured and I made a full recovery besides some scarring. I don’t blame them for wanting to live on their own, I just think everyone should have a safety net.”

“That must have been terrifying. I’m so glad you’re okay,” I say.

Poor Magnus going through that, I can’t imagine. Even though I learned how to deal with difficult rescues, it’s not the same as experiencing that yourself.

“Is that why you joined the Rescuers?”

“It was a big part of it. Joining the Rescuers was a natural progression after I decided I didn’t want to remain isolated like my family. After a few odd jobs, I joined the academy. Now I can support those who want to live and play in the mountains,” he says.

“The Rescuers are lucky to have you,” I say earnestly.

Magnus puts his hand over mine and squeezes it gently.

It might be selfish of me, but I’m glad he didn’t choose to stay with his parental pack. I’ve loved working with him, and I can’t imagine our station without him.

The crowd around the Yule tree has cleared, and we’re one of the few groups left. Magnus releases my hand, and I awkwardly shuffle a few steps back after realizing I’m hovering, almost pressed against him.

“Do you want to get your picture taken in front of the tree?” Henri asks me.

“Yes, that’s a great idea! I’m not good at remembering to get pictures,” I say, already adjusting my hair.

I fluff it so the pink waves sit neatly over my scarf.

When I look up, Henri has his phone out, ready to take a picture. The others are next to him, leaving me alone in front of the tree.

“Wait, I thought we were going to take it together. Our first team photo,” I say, struggling to keep a whine out of my voice.

“I thought you would want a picture of you to send to your friends and family,” Henri says.

“We can do one of me, but then we have to get a picture with all of us,” I say sternly.

Taking pictures is a good addition to the FWTTDBID list—preserving festive memories. So they better fall in line and do what I say.

They quickly agree, luckily for them.

I smile and Henri takes a few pictures of me before asking someone to get one with all of us.

The guys surround me, leaving me in the front since I’m the shortest (by far).

I paste a smile on my face as our photographer lifts the phone.

He snaps a few pictures, squints at the screen, and takes a few more.

I struggle not to fidget. Having them standing so close, looming over me, is making the back of my neck prickle even worse than when Cato stares at me.

My stomach is tingly and I feel myself getting wetter even with my special slick-wicking underwear.

Must be an omega instinct. If alphas are behind me, I should be prepared to get fucked, apparently.

The man is still taking photos, moving the phone around and changing settings, until, finally, he decides he’s taken enough.

“I think I got some good ones,” he says, handing it back to Henri.

“They look great. Thank you,” Henri says.

“Anytime, young man. I’m Gerald,” he introduces himself, and they shake hands. “Let me know whenever you need me to take more pictures of your handsome pack and lovely omega.”

“We’re not—we’re coworkers,” Henri stammers, but Gerald is already walking back to his family and doesn’t appear to hear.

“He’s almost right,” I say with a laugh, but I’m blushing just as much as he is.

Henri sends me the photos, and I swipe through them, admiring how festive and cheerful we look with the tree behind us.

I don’t know if it’s because Gerald put the thought in my head or if my omega is still feeling frisky, but it does kind of look like they’re my pack.

I was thinking about posting our picture on my seldom-used social media accounts, but after seeing it, I definitely can’t. People don’t always read captions, and I don’t want to wade through a bunch of comments congratulating me on finding a pack.

None of the guys comment on the photos besides saying they turned out well.

“Where to now? Do you want to visit the shops?” Charm asks.

“Sure,” I say.

On our way back to the shopping district, I take pictures of the decorations now that Henri reminded me I should document the season.

Speaking of, I spy a store with lots of twinkling lights in the window display.

I wonder if they would mind if I get some decorations for the station. I already set up my meager Yule decorations in my rooms, a few festive pillows shaped like trees and candy canes, some nutcrackers, and nesting dolls. There were already colorful fairy lights in my nest, so I only had to add a few more.

“Would it be okay if I buy decorations and put them up in the common areas?” I ask Henri tentatively. He seems to be the one who’s in charge of the household.

“Of course, you’re welcome to decorate however you’d like,” he says.

“We’ll buy anything you want,” Orion says, already herding me to the closest store.

“We still need to bring down the rest of our Yule decorations. We can put them up together if you’d like to,” Henri says.

They convince me to let them buy tons of decorations, with promises to help put them up tomorrow.
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Cheerful music is playing, the fire is crackling, and hot chocolate is warming while Orion and Magnus wrestle a giant box down the staircase.

I’m dreaming of a knotty Yule is the background tune to their struggles.

I was told to wait in the foyer while they get the decorations out of storage. I offered to help, but they said the boxes were too big and it would be best if they brought them down.

I would’ve argued, but I’d rather save my energy for the decorating part than use it on the carrying heavy boxes part.

They didn’t let me help bring in the decorations we bought yesterday either.

I must have passed out on the ride back to the station last night because I have no recollection of going to bed. I woke up in my actual bedroom, not the nest where I usually sleep. Someone took my coat and shoes off, leaving me in my sweater and leggings, before tucking me in.

When I came downstairs this morning, our bags were sitting in the foyer, waiting for us to start decorating. I’m glad they didn’t unpack them, otherwise they would’ve ruined my surprise.

After breakfast, I pulled their Yule gifts out of the bags and snuck them up to my room without anyone seeing. I don’t think they noticed me buying them yesterday either, so the secret is safe.

While I wait for them to get the box down, Cato suddenly slides down the brass pole, holding a faux tree under one arm. His other arm is stretched above him and one leg is wrapped around the pole, chest muscles flexing with the controlled slide. He’s shirtless, of course, so every chiseled inch is on display.

I soak up every second as he spins around, gray sweatpants clinging so tightly that he might as well be naked for all they leave to the imagination, his thick pole clearly pressed against the brass pole.

Either time slows or Cato does as he nears the bottom, because it feels like long minutes until he finally lands.

Cato smirks as he passes me, and I turn to watch him go, tree tucked securely under his arm. I wish it was me.

A loud thud makes me jump, and I spin around to see Magnus and Orion made it down the stairs.

I duck my head and follow them to the living room where Cato is sprawled on the couch, his tree propped up in the corner. I allow myself one subtle look at him before helping unpack the box.

We remove the packing paper to reveal colorful ornaments in all shapes and sizes. My focus narrows to the bright baubles, and I start sorting them into piles based on style. Magnus kneels next to me and hands over each new ornament for me to categorize.

“What are you doing with that tree? Did you even bring the stand down?” Orion asks.

“I didn’t know where Hestia wanted it,” Cato says, unmoving.

“Anywhere is fine. This is your station too,” I say distractedly, waving my hand around.

Should I put just the round ornaments on the tree, or mix them with other shapes to make it more eclectic?

I vaguely hear Orion drag Cato out.

Once I have all the ornaments sorted, Magnus takes away the box so I have room to work.

I hum to myself as I look over my shiny hoard. The red and white ornaments twinkle in the firelight, and I decide to tuck a few into the evergreen garland over the mantel.

I get a few hooked on, but the fireplace is so big I have to stretch on my toes to reach the higher sections.

I’m trying to get a red ornament on when I’m suddenly lifted.

“Cato,” I gasp, his chocolate scent surrounding me.

His arm is around my waist, my back pressed against his chest. I can feel every plane of his body, every hard bulge against my curves.

“What are you doing?” I say.

He presses his cheek against mine before answering, “Helping you decorate.”

“I d-don’t,” I stutter, brain malfunctioning with his body on mine and his scent in my nose.

He grabs my wrist and pulls my arm up.

“Now you can reach,” he whispers.

I’m hyperventilating so hard I feel like I’m going to pass out. My pussy, on the other hand, is awake and ready for action. I’m so wet I think I can smell myself over the descenters.

“Cato! What are you doing,” Orion barks.

“I’m helping decorate,” he says.

“What does that have to do with manhandling Hestia?”

“It’s so she can reach.” Cato releases my wrist to gesture at my feet dangling off the ground.

“Get a ladder,” Orion growls.

“Ladders are dangerous. Do you know how many people fall off a ladder every year?” he says.

“Over five hundred thousand,” I reply automatically.

Cato laughs, body rumbling against mine.

Apparently my base self can still access my knowledge even when the rest of my brain has shut down.

“Then hold the ladder. Put Hestia down,” Orion commands.

Cato grumbles but does as he says, setting me gently on my feet—after grinding my body against his on the way down.

I stagger away, flushed, burning from the inside out.

I avoid looking at Orion, not wanting him to see how much that affected me. If he thinks Cato is bothering me, he’ll try to stop him from touching me again, which would be bad.

Or good.

Wait, which is it?

I’m not supposed to be getting horny for my bosses.

But it felt so good having Cato touch me.

Except I’m supposed to behave professionally.

I’m too horny to figure out what to do.

While I have an internal crisis, Cato pulls a ladder out from behind the tree and sets it up in front of the fireplace, staring at Orion all the while.

Cato then turns his back on him to help me up the ladder.

I’m surprised to find I still have the ornament clutched in my hand, and I carefully place it next to the others.

Orion hands me the next ornament and watches to make sure Cato’s hands stay at ten and two (my hips). Apparently he’s given up on telling Cato not to touch me at all.

Magnus returns and takes in our tense decorating strategy. He doesn’t comment on it, simply handing me another ornament.

I try to ignore Cato at my back, but my hand trembles as I work.
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I’m surprised it took this long for Cato to get handsy with Hestia.

I’ve seen how he acts since she joined us. He’s always circling her, tracking what she’s doing.

Still, I thought he’d be off like a shot once we went on break. Yet he spent all day with us (with Hestia, really), and even after we put her in bed last night, he didn’t leave.

I’m not sure how long he can go on like this, but unless he starts showing symptoms, I’ll leave it up to him to manage.

I don’t want to be the one to ruin his happiness. Cato seems to really like Hestia, and I don’t want to remind him he can’t have her. That should be Orion’s job as pack lead, and I’m going to be selfish and leave it to him.

Though if I ignore the broader context, it’s amusing watching Orion jealously watch Cato flirt with Hestia, while Hestia is seemingly unaware or simply pretending that Cato is just being friendly.

I’ve seen how she acts with him, too. Hestia blushes and pouts at his teasing, but she can’t take her eyes off him for long.

As entertaining as it is to watch Orion struggle to hold himself back while Cato has no such misgivings, the joke is on me too. I can’t be with her either.

For today though, no one will know if I pretend we’re a happy pack decorating for Yule with our omega. I’ll keep my hands to myself, unlike Cato, so my little fantasy won’t hurt anyone.

Hestia is playful with him, but that doesn’t mean she wants to join our pack. I’m sure she’s struggled enough to be taken seriously in this field. I don’t want to ruin things by letting on that her bosses are interested in her, even if we like her for who she is and not because she’s an available omega. We’re not allowed to date subordinates anyway, so it’s best to keep my feelings to myself.

Hestia laughs at whatever Cato whispered in her ear, distracting me from the depressing turn my thoughts have taken. Her laughter is warm, like the fire flickering nearby.

I’m going to enjoy today to the fullest, even if it involves a little delusion.

I hand her another ornament, and her big doe eyes dilate as she looks up at me. Her scent gets stronger too, sweet like fruitcake with a little spice mixed in.

Maybe I’m only imagining that last part, my delusions in full swing thinking that she’s just as attracted to me.

We installed a “better” air filtering system, and secretly I’ve been glad that our new system is just as shitty as the old one. It means the filters haven’t been able to completely wipe away her scent.

I’ve never found an omega who smells as good as she does. It’s the best thing I’ve ever smelled.

Her scent has been driving all of us crazy, though we haven’t admitted that out loud. Instead, we suddenly decided it was time to upgrade our HVAC system. We bought a top-of-the-line, industrial-grade one that’s supposed to filter out hormonal scents, the same kind they use in hospitals.

That marketing was obviously a lie, because Hestia’s scent lingers around the station just as much as before.

She hasn’t complained about living in a building covered in another pack’s scent. We got suppressants and switched to high-strength descenters before she moved in to make things more comfortable for her, but that doesn’t do much for removing our scents from the station, and the air filters clearly aren’t up to the task.

I’m sure it was an adjustment to get used to the scents of alphas hovering just outside her door. Though with the way she’s looking at me now, Hestia doesn’t seem to mind.

She takes the ornament from me, her small hand appearing even smaller next to mine.

I watch as she carefully places it on the garland before leaning back to inspect it.

I hastily bring my hand up to hover behind her back in case she leans too far. Cato still has his hands on her hips, but I can’t help the protective instinct.

I love working closely with her like this. I’d been avoiding her because she seemed afraid of me when we first met.

It wasn’t enough for fate to scar most of my body. I kept growing, and growing, until reaching my current giant stature. Either of those things tend to make people nervous, but combined, well, I don’t blame people for staring or moving out of my way. With how some of them react, I can only assume they think I got all these scars in knife fights or bar fights with broken bottles.

I’ve never been one for fighting, that’s Cato’s thing. The one thing my looks are good for is preventing fights since even alphas assume they’ll lose.

It’s not their reactions that bother me though. It’s the nervous and scared scents of omegas when they see me that agitate my alpha.

Like any alpha, I want to help omegas, instincts urging me to fix whatever’s upsetting them. In this case, the only solution is for me to stay away. It’s a confusing mix of push and pull, which results in me feeling even worse. That’s why typically I avoid omegas as much as possible.

When I heard our next trainee was an omega, I panicked.

My packmates reassured me everything would be fine. Our omega trainee would get used to working with me just like everyone else. We’ve had plenty of nervous trainees before.

Despite their reassurances, I had several days of quiet panic. I finally decided I would just avoid her when we’re not on the clock until she got used to being around me.

Hestia never had that fear scent, but she stumbled away when we picked her up that first day, so I assumed her descenters just covered it up.

Now, I think she might actually enjoy spending time with me. She even made sure to get a photo with us, pouting so cutely when we didn’t immediately join her. I’m glad Henri suggested it because now that’s my phone background.

Once Hestia decides the mantel is done, we move on to the tree.

We get the tree in the stand and pull out the lights. Hestia tries to help, but Cato sets her on the arm of the couch.

“I can do it too!” she says.

“We’ll get the lights on and then you can do the fun part and decorate it,” Orion says.

Hestia huffs but stays put.

We get the tree covered with cozy white lights in no time.

Charm and Henri come in just as we finish, Henri still brushing wayward snow off his curls.

“Were you able to get everything done?” Orion asks quietly while Hestia is distracted looking at ornaments with Cato.

“It’s all set up,” Charm whispers back, and Henri nods.

“What did you set up?” Hestia asks, making us jump.

Somehow she teleported over during our brief conversation.

I glare at Cato. The one time we needed him to keep her attention.

“The, um, other decorations. We put up a few things around the station we didn’t think you’d want to be involved in. Hanging wreaths on doors and—and putting garland on the banister,” Henri says quickly.

“Oh, okay! I’m happy to help with anything though,” she says with a smile.

Henri and Charm join us now that they’re done with our surprise.

Cato picks Hestia up so she can hang ornaments on the higher branches, and Orion pretends he doesn’t see it.

She hums along to the music as we work. Her scent spikes whenever we get close. It plays right into my fantasy, our omega happily decorating our home for the holidays.

I’m not playful like Cato, but I still orbit around Hestia, moving closer whenever I see an opportunity, brushing her hand when I give her an ornament.

But all too soon we’re done.

We stand back while Hestia inspects the tree. She fluffs a branch here, adjusts the lights or decorations there.

“It looks…amazing! It’s perfect!” Hestia says with a huge smile.

I relax now that our omega approves of our work.

“It’s beautiful,” Orion says.

“You did a great job styling it,” Charm says.

“The best tree we’ve ever had,” Henri agrees.

“Don’t be silly, most of these are your decorations. I’m sure your Yule tree always looks good,” Hestia says, but she’s pleased and blushing all the same.

“Are you ready for a break? We can have lunch in here to enjoy the decorations,” Orion says.

Hestia agrees, and Henri tells her to relax while he gets the food.

Cato is quick to slide in next to her on the couch. I take her other side, and Hestia smiles up at me.

“What’s your favorite winter food? I love the sweets obviously, but roasts and soups with homemade bread are so comforting,” she says, leaning so close her leg presses against mine.

It takes a second for my brain to restart, and I reply, “I love stews. They’re simple and easy, but always delicious. My favorite though is fruit preserves, especially when they’re made into something like fruitcake or mulled cider. Growing up, those were the best winter treats.”

Hestia blushes and looks down. Maybe I shouldn’t have specifically mentioned foods that smell like her scent, even though it’s the truth. Those have always been my favorite.

Henri brings lunch in, baked potato soup with fresh bread. I put my arm around her as I reach past her for my plate. She doesn’t move away, so I leave it there. Maybe I can be smooth like Cato.

The others talk about their favorite winter foods, but I’m more focused on Hestia than the conversation.

She stays tucked against my side while we eat. I hardly notice the taste of my food, too distracted by the feeling of her body against mine, even though it’s through several layers of clothes (since some of us wear shirts).

I wonder if she notices we’re acting like interested alphas rather than teammates.

Surely it’s obvious with all the ways we’re trying to provide for her, touching her and complimenting her.

She even called us out on the “best tree ever” thing.

Although the tree does look better than it ever has. Hestia truly has an eye for design. The station has never felt so much like home.

Maybe I am just an alpha in love.
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Itried to help Henri clean up after lunch, but somehow they redirected me again from doing chores.

I grab another cookie and jump up to sit on the counter. If they won’t let me help, I’ll appoint myself chore supervisor.

I glance at the gray sky through the kitchen windows. Some winter days are so bright with the sun reflecting off the white snow like it’s trying to blind you. Other days are so overcast and snowy, it’s hard to imagine the sun even exists. Today leans toward the latter.

It makes me appreciate a warm house and bright decorations even more.

“It’s a good day to stay inside. I’m glad the weather yesterday was nice for walking around town,” I say, swinging my legs.

No one says anything, and when I look over, I catch Charm and Orion looking away from each other. Everyone is avoiding eye contact with me, although I don’t see Cato anywhere.

“It is overcast,” Charm says.

“Yessss,” I say, drawing out the word when he doesn’t say anything else.

I look around the kitchen to see if I can figure out why they’re being cagey, and startle to find Cato leaning on the counter behind me. He smirks but doesn’t give any hint about what they’re up to.

“It’s not snowing much though. Do you want to go out to the fire pit? We can have dessert out there,” Charm says.

“That sounds fun!” I say, already forgetting about their weirdness at the promise of a cozy fire and food.

“Let’s go start the fire. Henri and Charm can bring the food,” Orion says.

We get our coats on, and I follow them out into the snow, walking along in their footprints since the snow is so high.

Magnus and Orion dust off the fire pit while Cato cleans off the log benches and sits down. He pulls me onto his lap, making me squeak.

I try to get up, but his arms are locked around my waist, so I end up wiggling around on his lap. Cato makes a rumbling noise, and I twist around to glare at him.

His expression is tight, intensely focused on me, more serious than I’ve ever seen him. My snarky response dies on my lips.

Cato’s eyes drop to my mouth, and his grip tightens as he hardens beneath me.

His face is barely a hair's breadth from mine when Orion says, “Do you want to light the fire?”

Cato jerks back, loosening his hold, and I scramble off his lap.

I stumble away, breathing hard.

Orion doesn’t comment on our almost kiss. I don’t know if he saw, if he knew what we were doing. He just hands me the matches, and I light one with shaking hands.

I can’t look them in the eyes, and I keep my head down while I get the fire going.

Orion’s hand brushes mine when I give the matches back, flustering me even more.

I was so close to a line I’m not allowed to cross, I was literally on top of it. I can’t believe I let it go that far.

Thankfully, Cato seemed just as surprised as I was to find himself in that situation. Now that we've come to our senses, I’m sure we’ll avoid anything close to inappropriate in the future.

“Cherrywood is one of my favorites, it always smells so good,” Orion says, apparently oblivious to what happened.

“It does,” I agree without thought.

It’s one thing to play around with Cato, but I can’t actually get with my bosses no matter how good they smell or how hard they get for me.

I’m still jittery. I need to sit down before I collapse.

I can’t risk sitting next to Cato, so I move toward the other benches, but Magnus steps in my way. I look up, confused, but his face is expressionless.

Orion moves in behind me, keeping me trapped.

My heart is pounding so hard I can feel it in my ears.

I look to Cato for help, but he’s still watching me with that intense expression.

“The moon is visible already,” Orion says.

I squint at him, unsure whether we’re going to kiss or not, and he nods toward the sky. I follow the gesture, finding the half-moon visible over the station.

“It’s pretty,” I say.

I try to look at him again, but Orion grabs my chin and forces me to keep watching.

Is this some kind of hazing thing?

I gasp as the station is suddenly illuminated, colorful lights covering the roof and chimneys, windows and doorframes, everything really. Even the greenhouses and nearby trees are wrapped in holiday lights. It reminds me of those grand pack houses you stop to admire when driving around looking at Yule lights. I never thought I’d live in a place like that.

It’s magical.

“Charm and Henri put the lights up earlier. We thought it would be a fun surprise to see it lit for the first time,” Orion says, letting go.

It was a surprise. Such a big surprise that I almost forgot about Cato’s hard co⁠—

“Do you like it?” Magnus asks.

“Yes, it’s beautiful! I love it,” I say.

“Good. I hope you’ll excuse the heavy-handedness. I didn’t want you to miss the moment,” Orion says, sounding relieved.

Henri and Charm trudge out into the snow now that they’ve plugged the lights in. When I spot them, I rush to meet them and thank them for the surprise.

I feel bad they were climbing around out here all morning. If I’d known, I would have brought them snacks and hot chocolate.

My thanks seem to be enough though, and they’re pleased I enjoyed the surprise.

Charm helps me get settled near the fire, facing the station so I can enjoy the view. He tucks a blanket around me, and Henri hands out the desserts.

I tense as Cato worms his way under the blanket, but he doesn’t do anything more than press his side against mine.

When Henri circles around for the third time to see if anyone needs a refill, I grab his sleeve and tug him down next to me.

I give him one of my snowman cookies and tell him to relax and eat. He’s flustered but accepts it and takes a bite.

I tuck the blanket around him, trying to ensure he stays put instead of playing host.

When I pull back, Henri is frozen, and my eyes snag on his plump lips. Some of the sparkling sugar from the cookie clings to them, and I lick my own lips, wanting to taste it.

I catch myself before I do anything more and look away.

I can’t avoid his scent though. Henri’s sugar cookie scent is more mouthwatering than the actual cookies.

Henri clears his throat and resumes eating.

I keep my eyes trained on the lights, since those don’t spark lustful thoughts.

They really do brighten things up. I don’t even notice how overcast it is now that our home is so colorful, the lights reflecting off the snow.

No wonder they became a tradition. It’s harder for the gray, dark winter days to get to you when you have cheery lights to lift your spirits. There’s something special about seeing them at home and around town, like the whole world is cheerful with you.

We relax in silence for a while until Charm suggests we build snowmen. I enthusiastically agree, and Orion goes inside to get supplies while the rest of us start making snowballs.

I stop to rest after rolling one until it’s waist-high, and see we all had the same idea to make giant snowmen.

Charm stacks my snowballs on top of each other once they’re ready, and my snowman ends up being taller than me.

Henri lifts me, and Orion hands me the button eyes, carrot nose, and button mouth to put on it. I finish my snowman off with a hat and plaid scarf.

Cato offers me a bundle of sticks, and I choose a pair for the arms.

Once the guys are done adding their snowmen’s accessories, I walk around admiring their work.

When I get to Magnus’s snowman, I find a round snowblob sitting at its feet. The blob has button eyes, a straight stick mouth, and four small sticks around the base.

I laugh when I realize what it must be. “Is that Pete?”

“Yes, that’s what I was going for. I thought the sticks for legs would make it obvious it’s supposed to be an animal at least,” Magnus says.

“He’s perfect! The best snow frog I’ve ever seen,” I say.

Magnus smiles big and bright, flashing his pointy canine teeth. The sight makes my heart skip a beat. It’s the most I’ve ever seen him smile.

After staring at him for a little too long, I force myself to move on and look at the last snowman in the group.

It’s smaller than the others and has a pink scarf and mittens.

I glare at the unfamiliar accessories, too small to fit any of the guys.

“We always end up with extra gear from previous trainees, which worked out well for this occasion,” Orion says.

“Mhmm,” I hum noncommittally.

My omega is too busy growling to come up with a response, and I’m also irritated at the reminder that they used to live with some other trainees.

I’m not jealous though. I’m just territorial, like any omega should be about their home. It has nothing to do with their pack specifically. Omegas are cautious, so I don’t like thinking about all the other people who have been in my house with my bosses.

“The only beanie we had in your size is blue, but the pink scarf and gloves match your hair, so I thought that would be enough,” Orion continues.

That gets my omega’s attention. I squint, looking over the small snowman again and at the other five snowmen.

I don’t know how I didn’t notice it before, but the others look like the guys. One even has a balaclava.

“Do you think it looks enough like you?” Orion asks me.

My irritation dissipates and my omega purrs in my mind. They’re obviously not missing their previous trainees if they’re building an effigy of me in snow.

“It’s great! You can totally tell it’s supposed to be me,” I say.

I admire our little snow family, trying to hold back tears at how cute they look together.

A thump interrupts my emotional thoughts. Another thud is followed by a burst of snow as Cato hits Magnus with a second snowball.

I can’t hold back my giggle at the impassive expression on Magnus’s face.

Cato hits him again, even though Magnus is staring directly at him and could have dodged it.

“Hestia, are you going to join my team? My side is already winning,” Cato says as he packs another snowball.

I look at Magnus apologetically as I scoop my own snowball.

I bring my arm back slowly, giving him a chance to move. Magnus’s lips quirk, so I take that as permission and throw it, hitting him square in the chest.

Magnus lunges for me, and I squeal as my knees buckle. He grabs me before I hit the ground and spins us as more snowballs hit his back.

He releases me to fend for myself and starts making his own ammo to return fire. I laugh and run off when I see Charm aiming a snowball in my direction.

The fight quickly descends into chaos, unclear divisions between teams. I’m not actually sure if anyone called sides. Knowing Cato, he probably meant it was the two of us against the others.

Most of the hits gravitate to the guys, but some softballs are lobbed in my direction. If I tried, I think I could have dodged most of them, but it doesn’t seem fair to do that when they’re already going easy on me. Besides, the adrenaline from the battle is part of the fun, the cold rush from a hit is invigorating.

When the fight is over and the snow settles, Orion carries me back to the station. I’m too exhausted to do anything but smile.
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Ikeep finding myself stopping to look at my phone while I make breakfast. I’ve been so distracted I almost burned the bacon and spilled the coffee.

Since those near misses, I’ve done a better job of paying attention because I certainly don’t want to serve Hestia bad food.

I turn the stove down now that the pan of hot chocolate is warm enough.

I wonder if Hestia drinks hot chocolate year-round or if it’s a seasonal thing. I’ll have to ask so I can stock up on whatever she wants for her coffee come spring.

Most of the food is done, so I give myself permission to check my phone again. There haven’t been any changes since I last looked.

I can’t stop thinking about yesterday. I assumed Hestia would love the lights, considering how much she enjoyed seeing the ones in town. We put up way more than we ever have before, using every strand we had to make the station as festive as possible.

I still didn’t expect her to be quite that excited.

Charm and I had to plug in the lights, so I didn’t get to see her initial reaction in person. I saw it through the bond though, and thanks to Orion, I had a close-up view of her face when they came on. Eyes wide and lips parted in awe, quickly shifting into a sweet smile.

And when we came out, Hestia rushed over to thank us. She was so excited, her sugared fruit scent was richer than usual.

I always appreciate compliments about our station. I work hard to make it comforting and welcoming, not just clean and tidy.

Now, though, I don’t care if anyone else likes it. All I care about is whether Hestia likes our station, if I have it decorated to her taste. I want this to be the perfect home for her.

I haven’t admitted that to my packmates, but with the way they’re acting, I’m sure they feel the same. Cato, at least, is obvious about his interest in her.

It’s been entertaining watching him use the pole to show off for Hestia. Cato used to slide down it simply because he’s impatient. I was glad when we convinced him to always use it instead of jumping off the landings above. At least with the pole we have some semblance of safety as he speeds down several stories.

My affection for Hestia comes in the form of elaborate meals rather than sensual pole sliding. Our pack needs to discuss the situation soon and make a plan, because I never want her to leave.

If only we weren’t her bosses.

We’ll obviously have to wait until her training period is over before we do anything. And when the time comes, if she says she’s not interested…well. As much as it hurts to think of never seeing her again, we would wish her well and let her move on to another station.

Until then, it’s two years of maintaining that professional boundary while living together.

Well, perhaps not strictly professional, my phone usage is evidence of that, but at least not overtly romantic.

It’s been so difficult to suppress my feelings, my alpha’s urges to court her. I have to keep reminding him it’s for Hestia’s sake that we can’t be together yet.

It’s obvious how important being a rescuer is to her, how much she wants to help people. We’re not going to get in the way of that. We’re providing the same training we always do and treating her like any other trainee in the field.

It’s just at home that we get a little lax with those boundaries.

I can hold out until she becomes a certified rescuer. Once she is, HR won’t have a problem with us dating.

That’s decided then. I’ll confess my desperate affection for Hestia in two years’ time.

I’ll tell my packmates the plan later.

My phone buzzes a notification, but I don’t need it. I’m already watching.

I close the video feed and prepare Hestia’s plate.

The others must have been waiting for her too, because they all converge in the kitchen just before she comes in.

Hestia looks so cute in the mornings, still sleepy until she gets her coffee. Her fruity scent is always a little stronger too, and I cherish these moments before the air filters steal it away.

I’m selfish and take a few deep breaths instead of greeting her immediately.

Not that Hestia ever complains about my rudeness. She doesn’t complain about anything, really. But I know I’m being rude by not immediately telling her good morning. I can’t help myself. I suppose I’m just a basic instinct-driven alpha after all.

No matter. I’ll make up for my selfishness by doing everything I can to make Hestia happy, and hopefully she’ll let me keep smelling her.

“Good morning, Hestia,” I say, just a beat after my packmates.

“Good morning,” she says, her eyes only half open.

I barely restrain the violent urge to squash her in a hug and bury my face in her hair.

“Your food is almost ready, go ahead and take a seat,” I say.

Hestia nods and Orion walks her over to the breakfast nook. She’s mostly stopped protesting that she can help prepare the food or set the table. I like to think that’s because she enjoys us taking care of her.

After she sits, Orion covers her with the heated blanket I turned on earlier. The station stays warm enough, but there’s always that stray cold draft.

Charm pours her a glass of water, and I set her plate in front of her. She eyes the empty spot next to her water glass, but I ignore her silent request. I like to give her a few minutes to drink water before I bring her morning coffee.

I would never deny her the food she loves, but I want her to stay hydrated. I always ensure she has an ice water nearby in addition to her other beverages.

I return to the stove and pour the hot chocolate, filling a mug halfway. I brew two shots of espresso into it and add sugar cookie creamer and marshmallows. I lightly toast the mini marshmallows with a torch before adding red and green sprinkles.

Hestia sets down her water as I bring the coffee over and reaches for it gratefully.

The rest of us fix our plates and join her.

“What do you want to do today?” Orion asks.

Even he acts differently around Hestia. With us, Orion takes charge and makes plans, though at this point he knows us well enough to know what we like anyway. Still, it’s always been who he is, taking it upon himself to look after us even outside of work. We’re happy to let him. It’s nice to have someone else make decisions sometimes.

With Hestia, though, he’s always asking what she wants and jumping to do it.

“I’m not sure. I don’t really know what to do with myself now that I don’t have homework,” she says.

She has a cute little pout on her face, tiny wrinkles creasing her forehead as she thinks. “There are some weather reports in the station’s files that I haven’t had a chance to read yet.”

“That’s homework,” Charm says teasingly.

“Shut up, no it’s not,” Hestia says, blushing.

“Just because it’s self-imposed doesn’t mean it’s not homework. Self-assigned reading,” he argues.

“It’s continuing education so I can keep up with the demands of the job,” she whines.

“It’s literally homework. You’re at home, trying to work during your time off,” Charm says, laughing.

Hestia huffs and flicks one of her mini marshmallows at him. He pauses his laughter long enough to catch it in his mouth and swallow before resuming.

“That’s very smart of you, Hestia,” Orion says, “but I’ve seen you read dozens of those reports already. What years have you read through?”

Hestia mumbles something.

“What was that? I didn’t catch it,” he says.

“I’ve read the reports for the last fifty years,” she says, louder.

Magnus coughs in an attempt to hold back his laugh, and the rest of us don’t fare any better. Even Orion chuckles, and Cato is laughing outright.

Luckily, Hestia only gets mad at Cato, glaring at him while he snickers.

He ignores her ire, and when he eventually stops laughing, says, “It’s cute to be a nerd these days. That’s a compliment.”

Hestia blushes even harder.

“It’s supposed to be cool to be a nerd, not cute,” she mumbles.

“It sounds like you have a solid grasp of the data,” Orion says, trying to keep a straight face. “We’re only a few days into our break, there are plenty of other things to do besides read reports.”

“Like what? We already shopped at every store in town and put up all our decorations,” Hestia says, still pouting because we won’t let her read old paperwork.

She’s right about the decorations. The station looks like there was a Yule explosion. Everywhere you turn, there’s something festive. Cato even wrapped lights and garlands around his fire pole, yet somehow still manages to slide down it. Apparently his showy entrances needed a little more pizzazz.

“We could do some gardening,” Magnus says.

Hestia perks up and asks, “You’ll garden with me?”

He nods.

“Okay! Let’s do that,” she says, popping up out of her seat.

“Later we should do something relaxing. Pack movie night? We can watch some of those small-town holiday movies,” Orion says before she rushes out.

“That’s a great idea! Then I can cross that off my list,” Hestia says the last part to herself.

I’m not sure what list she’s talking about, but I’m already planning the menu for later. I’ll make winter-themed charcuterie boards. I’m thinking fig jam, apple slices, salumi, brie, cranberry white cheddar cheese, and a toasted baguette to start. We’ll also have the usual buttery movie popcorn and some caramel corn.

I look through the pantry to see what other finger foods I can whip up.
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Ihappily follow Magnus out to the garden, although I can’t help replaying our conversation over breakfast.

I planned to make Cato laugh more, but I should have clarified that I didn’t want him laughing at me.

They weren’t mean-spirited about it, but it was embarrassing to realize they figured out how seriously I take my studies. I wanted to appear cool and capable, but I couldn’t even keep up that front for more than a few weeks.

They didn’t seem to care that I might be a little nerdy, but I want them to also think I’m interesting. Surely having the skills to survive in the wilderness makes me cool, even if I also memorized the weather patterns for the last fifty years.

Magnus holds the greenhouse door open for me, and I go in and wait by the workbench for his directions.

He stands in front of me, and I look up (and up) at him. His lips quirk, and he gently presses his finger against the corner of my mouth, pulling my pout up into a smile.

I resist at first, pressing my lips together, but finally relent and smile at him.

“Are you upset about the teasing? I think intelligence is attractive,” Magnus says.

His deep voice always makes my knees weak, and they’re especially wobbly after that compliment.

He drops his hand so I can answer, resting it on my shoulder, his thumb over the pulse on my neck.

My breath is coming fast and I’m getting dangerously wet. He should know what touching the neck does to an omega.

I lick my lips to fix my suddenly dry mouth and Magnus’s eyes drop to my lips, which doesn’t help the situation.

“No, it’s fi-fine,” I whisper. “I was just embarrassed.”

He leans down to hear me better, and I sway toward him.

His eyes are all I can see, one a deep blue like the sky before a thunderstorm, the other white like a lightning flash.

My nose brushes his.

Magnus inhales sharply and stumbles back, bumping into the potted plants behind him.

I sag against the table, which is the only thing keeping me upright. My legs have completely given up, trying to drop me onto the ground before him.

Which might not be a bad idea, then I could present for my alpha.

No.

That’s a bad idea. I’m not supposed to do that.

Besides, Magnus already rejected me, which was the right decision. I can’t kiss my boss.

Then why does it hurt so much?

“I’m sorry,” he says roughly.

Our almost kiss obviously affected him too, which makes me feel slightly better.

All I can do is nod while I try to get my body under control. My omega is raging, bouncing between pushing us to go for it while also being hurt that he pulled away.

“I was just trying to—I wasn’t—I’m sorry,” he says, closing his eyes and running his hands through his hair.

My mind is still racing. Did I remember to use all of my descenters this morning? I’m pretty sure I grabbed the special underwear.

I can’t tell if my scent is leaking out because all I can smell is Magnus’s gingerbread scent. It’s spicier than usual, with a tang that sticks in the back of your throat.

After several long minutes, he opens his eyes but won’t look at me.

That’s fine, I don’t want to look at him either. That’s how we got into this situation in the first place, with his pretty blue-white eyes and strong jaw and luscious scarred lips.

Stupid sexy giant alpha.

Magnus steps closer, and my resolve wavers immediately.

I suppose it would be okay if we kissed platonically. People do that, right? We could totally kiss a little as long as it’s friendly kissing. With tongue.

He sets a bag on the table, making me jump. I was so busy staring at his lips I didn’t pay attention to what he was doing.

The scent of food distracts me from the tension between us. I could go for a mid-morning snack if that’s what he’s offering.

I stick my head in the bag, but it’s so dark I can’t tell what he brought.

Magnus makes a noise and grabs my shoulder, pulling me out.

“What’s this?” I ask, hazarding a glance at him.

Thankfully, the almost uncontrollable urge to climb him like a tree seems to have subsided.

“I like to make treats for Pete, especially in winter when there’s not as much available for him to forage,” Magnus says. “I’m sure he’d be just fine without me, but it makes me feel better to offer him food. I don’t want him to stress about hunting and gathering everything himself.”

He’s going to make me cry if he keeps saying things like that. It’s so sweet hearing him talk about Pete. It’s obvious how much he cares for him.

“I thought we could make his treats together since you like hanging out with Pete,” he says.

I could admit I come out here to spend time with him, not Pete, but after our close encounter, I definitely can’t say that.

Pete is cute but I’m not sure he likes me very much. He kicks dirt at me and stares at me until I leave. He never does that to Magnus.

But I say, “That sounds fun!”

It doesn’t matter how much my presence annoys Pete, I’m here for his big friend. Besides, maybe Pete will like me if I make him food. That always works on me.

Magnus pulls the ingredients out, bags of dried fruit and nuts, some of which are candied, and a jar of hazelnut spread.

The combination makes me nervous. If Pete loves those flavors so much, does that mean he thinks I smell like dinner?

“We’ll use the hazelnut spread to stick everything onto pinecones. I just need to go collect them, I’ll be back in a minute,” he says.

Magnus’s long legs carry him out of the greenhouse before I can offer to help. It’s probably just as well, it gives me a chance to cool down.

I drum my fingers on the table, trying to stop my brain from picturing what he looks like naked.

There’s a lot to imagine.

Omegas are built to handle big things, but he’s larger than most alphas. Would I be able to take it all?

Dirt rains down on my hand, and I hastily pull it off the table. Pete’s tiny face pops out of a pot, already glaring.

“Oh. Hello,” I say. “Was my tapping annoying? Sorry about that.”

I laugh nervously and clean myself off.

Pete doesn’t respond, but he likewise brushes the dirt off his face. All the better to glare at me, I guess.

Magnus returns, saving me from the stilted, one-sided conversation.

He sits on the bench, careful to give me a wide berth, and shows me how to coat the pinecones with the hazelnut spread.

I follow his example, and my fingers are quickly covered in the stuff. Even though I’m using a spoon to smear it on the same as Magnus, somehow his hands are completely clean.

I watch again to see how he’s doing it, but that just results in more of it dripping on my arm.

I give up on trying not to be messy and focus on making sure my pinecone is thoroughly coated. When I’m done, I hold up my sticky glob and compare it to Magnus’s pinecone sitting neatly on his tray. It doesn’t look as pretty, but they’ll both be covered up soon enough.

“I think I did something like this as a kid. We used peanut butter and seeds to make treats for the birds and squirrels,” I say.

“My parental pack only fed animals that provided something for us, so I didn’t do anything like that growing up,” Magnus says. “But you’re right, I based Pete’s Treats on a pinecone bird feeder recipe I found online. I swapped the peanut butter for hazelnut since he prefers that. Pete doesn’t like peanuts.”

I hide my smile about his culinary exploration with frog treats.

“I bring Pete some of our leftovers occasionally, even though he’s self-sufficient. He does a great job of keeping the garden pest-free,” he continues.

“I’m sure he’s a very capable hunter,” I say.

I’d blocked out the part about Pete hunting bigger things. I’ve never seen him eat anything except plants and worms or bugs. I glance nervously at Pete, who stares straight into my soul.

I hurriedly get back to making Pete Treats, lest he become too hungry.

I clear my throat and ask Magnus, “Did you have many winter traditions growing up, or was your pack practical there too?”

“We had a few Yule traditions. We didn’t decorate beyond bringing in an evergreen tree that we later used as firewood. My parents gave us gifts, which tended to be things we needed rather than toys. It was still an enjoyable holiday though. We spent the day together without worrying about the daily chores we usually did to keep up with living off-grid.”

“That’s what’s important, being with the people you care about. My parental pack did the typical holiday things, Yule lights and cookie exchanges and gifts. It was chaotic, but fun. It’s nice to do all the silly little activities together,” I say, thinking about everything we’ve done over the past few days.

“It is. My packmates happily shared their traditions with me, and we’ve made new ones over the years. This winter has been the best one yet. We’ll have to do this every year,” Magnus says.

I look over at him, but he keeps his eyes on his task.

I’ll be here next year, of course, but he made it sound like I’ll always be here.

Maybe that’s not what he meant though, maybe it was a general “we” as in the team, which just happens to include me currently.

I’m sure I’m reading too much into this.

“We will,” I agree.

Magnus doesn’t say anything else, so I get back to sticking dried fruit to my pinecone. There are a bunch of different types, along with a variety of nuts, all cut into small pieces so they’re easy for Pete to eat.

A piece of mango slips out of my hand and bounces onto the ground.

I peek at Pete to see if he noticed, and he’s definitely staring harder than he was before.

I quickly grab the fruit and wipe it off, but he’s still watching me.

“Should I throw this piece out since I dropped it?” I whisper to Magnus, barely moving my lips so Pete can’t read them.

“No, it’s fine. Pete eats things out of the dirt all the time, the floor isn’t any different,” he says.

I’m not sure I believe him because Pete still doesn’t look happy. Although I guess he always has that grumpy face.

I hesitantly reach for the pinecone and tense as Pete shifts, afraid he’s going to lunge at me.

“It’s really okay. Here, I’ll show you,” Magnus says, taking the fruit from me.

He holds it in front of Pete, who politely takes the mango out of his hand and swallows it whole. Pete nestles in the dirt, digging in until his back is partially covered.

He doesn’t even look irritated anymore.

“See? Pete doesn’t mind a little dirt,” Magnus says.

He might not mind a little dirt, but he certainly doesn’t like me.

That settles it. I’m going to make the best Pete Treats he’s ever had and make him like me.
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Iworked so hard making treats that I exhausted myself. I only allowed Magnus to pull me away for a quick lunch break, and then I was right back to it.

Magnus tried to stop me, saying we don’t need to make that many treats, but I was determined to prove myself. When he couldn’t convince me otherwise, Magnus kept working right alongside me.

By the time we stopped, we’d made dozens of Pete Treats. Magnus wrapped most of them up for another day but put one of my treats in a plant saucer for Pete. He hadn’t tried it by the time we left the greenhouse, so I can only hope he appreciates the effort I put into making him tasty food.

Now it’s time for our movie night. I’m already tucked under a blanket on the couch with Cato plastered to my side.

Henri put together a bunch of charcuterie boards and drinks for the event. Everything is spread out on the coffee table within easy reach.

“I saved some of the new holiday movies that I heard are good,” Orion says, pulling up the streaming service.

We grab our snacks while the trailers play, and eventually select The Mistletoe Incident.

Henri made an amazing spiced eggnog. I refilled my cup before the movie even started. My plate is filled with peppermint popcorn and chocolate candies, along with some savory snacks, pepperoni, pickles, and cheese, to make sure I get enough protein.

I’m finding it difficult to pay attention to the movie. The Mistletoe Incident is a cute rom-com, but the cookie-cutter male lead isn’t doing much for me. He certainly isn’t more captivating than the men I’m already cuddling with.

I’m not sure how Cato contorted himself like this, but his cheek is pressed against mine, bare chest hot on my arm. He’s squeezed so close, I’m smushed against Henri on my other side.

Their scents dance around me, sweet and spicy, comforting and titillating all at once. I’m so keyed up I’m barely able to eat my movie snacks.

Henri shifts, and I think he’s going to put some space between us. I breathe a sigh of relief. I need a respite before their muscles get to me and I do something stupid.

Except Henri puts his arm across the back of the couch, tucking me into his side.

We’re only twenty minutes into the movie, and I’m at risk of tossing off my panties.

I can’t keep my eyes on the screen anymore. My gaze strays to Charm lounging on the floor, one knee propped up and legs spread. The light from the TV reflects on his blonde hair, making it look red or blue or green.

It would be so easy to drop to the floor and crawl between his legs. And then I’d make quick work of unbuttoning him and⁠—

I close my eyes as if that will cut off the mental image. I need to calm down before they notice I’m panting over them.

But when I open my eyes, the traitorous things stray to Magnus. The chair he’s sitting in is huge (it could fit three of me), but he makes it look small. When he came downstairs after changing earlier, I almost choked on my tongue seeing him in sweatpants. Unlike Cato, he still has a shirt on, but neither article of clothing leave much to the imagination with how tight they are.

Henri said we should do a cozy movie night and wear lounge clothes, and I foolishly agreed. If I’d thought about it, I would have realized that seeing the rest of my bosses in sweatpants would be bad for my self-control.

With every step Magnus took, I could see it. Even standing still, I could see it hanging there. There’s no hiding that thing with clingy pants.

Apparently when he wears sturdier pants, it blends in with the muscles on his legs. But now I know that bulge is all cock, I feel like my eyes are going to be drawn right to it no matter what he’s wearing.

You can’t blame the movie for not holding my attention under these circumstances.

I’m clutching my plate so hard my hands are cramping, but it’s better than letting them roam. Who knows whose pants they’d try to get into.

Maybe if I chew on some food, that will distract me from other hungry thoughts.

I pick up a piece of something, popcorn maybe, but drop it in surprise when Cato touches my leg.

When I don’t push him away, he slides his hand up until he’s rubbing my inner thigh.

I peek at Cato out of the corner of my eye, trying not to let on to the others. He’s smirking at me, and I narrow my eyes at him, but he doesn’t stop. His fingers just keep rubbing small circles, the same kind of motion you’d use on another, more sensitive place.

He doesn’t go any further, just tempting me with what he could do if he shifted his hand a few inches.

I should stop him.

I should have pushed him away earlier, cuddling on the couch is already past platonic teammate behavior.

I always second-guess myself with him though. Cato is so attractive and charismatic, why would he need to hit on me when he could have anyone? Especially now, when we’re on vacation. He could be out there in bars or clubs, or even just wandering around town, and he’d find tons of willing partners.

Cato doesn’t need plain old me, a subordinate he’s not supposed to sleep with anyway.

So surely he’s not hitting on me when he teases me and sits close to me and touches me.

Except, as Cato’s fingers brush my mound, I can’t keep denying his interest.

It was only a brief touch, his hand is already back on my thigh, but I know it was on purpose.

Should I move his hand to where I really want it? Is he waiting for me to make the next move?

This is insane. I’m considering having my boss finger me while we’re surrounded by my other bosses, his packmates.

Would we keep it a secret? Or would the others join in?

If only my omega would shut up so I can think! I don’t need her lustfully chanting alpha alpha alpha.

She’s still an idiot around them. Clearly too horny from our first sexual touch since my last heat that she doesn’t realize it’s Cato touching us, not one of our alphas.

I wish she would’ve stayed dormant until I finished my training. My omega was never very present in my mind, but suddenly she thinks it’s time to find a pack, and of course, who better than our hot bosses.

Cato hasn’t tried to go any further, which is for the best. My racing thoughts reminded me I’m not supposed to do this, no matter how much I want to. I don’t want to ruin our careers.

No fingering allowed.

I grab Cato’s wrist before I change my mind and push it down to my knee. He squeezes my thigh and rests his hand there, no more rubbing.

I let out a shaky breath.

Now that I’ve found my resolve, I’m finally able to pay attention to the movie. It looks like the guy’s dog had puppies while I was distracted, little puffballs running around as he dances with the female lead in the falling snow.

Their romance is so easy.

Stupid fictional characters.
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The rest of our break passes much the same. Me, struggling not to hop on my bosses.

My bosses, seemingly just as interested, but likewise dancing around our feelings in order to remain professional.

Together, but not.

While I haven’t had any other close encounters, no more almost kisses, no more almost fingering, there’s a tension in the air. We all know something is going on between us, but no one can act on it.

So, instead of banging like crazy, we spent our break doing festive winter things, which were a decent distraction. It was fun, and I crossed a bunch of things off my FWTTDBID list.

We went into town a few more times, did a little shopping, tried all the holiday menus at restaurants. Here in the mountains, we went skating at a pond, sledding on the nearby slopes, and had a few more snowball fights.

We spent our time inside baking, listening to holiday music, and getting cozy on the couch, either watching movies or enjoying the warmth of the fire while reading, relaxing, or knitting in my case.

I thought about taking a few days away for myself, but when it came down to it, I couldn’t leave them. The only thing worse than hiding my feelings was the thought of not being near them.

The one time we were apart was during my doctor’s appointment. I told them I was due for my annual checkup, but really I had to make sure my suppressants are working. It turns out they are, they just can’t suppress my feelings.

The more time I’ve spent with Orion, Henri, Charm, Magnus, and Cato, learning their little habits and quirks, seeing the way they care for me and each other, has only made those feelings stronger. It’s not just physical attraction.

I already knew how amazing they were at work. I told myself I was lucky to have them as my teammates, but it’s more than that. I want us to be more than that.

I can’t lie to myself anymore.

I think if it was just the shift in mindset to include finding a pack in my life plan, I could have accepted it earlier. But because it’s my bosses that I want, I’ve been suppressing everything.

Even though I’ve accepted my feelings now, I still have to keep them hidden.

Once I finish my training period and get certified as a rescuer, we’ll be on the same level. There won’t be a power imbalance, and HR will be fine with us dating.

Just 701 days left until I can ask them out.

The only other concern is what I’ll do about my heats. I could hire temporary alphas like I used to⁠—

The thought makes me physically ill.

I brace myself on the sink while I dry heave.

My hands shake as I splash cold water on my face, trying to wash away the revulsion.

I dab at my face and look in the mirror, where I meet my wide, worried eyes.

I’ll just have to prevent my heats until my training is done.
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I’ve never tried going through a heat alone with only toys for company, but now that I’ve found my mates, I can’t imagine that would go well. My omega would be desperate to find them, making it extra painful.

I’ve heard stories about omegas who stop their heats even though it goes against medical advice. Doctors recommend at least two heats a year to maintain good health, but surely it would be fine to stop them for just two years. That’s only skipping four heats.

I’ve already been sterilized because I don’t want kids, so I’m not worried about affecting my fertility. I’m otherwise healthy, so a little extra chemical manipulation can’t be that bad.

I bet I can find online forums where omegas explain how to do it. Maybe even some talking points to get my doctor on board so I’ll have medical supervision.

I don’t have time to look into it now though, I have to finish getting ready for work.

It’s our first day back on call, and I’m excited to return to work. I actually missed it, even though we spent plenty of time playing around in the mountains.

Plus it will be a good distraction from my feelings. We always behave ourselves while we’re working, so I’ll have a reprieve from the lingering glances and subtle touches.

I make it downstairs only a little later than I intended, where breakfast is ready and waiting. My teammates are just loading up their plates, so I’m not too far behind.

Cato hands me my coffee and sticks a candy cane in it with a smirk. I roll my eyes, no longer flustered by his antics.

I don’t expect him to pull the candy cane back out and lick it seductively. My mouth drops open, and he winks at me before walking off with the candy cane stuck in the corner of his mouth.

I make eye contact with Orion, who is staring at the scene. I realize my mouth is still hanging open and close it with a snap, scurrying over to the table.

I huff after I sit down, realizing I forgot to get food.

A plate slides in front of me, piled high with a frittata, bacon, persimmon slices, and biscuits with cranberry jam. I thank Henri, who is always looking after me.

It’s a quiet breakfast, and I watch the snow falling outside the window. It’s been colder the past few weeks and the days are shorter as we approach deep winter.

I’ve entirely given up on trying to help clean, so I let Magnus take my plate. I remain at the table, sipping my coffee and watching the sky.

When they’re done washing up, we reconvene and Orion goes over our plan for the day.

“We’ll see if Nivem Notch, the northern pass, is still clear and check on the people who live around there. Depending on how long that takes, we’ll drive the other roads below the pass,” he says.

I straightened up automatically when he started talking. I’d forgotten how commanding Orion can be. He was much more casual and easygoing while on break.

“Now that the snowfall is getting heavier, we’ll be checking the roads more often. We’ll clear what we can and report anything impassable to the Department of Transportation so they can update their live maps. We’ll do that until and unless the weather gets too severe and travel is no longer advised. Then we’ll only go out when we get emergency calls,” Orion tells me.

I tell him I understand, and we’re off.
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We already checked the mountain pass, dropped in on the locals, and drove several roads this morning. Everything was clear and everyone was doing well, so we made quick work of it.

We’re slowly driving down another road checking for obstructions when dispatch comes through the radio.

“We have a single vehicle crash with injury on the east slope of Mount Talglas. It’s about thirty miles down Road 235,” the woman says.

“Confirmed, crash with injury on Road 235. We’re about 20 minutes away. En route now,” Orion replies.

We do a U-turn with Charm’s truck following close behind, and head for the accident.
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I wait by our vehicle while the tow truck loads the damaged car onto its bed.

The accident ended up being very minor, and the driver only had some bruising, but we sent the couple to the hospital just in case. Orion and Magnus are taking them to meet up with an ambulance at the base of the mountain.

Their car, however, is another story. It’s not drivable, and I’m not sure it’s salvageable.

Charm helps tie it down now that it’s loaded up. I shiver watching them.

It feels even colder than it did this morning, although that could be because I’m standing around with nothing to do but feel the cold. It doesn’t feel very professional of me to abandon the guys and sit in the truck where it’s warm, so here I wait.

Henri puts his arm around me, and I gratefully lean into him. This is about warmth, nothing more.

I bury my face in his chest and stick my arms under his. Henri purrs and wraps his other arm around me, rubbing my back.

I feel much better despite the cutting wind.

Charm and Cato join us after the tow truck drives off.

“Let’s keep checking the roads until Orion gets back. We’ll drive to the end of this one and then backtrack to the roads further up,” Charm says, showing us the map on his phone.

Henri holds the door open for me to get in the truck, but I pause with one foot in, seeing movement in the woods.

I scan between the trees, trying to figure out what it was. Nothing stands out, but I’m sure I saw something. It wasn’t just the wind blowing around a snowdrift.

I catch it this time, white fur against dark wood. I trace the outline of the animal and find black eyes staring back.

Charm gets out of the car and follows my gaze.

“What is it?” he asks.

“It’s a fox. One of the big ones, I think,” I say.

It’s well camouflaged, so it’s hard to tell for sure just how big. I try to count its tails, but they keep flicking back and forth, and I can’t keep track. I think there are nine of them though.

The multi-tailed foxes live high up in the mountains, where they use all those fluffy tails to keep themselves warm. I didn’t expect to see one this far downslope.

It disappears in a blink, and no matter how hard I look, I can’t tell where it’s gone.

“Did you see where it went?” I ask.

“No,” they reply.

I give up after a minute and let Henri get me in the truck. I watch out the window to see if the fox will reappear.

“Could you tell how many tails it had?” Charm asks.

“It looked like nine,” I say.

“It’s supposed to be good luck to see one with nine tails,” Henri says.

“They’re also said to be a portent of things to come, a forewarning,” Cato says.

“You think so?” I ask worriedly.

Cato’s face softens. “That’s just an old folktale I remembered. We see plenty of foxes in the mountains and nothing unusual happens afterward.”

“But do they always have that many tails?” I say.

I think back over the wildlife reports I read. The majority described one-tailed foxes, and beyond that, the average was three to five tails. I can’t remember any accounts of a nine-tailed fox.

“We’ve seen all kinds,” Charm says, and the other two agree.

I choose to accept their placating words and let Cato cuddle me as we drive off.

Not all animal sightings make it into the reports. Besides, it didn’t sound like he believed something bad was going to happen.

I won’t let a little superstition get to me.
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The snow is falling heavier by the time we meet back up with the others.

We return just in time for a break, stopping at the end of a road overlooking a waterfall.

It’s one of the shorter waterfalls on this mountain, but it’s wide and impressive. The rushing water is loud as it pounds on the rocks below.

The Cealdern River isn’t likely to freeze for a few more months, though at this elevation it’s rare for it to fully freeze over.

Hestia is enthralled with the waterfall, just like I thought she would be. Charm kept their truck running with the heat on so she’d be warmer, even sitting sideways in the seat with the door open.

The wind has picked up, and I see no reason for my omega to suffer unnecessarily. I won’t always be able to protect her from the elements, but when I have the opportunity to do so, I will.

We’re all standing near Hestia, ostensibly to appreciate the view, but really just to watch her.

A waterfall can’t compete with her sweet smile, curious eyes, and shockingly pink hair, not to mention her cheerful chattering.

I want to fast forward to two years from now, but at the same time, I don’t want to miss this moment, Hestia happy and smiling with my packmates. Another average day that’s made extraordinary by her presence.

I cherish every second we spend with her. I only wish I didn’t have to hide my feelings.

It gets more difficult to keep them to myself each day I spend memorizing everything about her. Hestia is intelligent, thoughtful, and sweet. Always so curious, eager to learn more, read more.

And yes, she smells delicious. She’s the best thing I’ve ever scented, even with just the sparse whiffs of her I get under the descenters. But I’m not attracted to her because she’s an omega.

I’m fortunate enough to live with her, yet I’m forced to keep my distance.

Hestia’s dedication to the job is admirable. I love being able to support her and take care of her. In the field she’s capable of standing on her own, but at home she shouldn’t have to lift a finger.

Every time I get close to confessing everything, I remind myself it’s for her sake that we need to keep things professional. I don’t want to interfere with her goals or make her uncomfortable if I happen to be reading her wrong and she’s not interested in us.

I desperately hope that’s not the case though. Hestia fits in so easily, it’s like she’s already part of our pack.

I watch her listening to Charm with rapt attention while he tells her about how Starsfalls got its name. Her eyes dart between him and the water as he talks about the stars suddenly falling one night, creating craters that formed the waterfalls.

“But how long ago did the meteors fall? I didn’t see anything about that in the history books, and I haven’t had a chance to read the paleoclimatology studies yet,” Hestia says when he finishes.

I laugh. Of course she would ask about the research immediately.

Hestia pouts at me but quickly returns her attention to Charm when he says, “I’m not sure. I can help you look in the library for books that reference it. If we can’t find some, we’ll pick up new books for you the next time we go into town.”

That satisfies her curiosity for now, but I’m sure she’ll be combing through the library later.

I’m almost surprised she hasn’t read the climate reports that far back yet. We’ve been trying to keep her busy with recreational activities so she doesn’t burn out, and it sounds like the forced leisure time was successful. She has years to read about the history of the Fossfells, there’s no reason to rush it.

“You’ve read about the other Starsfalls legends, right? Which one is your favorite?” I say, since I know I’ve seen her reading local folklore books.

“I’m not sure, they’re all so interesting. Do you have a favorite?” Hestia asks, already digging for more information.

The communications radio crackles as a call comes through, cutting off my reply.

I reach into the truck and answer it.

“There’s a lost dog on the south side of Mount Pleohduff. That’s at the edge of your district, but based on your last assignment, you should be closer than the other rescuer station. A storm is going to move in overnight, so we want to find him quickly. Are you able to take this call?” dispatch asks.

“We’ll take it. We can be there in about three hours,” I say, already planning the quickest route.

This will mean a long day for us, but that’s the job. It’s not unusual to trade calls with other stations.

My teammates are already getting in the trucks, ready to go.

“Check the radar again, see where that storm is,” I tell Henri while I pull up the location on our GPS.

“The storm is moving in faster than when I last looked, but it still shows it won’t hit until after midnight,” Henri says, watching the mass of precipitation swirl across the screen.

“You have the lures?” I ask Magnus, even though I know he does.

He nods. “I have ten of them, we can set up a few and carry the others on us.”

“Then let’s go.”

Hopefully the animal treats Magnus made will lure the dog back to its family quickly.
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I’m trying so hard to keep track of my teammates that I feel like I’m barely looking for Fenrir.

I do what I can to scan our surroundings, but with all this snow, I can’t afford to lose track of my team. We’re spaced out with about sixty feet between us, our usual search pattern, and their searchlights keep flickering in and out of view due to the heavy snowfall.

Despite the hours of searching, the only things illuminated in the moonlight are the dark figures of my teammates and Hestia’s pink hair whipping in the wind. We’ve seen no trace of Fenrir, the lost dog.

According to his owners, he’s large and has fluffy black fur, so at least he’ll stand out in all this snow.

We left a lure with Fenrir’s family and set up a few more around their location. They stayed by their car in the hope he would return to it, since that’s where he ran off from.

The lures should help, they’re a mixture of strongly scented foods that would appeal to any canine. As soon as Magnus broke the seal, the smell blasted us in the face. We’re carrying lures on us as well, though with all this wind, I can barely pick up the pungent scent.

We’ve been walking for close to an hour, and the snow is only getting heavier. It’s starting to feel like with every breath, I’m at risk of inhaling snow rather than air.

I have my teammates checking in every ten minutes via radio. So far, all reports have been the same: no sign of Fenrir.

I’m not sure how much longer we’ll be able to search. We might have to wait for the storm to pass and come back tomorrow.

Animals are smart enough to hunker down in bad weather. With his thick fur coat, Fenrir would be fine cocooned in the snow for a night. I don’t want to leave him out here, but I’m afraid we’re at risk of being buried ourselves.

“No signs here,” Charm says through the radio.

Has it been ten minutes already?

I check my watch. He’s right, it has been. The others sound off with the same report. I reply last, yelling into the radio to keep going for another ten minutes.

I’m losing track of time in the monotonous landscape, repeating the same motions, like driving on the highway on autopilot.

I set my watch to vibrate every ten minutes.

After checking to make sure Hestia’s colorful locks are still with us, I count my packmates. I can feel them in the bond, but it’s best to have a visual too.

Recently I’ve felt like there’s a blank space in my mind, an empty spot that itches and chafes where I should be feeling Hestia. I need to bond with her so I know she’s okay, that she’s happy. So I can tell if she needs something I can provide.

That sensation is even worse now that I can barely see her. I would feel so much better if I could sense that she’s safe.

I’m not worried about Hestia taking care of herself, but accidents happen. The snow is disorienting, and with the way it’s piling up, it’s hard to tell where it’s safe to walk.

We did just find that unrecorded mineshaft. There could be more waiting to collapse at any moment.

A crackling noise interrupts my churning thoughts, but nothing comes through the radio. It’s the one that connects to dispatch, not our short-range radio. The sound quality isn’t usually like this, but all our long-distance frequencies have been bad today.

“Pause while I radio dispatch,” I tell my teammates.

I hold down the talk button, and it doesn’t sound like it connects.

I talk into it anyway. It’s possible I just didn’t hear it over the wind.

Except there’s no reply.

My packmates send questioning feelings through the bond. Apparently I didn’t manage to hide my concern.

I send calm thoughts back despite my unease.

I cycle through a few troubleshooting steps and get nothing but static.

I swap out the long-range radio for the satellite phone, typing in the number from memory.

I push my hood back and hold the bulky phone up to my ear, heart pounding as it rings. The phone said it was connected to a handful of satellites, which should be enough, but usually it gets signals from more than a dozen.

After a few rings, it connects, and I close my eyes in relief as a voice comes through, “Rescuer dispatch. Is this Team Montanus?”

“This is Montanus, Orion speaking,” I say.

“We’ve been trying to contact you. Your call was resolved half an hour ago, you need to leave the area immediately,” the operator says.

I radio my teammates, telling them to join me, before replying.

“Why didn’t you call the satellite phone?” I say flatly, or as flat as I can while yelling to be heard.

“We tried that, it didn’t go through. What’s your location?” the operator says.

I tell him our coordinates after checking the GPS. Our dot keeps shifting, but it’s a narrow enough range to give them an estimate of our whereabouts. We’ll be returning to our vehicles soon anyway.

“There’s an abandoned cabin a few miles from there. There’s no telling what kind of shape it’s in, but it’s your best bet,” he says.

“Was there an emergency call from there?” I ask. I don’t think the call cut out, but what he’s saying doesn’t make sense.

“No, it’s for your team. The edge of the blizzard is over you now, and it’s only going to get worse. You’d be walking right into it if you tried to go back to your station. Finding shelter is your safest option,” he says.

“What about the Hollvinrs?” I say.

“They left shortly after the dog returned. They called to let us know he’d been recovered, and we advised them to leave as soon as possible since the storm was coming in fast. They should be off the mountain ahead of it.”

“How do we get to this cabin?”

Henri and Charm checked the radar every twenty minutes, and it never indicated a blizzard like he’s suggesting. Though if our long-range equipment isn’t working, it’s possible the storm was already blocking our signals.

“Hold,” the operator says.

I clench my jaw, irritated at being put on hold when my team is at risk, though logically I know he’s helping us.

My teammates are all here now, so I update them on the situation while we wait.

“But the Hollvinrs, are they okay? And Fenrir?” Hestia asks, worried for them rather than herself.

“They’re just fine. Dispatch said Fenrir returned, and they got down the mountain before the storm,” I tell her gently.

She nods, relieved, and I smile even though she can’t see it behind my mask.

“Radar still shows a mild storm bringing ten inches of snow at most,” Charm says.

Henri shows me his tablet, and I check it even though I believe them. I should have realized the projection wasn’t right with the snow this heavy.

“Montanus, are you there,” the operator says.

“We’re here,” I say, suppressing the urge to snap at him.

He’s not the one I’m actually angry with for putting my team in danger.

He rattles off the coordinates, and I pull up the location on the GPS, sharing it with my teammates.

It would normally be a forty-minute walk for that distance with this terrain. In our current situation, working against the elements, it will take at least twice as long.

Our vehicles are in the opposite direction, and based on what the operator said, there’s no time to go back for them. I doubt the roads are even passable at this point.

“Is there anything else we need to know?” I say.

He reads off the updated storm predictions. I listen while preparing for the trek and mentally calculating our supplies.

Magnus is already pulling out ropes to connect to each other. The line will ensure we don’t lose anyone in the storm.

I let him get the others attached while I deal with dispatch.

He puts Hestia in the middle as she should be, with Cato just behind her. Magnus is at the back behind Henri, and Charm is in the front, holding the loose end of the rope.

“We’re heading out, I’ll check in once we get there,” I tell the operator.

“Check in every thirty minutes!”

“The storm is already too strong to be stopping that often. If you don’t hear from me in two hours, then you can call us,” I yell back.

We have to get moving and stay moving.

He argues, but I hang up and tuck the giant phone back in my bag.

I shake myself out of the snowdrift that built up around me and attach myself to the front of the line. After making sure my teammates are ready, I set off.

We find our rhythm and keep pace at a steady clip. I hope to get to the cabin in under two hours, but if not, I’ll use a precious few minutes to notify dispatch and make sure my teammates are holding up okay. We’re conditioned to hike or climb for hours, but struggling through the snow and wind is draining, every step a fight.

I’m never more thankful for our bonds than in situations like this, even as it makes that empty spot chafe all the more.

At least I can see her through Cato’s eyes. He has his hand on her shoulder in case she falls, though she’s keeping up just fine.

That’s not enough. I want to feel her breath as if it were my own, feel her heart beating strong and steady next to mine.

Someday I’ll have that, if she lets us. I know we can make her happy.

For now, I watch our omega through my packmate’s eyes as I lead them through the storm.
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My hand is numb from clutching Charm’s jacket, but I don’t want to let go.

I’m exhausted after walking for just an hour and a half, and so cold I feel hot. I know that can be a dangerous warning sign, but based on my GPS, we’re less than a mile from the cabin. There’s nothing else to do but hold on until we make it there.

I’m wearing enough layers, I’m sure I’m warm enough, my body is simply worn out. But I can last a little longer.

Our trek has been against the wind. The large alphas have blocked most of it for me, but I worry about Orion taking the brunt of everything. We really should have stopped to switch out the lead. I can only assume he’s doing okay. I comfort myself with the thought that his packmates would be able to tell if he wasn’t.

I think I’d be scared if I were with anyone besides this pack. I know how dangerous blizzards are, even for professionals. I should be concerned.

But we have Orion leading us to safety. He’s never deviated, never slowed.

I grabbed Charm’s coat early on, worried about losing him despite the rope connecting us. He reached back to pat my arm comfortingly and let me hold on to him like a child.

Cato’s had his hand on my shoulder this whole time, so I know he’s watching out for me, along with Henri and Magnus at our backs.

I’m too tired to think much beyond being thankful I’m with my teammates, and with Orion guiding us, I don’t need to.
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I must zone out, because the next thing I know I’m running into Charm.

I bounce off him, but Cato steadies me, letting me rest against his chest. Charm turns around to hold me too, sharing his warmth.

I think I hear a voice on the wind, and a light breaks away from our group, moving ahead alone.

I check my GPS and realize we’re here.

I lean around Charm and find Orion gone, as I expected. I can’t see the cabin and can only barely make out Orion’s light flickering against the snow as he moves away into the dark.

Charm leans down so I can hear him, “Orion is going to check out the cabin and find us an entrance.”

I nod and press my face against his chest. With Cato on the other side, I’m safely sandwiched between them.

I understand Orion going in so we all don’t have to wander around, but I still wish he wasn’t alone.

Eventually his voice comes through our radios.

“Charm, can you hear me,” he says, the sound cutting in and out.

“We can hear you,” Charm responds.

“I got the front door open. Come a few degrees east of your location. You should see my light soon, it’s a straight shot,” Orion says.

Charm releases me but holds my hand, taking us in the direction Orion indicated.

I glance behind us, making sure the others are there. I can just see Magnus at the back over their heads. The sight of him is comforting. Even the blizzard can’t make Magnus look small.

We spot Orion’s light, and as we get closer, a cabin appears out of the dark.

It’s at least two stories and looks intact from what little I can see. Although even a partially collapsed shed would be better than staying out in this.

Charm and Cato hustle me toward the cabin now that we’re close, basically lifting me up the stairs onto the porch.

Orion shoulders the door open and ushers us in, closing it quickly after Magnus is through.

It’s warmer in here. Nowhere near warm enough to be comfortable, but enough that I loosen my scarf before shaking off the snow.

The cabin creaks and groans in the wind.

“Is everyone alright?” Orion asks, though he grabs my arms as if he’s only talking to me.

“I’m fine, just tired,” I say.

He nods after searching my face, but still looks me over before assessing his packmates. Thankfully, they’re okay too.

“I didn’t look beyond the entryway. The cabin seems to be in good shape, but be careful where you walk,” Orion says, our lights reflecting off wooden walls and floors. “Henri and Cato, find somewhere safe for Hestia to rest. We’ll search for supplies, and you can join us when you’re ready.”

We detach from the rope, half of them splitting off into different rooms or down the hallway while I follow Henri and Cato.

The air is stale and still, which is good news since it indicates the cabin is airtight.

They lead me further in until we find a giant living room with an enormous fireplace. Once again, they basically carry me over to the couch and set me down on it.

I flop back and close my eyes, holding my breath until the plumes of dust settle.

They take my gear off and set my backpack aside.

I manage to slit my eyes open as they tuck blankets around me.

When they’re done turning me into a burrito, they investigate the fireplace. Cato opens the flue and shines his light up the chimney, determining it looks clear enough to risk using.

There’s wood already stacked in the grate and more in a rack on the side.

It’s kind of eerie, this place looks like the owner could return at any time except for the layers of dust on everything.

I ignore the statistics floating in my head about house fires that started from an improperly maintained chimney as Henri strikes a match.

The wood catches quickly, and I close my eyes as the heat washes over me.

Cato and Henri pick up the couch and move me closer to the fireplace.

“We’re going to look around now, will you be okay here on your own? One of us can stay with you,” Henri says.

“I’ll be fine. You guys can go,” I say.

“Are you sure? Will you be able to keep an eye on the fire?” he asks, sounding concerned.

Cato sinks onto the couch next to me.

I sit up straight. Henri’s right, I need to watch it.

I’m feeling better already between getting off my feet and defrosting, so I wave them off again. “I’ve got it, don’t worry.”

I’m surprised Cato listens, but they stroke my hair and leave to check out the place.

The fire crackles merrily like it has no idea there’s a blizzard raging outside. Which I suppose it doesn’t.

Just having solid walls between me and the wind is a gift. The howling was difficult to withstand mentally, on top of the cold.

I listen to the fire and the creaking of my teammates moving around.

Magnus returns first, bringing more firewood. He stacks it next to the fireplace and kneels in front of me.

“How are you feeling?” he asks.

“I’m good,” I say, or try to, but it’s like there’s cotton in my mouth, and it comes out sounding like “I’mmmmgoogh.”

“I think you’re overheating,” he says, pulling me out of my cocoon.

Now that he mentions it, I do feel hot. Like, super hot.

Magnus unzips my coat and I try to help him get it off, but can’t get myself to move. It doesn’t matter though, he shifts me around like a doll as he takes off my outer layers.

I should’ve paid better attention. I was already too tired to help search for supplies, the least I can do is take care of myself. I don’t want to drag my team down.

Now that I noticed how hot I am, all I can focus on is my panting breaths.

I try to take a deep inhale and slow my breathing, but it doesn’t work.

Magnus holds up my canteen for me to drink. The cold water shocks me, ice filling my stomach, but it’s better than feeling like I can’t catch my breath.

Henri and Charm come in, and Charm rushes over to feel my hot face.

“What’s going on?” he asks.

“She’s overheated,” Magnus says.

“I’m sorry, Hestia. I thought you’d be cold without the blankets. I should have stayed to watch you since I don’t have a camera in—I should have stayed,” Henri says, feeling my neck and smoothing back my hair.

“It’s okay, it’s not your fault. I just didn’t realize how warm I was,” I say, and I’m already talking normally again, though my vision is a little blurry.

Henri is still stricken. I can’t imagine how he’d look if he heard what I sounded like a minute ago.

He soaks a bandana with his water bottle and puts it around my neck.

The heat recedes as quickly as it came, and I try to reassure them that I’m fine so they stop hovering.

When Cato returns, he’s carrying a bunch of tin cans. He sets them on a table and shucks his clothes until he’s down to just pants.

I’m still in my flannel shirt, leggings, and wool socks, but the fire has warmed up the room enough that it’s a comfortable temperature.

Magnus and Charm follow his lead, taking off their shoes and outer layers. Magnus hangs my clothes near the fire next to his to dry.

Cato joins me on the couch and brushes my cheek. I must feel cooler because he doesn’t fuss.

“I’m okay, Henri,” I say, since he’s still fluttering around me.

He has all his clothes on except for his hat. I can’t have him getting overheated now. I tug on Henri’s coat, and he finally strips down like the rest of us.

“What’s the cabin like? It seems like it’s in good shape,” I say.

Orion isn’t back yet, but I assume they checked most of the place.

“It’s sturdy and well-stocked,” Magnus says, nodding at Cato, who is prying the lid off a tin can with his multi-tool.

Cato fishes out a pear slice and takes a bite before offering the rest to me.

I take a big sniff first, but it smells and looks okay. As long as the can wasn’t damaged, it should be safe, though it won’t be flavorful if it’s old.

I eat the pear from his hand and chew slowly. It still has the usual fruity taste and isn’t totally mushy.

It’s pretty good, actually. One of the best canned pears I’ve ever had.

I chew faster, my body suddenly deciding I’m hungry.

“Unsurprisingly, the electricity won’t turn on. I’m sure the service is shut down,” Magnus continues as Cato feeds me more. “There’s a generator connection, but I didn’t go out to look for one because of the storm. There’s plenty of firewood in the attached garage and the water is working, so we’ll be okay until the blizzard passes.”

I nod since my mouth is full of pear. A night or two in the cabin should be no problem. We have our own rations in addition to whatever’s around here.

Henri adds another log to the fire and joins us on the couch. Charm and Magnus sit in the chairs and stretch out.

Cato finishes feeding me, and we relax in silence.

The smell of the fire grows—no, not the fire, Charm. His woodsy scent is stronger now that he’s not covered in winter gear.

All our scents are richer than normal. There’s no air filtering system in here and our descenters are wearing off after a long day of exertion.

We smell like the perfect cozy winter evening, eating desserts by the fire, warm and sweet.

I inhale deeply.

We’re missing one. A winter night isn’t complete without candy canes.

“Where’s Orion?” I ask.

“He said he was going to check the exterior walls for damage when I passed him,” Magnus says.

“Shouldn’t he be done by now? I can’t imagine there’s a gaping hole somewhere, there aren’t any drafts,” I say.

“Orion likes to triple-check everything. He’s probably making a list of supplies and where they’re located too,” Charm says.

I frown. “He needs to rest. You can help him make a list, right? Orion doesn’t have to do it all himself.”

Cato chuckles, and I turn my frown on him.

“We don’t disagree with you,” Charm says. “It’s just difficult to get Orion to believe he doesn’t have to do it all alone. We’ve tried.”

Well, I haven’t tried.

I throw off the blankets that somehow got tucked around me again and head out to look for him before they can argue.

I’ll make him stop running himself ragged, no matter what it takes.


Chapter 27
Orion
[image: Drawing of candy canes, peppermints, and peppermint sprigs]



Iinspect the upper hallway again, ensuring the windows are shut and tapping the frames to see if they’re stable. Old windows can fall out if the wood has degraded, especially in winds like these.

These windows seem sturdy, so we should be safe there.

Unless a tree falls on the house and the glass shatters.

I wipe my breath off the glass and look for nearby trees. There’s a decent stretch of empty land between the cabin and the forest, at least on this side of the house. It’s unlikely any trees will fall on us over here.

I carefully cover the window back up with the drapes, blocking out the cold.

I’ve checked all the exterior walls now, but only from the inside. I should walk the perimeter to make sure there aren’t any dangers lurking. An outside wall could be on the verge of collapse, imperceptible from the inside.

I still have my gear on, so I can be out the door in seconds.

At home, I know Hestia is protected, but out here anything could happen. I don’t know this cabin well enough to trust it with my mate and packmates’ safety.

I’m halfway down the stairs when I remember I never called for a dinner break. I should have made everyone eat when we got in.

I’ll detour to the kitchen first and see what kind of meal Henri can put together.

I already made notes of what was in the pantry. I’m looking over the list as I reach the landing and almost run into Hestia as she flies around the corner.

I grab her waist as she slides past and pick her up, carrying her back toward the lit room down the hall.

“What are you doing running around? You don’t even have a coat on. You need to stay by the fire,” I tell her.

My packmates weren’t far behind, and I hand Hestia off to Magnus as she sputters something about looking for me.

“Make sure she gets warmed up,” I say before turning away.

But Magnus lets Hestia go, and she follows after me.

“You should come sit with us,” she says, grabbing my arm.

I glare at Magnus over her shoulder, but he ignores my order to take Hestia back where it’s safe.

I gently try to unwrap her from my arm, but she won’t budge, squeezing it tighter against her chest. I let go since I don’t want to risk hurting her.

“I’ll join you when I’m done searching the cabin,” I say.

“But you guys already checked everything,” Hestia says, looking between me and my packmates.

“I still have a few more things to take stock of. If you need anything, they’ll get it for you.” I try again to get her to release me.

“This place is fine, it’s safe. Come with us, you need to rest too,” she says.

“She’s right. We have plenty of food and firewood, so come relax,” Charm says.

“I need to check the pantry again. I have to make sure my list is accurate,” I say, and take a step away, hoping to slide out of her grasp.

“There’s more food than we’ll need, even without counting what we brought with us,” Magnus says.

“We’ve been snacking already, but I can put something together for dinner once you join us,” Henri adds.

I clench my jaw and exhale hard, avoiding looking at my packmates. I don’t want to take out my irritation on them, but I don’t understand why they don’t get it.

I need to make sure we’ll be safe here. Anything could happen with a blizzard like this. We could end up snowed in for days. We have to ration our supplies, otherwise, we won’t survive. I can’t let anything happen to my pack.

I won’t, my alpha growls.

That means I have to track everything. I need to take stock of the pantry again, and I need to check the firewood supply one more time. How much wood have they gone through already?

There was an axe in the garage. I should sharpen it in case we need to cut more.

Heat, food…what about water?

I still have to test the tap water quality. I used our test kit on the kitchen sink, and it was safe to drink, but I haven’t checked all the faucets yet. Some might not be potable.

Or maybe I should look outside for a generator first. If we get the electricity on, that will make Hestia much more comfortable.

There’s a buzzing noise in my ears, but I ignore it. It’s not important.

What’s important is taking care of my pack, my mate. I have to take stock of our supplies, or we’ll die.

I have to⁠—

“Orion! Stop!” Hestia’s voice comes through loud and clear.

It’s the only thing that exists to me now—it’s all I can hear, all I can feel, all I can think about. I’m vibrating in place, like a gong she struck.

As the echoes fade, my mind clears.

I remember I was going to check the pantry, but now I don’t know why it was so imperative to do so. I’ve already taken stock of the food three times. Looking again isn’t going to change anything.

Ah.

That’s right.

My thoughts were spiraling. I couldn’t stop them.

“I’m so sorry, Orion,” Hestia says.

I blink and focus on her face staring up at me.

“I didn’t mean to do that. Or I did. But I didn’t really mean to. I don’t want to take control of you, but it looked like you were wearing yourself out. I just wanted you to stop for a second and listen. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to hiss at you,” she says, talking so fast she’s out of breath.

“It’s okay, Hestia. You were trying to help. I’m sure he understands,” Charm says.

“Just give him a minute,” Magnus says, stroking her hair to settle her.

Now I realize my packmates were pounding on our bond before Hestia cut through everything. They were just background noise, the buzzing of an insect I ignored. It feels like I have a mental bruise from where they pressed so hard trying to break through and help me.

Hestia’s hiss finally releases me, and my body goes lax. It was peaceful being in her grip, not allowed to do anything but what she tells me to.

I pull her into a hug, cutting off another apology.

After a moment, she hugs me back.

“Thank you for helping me. I couldn’t make myself stop, but you did,” I say into her hair.

“Are you sure you’re okay? I didn’t want to hiss at you, but you wouldn’t listen to anyone,” Hestia whines.

“Yes, your hiss was a relief. It didn’t hurt at all, and it was…comforting to have you take control,” I admit.

“Oh,” she exhales.

That may have been too much information to drop on her, but I don’t want her to think she upset me.

I rub her back, and my purr stutters out, surprising me. I can’t remember the last time I purred for anyone.

Hestia freezes and I think she’s going to push me away. A purr can be an intimate thing. But then she melts into me, body so limp that I’m basically holding her up.

I purr for her until her fruity scent is no longer tart and anxious.

I reluctantly release her, and she sways for a second before steadying.

“Feel better?” I ask, and she nods.

“Good. Your hiss is a gift that you use to help people, so I don’t want you feeling bad about it afterward,” I say.

She smiles bashfully and says, “Okay, I’ll do my best.”

“You don’t need to hiss to get me to do what you want,” Cato says, sliding up behind her.

Hestia rolls her eyes, but her face flushes and her candied fruit scent blooms around us.

I inhale deeply, tasting the warm, rich scent on my tongue.

Of course, there are no air filters in here, and our descenters must be wearing off.

I choke off an interested growl as our scents rise in response, an enticing blend of alpha and omega.

I’m not overthinking now with all the blood rushing to my cock, but I still vaguely remember there’s some reason I shouldn’t act on this tension between us.

“So, everyone feels better now, right? Back to normal,” Charm says, chipper tone diffusing the situation.

“Why don’t you go with Magnus and Cato and have them draw you a bath,” I tell Hestia. “There’s a bathroom with a wood-fired bathtub upstairs. We’ll get dinner going and eat when you’re out.”

“That sounds nice. You’re going to sit down and relax while I’m gone, aren’t you?” she says sternly.

“I’ll sit down right after we have the food cooking, I promise,” I say.

Hestia narrows her eyes at me and nods, pausing to give me one last look before following them up the stairs.

I’m finally breathing easy thanks to her.

We have a safe place to wait out the blizzard, and we’re able to provide Hestia with a hot bath, a hot meal, and a warm bed.

Everything will be just fine.


Chapter 28
Hestia
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Magnus and Cato kindly got my bath heating, whereupon I quickly shooed them out.

I didn’t notice I had to pee until they turned the water on, and then I was dying. Not surprising, it’s been hours since I last went. Thankfully I held out long enough to do it in private.

After using the facilities and stripping out of my clothes, I gratefully sank into the warm water to enjoy a nice soak.

Washing off the stress sweat was a treat. Cato even found some herbal soap bars in a cabinet, which really livened up this bath.

They left me with the few bottles of descenters they had, along with the ones I have in my bag. The bottles aren’t big, but they’ll last a few days.

Hiding our scents shouldn’t be a concern though. It’s not like it’s a job requirement, it’s just…

The way they responded so strongly to my scent. I don’t know how I could work with them while ignoring how delicious their natural scents are. Not to mention, my scent was almost as strong as when I perfume. I couldn’t walk around embarrassing myself like that, when just talking to them gets me going.

My suppressants are still working, so I wasn’t actually perfuming. It probably seemed that way because it’s been so long since I smelled myself without scent dampeners.

I have a bottle of suppressants in my bag and more in my emergency kit. I won’t have to worry about breakthroughs even if we’re stuck here for a while.

Surely I can handle smelling my teammates for a few days, even if they don’t use descenters.

Currently it feels like their scents are stuck in my nose, tickling my brain in strange and unusual ways (mostly horny ways), but it will be fine. I’ll just pretend that’s not happening, and everything will be okay.

I can restrain myself.

I sink down until the water is just under my nose, hiding my red face in the steam even though there’s no one around to see it.

Getting snowed in with them is just a test of my professionalism. If I think about it like that, I know I’ll ace the exam. I always get the highest marks.

Question #1: What do you do when you get snowed in with your bosses, who you’re desperately attracted to, and everyone’s descenters are wearing off?

Answer: You fuck them.

Wait, no.

Fuck.

You don’t fuck them.

I drop below the surface, hair floating around me in the giant tub.

I blow out all the air through my nose until there’s nothing left, hoping to clear away their scents.

Except even breathless, I can feel them inside me.

I stay under, like somehow that will wash away the memory of my teammates—their scents, their eyes, their smiles, their care, concerns, laughter, teasing, sweetness. Everything, because I love everything about them.

I’m not sure I can do this.

I burst through the surface before I cry and end up inhaling water. I dig the heels of my hands into my eyes, trying to physically hold back the tears.

I don’t think I can do this. Denying my feelings, faking being just teammates when I want so much more. And not just for tonight, I’d have to pretend for another 701 days.

But what’s the alternative? Ruin our careers? Leave and never see them again? Move to another station for my training and come back when I’m done?

I don’t think I could stand moving out now. Even considering it makes me feel like my heart will tear in two and half of it will stay here with them.

But the other half of my heart still belongs to me, and it beats for the love of this job. Thinking back on all the people we’ve helped, I can’t imagine doing anything else. Even getting stuck in a blizzard is worth it for the chance to save someone.

I don’t know how to make both halves happy.

And…what if I’ve misread them? What if they’re not into me, or the attraction isn’t anything more than physical? Simple biology between alphas and omegas.

They did say their pack is closed. Would they open it for me?

My emotions are bouncing all over the place, and I laugh at the ridiculousness of it. We’re snowed in after surviving a blizzard, and I’m worried about sleeping with my bosses.

My laughter hits the tiled walls and echoes back, sounding frenzied and distorted, but I can’t stop.

I cover my mouth, but that does nothing to stem my thoughts.

Eventually my laughter subsides, leaving me just as exhausted as when we first got to the cabin.

I drag myself out of the bath and into a towel. It feels extra cold now that I’m out of the water, though the fireplace did a decent job of heating the room. I hastily dab at my body and redress, putting on the clean clothes I had in my pack.

I drop the towel over the rod on my way out, leaving the tub full and my things behind. Staying upright is taking all the energy I have left.

I stumble into the hall in a billow of steam, where Cato scoops me up.

“Did you have fun in there, pet?” he whispers in my ear, making goosebumps break out on my neck.

My potent fruit scent rises around us, acting like I didn’t just use descenting soaps and spray myself down with descenters.

Wait, did I remember to use the descenting spray? What soap did I use? Was it just the herbal one?

Cato’s chest rumbles, vibrating against me.

I don’t know why he’s laughing, but I don’t care because his bare skin is hot on mine and my hands move of their own accord, stroking his chest.

Cato buries his face in my hair, inhaling deeply. He noses lower and scrapes his teeth against my neck. My body goes limp, waiting for him to bite.

But Cato drops me as suddenly as he picked me up.

He keeps a hold of my arm so I don’t fall over, but otherwise stands as far away as possible.

I blink as my mind restarts. Once I’m steady, Cato releases me and ushers me down the hall, staying behind me like a dog herding sheep.

I thought I had him figured out. I thought Cato liked me, but now that I reciprocate, he pulls away? He rejects me?

I bite my cheek to distract myself from the pain.

Was it all meaningless?

Don’t they want me? Don’t they care about me?

It’s all I can think about. Agony consumes me.

“Did you have a good—” Charm says, cutting himself off as we enter the living room.

“What’s wrong?” Orion asks, rushing over.

He grabs my shoulders to get a good look at me.

That’s the other problem with not blocking my scent. I can’t hide my emotions when I want to.

“Nothing,” I say, but my lip trembles.

Magnus pulls me away from Orion and folds himself around me. He’s so big I’m completely surrounded, like he’s taken me into his chest, cracked open his ribs to tuck me in next to his heart.

It helps, but it doesn’t assuage my fear that they only care about me as a teammate or, at best, a friend.

My tears soak Magnus’s shirt.

“It’s probably a delayed reaction to the stress,” Charm murmurs.

“I’m sorry, Hestia. I should have realized you’d be distressed after all of this. We shouldn’t have left you alone,” Orion says.

I shake my head, face rubbing against Magnus.

“I’m fine,” I say through sniffles.

I can’t have Orion trying to take responsibility for everything again.

This isn’t his fault. Or at least, I can’t blame them if they don’t like me the way I like them.

I don’t know why it’s getting to me now though. It must be the shock of surviving a blizzard, like Charm said.

“Come over by the fire. The warmth will help,” Orion says.

He doesn’t sound panicked like he did earlier, so at least I was able to help him before breaking down myself.

Magnus carries me over and sits down with me straddling his lap, my back to the fire. I keep my face buried in his chest.

Henri, Charm, and Orion join us, rubbing my hair and back, purring. Magnus is like a jet engine with his rumbling purr, ginger scent soothing.

Being surrounded by my alphas is comforting, but it’s a lie. They’re not my pack.

I hiccup, trying to hold back more tears.

“Crying is a normal reaction to shock, let yourself feel your feelings,” Henri says.

“It’s better not to hold things in,” Cato agrees, flat and emotionless, his voice coming from across the room.

I wait to see if he’ll say more, but he’s silent.

I clutch Magnus’s shirt and can’t stop the tears anymore. I try to keep my sobs quiet, shaking in his arms.

They hold me until I’m worn out, wrung out, and no longer feel like I’ll burst at the seams.

I doze afterward in the heat of their bodies.


Chapter 29
Hestia
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The smell of food tickles my nose, sneaking in under the sweet scents of my mates.

It rouses me enough that I sit up in Magnus’s lap, rubbing my eyes and looking around for the source.

“How do you feel?” Orion asks, cupping my face.

“I’m fine,” I say, voice scratchy and my throat sore.

I clear my throat, and Henri is already handing me a glass of water. I gulp it down, some of it spilling on my chest.

I sigh and stretch my legs out toward the fire, which now has a cast-iron cauldron hanging over it.

“What are we eating?” I ask.

“It’s beef stew. I used our dried meat and some canned vegetables from the pantry. The meat should be soft enough if we let it boil a little longer,” Henri says. “It won’t be as good as our usual dinners, but it should be decent and filling.”

“I’m sure it’ll be great,” I say, already salivating.

“Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” Orion asks again.

I smile and nod, and he rubs the top of my head.

My freakout about Cato rejecting me seems so far away, like it happened to someone else. I’m totally fine now. Amazing even.

“You don’t need to keep watching over me. You can go shower if you want,” I say.

After a little more prodding, they finally accept that I’m all better, and Charm and Orion leave to clean up.

As they go, I catch sight of Cato leaning against the wall. His hair is damp, and he’s wearing different pants, so he must have bathed while I was out.

He’s sitting as far away as possible, but watches me through half-lidded eyes.

If Cato wants to avoid me, that’s his prerogative. Maybe he realized his teasing was getting too real so he backed off.

That works for me. We shouldn’t cross that line while they’re my bosses.

I’ve found my resolve again. I’ll stay focused on the job until it’s safe to confess my feelings.

I settle back against Magnus, using him as a recliner while I watch Henri stir the stew.
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My stomach growls as Henri scoops me a second bowl.

I waited (impatiently) to ensure there was enough left after my giant teammates got their portions before going for seconds. Henri gave me a large bowlful to start with, but it went fast.

Thankfully there’s still plenty left in the cauldron. The canned carrots and potatoes turned out delicious, especially if you avoid wondering how old they are.

The only thing missing is fresh, crusty bread, but obviously I’m not going to complain about that.

I eat through my second serving just as fast, but this one fills me up.

I flop against Magnus after I scrape the bowl clean, letting it dangle from my hand. Henri quickly takes it and sets it aside.

Magnus transferred me to a pile of pillows earlier when he went to clean up, but I’ve found he’s a much better seat than anything else. I climbed right back in his lap when he returned.

They’re all freshly showered now, and even though I can tell they used descenting soap and sprays, their clean, natural scents are still obvious without air filters.

It’s just like I thought, the six of us smell like the perfect winter evening.

Winter has always been my favorite season, and even after surviving a blizzard, my mind hasn’t changed. There’s just something special about it. Winter, that is, not the blizzard.

The short days and cozy nights, colorful lights everywhere. It’s a season of slowing down.

I flex my toes, pink socks pointed toward the fire.

Orion pulls a blanket over me, even though I already pushed off the other ones they covered me with before dinner. I quickly slide this one off too.

“Do you not like the feel of it?” Orion asks.

I still as my omega brain whirrs, excited that an alpha is trying to help us nest.

I shake off the thought and say, “The blanket is fine, I’m just hot.”

“Are you sure?” Henri asks, peeking at me before quickly looking away.

“I’m warm enough here by the fire,” I say.

“Sure, but it’s still drafty,” Charm says.

As if on cue, an extra powerful gust of wind rattles the cabin. It’s been doing that off and on, and it’s mostly background noise at this point.

The fire has been going for hours, I don’t know why they’re so worried about a stray draft.

I catch Charm staring at my clothes, and when he realizes I see him, he hastily turns away to poke at the fire.

I look down too, confused about what’s wrong with my pink cotton shorts and tank top. This was all I had in my pack, obviously more suited for summer wear, but it’s just a backup set. I didn’t think my spare clothes needed to be fashionable.

“Do you not like my outfit?” I can’t help asking.

“No, it’s not that, your clothes are nice, I mean, lovely! Wear whatever you want. They just seemed…thin. I wanted to make sure you were comfortable,” Orion says.

I pull on the hem of my tank top, stretching it out. It doesn’t look that thin to me. I let go, and it snaps back in place, clinging to my skin.

There’s a chorus of growls from the surrounding alphas.

I roll my eyes. It’s not that thin. And sure, my shorts are short, but I’m not cold.

“I’m perfectly comfortable,” I say, crossing my arms.

That only makes them stare harder at my outfit.

They’re being so weird about my fashion choices.

Orion is the first to look away. He clears his throat and says, “We’ll get the beds together for tonight. I was thinking we would all sleep in here if that’s alright with you, Hestia. We can make you a private sleeping space if you’d prefer.”

“I don’t mind sharing. It’s the correct protocol in this situation,” I say.

Conserving heat and fuel is one of the most important things we can do.

After one last judging look at my outfit, they’re off to gather our bedding.

They can be a little too solicitous sometimes.
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Iwake up wet and sticky, starfished across my mattress, surrounded by discarded blankets.

Why is the fire so goddamn hot.

Sleeping alphas are all around me, bundled up in their blankets. How are they sleeping so peacefully when I’m being burned alive?

I tug on my top, considering taking off my clothes, but it’s so damp it clings to me.

I don’t think lying here tits out is going to be enough anyway.

I struggle onto my hands and knees and crawl out of the nest of mattresses. I bump into the doorframe and pull myself up, eyes bleary.

It’s hardly any cooler in the hallway. I go searching in the dark for relief, wandering until I hit the kitchen.

It’s only a little better in here. As I turn to leave, I bang against the counter. That feels cold. I press my face against the marble countertop, sighing as the freezing stone offers relief.

I can think again.

I could just climb on the counter and sleep here.

I frown as the heat returns, blazing even hotter than before.

I shift to a different spot, fresh cold stone, but it doesn’t help.

I whimper, my skin burning. How is the fireplace making it so hot in here?

I push off the counter and return to the hallway, sliding against the wall to keep myself upright as I look for a cure.

I squint as a white glow appears ahead and pick up my pace, aiming for the cold light.

My hands hit a window, nice frigid glass. It’s still not enough, but outside…outside is snow.

That will quench this fire.

Conveniently, the window is by a door, so all I have to do is open it and then I’m saved. I’ll lie in the snow until I feel better.

I push on the door, but it doesn’t budge.

I put my shoulder against it and push harder.

Why won’t it open??

I let out a whine.

I’m burning up. I need to get outside. I’m so wet and sticky, and I can’t breathe with the sickly-sweet fruit scent overwhelming my senses.

I shake the handle and thump against the door to no avail.

In blind frustration, I yank on the handle, jerking it up and down, until suddenly it pops open and the door swings in.

The rush of snowy air offers immediate relief, and I inhale deeply. The freezing cold hurts, but it clears out the almost drugging scent clogging my nose.

In response, the heat inside blazes hotter, the snow on my face already melted and dripping.

I step toward the alluring snowdrifts piled just outside the door.

“Hestia, stop,” a choked voice says.

I almost think I imagine the voice, self-preservation telling me to stop. I know there’s a reason I shouldn’t go outside, but it’s too hot to stay here.

Except I know that voice.

My omega roars to the front, taking over.

We turn to face our pack.

“Hestia,” Orion says again.

They’re all here, Orion, Magnus, Charm, and Henri. I can’t see him, but I can sense him—my final alpha.

I search the shadows until I find him, Cato’s eyes reflecting the light of the moon.

No one moves.

They’re my mates, they should be falling all over themselves to help me with my heat, but they’re just standing there. With the wind blowing in behind me, I can’t even scent if they’re interested.

I pout at them.

“Hestia, come back inside,” Henri coaxes, like he’s afraid I’ll run off into the night.

That might have been true a moment ago, but now I understand what’s going on and how to fix it.

I turn away from them.

“Hestia,” Orion starts, but whatever else he was going to say is cut off as I drop to my knees and stretch forward on my forearms, head down.

My ass is up, legs spread so they can see the slick on my thighs and my wet, fabric-covered pussy.

If I weren’t so impatient, I would have undressed first to give them a better view of what I’m offering, but they can just tear my clothes off instead.

My mates growl and finally move.

I pant with anticipation, pussy fluttering. I need knots now.

I squeal as I’m picked up, and whine when no one touches me where I want them to.

Magnus’s arms are tight around my waist, holding me back against his chest. I push my feet against his thigh, trying to stretch up and pull his head down to mine. He ignores my attempts like he doesn’t even feel them.

I reach for the others, but they don’t seem any more inclined to knot me than Magnus.

Charm struggles to shut the door with the snow that’s built up inside.

Was my presenting not clear enough?

I guess I should have taken my clothes off.

He finally gets the door shut, and the wind cuts off abruptly. In its wake, their scents surge around me, a maelstrom of fragrant alphas.

They’re clearly interested, and it makes me even wetter. I inhale deeply, trying to infuse my body with their scents. They’re doing the same, chests heaving.

I whine for them, which makes them twitch, yet they still won’t touch me.

“Hestia…your heat started,” Orion says, stating the obvious.

He’s so cute, even when he’s delaying giving me his cock. I nod, amused at how long it’s taking them to figure out they should be knotting me.

If they want to ease into this and do a little foreplay before they knot me for days, we can do that.

My perfume blooms at the thought, causing more growls, Magnus’s chest vibrating against my back.

“Do you have any suppressants with you? Or heat stoppers?” Orion asks.

“I think it’s too late for that,” Charm says, voice tight.

I huff and wiggle against Magnus’s hold, but he doesn’t budge.

“You have to knot me,” I say, pouting.

My tongue feels thick and heavy, and it’s hard not to drool with how excited I am to taste the delicious flavors they’re teasing me with.

“You’ve been taking your suppressants, haven’t you?” Orion asks.

"Yes,” I say, still trying to fight my way out of Magnus’s arms so I can go for his cock.

“The stress of the blizzard could have impacted their effectiveness,” Charm murmurs, consulting with him.

They’re talking to each other as if I’m not even here.

“The pre-heat fever probably burned off the rest,” Magnus says.

I wiggle again in frustration. Now isn’t the time to analyze why my heat started. We’re not writing a report!

Magnus finally sets me down, and Orion takes my hands.

“We’d be honored to help you through your heat, if you’ll have us,” he says.

“This won’t have any impact on your training. Everything will go back to normal after this,” Henri says.

“If you don’t want our help, I’ll see if dispatch can get us an emergency evac to take you to a heat clinic,” Orion says.

Now isn’t the time for thinking, that’s Hestia’s area to deal with, but apparently they won’t knot me until we sort this out. As an omega, all I want is for my mates to knot me, I don’t care if they’re my bosses.

I put my hands on my hips and make sure I have their full attention before saying, “I want you. Whether we were trapped together or not, I’d want your pack to help me through my heat.”

I make eye contact with all of them, so they know I’m coherent enough to mean it. Still, they wait as if I’ll suddenly change my mind, but I don’t waver. And I think my voice was very steady for someone who’s dripping slick on the floor.

I’m not sure if they discuss things in their bond or if they simply come to the same conclusion at the same time, but something snaps, and things move quickly after that.

In seconds, I’m flat on my back in the living room, surrounded by my alphas in the nest they made me.

But this time, I know what I’m really hot for.
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“Do you have it?” Cato asks.

I look for him at the sound of his voice but only catch a glimpse as he and Orion leave the room.

I whine and Charm reassures me, “They’ll be back in a minute, omega. They’re getting ready for you.”

Him calling me omega calms me. Well, that and Magnus’s tongue in my mouth.

They have me spread out, Magnus kissing me and Charm running his nose along my neck.

Magnus’s lips are soft except for the line of scarring. I lick it when he pulls back, making him growl and kiss me again. His tongue presses inside, filling my mouth with his gingerbread flavor.

He moves aside for Henri to take his place. Henri puts his hands on my cheeks and smiles down at me, but his brown eyes are wild.

He kisses me sweetly, if you ignore the hand he has wrapped firmly around my throat.

Charm shifts down to kiss my chest, and the light kisses in contrast with Henri’s possessive hold make me impatient for more.

I clutch at his shirt, but Henri pulls back.

Magnus watches his packmates play with me, rubbing his cock over his boxers. There’s a growing wet spot from his precum that I want to taste.

“Be a good omega for me,” Henri says, squeezing my throat.

I whimper and release his shirt. I want to do what my alphas tell me to…

But I’m the omega and I should get what I want.

Henri’s lips are almost on mine when I sneak my hand into his pants and find his cock. He moans and presses his forehead against me as I stroke him.

Charm sucks on my nipple through my tank top, playing with it with tongue and gentle teeth. When he sucks hard, I moan and pause my movements.

Henri squeezes my throat and growls, “Keep going.”

I whine and resume milking him, using his precum to glide up and down his long cock.

I don’t know if it’s because it’s been so long since I’ve been with someone, but Henri’s cock feels bigger than I’m used to.

Charm alternates between my breasts, and every time he distracts me, Henri urges me to keep going. When I do, he presses kisses on my face and hair, my reward for doing a good job.

I run my fingers around his head, playing with the soft skin bunched there, and then down his shaft as far as I can go. He’s too far away for me to reach his knot, but I want it, I want to feel it inside me.

My pussy aches, so empty, dripping slick to lure them in. My perfume is hanging thick in the air, making it difficult to smell my mates.

Henri suddenly pulls my hand away, and they move back.

A shadowy face appears above me, upside-down. I’m confused trying to make sense of it, but finally I recognize Cato. A muzzle covers the lower half of his face, leather and metal hooked over his nose and mouth so his sharp teeth are barely visible.

In a blink, he rips my tank top open, growling as my breasts bounce out. He puts his knees on my shoulders to hold them down as Orion pulls my shorts off (without ripping them). Cato pulls my knees up and spreads my legs wide.

But I’m hardly paying attention to how they’re manhandling me because in this position, Cato’s cock hovers over my face. Precum has the head slick and shiny, dripping down the shaft and highlighting his veins. I want to trace them with my tongue.

At the base of his shaft is the large, round bulge of his knot. It doesn’t look like it could fit inside me, and it’s not even inflated yet. Cato’s balls are tight against his body, pale skin in stark contrast to the shock of red hair around it.

The scent of his precum is strong, and I whine, wanting my chocolate treat. Chocolate has always been my favorite food, and I’ve been desperate to taste Cato since we met. I try to sit up so I can reach it, forgetting he has me pinned.

He watches me struggle, dark eyes burning and hungry. My heart pounds at seeing his alpha so focused on me. Cato’s scent is usually semisweet, but now the dark chocolate smell is stronger under the power of his other half.

I only manage to break his gaze because Orion distracts me by licking my pussy, his face buried between my thighs. I close my eyes and moan.

Orion does it again, an almost lazy swipe up my pussy like he’s tasting me. My body is happy to make more slick for him, but I only let him get a few more licks before I lose my patience.

I tangle my fingers in his hair and pull his face against me. I rub his nose against my clit and grind his lips against mine. Orion follows my command, his tongue thoroughly exploring me and circling my clit before pressing inside to rub my G-spot.

My legs shake and twitch, but Cato keeps them spread for him.

I’m hot all over, desperate, every nerve in my body going haywire. The orgasm catches me by surprise.

I whimper as I come, holding Orion tight so he stays tongue-deep in me while I flood his face.

It feels so good, but even as my pussy pulses around his tongue, I can tell it’s nowhere near enough.

When I’m done, I gently pull him away. Any other time, I’d be happy to let him lick me as much as he wants, but my heat is burning through me and it needs to be fed.

“I need knots,” I whine.

Orion kisses my hands after I let go. “I know you do, omega. I wanted to make sure you were ready for them.”

“Of course I’m ready,” I say, although I’m not sure how confident I look with my feet dangling in the air.

Orion moves aside, and Charm kneels between my legs. His kisses taste like pine needle tea, bubbly and slightly woodsy. I kiss him back and stroke his cock, eager to feel everything that’s going to be inside me. His mouth becomes more uncoordinated as I play with him.

I guide his cock to my entrance and let him take over. Charm leans back to watch as he slowly enters me.

“More,” I demand.

We’re both breathing hard by the time he gets his head in. It feels so good to have him stretch me open, my pussy clinging to him.

Charm works himself deeper with sharp thrusts, moving faster like he can’t bear to wait any longer.

I claw at his arms and shoulders, urging him on, my whines mixing with his grunts and the wet sounds of him fucking me.

He pushes my legs back until my knees hit my chest, and Cato moves to give him room. I vaguely hear Orion murmur, “Are you holding up alright?” and Cato’s answering growl.

Their odd conversation is quickly forgotten as Charm hits deeper with this new angle. His knot bumps me with every thrust, my breasts bouncing as he drives me into the mattress.

I whine as his cock rubs against that sensitive spot near my cervix, and my thighs tingle as another orgasm builds.

Charm is no longer the polished, charming alpha. His blonde hair is disheveled, canine teeth peeking out, polite smile nowhere in sight. Now he’s an alpha whose only concern is pleasing his omega.

I’m smug that I made him this way. This powerful alpha, who made it through a blizzard unscathed, is now coming undone because of my omega pussy.

Yet it’s still not enough to calm my heat. I need to be stuffed full until I can’t think, until I can’t feel anything but them, until their come is locked deep inside me.

And like good alphas, they know exactly what I need.

Charm lifts me and sits back on his heels, all while holding me on his cock.

I kiss and lick and bite his chest. Every time I scrape my teeth against him, Charm groans and his cock twitches. I smile against his skin, wondering if he’d let me sink my teeth in deep.

Hestia pushes back, logic trying to take control. There’s no reason to worry though. I’m not angling for a bond just yet. I know we have to wait until our mating won’t get our alphas in trouble.

Charm bounces me on his cock, and those silly logical thoughts disappear.

Henri fists his hand in my hair and pulls my head back, arching my body.

My pussy is already fluttering when Charm rubs my clit, and I spiral higher.

Henri’s expression is fierce as he watches the pleasure on my face.

One more firm touch pushes me over, and I tighten around Charm. My pussy tries to milk him as I squirt all over his lap.

Henri kisses me hard, pushing his tongue in my mouth. I’m not coherent enough to reciprocate, so he takes me however he wants.

Henri rubs my pussy where it’s stretched around Charm’s cock, coating his fingers in my slick and working them between my cheeks. He circles my hole before slowly pushing a finger inside. I try to relax for him so he can work it in and out.

Charm grinds me against his knot while Henri plays with my ass. His knot is just barely stretching my entrance, and I shift my hips, trying to slide it in while simultaneously pushing back against Henri.

Henri adds more fingers, making my legs tremble, but I whine, still desperate for someone to knot me.

The whine has barely left my lips when Cato drags my face to his cock.

I open my mouth, but he rubs my cheek against his knot and up the shaft, smearing precum on me. Only his eyes are visible as he watches me, the rest of his expression obscured by the muzzle.

I try to get my mouth on him, but he turns my head to rub the other cheek on his cock. I love that he’s covering me in his scent like this, but there’s a more effective way to do that.

Cato growls when I grab his shaft, and Charm and Henri take my wrists, trapping them against my sides.

I still get what I want though, because Cato finally feeds me his cock. His size strains my mouth, and he only gives me a second to catch my breath before pushing deeper. I suck hard to get as much of the rich hot chocolate flavor as I can before he’s in my throat.

My eyes water as Cato fucks my face, saliva dripping down my chin. His movements are rough, but he’s careful not to actually hurt me, holding me like he’s desperate for me.

Cato squeezes my throat, feeling his cock move in it, as his knot brushes my lips. I don’t know if that part will fit, but I’m eager to try.

His attention is so consuming, I’d almost forgotten about his packmates. I’m reminded when Henri pushes his cock in my ass.

He very slowly works deeper. It feels like there isn’t enough room for him with Charm in my pussy.

I wanted their knots, but now I’m not sure I can take them. After seeing Cato’s knot up close—surely other alphas can’t be this big. They’re all so much bigger than I thought. Just their cocks are straining my body.

And I’ve never been with this many alphas at the same time.

With each thrust, I think Henri must be all the way in, but somehow on the next thrust he gives me more.

My eyes cross as Henri and Cato find a rhythm together, and it’s harder to care about what will happen if they try to knot me. My body strains for release, but I can’t quite reach it. I’m not sure if it’s too much stimulation or not enough.

Cato pulls out until only his head is in my mouth and holds it there. I whine when he doesn’t move.

“Take a deep breath,” Henri says.

I’ve been breathing just fine between thrusts, so I roll my eyes at him.

Henri stops moving and squeezes the back of my neck until I do what he says.

As soon as my lungs are full, Cato surges forward, all the way in until his knot hits my lips. And he keeps pushing, forcing my jaw wider around his knot.

Now I know why I was supposed to take a deep breath. I’m choking on his knot and can’t breathe around it.

The worry returns. As much as I want this, I’ve never had a knot in my mouth. I’m not sure I can take it.

The texture of his knot is so different, the skin is made up of small ridges rather than being smooth like the shaft. I explore it with my tongue, getting used to the idea of him knotting my mouth.

But as Cato pushes again, I panic. All those ridges are so it can inflate, extra skin that will stretch out. He’s already straining my jaw, it seems impossible for his knot to get even bigger after it’s in.

I look up at Cato, eyes pleading for reassurance.
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Cato pauses and rubs my cheek, waiting for me to adjust. Henri stops too, sensing my hesitation.

I try not to picture how three giant alphas are supposed to fit inside one small omega, but avoiding thinking about it only makes me focus on it more.

Maybe I’m defective. I’ve never heard other omegas say they’re scared of knotting.

I sense that telltale tingle and scrunch my nose to stop it, but my hiccup catches on Cato’s cock.

He growls and carefully pulls out.

I duck my head to hide the frustrated tears.

Cato runs his fingers through my hair, massaging my scalp, while the others stroke my sides.

“Do you want us to stop? Pull out?” Charm says, and I whine reflexively.

I don’t want them to leave me.

I want to do this, I just don’t know if I can.

I shake my head.

“It’s okay, we’ll slow down,” Charm says.

Cato crouches and presses his face against mine, the smooth leather rubbing my cheek as he nuzzles me.

“We want you to feel good. We should have discussed what you’re comfortable with first,” Orion says, half to himself. “Is there anything specific you don’t want? We’ll just stick to the basics, one at a time, so it’s not overwhelming.”

“No, I want all of you, together,” I say. “I just…”

Charm and Henri purr, comforting me from the inside out, as they wait patiently for me to continue.

I take a deep breath, and their scents fill my lungs. Just like the alphas themselves, their scents make me feel safe, that feeling of nostalgia like—well, like you’re cozy in front of the fireplace while snow falls outside.

“I’d like for you to talkmethroughitandpraisemefordoingagoodjob,” I say, letting it all out in a rush.

No one says anything for an interminable amount of time, so obviously they’re not into that and now they’re annoyed they have to tell an omega what to do during her own heat.

“Never mind,” I mumble quickly.

“No, not never mind. We’re happy to do that. We’ll do whatever you want,” Orion says. “Thank you for telling us, you did a great job explaining it. Is there anything else you need?”

“That’s it,” I say, still ducking my head to hide my face.

Charm strokes my hair and says, “You’re taking us so well, omega.”

My nervous thoughts fizzle out.

“You’re the perfect omega, made to take our knots,” Henri whispers in my ear.

I whine and clench around them.

Cato rubs his jaw against my hair, scent marking me, non-verbal approval from his alpha.

“We’ll talk you through everything,” Orion says, sounding like he does when we’re on the clock and he’s leading our team.

I frown. That’s not what I need from him. He’s always looking after everyone else. It doesn’t need to be like that between us. The others can talk me through it, but with Orion, I want to be the one in charge.

“I liked what we did before, when you let me direct you while you ate my pussy,” I whine.

He hesitates, reluctant to let go.

I have an idea about how to prove this dynamic will work for us.

I put my hand around Orion’s throat and pull his head down so our faces are level. His pupils dilate and he’s breathing hard.

“You’ll serve me, won’t you, alpha?” I say sweetly, but I tighten my grip.

His mouth drops open, and he nods.

I reward him with a kiss.

Orion’s lips are pliant under mine, letting me set the pace. I didn’t intend to switch focus like this, but I lose myself in him.

He’s dripping so much precum for me. I stroke his cock and he whimpers. I avoid touching his knot, wanting to tease him.

Orion’s cock feels so good, so long and thick. It reaches up to his belly button, the base nestled in a thatch of dark hair. I can’t fit my hand around it, but I make sure to touch every part as I twist up and down.

He’s tense and trembling, muscles flexing like he’s holding himself back from thrusting into my hand.

I smile and bite his lower lip. He groans and his cock jerks, precum splashing on my wrist. He’s shaking harder now, but I keep my rhythm slow and steady, not enough to send him over the edge.

I tease the head until he’s panting and back off, gently stroking his shaft until his breathing slows.

I kiss Orion hard, his reward for not coming.

He freezes as I circle the base of his shaft above his knot. I slide my hand lower…and skip over it to play with his balls.

Orion does that whimpering moan again, and the sound goes straight to my pussy, making me clench around Charm and Henri. I love having them inside me, but in this moment it feels like Orion and I are the only ones here.

I start out gently in case his balls are sensitive, but Orion leans into me, so I use more pressure. I palm the bottom and tease them between my fingers. His cock pumps out fresh precum every time I squeeze. The sweet peppermint scent has my mouth watering, but as much as I want to taste Orion’s cock, I enjoy watching him slowly fall apart more.

Finally, he can’t hold back, and he thrusts against the air as I play with him.

I keep one hand on his balls and move the other back, searching with my fingertips. I know I’ve found it when he jerks forward suddenly. Orion whines as I rub the sensitive spot behind his balls.

His face is buried in my hair now, and he grinds his cock against my thigh.

I press harder on his perineum and his balls pulse in my hand. Orion comes with a whimper, cock jerking so hard his come hits my chest.

When he’s finished, I’m half covered in come, his peppermint scent swirling around us.

Orion sags, breath hot as he pants into my hair.

I hold him while he comes down and kiss him once he’s breathing normally.

I slide my tongue into his mouth and slowly trail my hand up his leg. His thigh twitches, but otherwise he holds still for me. I lightly stroke his cock, and he shivers but tilts his hips closer.

I pull back to watch him as I pump it a few times and then hold his cock tightly.

Orion’s eyes are on me as he waits for my orders.

I savor the look on his face for a moment before saying, “Will you wait your turn to knot me?”

He nods.

“Good boy,” I say.

Orion whimpers. I smile and push on his shoulder, making him shuffle backward on his knees. He only stops when he can’t go any further because I’m still holding his cock.

“Don’t touch yourself while you watch,” I say, and squeeze it firmly.

He nods again, ducking his head so he’s looking up at me.

I release him, and Orion moves to the side where he’ll have a perfect view of his packmates fucking me.
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Charm grabs my chin and kisses me, pressing my jaw open and sweeping his tongue inside.

“Did you like making Orion come all over you?” Henri whispers in my ear, making me whine.

Hopefully me clenching on him is answer enough.

“We’re going to knot you and fill you with come until you can’t hold any more,” he says.

Now I’m the one who’s a trembling mess, my slick dripping all over them.

Cato pulls my lips away from Charm, who chuckles and lets him.

Cato roughly feeds me his cock, but calms once I’m sucking on it. He moves with languid, shallow thrusts while stroking my cheek, massaging my scalp, cradling my face. It feels like praise for being good.

Henri whispers more filthy encouragement in my ear as he plays with my breasts, spreading Orion’s come around. He rubs it across my stomach, squeezing and kneading my curves.

Charm takes what little real estate I have left, working his fingers between us to circle my clit. I moan around Cato, the vibrations earning me a growl, and he rubs my cheek appreciatively.

“You’re doing such a good job sucking Cato’s cock. So eager, making a mess drooling all over it. Look how much he loves it, how he’s holding himself back from losing control and fucking your sweet mouth. See how tense he is.” Charm pauses before saying, “Suck harder.”

Cato groans when I do as I’m told, hips jerking forward.

I’m quivering, teetering on the edge of release, but Charm pulls his fingers away every time I get close.

Cato’s movements get wilder as he loses control. He holds the back of my head tightly as his cock bumps my throat, though his hand on my cheek stays gentle.

“Are you going to be a good omega for us?” Henri asks.

I moan loudly and he continues, “You want to please your alphas?”

I whine and he pinches my breast.

“You’re doing so good handling three cocks,” Charm says.

“We know you can take even more,” Henri says.

“You deserve a reward. You’re going to come with all three of us stuffing you full.”

I barely have time to process before Cato pushes his cock down my throat.

Charm rubs my clit while Henri uses me on both of them, pulling me up and down Charm’s cock while thrusting into my ass.

Their knots bump against me, and Cato’s knot is kissing my lips, but I’m not nervous this time.

“I’ll help you take Charm’s knot. We’ll do it nice and slow,” Henri says.

Cato takes his cock away while Henri works my pussy over Charm a little at a time. Stretching and pulling back before forcing me over more of his knot.

“Your scent is so sweet, begging us to knot you until you can’t move. Would you like that, omega?” Henri says.

I whine my agreement, even as Charm’s knot stretches me past what I think I can handle.

“You’re doing so well. You’re almost there,” Charm groans.

Slick is practically pouring out of me, and Henri pushes until Charm’s knot pops inside. His fingers dig into my thighs, holding tight as it inflates and locks us together.

It’s overwhelming being this full. I can’t even make a noise, but my pussy flutters like it’s welcoming him in where he belongs.

“Such a good omega. You took my knot so well,” Charm murmurs feverishly.

Henri strokes my legs, a contrast to Charm’s possessive grip.

“I knew you could do it. Now, are you ready for mine?” Henri says.

He doesn’t wait for my answer, holding the back of my neck and snapping his hips forward. I don’t have time to worry about how he’ll fit in me too as my body yields, allowing Henri to take my ass.

“Good omega, just let me in, I know you can handle it.”

There are more demands and sweet words, but I don’t catch them all as Henri steadily works his knot in. I’m whining and squirming, and every movement I make shifts Charm’s knot inside me, making him groan.

The tension is like just before a great orgasm when you’re not sure you can stand any more, but then you’re over the edge and it’s amazing. I want to go over, I’m not sure I can stand the intensity much longer.

My clit is already rubbing against Charm, so I try rolling my hips, but Henri stops and squeezes my neck.

“Don’t come until you have all three of our knots. Be a good girl and wait to come with us so we can fill you up together,” Henri says.

The thought alone makes me want to come, but I do what he says and hold myself back.

I’m so out of it, stuffed full to bursting, that I don’t even realize he’s flush against me until Henri says, “You did it, omega. You did so good taking our knots. Such a good omega. Our good girl.”

His knot inflates, locking Henri inside me.

Cato gives me his cock again, and I swallow it down.

“You look so beautiful, omega. You’re made to take your alphas just like this,” Magnus says.

The dirty talk from him comes as a shock. Magnus is usually so sweet, but I like this side of him. I can just see him out of the corner of my eye, stroking his cock.

This is the first time I’ve seen him naked, and he’s certainly proportionate everywhere.

He swirls his hand around the head and strokes down the long, long shaft. Magnus squeezes his knot, and he can’t even wrap his hand around it. It’s not even inflated yet.

It’s not even inflated yet.

“Be a good omega and open wide so Cato can knot your mouth. Show me you can take my packmates. Let them stretch you out enough so I can fuck you next,” Magnus says.

My body trembles, equal parts excited and nervous.

Cato pulls out and taps my cheek with his cock, then rubs it against my lips.

I take a few gasping inhales and hold my breath.

He thrusts deep, pushing his knot past my lips and stretching my jaw until it feels like it unhinges.

My eyes water as it presses on the roof of my mouth, the ridges of his knot tickling the back of my throat. Cato doesn’t stop until my nose hits his pelvis, and then his knot is expanding, filling every available inch, making my cheeks bulge and blocking my throat. It’s too big now to pull out until he’s done with me.

I reach a peaceful, floaty state where no cares or worries exist. There’s no room left for any of that. My alphas have taken up residence, and I don’t need anything else.

I’m perfectly serene, until⁠—

“Come,” Charm says.

And I do.

Pleasure explodes, rippling out from my center until I’m shaking.

They come with me, three points pulsing inside me. Their heat fills me, pooling in my core from every side until it feels like I swallowed the sun.

Their knots are the only thing keeping me tethered to earth as my orgasm rolls on and on.

All that’s left is the heat of us, I can barely feel myself anymore…

I take one deep breath, and another, and then I’m gasping for more. My eyes flicker open to find Cato crouched in front of me.

His knot must have deflated. I don’t even remember him pulling out.

Cato is stroking my face, his alpha staring into my eyes.

Henri and Charm are talking to me, “You came so beautifully for us,” and “You did so well taking our knots.”

It’s hard to hear over the rushing in my ears, but the pleased tone of their voices is praise enough.

I’ll stay locked on them for a while still, which satisfies my heat for the moment.

I shiver when I catch Magnus’s eye, unsure his packmates were enough to prepare me for him.
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Our omega is resting so peacefully, and I can’t stop rubbing my cock.

Watching her have fun with my packmates drove me near mad with desire, but I thought I would calm down once she fell asleep. Yet I’m still just as desperate for her.

I don’t understand my body’s reaction. It’s not as if I can wake her up with my cock. I’m not even sure she’ll be able to take it, despite what I told her earlier.

If it’s too much, I’ll just have her lick me instead, and I’ll use everything else I have to offer on her.

The image that conjures up makes me growl, and Hestia stirs. I force myself to stop so I don’t wake her. Charm and Henri’s knots haven’t released yet, and she should get some rest while she can.

Once she’s awake, her heat will demand more.

I need to distract myself until then.

I glance at Orion, who hasn’t taken his eyes off her. His cock is dripping, but his hands are on his thighs, waiting obediently.

Maybe he should go first. I’ll have to take it slow with Hestia, so it will be awhile until he gets to knot her, and he’s not allowed to touch himself in the meantime.

Although I’m not sure he minds. Orion’s end of the bond is all throbbing pleasure as he waits for her next command.

A grunt brings my attention back to the others just in time to see Cato come on his own chest. I roll my eyes at him, sprawled out next to the threesome. He started up again almost as soon as Hestia fell asleep, watching her intently.

He really should save his energy even if he has been pent up. He’ll have plenty of chances to come with Hestia.

Besides his neediness, Cato has been behaving. I’ve been monitoring him, but he hasn’t tried to get out of his muzzle. I know Cato likes Hestia, but I wasn’t sure how his alpha would act around her. Based on the come now covering him, it appears he’s just as obsessed with her.

Cato makes no move to clean himself off, still watching Hestia sleep.

I slow my strokes so I don’t end up in the same position. I want to save it all for her.

Eventually, Charm and Henri shift as their knots release, and a flood of come leaks out. I growl at the mixture of their scents with our omega.

Hestia barely stirs as her stomach deflates and the mess covers her, but from what I’ve read about heats, she’ll be up soon enough wanting more.

I was right, our omega slowly wakes, rubbing her face against Charm’s chest.

“How do you feel?” Henri asks, stroking her hair.

“Okay,” Hestia says, but she’s pouting.

“Just okay?” Charm says, tilting her face up.

“Yes,” she says, somehow pouting harder.

Henri squeezes the back of her neck and commands, “Tell us what’s wrong.”

“Your knots aren’t in me anymore,” she whines.

The three of us laugh but quickly stifle it when Hestia glares at us.

“We’ll get you more knots soon,” Charm says.

“You were so perfect for us. Such a good omega,” Henri soothes her.

Cato pushes between them, rubbing his face against her neck.

Hestia melts in their arms.

“You took us so well, but we need to make sure you’re feeling okay. We wouldn’t be good alphas if we didn’t,” Charm says.

“Are you sure you’re ready for more?” Henri asks.

She nods and says, “I’m ready. I can do it, alpha.”

I grip my cock hard so I don’t lose it at hearing Hestia trying to convince us we should knot her.

“You want more of our come, don’t you, omega?” Charm says, and she nods again, panting.

“You did so good taking three of us,” Henri says, petting her hair. “Do you think you can handle Magnus?”

Hestia looks at me, or more accurately, my cock.

“Need more,” she whimpers.

She looks so good like this, hungry for us. I thought Hestia looked perfect when we went skating and decorated the station and—all the time, really. But I love seeing her like this too, still sweet and so needy.

Charm and Henri lay her on the mattress and pull Cato away. He growls but moves back. He’s already rubbing his cock, so obviously isn’t too upset about being denied for now.

Hestia watches me crawl to her, eyes riveted on my dripping cock.

She parts her legs, putting her feet flat on the mattress and bringing her knees up so I have a clear view of her messy pussy.

I groan, wishing I could sink into her now, no easing into it, just pushing in and telling her to take it.

But I stop just short and spread her legs even wider, watching as my packmates’ come trickles out. She’s covered in it, from the last spurts of Cato’s come decorating her face to Orion coming on her chest, along with everything on her lower half.

Hestia whines when I continue to stare without touching her.

“Are you going to be a good omega for me?” I say.

She nods eagerly.

“Then don’t rush me. Unless you think you can take this with no warmup?” I say, grabbing my cock.

She whines again and reaches for it. I slap her pussy just hard enough to get her attention. Hestia jolts and stares at me wide-eyed. Her perfume blooms around us and fresh slick glistens on her lips.

“I didn’t say you could have it yet,” I say.

“But I want it, alpha,” she says, pouting again.

“You’re not ready for it.”

“Yes, I am! They already stretched me out. I can take you, alpha,” she says breathily.

It’s hard to think clearly when she calls me alpha, so I rub her pussy to distract her. It works. Hestia moans and her head drops back.

My palm alone is bigger than her cunt. I coat it in slick and come, massaging the area rather than targeting anything specific. She arches her hips for more.

I slide my middle fingers into her pussy, and she bucks against me. I spread them to stretch her while I tease her.

My other hand shifts to my cock, gripping tightly just above the knot to hold back my excitement.

Hestia tightens around me as I go deeper, slowly adding more fingers. My movements get faster and faster in time with her whines, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, until finally she clamps down on me.

I finger her through her orgasm, though her pussy is so tight it’s like she’s trying to lock me inside her. She squirts on me as she comes, and getting coated in her sweet, fruity scent is the best reward. I want to bathe in it.

When Hestia goes limp, I remove my fingers, though I can’t help stroking her gently while she recovers. Her pussy is like silk, soft and inviting. I can’t wait to see it wrapped around my cock.

The edges of my vision are dark, my alpha pressing against me. All I see is my omega. She’s all I smell, all I hear.

It takes me too long to realize what this feeling is.

I’ve never been anywhere close to a rut before.

I try to focus on something besides my omega’s lush body and force myself back, sprawling next to her.

I can’t lose control. If I rush things, I could seriously hurt her. I don’t know if my alpha, lost in a rut, would be aware enough not to push our mate past her limits.

The tunnel vision recedes, solidifying my plan to have Orion go first. That will give me time to prepare myself mentally since I’m clearly not ready yet.

“Play with Orion first. I want to watch,” I tell her, hoping she doesn’t notice how hard I’m breathing.

Thankfully she takes my bait and focuses on Orion waiting patiently for her.

She glances back at me for approval, and my lips twitch into a smile. “Be a good girl and tell him what to do.”

Hestia whimpers and calls him over.

Orion crawls to her and she says, “Lick their come off me,” pausing before adding, “and out of me.”

I love hearing her cute little voice ordering the big alpha around, let alone the dirty things she’s saying.

Orion immediately faceplants in her pussy.

Her happy noises fill the room along with the enthusiastic sounds of Orion eating her out.

Annnd Cato is back, his head propped up next to Hestia’s hip. He watches avidly as Orion licks her, feeling it vicariously through him. I feel bad Cato won’t get to taste her, but we can’t risk removing his muzzle.

Orion does something to make Hestia clamp her thighs around his head, but he doesn’t falter, and her whines increase in pitch.

Cato growls and gets on his knees, watching Hestia’s face as he strokes his cock. His pace increases as her whines turn breathless.

She arches her back and her mouth falls open as she comes. Cato comes with her, painting her stomach and tits before moving to her face.

Even after Hestia’s legs go limp and fall to the mattress, Orion keeps licking. She squirms at the overstimulation until she musters the energy to pull him away.

Orion’s face is covered in her slick, and as ordered he licked our packmates’ come out of her. But because of Cato, her upper half is even more of a mess now.

Hestia pulls Orion up to her breasts and tells him to clean them off.

He licks away the come, pausing only to suck her nipples. She digs her fingers into his shoulders, quickly reduced to mindless noises again.

Orion doesn’t stay in one place for long, seeming intent on actually cleaning her. After her breasts are done, he moves lower, squeezing her curves and licking the swell of her stomach. She squeals when he sticks his tongue in her bellybutton.

Cato watches, unconcerned, as his handiwork is wiped away.

Hestia giggles when Orion licks her nose. He cleans her cheeks and licks her lips without touching them with his own. She opens her mouth in invitation, but Orion ignores it.

The white streaks disappear, leaving only her flushed cheeks and red lips. Only once he’s satisfied that her face is clean does Orion tug her jaw open and lick inside.
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Ipull Orion away from Hestia’s lips. There’s no more come for him to clean, and she’s too out of it to give him new orders. That means it’s my turn to take charge.

Cato is still crouched near her head, and I growl at him. He flashes some teeth behind the muzzle but moves back.

Finally, she’s mine.

I look down at my omega, her eyes hazy, flushed and panting, heat riding her hard.

“Be a good girl and show me your pretty pussy,” I say, pushing her legs up.

Hestia whimpers and lets me move her around.

“Hold your ankles and don’t let go until I say you can.”

Once I have her holding herself open, I stroke her pussy. More slick trickles out as I spread her lips.

That’s not enough for Hestia, because she whines and arches her back, trying to hurry me along.

I slap her thigh and enjoy watching it jiggle. She jolts, and I rub the spot to soothe it. When she moans, I slap the other one, continuing until her thighs are blushing almost as pink as her pussy.

Hestia is slick and dripping, her scent heady. At some point she dropped her ankles, but it doesn’t matter. With me kneeling in between her legs, she’s wide open.

“You like that, little omega?” I say, squeezing her thighs.

She whines and nods.

I rub her clit as a reward. My hand is immediately covered in slick, making my movements sound sloppy and obscene.

My cock is throbbing, desperate to be inside her, but I want to make her just as desperate for me so she can’t think.

I spank her pussy and watch it flutter. Hestia moans and reaches for me, and I pin her wrists above her head.

I slap her pussy again, punctuating my words with spanks, “This is what it will feel like when I’m fucking you. Are you ready for that?”

She whines and tilts her head to the side, exposing her neck, a sight designed to drive an alpha crazy. Her unmarked skin makes my teeth ache, but I ignore the temptation.

Although…

I drag my teeth across her neck, just a tease. Hestia’s whole body shivers, and she arches her neck even more.

I take little nips, careful not to get my canines on her. She’s trembling under me, whether because she’s aching for release or a bite, I’m not sure.

Her neck is red by the time I pull back.

Hestia’s perfume is so sweet and enticing, urging me to knot her, fill her with come, never let her go.

It’s the best smell in the world, it’s sitting around the fire as the cider simmers or eating the fruitcake you’ve been preparing for all year. The one time of year when it’s acceptable to just relax, a rare treat when you live in the wilderness like I did growing up, where survival depends on hard work. Hestia’s scent tells me it’s safe to take a break and enjoy myself, as if it’s designed for me specifically.

That must be what it means to be a scent match. It doesn’t just smell good. Her scent calls to me, reaching deep, touching me on a level beyond the senses, a mix of comfort and attraction.

After her heat burned off her suppressants, it was obvious we were scent matches when her scent hit us full force.

Hestia’s squirming distracts me from fantasizing about bonding my scent match. That’s something we’ll have to explore when we’re not her bosses.

I like having her trapped under me like this. I grin down at her.

“Do you want me to fuck you, little omega?” I say, rubbing my cock against her clit.

She pouts and whines impatiently.

I try to brush off the last of my nerves. I’m always worried about being intimate with someone for the first time, but I’m even more anxious because it’s her.

I kiss her, and she opens immediately for me. Her tongue against mine—my thoughts dim.

I notch my cock at her entrance and push forward.

Except my cock doesn’t budge.

That breaks me out of the trance.

I give Hestia one last peck and sit back on my knees, drawing her hips onto my lap. She bites her lip and watches me through hooded eyes.

I rub her clit with my thumbs as I try to force her onto my cock.

“You’re such a good omega, I know you can take my cock. We’ll make it fit,” I say, pulling harder, fingers digging into her soft skin.

She moans and I slide in about half an inch as slick gushes around my cock, dripping onto the mattress.

I rock forward, working past the tight ring of muscle. Hestia’s legs twitch and she digs her nails into my arms, urging me closer.

I know I’m talking, but I don’t know what I’m saying, if it’s even coherent. I’m struggling almost as much as she is.

“That’s it, get nice and slick for me, good girl. You’re so tight, but I know you can take more, just breathe. You feel so good, so hot—fuck. You’re doing such a good job. Good little omega. Just breathe for me.”

We strain to get my cock inside her, and I feel it as she slowly stretches, struggling to adjust. I’m sweating and tense, watching her face to make sure she can take it. I can’t focus on anything except how tight she is, but surely after all this effort I must be at least a third of the way in.

Except when I look, the head isn’t even in yet.

I stop, breathing hard.

Hestia whines plaintively, and I feel like doing the same. She’s still pulling on me, but her hold has weakened and she’s trembling.

We’ll have to work up to this more than I thought. I don’t think we’ll get there during this heat.

“You did great, little omega. You were so good for me,” I say.

It doesn’t really matter if I can’t be inside her. My packmates will take care of the knotting, and Hestia and I can do other things.

Charm grabs my arm and stops me before I pull out.

“You’re not giving up already, are you?” he says, using his disarming smile.

“I tried. It will take more training to work up to this,” I say firmly.

I rub Hestia’s thigh comfortingly, though she’s so hazy, I’m not sure if she knows what we’re talking about.

She’s so small and soft. It’s a wonder omegas can take alphas at all.

Despite our bond, Charm just doesn’t get how it feels to be the one who never fits in. When things go easily for everyone but me.

I try to brush him off so someone else can take my place. He doesn’t let go, but Charm isn’t strong enough to restrain me.

I pull out, and Hestia’s pussy releases me with a pop.

She claws at me and whines, “More.”

“See, our omega can take more. She wants you, Magnus. Don’t disappoint her,” Charm says.

I growl at him even though I know he’s purposefully antagonizing me.

I answer Hestia rather than giving Charm more attention.

“We couldn’t fit more, baby,” I say, stroking her stomach. “We’ll work up to it another time. Your other alphas will give you their knots while we play together.”

“She can take more than that. She’s an omega, they’re strong. And stretchy,” he says.

“Yes, fuck me, alpha. I need your cock. Please, put it back in me. I need more,” Hestia says.

Her haziness seems to have cleared right up.

“Omegas can take several alphas at once, and there’s just one of you,” Charm argues.

Hestia nods eagerly, still digging her little claws into me.

I shake my head and try to move back, but Charm wedges his knee behind me. Henri pulls Hestia’s head onto his lap, trapping me between the three of them.

“You want us to help him fuck you? Help you take his big cock like a good omega?” Henri coos at Hestia, who agrees, of course.

Orion takes their side too, spreading one of her legs while Charm takes the other, holding her open for me.

Cato slinks over, but he’s just here to watch and rub his cock, so I ignore him.

“Come on, we’ll do this together,” Charm says, bumping his shoulder against mine.

“We’ll make sure our omega feels good,” Henri adds, already playing with her breasts.

I grumble but relent. Once they see up close that I don’t fit, someone can take my spot.

Hestia stares up at me from Henri’s lap, spread and ready thanks to my packmates.

Sensing their encouragement in the bond helps, and it makes me realize I’ve been too in my head about this. Hestia’s heat is about her, and since I offered to help, I should be willing to try. Besides, I want to give her everything she wants.

I shouldn’t let my own issues get in the way of her happiness.

That sounds more magnanimous if you don’t know I’m talking about my cock.

I kiss Hestia until she’s breathless and fit myself back at her entrance. Orion and Charm stretch her lips open.

Her pussy welcomes me back, slick and clinging, and I work the tip in easier this time.

Hestia’s moans are soon smothered by Cato’s cock. Her tongue flashes out to swirl around the head before she goes back to sucking on him.

I don’t feel rushed now that my packmates are playing with her.

Hestia slowly opens for me, and my head sinks in, her pussy gripping me like a vise.

I pause to catch my breath and readjust the angle before I start pushing again.

The shaft goes in easier now that we’re past the wide base of the head.

Hestia takes me inch by inch, until, with a snap of my hips, almost half my cock sinks in.

We both freeze. I wait as her body gradually relaxes, waiting further still until her pussy ripples around me with Charm fingering her clit.

I take that as a sign she’s ready for more.

My little omega feels so wet, so hot, so good strangling my cock. I need to lock myself inside her and fill her up until she’s close to bursting.

I speed up, watching her stomach bulge with every thrust.

The tingling in my spine increases, but I ignore it. I didn’t work this hard to fit us together just to come after a few strokes.

At some point I brace myself over her, pounding her into the mattress. It gives me an up-close view of her sucking Cato’s cock, which isn’t helping my self-control.

Henri’s hands brush my chest as he squeezes her nipples.

I drop my face against her cheek and slow my thrusts, eyes rolling at the feeling of her pussy clinging to me.

My thoughts scatter as if I never had any worries to begin with. How could I, with my omega wrapped around me, hugging me tightly like she’ll never let go.

I don’t even notice my knot bumping her lips until I’m pushing her up Henri’s lap with each thrust.

My mouth is whispering filthy things in her ear, “That’s right, sweet omega. Fuck, squeeze me tight just like that. You’ll make your alpha come. You’re doing such a good job taking my cock. You want me to come in you? Then you need to come first.”

She moans and tightens around me.

“That’s right, be a good girl and come for me.”

She pulls off Cato’s cock and says, “No, knot me first.”

I kiss her and rub her clit firmly, pushing Charm’s hand out of the way. Hestia kisses me back, but soon realizes what I’m doing and turns away.

“Knot me, alpha. I need it. I can’t come until you do,” she whimpers.

My omega’s whines pierce right through me. I have to—no—I need to give her what she wants.

The instinct is riding me hard, but I have a shred of sanity left that tells me I can’t, even if I don’t remember why.

“Please, alpha, knot me,” my omega begs, almost sobbing.

I can’t knot her.

It won’t work.

But why?

She’s my omega, and she needs my knot.

I press my forehead against hers, wishing I could explain why I can’t, or maybe have her explain why it’s okay for me to give her my knot.

Since I can’t bond her and share our thoughts, I turn to my pack bonds.

They echo our omega’s encouragement.

But I thought I wasn’t supposed to knot her.

She begs and demands and whines as my knot grinds against her.

Her legs are wrapped around my waist, heels digging into my ass.

I give in.

I cradle her head in my hands and force my knot in.

Her body trembles, hands clawing at my back, urging me on.

I want to knot her so she can never leave me.

One last hard thrust, and it’s in.

My mind goes white as my knot inflates, stretching her inner walls wider and wider until it’s too big to be pulled out, locking me inside her.

Hestia arches into me as she orgasms, and I’m right there with her, cock pulsing as I fill her with come.

I’ve never felt anything like it, and not just because this is the first time I’ve knotted someone. It’s because it’s her, my omega.

My mate.
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Iwatch over Hestia and Magnus while they sleep, waiting for when our omega needs me.

I’m thankful for the chance to admire her, long, pink hair spread across Magnus’s chest, plush lips slightly parted. Her hand is holding his biceps, making sure he stays close even when she’s unconscious.

Hestia is totally relaxed, sleeping deeply, a sign that we’re taking good care of her.

And it’s only the first night.

My cock drips at the thought that we still have days left to pleasure her.

I’ve stayed hard waiting for my next chance to serve her, mind quiet since my only objective is to obey my omega.

A brief thought bubbles up, that after this heat we won’t be able to touch her until she completes her training. But I easily pop it, a worry for another time.

I remain on my knees, waiting, until she stirs.

Hestia pouts and buries her face in Magnus’s chest. He tenses as his knot deflates, but there’s no accompanying rush of fluid like there was with the others.

Magnus comes to and immediately looks for Hestia, rubbing her back and making sure she’s okay.

Her scent is turning spicier, like it did before when her heat spiked. She’ll need more knots soon.

Magnus sits up and carefully lifts her off his cock.

It’s not until he pulls out completely that their combined come releases and soaks Hestia’s thighs. She whimpers and clings to him, but he sets her down facing me.

Her eyes zero in on me, and she crawls over.

My breath catches as I watch her. She’s backlit by the fireplace, making her glow as if she’s ethereal, too perfect for this world.

She is perfect, a vision, with her fluffy hair a halo, dried saliva on her face, covered in come.

She straddles me and wraps her arms around my neck. I put my hands on her thighs to steady her, but otherwise wait for her direction.

Hestia stretches up to kiss me, pushing her tongue in my mouth and licking along my own.

My cock is trapped between us, rubbing against her silky stomach. I moan and tighten my grip on her legs.

She grinds against me but can’t find a good angle in this position. Hestia whines and pushes on my shoulders, trying to shove me down.

I let her get me on my back, steadying her as I reposition us until she’s smugly straddling me.

I squeeze her hips and she grabs my wrists, pushing them onto the mattress.

“Don’t move,” she says.

Her pussy is hovering over my cock, and I’m on the edge already even though she’s barely touched me.

I keep my hands down, and she smiles sweetly as I obey.

Hestia sits on my cock, trapping it against my stomach so she can grind on it. She slides up and down the shaft, pausing to rub her clit on the head. She whimpers and circles her hips, using my cock to get herself off like I’m just a toy.

“Don’t come,” she moans.

I whine but tense my thighs, trying to hold back as she takes what she wants.

Her back arches, mouth open as she pants. Her hands are braced on my chest, breasts swaying as she moves, nipples red from all the attention they received earlier.

Hestia’s thighs squeeze me tight as she rides me, her muscular physique covered with a thick layer of softness.

My fingers itch to touch her, and since I can’t, I’m all too aware of the one part that is allowed to touch her, her pussy sliding over it, slick dripping all over my cock.

She speeds up, nails digging into me. My eyes catch on her exposed throat as she tenses and comes with a whine.

I moan at my omega using me to get off, her come flooding my stomach.

She slumps on me when she’s done, breathing hard. My cock spurts precum pathetically, as desperate to be inside her as I am.

After Hestia catches her breath, she shimmies down to straddle my thighs.

She blows on my cock, the cool air making it twitch.

“Don’t come,” she repeats huskily before taking it in her mouth.

I whimper as she sucks hard on the head. Her hands milk my shaft, and I close my eyes so I can focus on the feeling of her hot mouth and the wet sounds she’s making as she takes me.

My balls ache, so full of come for her. The pain mixes with pleasure, and my legs tremble with the effort to hold back.

Hestia swallows half of my cock in one go, and I think I choke as much as she does. I wasn’t prepared for the sudden tightness of her throat around me. She adjusts after a moment (I don’t) and takes me deeper.

I take gasping breaths as she works down to my knot, and I whine when she goes back to sucking on the head before plunging my cock deep in her throat once more.

She’s driving me—suck

out of—hum

control!

My back bows as I buck into her mouth.

Hestia pulls off my cock.

“Bad boy,” she scolds me.

I whimper.

“You’re supposed to stay still. Are you going to be a good boy for me?”

“Ye-es, omega,” I stutter out.

I dig my fingers into the mattress, but otherwise don’t move. She slowly resumes sucking my cock after watching to see that I obey.

Every little touch is catastrophic, remaking me into something new with her at the center of my universe.

By the time she’s done sucking on me, my knot is throbbing in time with my racing heart.

Hestia flips around to face my legs and aligns my cock with her entrance. I watch, mesmerized, as her pussy slowly envelopes me.

I don’t breathe until she reaches my knot, and all the air comes out in a whine.

I watch her ass shake as she alternates between bouncing on me and grinding her clit on my knot. Hestia angles herself to make my cock hit her innermost sensitive spot, moaning when it touches her just right.

She’s graceful even when her pace becomes erratic as she gets closer to coming.

Eventually Hestia stretches forward, bracing her hands on my legs, her long hair tickling me. She pushes her hips down hard and digs her nails in.

I watch her ride me, pussy gripping me tight like it wants my come just as much as I want to give it to her.

Apparently it’s been too long since Cato received attention, because he sneaks his way over and pulls Hestia’s mouth to his cock.

She follows his suggestion enthusiastically and tightens around me when she gets him in her mouth.

Cato fits himself to her rhythm, thrusting into her mouth in time with her bouncing and grinding.

He stares at me over her head and his mind brushes mine.

When Cato’s alpha takes control, he pushes us out of his innermost thoughts. I have my own barrier up between us, since an alpha losing control can be contagious.

He doesn’t seem to be a risk though, so I open myself to him.

As soon as I do, Cato shares himself with me so it’s like I’m in his body.

I feel Hestia’s throat around his cock as if it were my own. I’m thrusting into her mouth as she sucks on me, my fingers tangled in her soft hair, but at the same time, I can still feel her bouncing on my cock.

I share myself with Cato in return, letting him feel her pussy wrapped around me. His thrusts speed up, hips snapping, burying himself deep in her throat.

Hestia’s legs give out and she drops down my cock, switching to grinding on my knot while Cato takes her.

Feeling him fuck her with abandon only makes me more excited for the moment when she gives me permission to come in her.

I have no desire to forego her commands though, I like having my omega take control of me.

Cato watches her, and I do too through him. She looks up at us, big brown eyes hazy, bright hair tangled in our hands.

He pushes his knot against her lips, and she stops grinding on me as she strains to take him. He pulls her down until her mouth is around his knot, which quickly inflates, locking them together. Cato growls at the feeling of her hot mouth on our knot, the growl reverberating as if it’s coming from my own chest.

He comes down her throat, the pleasure of release in a rush of heat. Hestia grinds on my knot again and comes with him, her pussy trying to milk the come out of me.

I pull back from Cato’s mind, afraid their orgasms will take me over the edge with them.

I restrain myself, but I’m breathing just as hard as they are by the time his knot deflates.

Hestia takes a minute to gather herself before looking over her shoulder at me with a smile. Her face is flushed, and she licks her lips as she rocks back and forth on my knot.

I whimper when I realize I’m going to get to knot her.

It feels so good, Hestia squeezing me tighter and tighter, head thrown back as she stretches herself over me.

She pauses after her pussy envelopes me, and I’m tense as I wait for permission.

Hestia tilts her head to watch me before saying, “Come.”

My knot inflates instantly and I pump my come deep inside her. The sensation is so sudden, so intense, it blinds me to anything but her.

My mate’s body hugging me tight, her breathless noises as she comes with me after allowing me to lock us together and fill her with come.

My orgasm rolls on and on as I give my omega everything I have.

Her face is the last thing I see before I lose consciousness.
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Ikeep my eyes closed as if that will stop my thoughts from rushing back in. I focus on the soft cloth running over my skin, the herbal scent of the soap. The warm water is relaxing my sore muscles after being folded every which way for the past several days.

Right after I woke up, Cato whisked me away for a bath, my heat having apparently broken overnight. I vaguely remember them washing me several times during my heat, but this is the first time I feel totally present for it.

One of the thoughts beating on my brain is that I wish my heat hadn’t ended. Or more accurately, that we didn’t have to go back to being just teammates.

But I can’t think about depressing thoughts like that now. With my post-heat hormone fluctuations, I’m very likely to start crying, and I don’t want to have to explain what’s upsetting me.

Cato is shampooing my hair, and I moan when fingers massage my scalp, quickly biting my lip to stifle it.

I cannot moan in front of them anymore.

Just because they helped me with my heat doesn’t mean anything has changed.

I hold back a whimper as he runs his fingers through my hair, gently combing out the tangles from rolling around on mattresses.

As much as I enjoyed being with them, I wish they hadn’t been forced into helping me. I wanted to wait until we were free to choose to be together after my training is over.

But my stupid heat ruined that.

I’m glad Cato brought me up here so I can process things in relative privacy. I wouldn’t want to be completely alone, not with my hormones urging me to be coddled by my alphas.

Speaking of alphas, I’ve been trying to block out the intimate details of what we did during my heat since that’s too much vulnerability to process yet. But it’s strange, I could swear I remember Cato having a knot.

Maybe my omega just jumbled up my memories. He smells like a beta now, delicious and chocolaty, but distinct from an alpha.

His scent has always been stronger than other betas, and now I know why. With everyone’s descenters and suppressants worn off, it’s undeniable.

I’m scent matched to my bosses.

Drugs and air filters can’t completely hide scent matches from each other, which is why I relied on good old self-denial while living with them for weeks.

Except during my heat, Cato smelled like an alpha. His chocolate scent was richer and deeper than it is now, and I don’t think it was just from arousal.

An image of his face, partially covered by a muzzle, appears in my mind.

Alright.

I couldn’t have hallucinated that.

Maybe it’s a kink thing, but why would Cato have that with him at work? Now that I think about it, he had Orion get it for him.

I psych myself up to ask about it. It will feel less awkward if I’m not looking at Cato directly, which is perfect because he’s sitting behind me while I soak in the tub.

I clear my throat and say, “Um, did you…”

But my courage dissipates before I can finish the question.

“What is it, pet?” Cato asks.

“Nothing. Never mind,” I say quickly.

“Tell me, omega,” he whispers in my ear.

My mouth opens of its own accord. “Did you, um, wear a mask or like, a muzzle during my heat? And did you haveaknot,” I say quickly before I lose my confidence again.

Cato chuckles, but that just makes me more tense as I wait for his answer.

“Did you like it?” he asks.

I squirm, squeezing my thighs together.

“You looked hot—um, good, from what I recall. Although it did rule out kissing. Not that you have to kiss me! I appreciate you helping me out. I know you didn’t get much choice in being there for my heat,” I say, thankfully stopping there before I ramble out all my insecurities.

Cato massages the back of my neck, and my body melts for him.

“It was an honor to help you, omega,” he says in the most serious tone I’ve ever heard from him. “I’m glad you liked the muzzle. I wore it for you.”

My mind spins, trying to figure out how he came up with the idea that I’m into masked men. Magnus looks good in his balaclava, but I didn’t think I liked it in a kinky way. Maybe I do.

“For your protection,” Cato adds quietly.

I try to turn so I can face him, but he still has his hand on my neck and won’t let me.

“I’m sure my anatomy wasn’t what you expected. I don’t meet the medical requirements to be designated as an alpha, my hormones aren’t high enough. I present like a beta most of the time, weak scent, weaker senses. But I do produce alpha hormones, albeit slowly,” he says.

That’s not what I expected him to say, although I don’t know what else could explain his knot.

“There’s a barrier between me and my alpha. It’s thin, so I can see through it, but it prevents those instincts from feeling like a part of me. I’ve tried all the treatments, seen every doctor and specialist, but none of them could fix this. The hormones build up in my system, and if I don’t do something to burn them off, eventually they’ll overflow,” Cato says. “When that happens, my alpha takes over, and if they’re too high, it can drive him out of control like a feral alpha. That’s why Orion had the muzzle made for me. It’s a safety measure so I don’t have to worry my alpha will do something we’ll regret.”

I’ve heard of feral alphas who have to be institutionalized. I’m glad his condition isn’t that extreme, but I feel terrible he has to go through this.

Cato pauses like he’s giving me the chance to pull away. Surely he doesn’t think I’d judge him for a medical issue. I don’t care what his designation is, I just want him to be happy.

I lean back into his touch, and after a moment, he continues.

“Since those base alpha instincts lean toward fighting or fucking, I do both to burn off my hormones. I fight in cage matches and find partners in nightclubs or on apps. The job helps too. Manual labor and adrenaline consume some of the hormones, forcing the body to work hard and use all available resources. If I worked in a cubicle, I’d probably have to fight or f—date, every night.”

I can’t contain my laugh at picturing Cato in a cubicle. He’d be a menace in an office.

“You don’t think I’d be a good corporate drone, pet?” Cato says, tugging lightly on my hair.

“I’m not sure the office would survive you,” I say, still giggling.

“Not unless I wanted it to,” he says, sounding pleased with himself. “I enjoy being a rescuer, and not just because it helps me self-regulate. I’ve never cared about being perceived as an alpha, so I’m fine with only letting him out every few weeks. I know some might judge the ‘treatments’ I use though.”

“That’s stupid! Why would anyone care how you choose to handle your condition? It’s not like you’re hurting anyone. Well, except for the fighting, I guess—but they agreed to it! Your methods sound just fine to me. It’s no one else’s business,” I say, huffing.

Cato laughs and strokes my hair to calm me down. I grumble and shift around in irritation, making the water slosh.

No one better say anything bad about Cato, or they’ll regret it.

“I won’t lie, since I figured out how to keep my alpha from losing control, it’s been fun,” he says. “It doesn’t matter what others think, as long as the people I care about aren’t hurt by my approach.”

“I’m sure your packmates are supportive,” I say confidently.

I can’t imagine any of them would be upset about Cato taking part in fight matches or finding partners on his own.

“It sounds like everyone approves.”

His phrasing is odd, but I quickly forget about it as he continues.

“I would have explained before we slept together, but things happened so quickly with your heat. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you beforehand, Hestia,” he says.

“It’s okay, I’m not upset about the surprise. Thank you for telling me now. I had a good time with you, and I hope it was okay for your alpha too,” I say.

“Of course, we loved it,” Cato purrs.

We’re quiet as he massages the conditioner in.

My omega is unsurprised by Cato’s revelation. I’m not sure how that’s possible since she’s an extension of my instincts, but that’s the feeling I get all the same. As if, deep down, I always knew who my mate was.

His condition sounds similar to omega hormones, which build until they tip the body into a heat, falling off after that. Except Cato’s body has no system in place to let the hormones off safely when they peak.

“Wait,” I say, finally registering something Cato said. “You let loose every few weeks? When we’re not on call? But you never left while we were on break.”

“I didn’t feel the need to,” he says, leaning closer, “And now you’ve sated my alpha very well.”

I blush like the water is suddenly boiling and can only respond with flustered sputtering noises. My omega purrs smugly in the back of my mind.

While she might be pleased with herself, that just reminds me of how needy I was during my heat.

I sink down in the tub.

“What’s wrong?” Cato asks when I don’t come back up.

I blow bubbles in the water.

“Tell me what’s bothering you. How can I relax when you’re upset?”

That’s not fair. I don’t want him to feel bad.

I scoot up just enough to answer.

“I’m embarrassed,” I say sulkily.

“About what, pet?”

“About being so needy. Making everyone talk me through my heat and praise me for it,” I mumble.

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. You deserve to get everything you want, especially during your heat. I know the others were just as happy to serve you. I have a bond with them,” he says, bumping his temple against mine, “so I can tell you just how my packmates felt when they were knot-deep in you. Would that help?”

“No!” I squawk, voice echoing around us.

Cato laughs darkly and says, “Why don’t I tell you how I felt.”

I make a noise that I don’t know if I intended to be assent or a dismissal, but it comes out sounding like a whimper.

“My alpha wants to be covered in your scent. That first night when you left the tub full after your bath, the water smelled like you…” His lips are right next to my ear now. “I tasted the water, tasted your sweet scent. It was the best thing I’ve ever had in my mouth. And then I bathed in it.” He licks the curve of my ear.

I whine.

Cato chuckles and dumps a bowl of water over my head.

I squeal and jolt away, glaring at him, but he just smirks and finishes rinsing the conditioner out of my hair.

How can he be so annoying, yet make it sound so hot that he drank my bathwater.

When he’s done, Cato brings me a fluffy towel and helps me out.

There, when I’m dripping water and barely have my feet under me, Cato cups my face and presses his lips to mine.

A kiss is too simple of a description for the way he takes my mouth. His tongue sweeps in, his lips commanding, and he tastes sweet and rich, like chocolate truffles.

He caught me by surprise, but just when I start to kiss him back, it’s over as suddenly as it began.

Cato pulls away, leaving me gasping.

“Now that’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted,” he says.
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We return to the living room to find the others making breakfast. It’s strange seeing them with clothes on again.

The mattresses have been cleaned off and stacked against the wall. Orion has me sit on the couch near the fire, where Magnus and Henri are watching the cauldron.

“The food will be done soon. I’m sure you’re hungry,” Henri says, smiling at me.

“It smells good,” I say.

I’m not sure how to behave around them now. Do we just go back to how things were before my heat? Should I address what happened?

I try to act casual like they are, just sitting around relaxing as we often do.

Orion hands me a fruit and nut bar, interrupting my internal panic.

“It’s not much, but it’s a nutritious appetizer,” he says, urging me to eat.

I take it since eating means I don’t have to decide if I’m going to talk about sleeping with my bosses.

Of course, after one bite, I realize I’m starving and wolf it down and chug some water.

So much for being nonchalant.

No one comments on my poor manners. Charm simply refills my glass, and Orion unwraps another fruit bar.

They’ve been taking care of me for days, I don’t know how they’re not sick of it yet.

This time I make myself eat slowly. By the time I’m done, Henri is ready with the stew, so I have another excuse to put off talking about things.

We eat quietly until he asks if I’m ready for a second helping.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t able to make any fresh meals during your heat,” Henri says as he gets me a refill.

I’d kind of mentally landed on pretending my heat never happened.

“Everything was great, don’t worry. Thank you for taking care of me,” I say, blushing as I vividly recall the other things I ate.

I’m sure if I could have survived only on their come, my omega would have been thrilled to do just that.

He hands me my bowl, and I duck my head and focus on my food again.

When I’m done, I play with my hair, tucking it behind my ears and twirling it around my fingers. Anything to avoid thinking about what I know is coming.

“How are you feeling, Hestia?” Orion eventually asks.

“I’m fine, how are you,” I reply automatically, too nervous to think of anything else to say.

He smiles and says, “I’m great. Are you having any post-heat symptoms? Is there anything we should watch out for? I know some omegas have a difficult time afterward.”

“I’m okay, just a little emotional from the hormone fluctuations. I’ll be fine though,” I hastily add.

“Once we get out of here, we’ll take you to the doctor to make sure,” Orion says.

“I’m fine, really. Ready to get back to work.”

“After an unexpected heat and surviving a blizzard, we should make sure your body isn’t overly stressed,” he says.

“It will be a quick checkup. We’ll go with you, so you don’t need to be nervous,” Charm says.

My omega likes their overprotectiveness too much.

I can’t give in to my feelings yet though, it’s not safe while I work under them.

Stupid horny omega and stupid hot bosses who know how to fuck super good.

Either I’m having a hormone swing or I’m getting over the fact that I’ve seen them naked. Now I just want to figure this mess out.

“Besides the doctor, how are we going to handle this?” I say, looking around at them.

“I called dispatch soon after your heat started and let them know what was going on. They knew we would be out of commission for a while. I’m sorry if you wanted to keep this private,” Orion says.

“I don’t mind that they know about my heat leave. I’m just sorry I dragged you into it,” I say.

“We were happy to help,” he says. “I want to mention we’ve been sterilized, so you don’t need to be concerned on that front. And if I can say something on a personal note…”

This is it, we’re going to talk about being scent matches and our future together. My heart is thrumming so fast it feels like there’s a bird fluttering in my chest.

“Our pack was honored you chose us to join you for your heat. However, as your bosses, if you feel uncomfortable working with us after that, we can⁠—”

I cut him off before he finishes.

“No! No, I’m happy to keep working together. It won’t be awkward at all,” I say.

They can’t send me away. They won’t send me away, will they?

I’m nauseous now. I shouldn’t have eaten so much.

“That’s good to hear, I’d love to keep you on the team. We’ll leave the intimacy you granted us during your heat behind us. If you ever feel uncomfortable, please let me know, or you can contact HR of course. We want you to feel safe and would never want to interfere with your career,” Orion says.

His words are so diplomatic. So professional.

So not what my omega wants to hear.

So not what I want to hear either.

Logically, I know I can’t date my bosses, but I still kind of hoped they’d confess their feelings for me and we’d live happily ever after.

But obviously they can’t do that. I wouldn’t be allowed to keep working under them if they did.

It’s probably best to avoid talking about our scent matching too. I doubt HR would allow that loophole.

Just 695 days until I finish my training.

“I love being on this team and I don’t want to leave it. I understand you were just helping me out in an emergency, it wasn’t anything untoward. Thank you again for all of your help,” I say.

There, that was perfectly casual, like I’m not thanking them for knotting me until I pass out.

“So, has the storm stopped? Are we ready to get out of here?” I ask.

“We can head out if you feel up to it. I let dispatch know your heat was over and they coordinated with a neighboring team to pick us up when we’re ready. If you need more time to rest, we can stay here for a while longer,” Orion says. “Is there anything else you’d like to discuss about what happened?”

I hastily convince them we don’t need to keep talking about my heat.

I need to draw a line between us, and if we stay here any longer, I’ll be tempted to ignore the outside world and throw myself at them.

I get Orion to call for our own rescuer team, and we prepare to leave the cabin.

I’m glad I got to kiss Cato before this was over. One last bright spot before it’s back to reality.
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As promised, Orion made me a doctor’s appointment to ensure I’m healthy after having a heat out in the “wilderness.” I would protest that it was hardly risky since we were in a cozy little cabin, but I wanted to get better suppressants, so I let him make the appointment without comment.

After being thoroughly checked out, the doctor said I was a perfectly healthy omega, as expected. He said the stress of the storm likely caused the heat breakthrough, but it left me with no lasting effects.

I’m proud of myself that I didn’t let that explanation make me spiral into thinking I’m not suited for being a rescuer just because I’m an omega.

Instead, I bullied the doctor into giving me extra-strength suppressants. He was hesitant since they can be harmful with long-term use, but I convinced him it’s temporary and important for my career.

I can’t have another heat until my training is over. I doubt HR would be okay with my bosses helping me out in a non-emergency situation, and I can’t stomach the thought of anyone else touching me.

Since my doctor’s appointment, my team hasn’t mentioned my heat as we all try to go back to normal.

Cato still hovers around and teases me, but he hasn’t crossed the line into anything romantic. The others cook and clean and take care of me just like they did before.

But no more helpful bathing.

No more kisses.

No more fucking.

It’s been terrible.

I can’t even cuddle up with them in front of the fire after a hard day of work.

Okay, I guess I kind of cuddle with them, but it’s still platonic sitting-close-to-each-other cuddling. I’m not crawling into their laps or turning the cuddling into slow fucking on the couch.

What better way to decompress after a hard day than to fuck your teammates?

Why doesn’t everyone live with and date their coworkers? That really seems like the solution to all of life’s problems.

Oh, right. Most people probably aren’t attracted to their coworkers.

I looked into the company policy again to see if I was remembering the rules correctly. And yes, annoyingly, our employee handbook says we’re not allowed to date a direct report.

Stupid good workplace that looks out for its employees.

The handbook mocked me further by explicitly stating you’re allowed to date other employees if you have the same job role. Really rubbing it in that as a trainee, I’m not allowed to date my bosses.

Yet I can’t bear to be separated from them, even if it means I must suffer through looking at their handsome faces all day while not being able to sit on their cocks.

The guys, meanwhile, have been orbiting me until suddenly they’ll realize they’re too close and back off. They’re obviously acting like interested alphas, so at least I know I’m not alone in wanting what I can’t have.

“Do you think we need more powdered sugar?” Charm asks, interrupting my sad, horny thoughts.

“A little more right here would be good,” I say, pointing at a sparsely sugared spot on our gingerbread roof.

He nods, face serious, as he carefully sprinkles the powdered sugar on it. When he’s done, Charm looks to me for approval, and I nod back.

I resume making our marshmallow snowmen while he adds red and green candy-coated chocolate to the roof.

The kitchen island is covered in candy for our gingerbread houses, which are in various states of construction. Holiday music plays in the background while we work.

Orion curses quietly as a piece falls off his house.

It’s not the first time that’s happened. I offered to help him earlier, but he said he had it under control. I suppose it’s possible he’s going for the rustic look on purpose, like an eclectic gingerbread person lives there.

Orion’s chimney breaks off for the third time, flattening the lopsided snowman that was unfortunately standing underneath.

I turn my giggles into coughing, but Cato doesn’t have my decorum, openly laughing at Orion’s construction woes.

Orion tosses him a quick glare before picking up the pieces to fix it.

Cato, meanwhile, somehow managed to get powdered sugar all over his bare chest and sweatpants. Probably because he’s lying on the counter as he works, propped up on his elbow next to his gingerbread house.

Before we started, Charm claimed he wasn’t very good at food decorating and asked to work together. My omega was thrilled, thinking he just wanted an excuse to play house with us.

Now, I have to admit I think she was right. Charm has done everything perfectly, perfect icing, perfectly straight walls, perfectly placed gumdrops. He clearly didn’t need my help at all.

I don’t mind his little ploy though. It’s been fun working together.

Henri made the gingerbread pieces for us this morning before work so they would have time to cool. After we finished our tasks for the day and returned to the station, he set up our gingerbread house-making activity.

I don’t know how he manages everything, making our meals, taking care of the station, doing our rescuer work, and planning fun things like this.

Henri’s gingerbread house is a precise miniature replica of the station, complete with colorful candy lights.

Cato’s gingerbread…creation, on the other hand, is more like a fortress. He somehow reshaped his house pieces into a totally different layout.

I watch as he arranges another broken, jagged candy cane around the exterior, and can’t help asking, “What’s the inspiration for your decor?”

Cato grins and says, “It’s a castle with various defenses, as you can see. And here in the middle is the keep where you’d be safely locked inside.”

That’s kind of concerning, yet also somehow a little sweet and hot that he wants to lock me in a tower. As long as they spend plenty of time in there with me.

I’m thinking too hard about this. I’m sure he’s just joking.

“It looks great. The best gingerbread castle I’ve ever seen,” I say.

Cato is pleased by my compliment, but Magnus heaves a sigh and says, “You can’t use your gingerbread house to plan to lock Hestia up.”

“It’s not like I’d give this to the builders as the blueprint. I’ll have actual plans drawn up,” Cato says.

Magnus makes another aggrieved noise and hangs his head, bracing himself on the counter.

“He’s just kidding,” Orion quickly reassures me while Cato smirks at me behind his back.

“There’s that new guy in Starsfalls who’s supposed to be some bigshot architect. I could call him,” Cato says.

Orion is still trying to convince me he’s kidding, and I assure him I know it’s a joke.

They’re obviously used to Cato’s antics, so once his packmates see I’m not taking him seriously, they ignore him. Cato gives up now that he’s not getting a reaction out of anyone.

After a few minutes, Henri says, “It’s not a bad idea to add some extra security though.”

That reignites the argument. Everyone seems to have a different idea about what’s going too far for home defense, er, security.

“It’s not a dungeon if it’s above ground,” Cato says.

“It’s a dungeon if it’s made of stone and the door locks from the outside!” Charm replies.

“That’s not technically the definition of a dungeon,” Orion says.

They go back and forth until finally I can’t hold it in any longer. I burst out laughing, hiding my face in my hands in an attempt to stifle it.

Cato isn’t content to give up just yet, and says, “I don’t see how it could hurt to improve the fortification of our station.”

“Maybe so, but surveillance is one of the best defenses. We should start by adding more of those,” Henri says.

“What, like cameras? Where do we have those?” I ask.

No one answers, and suddenly they’re all very busy decorating their gingerbread houses. Even Cato has his head down over his gingerbread castle, red hair obscuring his expression.

“What kind of surveillance are you talking about? The trail cams?” I ask again.

We have those set up around the mountain to keep track of wildlife.

Orion clears his throat, but he’s looking at Henri.

Magnus shifts and Henri jostles like he nudged his leg. Henri finally gives up on pretending to add icing to his roof and faces me.

“I have security cameras set up around the station, inside and out. Cameras are one of my…hobbies, so I’m the only one who really looks at the footage. I’m sorry, I should have mentioned them before. They’re only in common areas, none in the private rooms,” Henri says.

I’m mostly surprised I haven’t noticed his hobby before now. I’ve never seen him fiddling with cameras or looking at recordings. Although now that I think about it, he’s usually the one who adjusts our trail cams when we check them.

Is Henri using the cameras to watch us too, or is he just into the security tech aspect of it?

Does he check on us throughout the day to make sure we’re okay?

Does he look at the recordings late at night when he’s all alone?

If I had recordings of them cooking and getting all sweaty, or gardening with muscles bulging, or a half-naked Cato lounging in his sweatpants, I might be tempted to watch while I’m alone in my nest…

This would explain how Henri always seems to know where I am. He often appears with snacks and drinks when I need them, or stops me just as I try to sneak in a household chore.

For some reason I thought that was a special skill he had, like Henri is so attuned to taking care of the station, he senses everything that goes on in it so he can be the perfect host.

But apparently Henri’s special skill is using surveillance cameras.

Is it weird that I think it’s hot my alpha is watching over me no matter where I am? As long as he doesn’t judge me for doing something embarrassing.

“I didn’t realize you were into cameras. They’re so well placed, I never noticed them,” I say.

“I’m sorry, Hestia. We usually tell our new recruits about the security cameras. It must have slipped my mind,” Orion says.

“It’s okay, I don’t mind. You said there aren’t any in my rooms, right?”

“Of course not!” Orion hastens to say.

“No, I wouldn’t do that without—I wouldn’t do that. The closest one is in the hallway outside your rooms,” Henri says.

“That’s fine then,” I say.

Cato catches my eye and smiles as he adds another tiny black licorice dot to his castle. It’s covered in them, and it takes me a second to realize the licorice is supposed to be little cameras. I huff a laugh.

We finish our gingerbread houses without further arguments or revelations.

Henri shoos us out of the kitchen temporarily while he prepares some surprise for us.

We go to the living room to relax while we wait.

I’m on the couch, my legs stretched out toward the fire. Magnus and Charm are next to me, close enough that our sides are pressed against each other. Cato slid in to sit on the floor between my legs.

None of us comment on it.
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Henri calls us back to the kitchen where we walk in to find the sideboard converted into a gingerbread village. It has the houses (and castle) we decorated, but now they’re surrounded by candy landscaping. There are evergreen trees made of green licorice strips, a gingerbread sidewalk, and marshmallow mountains in the background. The marble countertop is covered in a mix of sugars to mimic rolling, snowy hills.

I move closer to admire everything, noticing the small details Henri added, like the little marshmallow bushes covered in “snow” and a pond made of coarse blue sugar.

The gingerbread house Charm and I made is in the center. The garden path I laid lines up perfectly with the sidewalk Henri created.

Cato’s castle is on the edge of our village, all pointy ends and solid walls surrounding the central tower. I don’t think there are even any decorative pieces on it, everything he added is some sort of defensive mechanism. It’s alarming but surprisingly well-constructed.

Orion’s house ended up being neat and simple. The few decorations he got to stick look nice, and he even managed to remove the excess frosting that he kept accidentally dripping on it.

Henri’s house is so realistic, he even colored in some of the windows with yellow frosting to mimic the glow of the lights inside.

Magnus’s gingerbread house looks just as sweet as he smells. It’s the classic style with scalloped shingles and little decorations on the sides. The door is flanked by candy canes, and it has a peppermint walkway. In the yard, there’s a small mint green marshmallow cut into a frog shape.

“I thought the house needed a Pete to protect the gardens,” Magnus says.

“It looks so cute! He’s much sweeter this way.” I think I accidentally mutter that last part out loud.

I can’t help it though. The other day when we were gardening, Pete kept kicking dirt on me whenever Magnus looked away. I made him mad because I repotted a plant that apparently he uses as one of his homes. Pete has plenty of nests in other places, so it’s not like I took away his only one. Magnus repots plants all the time and Pete never gets mad at him.

“How do you like our village?” Henri asks me.

“I love it. It’s so cute, and it smells amazing,” I say, inhaling the sweet and spicy aroma of the gingerbread and candies.

“Our gingerbread house turned out great, thanks to your ideas,” Charm says.

“It did turn out well, didn’t it?” I say.

Our house isn’t as perfect as Henri’s replica or even Orion’s simple gingerbread house, but its mismatched decorations have their own charm. I’d describe it as whimsical because I kept thinking of new things I wanted to add as we went.

The others compliment our house too, and I quickly realize I need to get them to stop. It’s reminding me too much of the way they talked during my heat. I might not have asked them to talk me through it if I’d known it would make me this hot when they praised me from then on.

“Thanks for putting this together,” I tell Henri, attempting to turn the attention away from me. “I had fun. It’s been years since I did that.”

“It was my pleasure. We’re on call a lot, but we should still take time to ourselves when we can. We need more than the job, as important as it is,” Henri says.

“Right,” I say, looking away.


Chapter 40
Cato
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Mate. Mate. Mate. Mate. Mate.

That’s all my alpha has said since we met Hestia. It’s a constant refrain in my mind, the backdrop to everything I do.

Mate is the only clear thing I’ve ever heard him say, likely because we’re finally on the same wavelength since I’m thinking the same thing. I want to bite and bond and care for and cherish our omega.

I can hardly focus on anything that doesn’t involve Hestia. Even in the field, I’m thinking about how doing a good job will make her happy. I know how much she cares about helping others.

I enjoy helping people too, and it always felt like a good balance to the aggression I dealt out. Except now, everything revolves around my pet, and I don’t feel the need to fight anymore or the desire to sleep with anyone but her.

I know my packmates feel the same, even if we haven’t discussed it. We’re still blocking our thoughts about Hestia in the bond, which is foolish at this point, but who doesn’t love a little self-denial.

It’s obvious Hestia wants us just as much as we want her, and my omega deserves to get whatever she wants. But she’s a good girl, and I know she’s too nervous to break the rules on her own without a little motivation and encouragement

As the cleverest among my packmates, I took it upon myself to come up with a way we can be together without getting fired. And it starts with convincing them to grab our omega by the hips.

Hestia is safely tucked in for the night, so it’s time to round them up and talk them into doing things my way.

Magnus is already moping in the living room, and Charm is in there poking forlornly at the fireplace. That means I only have two left to corral.

I’m sure Henri is in his little security office furiously jerking off.

Orion also wandered upstairs. Odds are he’s reviewing reports or something equally unnecessary and boring to anyone who’s not a workaholic.

Henri is my first target. Once I have him in tow, I’ll tell Orion we’re having a pack meeting and he’ll be happy to come along. Henri would argue if I tried that approach with him. For some reason my packmates, barring Orion, never like my reasons for calling a pack meeting.

I slam open the door to Henri’s office and stride in.

Henri jolts and jerks his hand up, pausing whatever’s on the computer screen.

“Stop jacking off to Hestia and come downstairs. If you don’t come with me now, I’ll tell the others what you were doing,” I say.

One thing I’ve learned over the years is a little blackmail goes a long way.

“What!? I’m not! I was just—I wasn’t doing that,” Henri says, stumbling over his words and avoiding eye contact.

Sure, he just happened to have his hand on his dick while Hestia was on the screen. And I’m sure he was only reviewing the camera recordings for security purposes.

Henri is still stammering something. I lean against the doorframe and wait.

Eventually he runs out of half-baked excuses and relents.

“Fine. But I wasn’t masturbating. I’m only coming with you because otherwise you’ll be difficult,” he says, shutting down the computer.

I step into the hall to give him a moment to get himself back in his pants.

We collect Orion with little fanfare, and they follow me downstairs.

“We’re having a pack meeting,” I inform Magnus and Charm upon entering the living room.

They’re too lost in their own thoughts to argue. Don’t worry, boys, I’m about to fix all our problems.

I tell Henri to close the doors. I can’t have Hestia stumbling past and overhearing us if she goes looking for a late-night snack.

Once I’m sure I have everyone’s attention, I say, “I’ve gathered you here to explain the plan for how we’ll be courting Hestia by Yule.”

They’re silent for a beat and then everyone’s talking at once.

It’s a good thing I had Henri shut the doors. At this rate, Hestia would hear us from her room.

“You know we can’t date a trainee, the power imbalance⁠—”

“How did you come up with that idea.”

“That’s inappropriate to even suggest. We could never⁠—”

“We only helped with her heat, that doesn’t give us permission to ask for anything else.”

It’s hard to catch everything since they’re talking over each other, but it doesn’t matter. I tune them out after I gather they disagree with me.

I wait until they’ve worn themselves out to continue, “If we follow my plan, it’s possible. There’s no reason to wait two years when our omega wants us now.”

More blustering denials that I ignore. They think if they lock down their end of the bond, I can’t sense how they feel about her.

“We’ll seem like a poor excuse for a pack if we don’t coordinate on this. What omega would want to join us if we can’t get along?” I say.

“Getting along isn’t the issue,” Magnus says.

“Your goal is the problem,” Charm growls.

Where’s that charming silver tongue now?

My packmates never appreciate my good ideas, but I’ve come to accept that about them. This is important though. I have to convince them to do this.

“I will admit my feelings for Hestia go deeper than being coworkers, or even friends. But we’re not allowed to be anything else, per company rules. Not while she works under us,” Orion explains patiently, as if I’m simply unaware of the roadblock.

Henri isn’t arguing anymore, but that may be because he’s worried I’ll bring up my blackmail if he keeps going. Which I will.

So I’m counting Henri as on my side.

That’s one down, three to go.

The giant should be the easiest to fell.

“You and Hestia are always spending time together. Don’t you think she likes you as more than a friend?” I ask Magnus.

I think he actually blushes.

Magnus fidgets and mumbles, “We are friends. Even good friends, maybe. But that’s it. Outside of our team-bonding activities, we really only spend time together when we’re gardening.”

I resist the urge to snap at him. With my teeth.

Team bonding.

Is that what these idiots have been telling themselves?

Taking Hestia ice skating, buying her anything she wants, cuddling while we watch movies, decorating gingerbread houses together, all of that is just team bonding?

“Do your other friends get so wet that you can smell how badly they want to drain you of come?” I ask.

More squabbling ensues.

If they’re going to complain after everything I say, this is going to be a long meeting.

I don’t even bother listening to them.

“You scented her yourself. Don’t act like you haven’t noticed Hestia’s interest in us,” I say.

Her descenters and suppressants aren’t able to hide the nuances of her scent anymore. They can’t completely block scent matches from each other anyway, but especially now that we’ve smelled her unfettered arousal, it’s easy to pick up those subtle notes.

“You can’t assume how someone feels based on their scent,” Orion says.

“You don’t know what she’s thinking,” Magnus says.

I growl.

If they think that, they’re not paying attention. Hestia’s eyes dilate when she looks at us, always following us around to be near us. Cuddling on the couch, letting us feed her and buy her things. She wouldn’t accept so much attention and affection from alphas she wasn’t interested in.

“She wants us just as much as we want her. Why are you lying to yourselves,” I say.

There are fewer objections this time. Finally, we’re getting somewhere.

“Even if Hestia is interested in us—” Orion says.

“She is,” I interject.

“Nothing can happen. She’s still our subordinate,” he finishes.

“I have a Plan. If you do what I say, we’ll be together by Yule, with company approval,” I say.

“And how exactly is that going to happen?” Charm asks skeptically.

“Just follow these simple steps, and I promise we’ll be mated by New Year’s,” I say.

They interrupt before I can explain what to do. Maybe I should have held off on telling them about the bonding part.

“Even if your plan works, our pack is legally closed. We’re not supposed to be courting anyone,” Charm says.

“So, we open it up,” I say, and forge ahead before they can make up another argument.

I only lay out the first few parts of my Plan. After how long it took them to agree to it (or shut up long enough to listen), I want to leave a little mystery so they can’t pick it apart.

They try to make me tell them the final few steps and how I’ll get HR to agree to this, but I don’t give in. We need to stay focused on the present to ensure the first part of the Plan goes well. Otherwise, we won’t make it to the end anyway.

After more unnecessary back and forth, they concede to trying my ideas. They claim it’s only because it involves things we’d do anyway, but I know they’re just afraid to admit they want to follow my Plan.

And just in time. I hear Hestia shuffling down the hall, coming to raid the kitchen.

I slip out the doors ahead of my packmates to join her midnight snack party.


Chapter 41
Hestia
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Itie a knot and pull it tight, checking that the rope is snug against the wood.

I sigh wistfully, picturing other knots.

“Is your end ready?”

I’m always ready these days. I get so slick around my bosses, their knots could slip in whenever they wanted.

Charm cages me in with his arms, trapping me against the log.

“You’ve got it tied securely,” he says, pulling on the rope. “Is something wrong?”

“Oh! No, sorry. It’s ready,” I say, ducking my head.

We’re supposed to be moving this fallen tree off the road, and here I am thinking about letting them fuck me against it instead.

I don’t usually have trouble staying on task when we’re in the field, barring a few admiring glances here and there.

Charm grabs my arm, stopping me before I can get away.

“Hey. Are you doing okay?” he asks quietly.

“I’m fine,” I say, forcing a smile. “Just zoned out for a second. I’m sorry.”

We move to the side, and Magnus starts up the truck, dragging the tree off the road.

After we unhook the ropes, Orion tells me to take a break. Charm must have told on me.

Rest won’t cure my problem, but I get in the truck without argument, watching the others finish up.

I lean my head against the cool glass.

I’ve tried to ignore what’s between us, but I can’t, and it’s only getting worse. Exhausting myself to thoughts of them at night hasn’t worked.

Maybe my plan isn’t feasible. Maybe I can’t handle working with my scent matches until my training is over.

What if I have to leave the team until I’m free to pursue them?

Do they even want me back?

What if⁠—

Cato bumps me with his shoulder and presses against my side, bringing my spinning thoughts to a halt.

I manage to keep it together for the rest of the workday, but something has to give.
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I don’t want to go downstairs.

I could stay in my rooms and avoid the problem, just for tonight. Except I doubt that would work. They would worry and check on me.

My omega thrills at the thought.

I can’t stay up here moping for much longer, or they’ll notice my routine is off and come looking.

My hair is still damp after the shower, but I’m often too lazy to dry it. I only need to get dressed and I’ll be ready to go down for dinner.

A knock sounds at the door.

I was too slow.

I grab the nearest clothes, a sweatshirt and frilly lounge shorts, and throw them on.

I open the door just as Henri raises his hand to knock again.

He smiles and reaches like he’s going to cup my face but catches himself. His hand drops, though the smile stays in place.

“I’m making roast chicken and mashed potatoes for dinner. Does that work for you?” he asks.

“That sounds great. Everything you make is delicious,” I say.

I’m clutching the doorframe to stop myself from moving closer. It’s like there’s a magnet inside me drawing me toward them, and it’s growing stronger by the day.

“If you ever have requests, I’m happy to take them,” Henri says.

“Okay,” I say, but all I can think about is how cute he looks with his curly hair falling over his forehead. How much I want to feel it between my fingers, brush it to the side so I can see his brown eyes better.

He’s saying something else.

“Yes,” I answer, though I missed the question.

“Great! We have the fire going in the living room, so we’ll do it in there,” he says and leads me downstairs.

I join Cato where he’s sprawled on the couch. He seamlessly curls around me as I sit.

Orion hands me a stick with marshmallows speared on it. Ah, Henri must have asked if I wanted to do s’mores before dinner.

I focus on toasting my marshmallows rather than giving into the urge to admire my alphas.

Cato loads my graham crackers with several chocolate bars and helps me slide my marshmallows onto them when they’re ready.

The evening should feel cozy and sweet, their delicious scents swirling around me, but it’s a tease. A glimpse of what I could have, if things were different.

I anxiously eat my s’more and jump up to make another to keep myself busy. I grab the bag of marshmallows, accidentally flinging some on the floor.

Henri is already there cleaning up, but I bend over to help.

A growl sounds behind me, startling me into falling forward onto my hands and knees. My sweatshirt slides down, cool air hitting my back.

Charm and Henri take my arms and help me up.

“Are you alright?” Henri asks.

“I’m fine,” I say, brushing myself off.

Magnus is avoiding looking at me. Was he the one who growled when I bent over? He’s hunched over, forearms on his thighs, covering his lap. His scent is stronger than it was, spicy gingerbread making my nose tingle.

I blink and Magnus’s surprised face is in front of mine, and then my tongue in his mouth, hands tangled in his hair. His hard cock presses against my core through the thin fabric of my shorts.

Now he’s kissing me back, his hands on my ass, pulling me closer. Magnus’s body rumbles under mine with a pleased purr.

He hooks his fingers under my waistband and tugs my shorts down. I’m panting, pussy wet and ready for him.

I let out a squeal as I’m suddenly yanked off him, and Magnus is left with my shorts dangling from his hand.

Orion sets me on my feet, but blocks me from reaching Magnus.

Without him beneath me, reality slowly bleeds back in, and I cover my face with my hands.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. I know we’re not allowed to be together, but I like you so much I—I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry, please just forget this happened,” I say into my hands.

Orion rubs my back comfortingly.

“It’s okay, Hestia. I enjoyed—it didn’t upset me,” Magnus says.

After all my planning, I’m ruining everything. Sleeping with my bosses now would ruin their lives.

I can’t hear what they’re saying over the buzzing in my ears. No, not buzzing, it’s whining, and it’s coming from me.

My chest is tight. Is this heartbreak?

Did they reject me?

They pulled me off, pushed me away.

Being around them is only agitating my omega. I need to hide in my nest to process my feelings.

I interrupt whatever they’re saying to apologize one more time before I flee, “I know we’re not allowed to date. I shouldn’t have jumped on you. I’m so sorry for putting you in this position.”

If they want to kick me out, they can stick a notice under my door or something. I can’t handle hearing it directly from them.

I go to dart out of the room, but only make it a few steps before Cato sweeps me off my feet and tosses me on the couch.

I bounce a few times, blinking up at the ceiling, the shock of it snapping me out of a panic.

When I try to sit up, Cato puts his hand on my stomach, keeping me on my back.

“Did you hear what we said?” Orion asks.

I pout and say, “Nooo.”

“Everything is okay. No one is upset that you kissed him,” Orion says.

“Least of all me,” Magnus mutters.

A giggle escapes me, and he smiles.

“Are you feeling better, little omega?” Magnus says, stroking my hair.

“I’m fine,” I say, closing my eyes and leaning into his hand.

“Cato, pull her sweatshirt down,” Charm growls.

I look down and squeak when I see my nude lower half is spreadeagle in full view.

I grab for the hem of my sweatshirt, but Cato reaches for it too, and we get tangled up trying to pull it down—or maybe he’s getting in my way on purpose.

I swat at his hands and finally cover myself, sitting up

Cato laughs and says, “Sorry, pet.”

He doesn’t sound sorry at all.

I cross my arms and legs and glare at him.

“As you said, it’s against the rules for us to be romantically involved,” Orion says. “We had permission to help you with your heat due to the circumstances, but HR made sure to remind us afterward that we are not allowed to be with a subordinate. They had our pack sign multiple forms confirming we wouldn’t pursue anything further with you. They also sent information about where to find local heat help for the future.”

“They really did all that?” I ask forlornly.

I half thought we might get together in secret, or maybe even be granted special permission to date—one perk of being an omega that I’d happily accept—but this dashes my hopes. I’m sure HR is keeping a close eye on us now.

“Wait, why didn’t you give me the information about finding heat helpers?” I say, watching Orion closely.

He blushes and rubs the back of his neck.

“I was going to give it to you…soon. Your next heat won’t be for a while, and I wasn’t in a rush to help you find some other alphas,” he says.

Hope builds.

“I don’t want to see you with other alphas either,” Henri says.

“I want to be with you, Hestia, if I’m—if we’re not too much for you,” Magnus says.

“We would ask to court you if it were allowed to,” Charm says.

“You’re already ours,” Cato says, of course pretending the rules don’t apply to him.

But my little omega heart is pounding after hearing his claim and the confessions of the others, knowing they’re risking their jobs.

“We’ve discussed ways to make this work,” Charm says, glancing at his packmates.

“I wanted to protect you, Hestia, but obviously hiding our feelings isn’t working for any of us,” Orion says.

The others nod or murmur their agreement.

“You’re an amazing rescuer and we don’t want to interfere with your career, but I can’t deny that we return your feelings. As much as I’d love to officially ask to court you, I can’t in good conscience do that when we need to keep our relationship a secret. But unofficially, will you date our pack?” Orion asks, but he continues before I can contain my excitement enough to answer.

“We can’t go public yet, but I don’t want you to think we’re not in this for the long haul. I’ve updated our pack registry, listing us as open to new members. It might raise suspicion if HR sees it, but I’m not required to notify them of the change, so I didn’t. I know it’s not fair to ask you this, and if the company ever finds out, we’ll take the blame. But here at home, why shouldn’t we be together. We’ll⁠—”

I throw my arms around him and say, “Yes! Yes, of course I’ll date your pack. I don’t care if we have to hide, I just want to be with you.”

Orion hugs me fiercely until Cato eventually pries me off so he can scoop me up. They pass me around until I’ve hugged everyone several times.

I end up back with Orion, who takes me by the hips and says, “I’m not sure how you feel, but it might be best to take things slow. We’ve gone a bit out of order, living together and helping with your heat. And even though we’re scent matches, I don’t want you to feel pressured to jump into things. We’ll plan dates here at home so we can get to know each other as mates rather than coworkers.”

“Dating sounds like a good idea. I’m happy to take things slow,” I agree, despite the fact that I mounted Magnus mere moments ago.

Orion is probably right though. Not that there’s anything wrong with doing things differently, but it would be nice to get to know them better. I held back before, not wanting to make it obvious how interested I was in them, but as their girlfriend, I can be a menace with questions.

“I don’t ever want you to feel like you have to agree to something just because we’re your bosses. I’m only in charge of the team when we’re in the field. At home and in our relationship, no one is in charge of you but you,” Orion says.

“I trust you. We’ll make this work,” I say, hugging him again.

“And we only have to keep it a secret for two years. We can easily weather that together,” he says.

“It’s 681 days,” I correct automatically.

They laugh, but I know they’re impressed with my quick math.

“Now, let me help you with these,” Magnus says, holding up my shorts.
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Iput the spicy chips back in the cabinet for the third time.

Hestia likes them, but I’m not sure they complement the other snacks.

I want everything to be perfect, and that includes the menu. Every detail is important for our first date.

Since we can’t date publicly, we’re going to watch movies in our screening room, but I want her to have the full movie theater experience. We’ve done this plenty of times before, but now it’s an official date.

I want to show Hestia we’re the perfect pack for her. She deserves the world, and I’ll do my best to give it to her, even if we have to stay cuddled up at home.

Food is one of the most important ways I can show we’re capable of providing for her and paying attention to what she likes.

That’s why I’m taking so much care putting together our snack trays.

I have bowls of tortilla chips, jalapenos, salsa, and other toppings. I asked Magnus to turn on the nacho cheese machine in the movie room so it will be hot and ready.

The other snacks are the usual movie theater fare, popcorn with plenty of butter, several jars of popcorn seasoning, and candy of all sorts. We have a soda machine in the screening room, so drinks are covered.

I think that will be enough food for our first date.

I hope that will be enough.

I still can’t believe Hestia asked us out.

Okay, maybe technically she didn’t ask us out, but she did kiss Magnus and confessed she liked us. That’s basically begging an alpha to take care of her, and our pack was all too happy to oblige, damn the consequences.

If dating in secret means I can touch Hestia the next time she comes down in that seductive sweatshirt, showing tantalizing slivers of skin thanks to the many holes in it, then I’m all in on our covert courting plan.

Charm steals a chip off the tray before I can swat him away. Hestia should get first pick.

I glare at him, but since he doesn’t reach for more, I let it go.

“The movie is cued up, and I saved a few others to the list, so we’re ready for a marathon,” he says.

The rest of our packmates filter in, waiting for Hestia to join us.

I check the camera feed, even though I get notifications when she opens the door to her rooms. Hestia isn’t out yet, still cleaning up after our workday.

“What was the rest of your plan for getting Hestia to date us, anyway?” Charm asks Cato.

“There were several steps we didn’t get to. One of them involved you lot going shirtless too, tempting Hestia into wanting us so desperately that she initiates things. We got lucky she likes us enough to throw herself at you even without stripping for her. Obviously, once she did that, we were in the clear. HR can’t get mad since the ‘vulnerable’ trainee is the one who made the first move, proving we didn’t force her into anything. However, if you want to keep our relationship a secret, I have no problem amending my Plan to include that. Sneaking around adds to the excitement,” Cato says with a smirk.

We stare at him until Magnus finally says, “That was your plan?”

“Yes,” he says proudly.

“Seducing our trainee is not a loophole,” I say.

“That’s not a plan!” Charm says.

“It most certainly is a Plan, and a great one at that. We get our omega, HR can’t complain about it, everyone is happy,” Cato says.

“It doesn’t matter who initiates the relationship, it’s still not allowed! I don’t know why I believed you when you said you had a plan. You’re lucky Hestia already agreed to date us in secret,” Charm growls.

Cato’s smug look doesn’t waver.

“Letting Hestia make the first move was the best option,” Orion says. “But they’re right, the company won’t care who started things. They could argue we coerced her into it.”

“Exactly,” Charm adds.

“The technicalities aren’t important, we still achieved my objective of dating Hestia by Yule,” Cato says, brushing off their words.

Charm is still glaring, but I just shake my head. I don’t care if Cato wants to take credit for our omega finding us irresistible, or if he wants to come up with insane plans that only make sense to him. All I care about is being with Hestia.

Now I don’t have to pretend I’m not obsessed with her.

My phone dings, and I rush to grab the food trays, telling the others to bring up the rest.

I neatly arrange the snacks in the screening room while Cato collects Hestia.

Tonight, she looks just as cute in her white sweater and knit pants as she did in that sweatshirt and almost nonexistent shorts.

“You look beautiful,” I say, wrangling her away from Cato for a hug.

Hestia hugs me back and shyly says, “Thank you. You guys look great too.”

This isn’t the fanciest date, but we put on nicer clothes than we usually wear in the evenings. Even Cato has different sweatpants on—they’re thinner than his typical style, clearly a special seductive date night outfit.

I help Hestia get settled and pile blankets around her. Magnus gets the cheese for her nachos, and she selects her toppings.

Cato worms his way in next to her while we’re getting snacks, but I make sure to get the spot on her other side.

Charm starts the movie once we’re ready.

This night is like so many others since Hestia joined us, yet it’s completely different.

We’re on a date. I don’t have to hide the way I touch her hand when I pass her something. I don’t have to pretend I’m not watching her watch the movie. I’m not the polite host when I put food on her plate, I’m an alpha taking care of my omega.

Throughout the evening, Hestia blushes and flutters her eyelashes and touches us back. She leans against me, twines her hand with Cato’s on her thigh, hugs Magnus when he refills her nachos.

It’s a slow start to our relationship, as promised.

After the movies, we talk until it’s time for bed. If we didn’t have to work tomorrow, we probably would have stayed up all night.

We walk Hestia to her door and say goodnight.

I return to my room with a smile, and fall asleep watching videos of her on my phone.
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I’m going to wear out my pants at this rate.

I look around again for a rag, but can’t find one. Usually I have plenty hanging around the greenhouse, but the one time I really need a handkerchief, they’ve all disappeared.

Maybe Pete moved them. He drags them off sometimes to make nests, even though I give him nicer cloths for that.

I resort to rubbing my sweaty hands on my pant legs for what feels like the tenth time in as many minutes.

I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous before, even when scaling cliffs or coming face to face with a bear and her cubs.

Actually, there was one other time I was anxious, when Hestia was stuck in that hole with a panicking alpha.

This isn’t even a date, but it is the first time we’ll be alone together since we started dating.

Since she kissed me.

I’m still afraid I’m too much for her. Too big, too rough, too much.

Hestia didn’t seem to mind that during her heat, but what about the rest of the time?

I never quite fit in with my family, not content to live that isolated. Except when I left, I never fit in in the city either. Even smaller towns are too overwhelming, too crowded for me to be comfortable.

Will Hestia decide one day that I’m too much, not quite good enough?

Is she already having second thoughts?

“What’s that?”

I jump at Hestia’s sudden question and almost knock over the bench. I didn’t even hear her come in.

She tilts her head, and I realize she’s waiting for an answer while I stare at her with a stupid smile on my face.

“What?” I ask dumbly, because I’ve already forgotten what she asked. Seeing her wiped everything else from my mind.

“What are those plants?” she asks again, pointing.

“Oh right, those,” I say.

I have her sit next to me before I explain, “These are icicle pansies I started from seed recently, and they’re big enough now to be repotted. I grow them every year so Henri can make a special Yule dish from the flowers. I thought you might want to help watch over them for the next few weeks.”

“I didn’t know pansies were edible,” Hestia says, leaning closer to admire the little green sprouts, which also brings her closer to me.

When her hand brushes my thigh, I have to bite my tongue to restrain myself.

“I’d love to help take care of them with you. How big will they get?”

Her hand is still on my leg.

Does she notice where all my blood has rushed to?

“They’ll be ten inches at full height,” I say, voice rough.

“Really? That’s huge!”

I close my eyes.

That’s not even as long as I am.

I don’t know if it’s because she’s touching me while reminding me about how large I am that’s turning my anxiety to horniness, but this isn’t the solution I was looking for.

Thankfully Hestia removes her hand, and I slide forward to hide my lower half under the table while ostensibly reaching for the new pots.

I show her the soil mixture we’ll need to make, and we work in companionable silence while I calm myself down.

It’s easier to just be with Hestia than I thought it would be.

I’ve never been good at the dating thing and rarely went on solo dates. Most of my experience comes from joining my packmates on group dates the last time our pack was open.

I enjoy doing everything with Hestia, even the mundane things, so I shouldn’t be surprised it still feels natural being around her now that we’re dating.

We soon get the plants transferred to their new pots and watered in.

I go to pick up one of the trays and accidentally knock into Hestia’s hand as we reach across each other.

“I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you?” I say, already carefully checking her over.

“I’m fine, you barely grazed me. It was my fault anyway,” she says.

“I could have really hurt you. I’m too big, I need to take more care than a normal alpha,” I murmur without thinking, holding her hand up to the light to make sure I didn’t overlook a scratch or bruise.

Her skin is smooth and unblemished, faded tan still hanging on from long days in the summer sun.

“I thought I only had to worry about Orion overthinking things. Looks like I’ll have to keep an eye on you too,” she says, wrapping her other hand around mine.

“I could easily injure you if I’m not paying attention,” I say.

Hestia rolls her eyes. “Magnus. All of you are bigger than me, you’re alphas. I know you’re on the upper end of the alpha scale, but we still fit together just fine. I don’t want you to stress about being close to me. You’ve never accidentally hurt me, and I’m not scared you’re going to.”

“But I might,” I say almost petulantly.

I struggle to take in her words. It’s a risk being with me…

Isn’t it?

I can’t think of a time when I injured someone. I can so clearly picture people flinching away, being scared or nervous when they see me. But none of those memories involve harming anyone.

Is it possible I’m not actually an inconvenience? A terror?

Reframing my self-image won’t be that simple, but I tentatively accept that what Hestia said is true. That she, at least, isn’t bothered by my size.

Hestia rubs my arm comfortingly. “You’re caring and respectful. Let yourself relax a little, and you’ll see you’re not hurting anyone. You don’t need to keep yourself on such a tight leash.”

Each word hits me in the chest, and I let out an unsteady exhale.

“You might be right. Besides, being leashed sounds more like Orion’s thing anyway,” I say.

That startles a laugh out of her.

“Well, being on a leash occasionally sounds fun,” she says, blushing.

I think I might be getting better at flirting.

We move the pansies under grow lights without further incident.

“Thanks for helping. I hope you enjoyed it, even if it’s not the most exciting activity,” I say, racking my brain for a way to continue our not-date.

I should have brought snacks, or at least coffee. We could have had a picnic.

“It was fun! I’m glad you asked me to help. Thanks for letting me in on your pack tradition, it was very sweet of you,” she says.

I catch movement out of the corner of my eye and turn just in time to see a bag of potting soil tip over. It knocks over the rakes piled in the corner, and they crash to the ground.

Hestia squeals, startled by the sudden commotion behind her, and jumps into my arms. I quickly spin her away from the mess.

“Are you alright?” I ask, stroking her hair.

Her face is buried in my neck, scent tinged with that tart fruit smell.

“I think so,” she murmurs against my skin.

“Everything’s okay. Something on the shelf fell and knocked things over. Nothing to worry about,” I say, my chest rumbling a purr.

I’m in no hurry to let her go, and Hestia’s legs are tight around my waist, so I keep hold of her as I step over the rakes.

I intended to adjust the shelf before anything else falls, but when I get there, I find Pete with his hand on the bag of soil that started the chain reaction.

“Pete Moss! Be careful when you move things around. You could have really hurt yourself or us,” I say.

He blinks, but doesn’t seem apologetic.

“If you keep creating messes like this, I’ll have to spend all my time cleaning and won’t have time to make treats for you. You need to think about your actions and how they affect others. If you wanted me to move this, you could have gotten my attention in a less destructive way,” I gently scold him.

Pete finally removes his hand, and I push the bag back so he can walk past to get to the basket he likes to sit in. I should have paid more attention earlier when I set the bag down.

Now that the way is clear, he climbs into the basket and kicks the loose twine around until he’s nestled in it.

I give him a Pete Treat and apologize for putting the bag in his way, which he readily accepts.

I slowly and carefully stack the tools back in the corner. When I’m done, I have no more excuses to keep holding Hestia. Regretfully, I lower her back to the ground, but she leans against me, so I get to keep an arm around her.

“What moss were you talking about?” Hestia asks, blinking and looking around.

I’m confused for a moment until I remember what I said.

“That’s Pete’s full name. I borrowed it from that series the others like to read, you know, the Big Tex one. Pete Moss is his sidekick in some of the books. I just shorten his name to Pete most of the time,” I say.

“That’s the perfect name for a frog,” she says, grinning.

“I agree. Cato wanted to name him Slayer or Venom since he took down the pests we’d been struggling with for months practically overnight. I thought he looked more like a Pete though,” I say.

Hestia’s laughter is infectious, I feel lighter just listening to it.

“Do you want to get a snack?” I blurt out.

“Sure,” she says, smiling at me.

I put my hand on her back, too late realizing I’m dirty.

“I’m sorry, I think I got some dirt on you. Maybe we should take a break to clean up and meet back in the kitchen,” I say, snatching my hand back.

And I still can’t find any rags to clean her off with. Now that I’m looking, I left handprints all over her ass when she jumped on me.

“I don’t mind being dirty with you,” Hestia says, giggling at me.

That short-circuits my already sluggish brain after staring at her ass.

“Let’s clean up together,” she says, grabbing my arm and pulling me into the house.
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Despite all the flirting we’ve been doing since I started dating my bosses, we haven’t gone any further than holding hands.

They planned plenty of fun dates for us at home, and we’ve really deepened our connection. I feel like I know them so much better now, even though it’s only been a week. Allowing ourselves to be honest about our feelings removed a barrier between us.

And that includes the scent barrier. We stopped using descenters and suppressants and air filters. Now the station is full of our mingled scents.

It’s comforting, smelling my pack no matter where I am and having their scents all over me.

We’re approaching the end of our shift, so soon we’ll be able to have covert dates in town. They’re already planning to take me to the street fair at the Winterfalls Festival.

It’s risky, but I’m sure we can manage to date in public without seeming like we’re dating. Just six teammates, out on the town, totally platonic, acting like I don’t know what their cocks taste like. I can pull that off.

Speaking of their cocks, I know I agreed we should take things slow, but how slow is slow? I’m ready to jump back into the physical side of things, or do some mouth stuff at least.

We haven’t even kissed since my heat. It’s torture. Surely they don’t want to go this slow for much longer.

Tonight is the first evening we don’t have a date planned, so I won’t be getting any tongue today.

Orion said he had paperwork to deal with, and I’m sure the others have things to do too since we’ve been spending most of our free time together.

At least I’ll get to hang out with Cato. I don’t even know what chores he’s responsible for. He never does them when I’m around, and unless I’m in my rooms, he’s right by my side.

I’m going to do some knitting, which means Cato will be cuddling me. Knitting is much more fun that way, plus he makes sure my yarn never gets tangled.

I grab my knitting bag after making sure I didn’t accidentally put my other project in it.

Cato is waiting in the hall, and he takes the bag from me before following me to the living room.

Henri is already here, and I sit on the couch nearby. He smiles and, after asking how my socks are progressing, goes back to reading Big Tex & Pete Moss: A Rolling Truck Gathers No Heartbreak.

The others gradually trickle in. Orion has his paperwork, Charm is braiding rope, and Magnus is flipping through seed catalogues.

Even though we’re doing our own thing, we’re together.

I smile as I knit, pleased to be surrounded by my pack.

It’s a lovely evening, and I almost forget about my desire to hop on their cocks.

After dinner, I hang around the kitchen while they clean up, and then we return to the living room to relax.

We’re quiet, winding down after a long day, a long few weeks on call. It’s comfortable, like we’ve been together for decades. I don’t need anything more.

Eventually the fire gets low, and Orion gets up to tend to it.

He adds wood, bending over to adjust the logs.

Oh.

Oh no.

I was wrong.

I’m still desperately horny.

I can’t stop staring at Orion’s ass.

His pants are snug around his muscular ass and thick thighs. Seeing them reminds me of how his body tensed under mine as I rode him, straining not to come until I allowed him to.

Orion stands up, and it takes me a moment to realize he’s watching me because the front looks as good as the back. My eyes snap up to his, and I blush and look away only to find the others staring at me too.

“I’m sorry,” I say, covering my face.

“Why are you sorry?” Orion asks.

“Because you wanted to take things slow, and I’m ruining it,” I say, my perfume hanging heavy around us.

“You don’t need to hide your feelings from us,” Henri says.

A whine slips out before I can stop it. Cato and Charm hug me, purring.

“But you said you didn’t want to be intimate yet,” I whimper.

Everyone replies at the same time so I only pick up some of what they’re saying, but it all seems to be protesting they didn’t mean that.

“Quiet!” Orion barks.

The other alphas stop talking instantly. Since his bark wasn’t directed at me, it washes over me without effect.

“When we talked about our relationship, I didn’t mean we couldn’t be intimate. I just didn’t want you to feel pressured into sleeping together immediately simply because we had before,” Orion says.

“If you want to get closer, we have no objections. We can do as much or as little as you want,” Charm says.

“It’s always up to you, little omega. We want you however you’ll have us,” Magnus says.

“Oh. Okay. That’s good. I’m sorry, I guess I just assumed,” I say, already calmer thanks to their cuddling.

“Don’t apologize for your feelings,” Orion says.

“So, are you ready to take what you want, pet?” Cato asks, standing and dropping his sweatpants in one movement.

His cock springs out, already hard and thick.

His packmates’ protests die off as I lick it. He tastes just as rich and velvety as I remember. Cato loosely tangles his fingers in my hair, following my head rather than directing it.

Charm presses against my back and carefully digs his teeth into my neck, making me moan. Cato takes the opportunity to push his cock deeper. I suck on him happily, eager for more after all these weeks without it.

“Orion,” Cato growls, voice lower than normal.

“I’m going,” Orion says.

Charm slides his hands under my shirt, rolling my nipples between his fingers.

Cato pulls me off his cock, despite digging my fingers into his thighs, trying to keep my mouth on him. I whine, but he has the muzzle on now and can’t respond.

“You’re sure about this?” Orion asks me.

“Yes! I want you, everywhere, now,” I say breathlessly.

Orion looks like he’s overthinking again, worried that Cato was being pushy when I’ve been missing his cock every hour of every day since I last had it.

“Take your clothes off and kneel over there until I’m ready for you,” I say.

I don’t wait to see if he’ll listen, but Orion is already half undressed by the time I get my mouth back on Cato.

Charm gets my flannel pants off without disrupting my sucking. He leaves my fuzzy socks in place and lifts my shirt, getting my arms through before temporarily pulling me off Cato to remove it.

Cato finally takes over, thrusting into my throat, and I relax for him. I play with his knot while he moves my head. He growls when I squeeze his balls, making his hips jerk.

Charm kneels in front of me and lifts my legs onto his shoulders, tilting me back on the couch. Cato adjusts to the new position without missing a thrust.

Charm massages my lips, rubbing my slick around. He circles just at the edge of my clit, teasing without directly touching it.

When his tongue hits me, I clamp my legs around his head, and he digs in. I fist one hand in his hair and hold on to Cato’s knot with the other.

It doesn’t take long for me to come after being denied for weeks, and I gush all over Charm’s face. He keeps going, hands on my ass, face buried in my pussy as he devours me.

Cato pulls me away from him and flips us so I’m straddling him on the couch.

I try to impale myself on his cock, but he grabs my hips before I can. I whine as Cato ever so slowly lowers me down his shaft. He keeps going until his knot hits my lips. I dig my nails into his shoulders, legs trembling at the sensation of being stuffed full.

He lets me rest for a moment before pulling me back up just as slowly.

I can feel every inch, every millimeter, every vein, as he drags my pussy up and down his cock. His eyes are intense, flicking between my face and watching his cock disappear inside me.

My slick creates a puddle in his lap as each slow stroke brings me further and further over his knot. It’s like a deep stretch after a long nap, intense and satisfying.

Eventually we move past the point of no return, and Cato drags me down until his knot is snugly inside me.

My head drops to his chest as it inflates. It’s always so much, I feel like I can’t take any more, but somehow his knot keeps growing until I’m stuck tight on him.

Cato pulls my head up and presses his face against mine. The leather muzzle is smooth and warm. I kiss over his mouth, and he comes in me with a growl, cock jerking as he fills me up.

He keeps going until my abdomen bulges with come, his knot ensuring none escapes.

My thighs tingle, but I hold back my own orgasm. I want to focus on Cato, sink into his tight grip, memorize the way his breath hitches, how it feels to have him buried deep inside, giving me everything.

But Cato isn’t pleased that I didn’t come with him. He thrusts against me, grinding my clit against his pubic bone, the sensation amplified with his knot pressing on my G-spot.

I let Cato bounce me on his lap as I lick and bite his chest, wanting more of him. He strokes my ass, rubbing slick between my cheeks before circling my other entrance.

I whimper, desperate for it, but unsure anything else will fit. Those days during my heat when I took three of them at a time feel so far away now.

My mind goes blank though as he works a finger in, quickly adding a second. My omega body is pliable enough to allow it without further preparation. He adds a third and thrusts, stretching me. My pussy clenches when he presses against his knot, my inner walls trapped between them.

Cato speeds up, and I think he has four fingers in me now, and then I’m coming.

I clamp down so hard he can’t move, and my whole body trembles as I come.

I gasp as my orgasm fades. I think I forgot to breathe.

Cato frees his fingers and spreads my cheeks for Charm. He coats his cock in my slick and pushes against my hole. I whine at the pressure.

“You can take it, omega. Be a good girl and let me in,” Charm says.

I try to do what he says, but I can’t relax with them pressing against my most sensitive spots.

“Be good for your alpha and let me have your ass,” he says.

“I can’t,” I whine, even though I want it.

“You can. You’ve done it before. It felt so good being buried deep inside you with my packmates. Don’t you want to feel that again? Take my cock as deep as it will go while Cato has you knotted?” Charm says.

He kisses the back of my neck while I do my best to open for him. His cock is so much bigger than Cato’s fingers though.

Charm murmurs praise and sweet things and filthy things until he’s buried deep inside me like he promised.

I’m reduced to whimpers and moans, which cut off as Henri presses his cock against my lips. His precum on my tongue is sugary sweet, and I swallow him down.

Charm is still whispering encouragement in my ear, though some of it is incoherent. Either he’s too lost in fucking me or I’m too lost in him to tell.

I thought before it was because of the heat haze, but even clearheaded, I’m drowning in them.

Charm’s words come back into focus when he grabs my neck and says, “I’m going to knot you now, omega, and you’re going to come on our cocks.”

His hips snap forward, and he pushes hard. Cato sneaks his fingers between us to rub my clit.

I moan around Henri’s cock, my nose brushing his knot. He groans at the vibration, and warmth fills my stomach as he comes suddenly before knotting my mouth.

With one last sharp thrust, Charm’s knot pops inside and inflates. The pressure pulls me into an orgasm with him, a riot of fireworks inside me as they fill me up.

When I’m done, I slump against Cato. He pulls his hand out from between us and holds it up to Henri, who sucks my slick off his fingers with a moan.

The sight sets off another flutter of excitement, but I’m too tired to do anything about it just yet.
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Isqueeze the base of my cock, not wanting to come just yet, but my omega’s face is making it difficult to hold back.

Her mouth is slack in pleasure as Magnus ruts her into the rug. The sight makes me ache to come in her again.

But I’m a good alpha who shares with his packmates.

So I wait and watch while Magnus makes our omega feel good.

She’s already come several times on his cock, and he shows no sign of slowing. Hestia is happily taking his hard thrusts, face down, with Magnus’s hips slapping her ass.

If only I were bonded to her too, then I could feel how much she’s enjoying it. I want to be inside her all the time, see the world through her eyes, make sure she gets everything she wants, give her as much pleasure as possible.

I grind my teeth, a reminder not to bite our mate before she’s ready. I want her so badly my canines are burning, but I would never hurt her. I couldn’t bear the thought of her looking at me with fear or resentment if I tried to bond her without permission.

Orion is still waiting for his turn with Hestia, but he’s not touching his cock at all. I don’t know how he does it. I’d combust if I wasn’t able to stroke my cock while watching this. I can feel him in the bond, and he’s happy to be where he is, watching our mate be pleasured by our packmate.

If I can’t be inside my omega, my preference is to be as close as possible, which is why I’m stretched out next to them. Magnus nudged me away when I got too close earlier, but I still have a good view of Hestia’s sweet face. I let him have his space for now, but once he knots her, our omega is fair game again.

Magnus slows and grinds his knot against her pussy. Hestia whimpers, digging her fingers into the rug and arching her back. His knot gradually disappears inside her, locking her up tight. I watch intently as they orgasm together, Hestia’s face scrunched up in pleasure.

Once she’s full of his come, Magnus sits up and spreads her legs over his lap, cuddling her against his chest.

Maybe I should fuck her tits next. They’re all red after being rubbed against the rug. I want to soothe them with my tongue.

And bite them.

“Come here,” Hestia says.

I’m at her side immediately.

“Not you,” Magnus growls at me.

I glare at him even though I already realized my mistake—she was talking to Orion.

He crawls over and kneels in front of them.

Hestia runs her hands down his chest, tracing the ridges of his muscles. Orion’s stomach tenses, but otherwise he remains still for her perusal. She trails her hand down to his hip and then his thigh as his cock twitches and drips, waiting for her to notice it.

“You won’t come until I tell you to, right, alpha?” she asks him coyly.

Orion swiftly nods.

She smiles. “Good boy.”

If I fuck her really well, I bet I can get her to call me a good boy too.

Hestia lazily strokes Orion’s cock until he’s trembling. He sucks in a breath when she brushes his knot.

She usually loves teasing Orion, but lust overtakes her quickly this time. I see it in her face as she loses control and takes him into her mouth.

Magnus holds her waist, keeping her propped up so she can play with Orion without pulling on Magnus’s knot.

Hestia moans as she sucks on Orion, twisting her hands around his cock, working it until she gets it stuffed down her throat.

I slip closer and press against her side. She reaches back to rub my thigh and I purr, pleased at the attention.

I gather Hestia’s hair and hold it out of her way. It gives me a better view too of her lips stretched around his cock.

She moves faster, and Orion whimpers and twitches.

I bury my face in her neck, inhaling her spiced fruit scent. It’s like a direct hit to my bloodstream, hot and sweet, my omega rushing through me, making me groan.

I keep my nose tucked against her throat and move her hand from my thigh to my cock.

Hestia strokes me, matching her rhythm with sucking on Orion.

I push into her hand and rub my jaw over every part of her I can reach. Scent marking her things isn’t enough anymore, I want my scent all over her. This is the best I can do until we bond and my scent becomes a permanent part of her.

She tugs on my cock, pulling me closer. I follow her movement until she has it pointed at her chest, brushing her breasts.

I close my eyes and enjoy this new position, thrusting into her hand and chest, until Orion’s groans distract me.

I slit my eyes open to see how he’s doing. His legs are shaking and hands fisted at his side.

I’m not surprised, Hestia is squeezing his knot while he’s buried in her throat.

I’m close to the edge too. Maybe I’ll be nice and brotherly and wait to come until Orion does. Shared sweet torment.

Although I don’t know if I can. Hestia’s hand is everywhere at once, rubbing my cock, squeezing my knot, playing with my balls.

Omegas deserve more recognition for their multitasking skills. We should give them awards for everything they do. Hestia is knotted on Magnus but still manages to gracefully tongue Orion while her fingers brush my—hnggg.

I bow over her, ending up on my hands and knees as she milks me.

I can’t hold back any longer. My come paints her breasts, feeling primal satisfaction at covering her in my scent.

Orion’s self-control fails too. His mind blanks like a starburst, flooding open in the bond as he comes.

His pleasure mixes with mine until it feels like I’m coming on our omega and in her mouth at the same time, marking her inside and out so everyone knows who she belongs to.

When I’m done, I push back onto my knees so I don’t collapse on top of her.

Magnus pulls Hestia up to rest on his chest. She flops against him, breathing hard.

He wraps his hand around her throat and runs the other over her breasts. I did a great job of covering them with come, but I’ll allow him to rub it in and make sure they’re thoroughly covered. Hestia whines and wiggles, though she can’t move much since he has her pinned above and below.

Magnus’s hand is large enough to span her breasts and play with both nipples at once, squeezing and tugging until her chest is flushed pink. Hestia is panting and digging her nails into his arms.

He gives her breasts a break and moves down to her pussy, still stretched around his knot. Magnus fingers her lips before moving to her clit, slowly circling it. She whines and tries to push his hand where she wants it, but he won’t budge.

I huff a laugh as she tries again and fails. She must be too out of it to think clearly. If Hestia were thinking, she’d realize she can rub her clit herself, although I’m sure Magnus would stop her if she tried to take over.

Magnus finally relents and plays with her clit, and Hestia comes with a whimper.

When she’s done, she falls asleep almost instantly.

I press my forehead against hers, soaking up as much of my omega as I can.
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The past few days have been perfect, and I feel like I’m floating on clouds.

I have everything I could ever want, the perfect pack, the perfect job.

I work with my mates to protect the mountains during the day, in the evenings we have cute dates at the station, and at night we bang like crazy.

Of course they ensure I still get plenty of sleep, no one wants our job performance to suffer.

But now, we’re finally on break, and we don’t have to worry about anything else.

They planned things for us to do in town, so it won’t be like it was during my heat when we were snowed in with nothing to do but each other. Not that I’m complaining. I’m interested in them for more than just sex.

Yet despite resuming the physical side of our relationship, I still haven’t brought them into my nest. I’m not exactly sure why, maybe because it feels like saying this is permanent.

I want this to be forever, but if we end up separating, I couldn’t bear to have their scents lingering in my nest.

Maybe I’m more scared of HR finding out than I thought, because that’s the only way I could see us splitting up.

I can’t live in fear though. I need to work up my courage and invite my alphas into my nest. Now that I have them, I don’t want to hold anything back just because I’m afraid of losing them. We should enjoy the time we have together.

Maybe today’s the day I’ll be brave.

“I made you a coffee for the road. It should tide you over until we get to town,” Henri says, handing me a large tumbler.

“Thank you,” I say, and give him a kiss.

The coffee is covered in whipped cream with chocolate shavings and colorful sprinkles. Underneath the chocolate, I can smell sugar cookie creamer. Coffee with a side of Henri and Cato’s scents.

Delicious.

Henri always makes me coffee flavored like at least one of them now, gingerbread, peppermint, and even sweet pine needle vanilla syrup.

I only take a few sips, wanting to save it for the ride.

We’re about to head into Starsfalls to visit the street fair, but everyone else ran off after breakfast, saying they needed to finish getting ready.

They return quickly, and Orion comes in last, carrying a big blue gift box with a white bow.

I’m already reaching for it when he says, “We wanted to get you something for our first day out together.”

I snatch my hands back, remembering to be polite.

“I hope you like it, and that this will be a reminder of the great memories we’ll make today,” Orion says, giving me the box.

“That’s so sweet, thank you. I’m sure I’ll love it,” I say graciously.

My alphas are so thoughtful, it feels like my heart will burst with happiness.

I sit on the couch to unwrap it, carefully untying the bow and pushing the tissue paper aside to reveal plush faux fur. I pull it out and a light blue coat unfurls. It’s long, with a thigh-length skirt and gold buttons running down it. The collar, cuffs, and hem are trimmed in white fur. It’s like a fairytale cloak for a princess.

“Do you like it? If you want a different style, we can exchange it,” Charm says.

I drop the coat back in the box and slide it onto the couch before launching myself at them.

“I love it, it’s perfect! Thank you so much,” I say, arms wrapped tight around Orion and Charm.

“You’re welcome,” Orion says.

I release them so I can hug the others. Cato squeezes my ass when I hug him.

I do one more round of thanks, this time with kisses, and then they help me try it on.

“It has pockets!” I say excitedly after finding them hidden in the side seam.

Orion buttons it up, and I spin to watch the skirt flare out around me.

“It looks beautiful on you,” Magnus says, grabbing my arms to look me over.

I smile, as pleased with all the attention as I am the coat.

Once they’re done admiring me, it’s time for the festival. Since it’s outside, I’ll get to show off the gift from my mates, without letting on that we’re dating, of course.
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The street fair is already busy, and we got here shortly after it opened.

The road is lined with stalls selling all kinds of winter things, with cheerful decorations everywhere in between. Shiny garlands, colorful lights, and evergreen trees make the gray winter day feel bright and cheerful, along with the live band playing festive music. The air is crisp but not too cold, and the evergreen scent mixes with the smell of fried food and sweet things.

I try to keep track of everything I want to eat, but there are so many options, I discover a new one and forget two others.

It doesn’t really matter, I’m sure we’ll end up visiting every booth eventually. I need to get some of that funnel cake soon though, it has powdered sugar and cocoa powder sprinkled on it.

So far, we’ve just walked around to see where everything is. They closed down all the roads near the town square. The skating rink is still there, but now there are other activities too, like an ice sculpture carving contest, axe throwing, gingerbread house decorating, and a giant bonfire for roasting chestnuts and marshmallows and other treats.

“Should we start with a snack, or is there something else you want to do first?” Orion asks.

I reply with “snack” before he finishes talking, so we head to the closest food stall, a pop-up for Quickie Coffee.

Their menu has new winter drinks they didn’t have the last time we visited the café, so once again I have a difficult decision to make.

“Do you want a recommendation?” asks the same blonde barista who helped me before.

“Yes, that would be great!” I say.

“The frosty iced latte is a blonde roast with a creamy vanilla flavor, the cranberry cappuccino is strong and fruity, our ribbon candy espresso is a classic, and this one, the gingerbread man latte, comes with a little cookie. We also have a toasted s’mores mocha and a snowball cookie latte. I think those are all of my favorites from our fair menu.”

“They all sound good…” I say a bit forlornly.

If they only sell them during the fair, I don’t know if I’ll have room to try them all.

“We can get one of each and share,” Magnus says.

“Yes! That’s a great idea,” I say, and hug him before I remember we’re not supposed to do that in public.

I gasp and quickly pull back.

The barista is already working on our drinks, so hopefully she didn’t notice. It’s not that weird for teammates to hug anyway, right?

I keep my distance while we wait, tucking my hands into my coat pockets so I don’t slip up again.

This is going to be harder than I thought. I didn’t realize I’d gotten so used to touching them already, like I’ve been doing it forever. It feels so natural being with them that not being allowed to touch seems wrong.

The blonde hands us our drinks and says, “Thanks for stopping by! Let me know whenever you want suggestions, I’m always happy to talk coffee. My name is Seph, by the way.”

I thank her and introduce myself, already mentally planning on more coffee chats.

Before we leave, Seph leans over to whisper to me, “If you come by the shop and see the manager, Marlene, I’d keep your guys away from her. She’s a big flirt.”

I stutter, attempting to deny they’re mine, but unable to make myself say it. But Seph is already smiling and waving goodbye, turning to help another customer.

I usher my mates away with a red face, hoping no one else heard her comment.

Charm pulls us to the side and asks, “What did she say?”

“Nothing,” I say, avoiding eye contact.

I should confess that someone is onto us, but I don’t want this to stop. I don’t want to break up.

I shouldn’t have hugged Magnus.

I’ll just be extra extra careful from now on and make sure no one else suspects anything.

“Are you sure? Is something wrong?” Orion says.

“I’m fine, it was just some girl advice,” I say.

“Okay. You know you can tell us anything,” he says, briefly stroking my hair.

We’re hidden between stalls, so no one should be able to see our secret touch.

I nod and they drop it. We decide to browse the trinket booths and start down the nearest row.

There’s so much to look at, and right when the caffeine hits is a dangerous time to shop. It makes me fall in love with everything I see and want to buy it.

Although there’s always the risk of getting overstimulated by all the things to look at. Currently, though, I’m staying on the right side of jittery.

As usual, my alphas are happy to get me anything I like, which is good because this fair has everything. Any kind of wintery thing you could think of, practical, decorative, whimsical, they have it. There are booths selling preserves, jams and jellies, spiced nuts, panettone, caramel popcorn, and dried fruits. Then there are the boutiques with clothes and art and toiletries.

We stop at a candle stand, an art gallery booth called Art’s Art, Old Dusty’s Antiques, and so many more that I can’t keep track of them all. It’s slow going because we buy at least one thing from every stall, and my alphas take turns running our bags back to the SUVs.

After a few hours of shopping, we break for lunch, covering a picnic table with our feast. The band plays in the background, and I end the meal with the chocolate funnel cake I’ve been craving.


Chapter 47
Hestia
[image: Drawing of fruit cake, cider, and sugar plums]



I’m quiet as the crowd cheers.

I clap along with everyone else, but I’m afraid if I open my mouth I’ll yell fuck me, and that would certainly blow our cover.

Another axe thunks into the target, and the crowd goes wild again.

Thank goodness I remembered to use descenter before we left the station. I’m out of the habit after foregoing it for days, but remembered at the last minute that I need to hide their scents on me.

If I hadn’t used the descenter, everyone would know how wet I am now from watching Magnus throw axes and obliterate the wooden targets.

He’s now the highest-ranked participant, unsurprising since he hits the bullseye every time. He only has a few more axes left to throw, and I’m sure he’ll nail those too.

Before he started, Magnus took off his coat so it wouldn’t restrict his movements. That means his tight little sweater leaves little to the imagination as his large muscles bulge and strain and dance with each throw.

Come to think of it, is that why the crowd is going crazy?

I glare at the people around us, eyeing them suspiciously to see if they’re ogling my alpha, or if they’re simply admiring his throws.

I zero in on a few who seem to be looking at him with lustful eyes. And here I am, having finished my drink, so I can’t even dump coffee on them for trying to take my mate.

I almost miss Magnus’s next throw, but turn back just in time to watch him finish up and earn the top spot on the leaderboard.

I clap along with everyone else, biting my lip so I don’t cheer, that’s my alpha.

Magnus looks into the crowd and smiles when we lock eyes. I grin back at him.

The game attendant moves him to the next portion of the competition where they’ll have him chopping wood.

The crowd shifts in that direction too, and we pass near a group of young women.

“He’s so hot!” one says.

“I know! That was better than watching a hockey game,” her friend replies to a chorus of giggles.

My blood boils, and I whip my head around, planning how to strike.

Cato bumps into them, distracting the women from their conversation and pushing them away from us.

I take a deep breath, deciding to be the bigger person and ignore them. There’s no way Magnus would leave me anyway. I just wish I could tell them to keep my alpha out of their thoughts.

Someday I’ll be able to ward off people without getting fired.

I smile at Cato gratefully. He grins and hustles us over to get a front-row spot.

Magnus looks just as hot chopping wood. Those little logs never stood a chance with the way he’s smashing through them. His sleeves are rolled up now, veiny forearms prominently displayed. I’m so glad Cato got us good seats.

The judge is timing to see how much wood Magnus can chop in five minutes. They had to send up a second person to load logs for him because he’s so fast that just one loader couldn’t keep up.

I miss them calling out the final total, all I can focus on is Magnus’s heaving chest. I’m going to make him look like that later.

Based on the roar of the crowd, it’s another record.

They give Magnus his prize, a fancy wooden goblet. He accepts it with a blush and nods at his cheering fans before hurrying back to our pack.

“That was amazing! I’m sure you’ll have the high score for the whole festival!” I say, squeezing my hands together to keep myself from hugging him.

“It was nothing. Just chopping a little quicker than I normally do,” Magnus says bashfully.

“And you looked great doing it,” Cato says.

I flush and look away, although when we’re at home, I’ll be echoing that sentiment.

People congratulate Magnus as we leave, and he accepts the praise stoically at first, but by the time we’re out of the crowd, he’s smiling.

We need a break to cool down after all of that (I know my pussy does), so we get in line at the giant vat of spiced cider. It smells delicious, and we order giant mugs of it.

I peek in the pot while the worker ladles our drinks, trying to see what ingredients are bobbing around. I can make out apple and orange slices, pomegranate seeds, cranberries, cinnamon sticks, nutmeg, and allspice.

The worker notices me looking and says the farms around Starsfalls donated the ingredients, so the cider is full of small-town charm. He adds the last with a wink.

I take a sip and it’s delicious, definitely the most unique cider I’ve ever had. I tell the worker how good it is and agree the ingredients are high quality. Since my scent is similar to spiced cider, I like to think I have some authority on this matter.

We look for a picnic table to sit at and enjoy our drinks, but pause as a carriage rolls up.

“Look at the horses!” I say.

There are two giant, fluffy white horses drawing the carriage. They have sleigh bells on their harnesses and red bows are woven into their manes and tails. The horses’ horns look freshly polished, glittering under the holiday lights.

“Do you want to pet them?” Charm asks.

“Yes! If we’re allowed to,” I say.

The driver waves us on, and the closest horse drops his head so I can reach it. I tentatively pet his nose. It’s so soft and warm. The horse huffs as I stroke between his eyes and leans into my touch, careful to avoid hitting me with his horn.

The other horse is looking at me, and I hand Charm my drink so I can pet both of them.

“Do you want to go for a ride?” Orion asks.

“Really? All of us?” I say, peering around the horses to see how big the carriage is.

“Yes, if you want to,” he says with a smile.

Of course I agree, and Orion helps me up. There’s a blanket on the seat that Henri drapes over us.

The driver takes off with a jingle of bells.

We ride through downtown where all the buildings are covered in lights and garlands and other decorations.

This is the most romantic thing we’ve done at the festival, and we have some privacy. I smile at my alphas, a sappy smile that I don’t have to worry about anyone else catching.

Cato’s hand is on my thigh under the blanket. I sneak my hand under and put it on Orion’s lap, and he laces his fingers with mine. If it weren’t for my cider, I’d hold Cato’s hand too. Instead, I lean against him, and he strokes my leg.

The driver takes us all around downtown, down every side street, but the ride feels short. All too soon, we’re back at the town square, and it’s time to let go of them.

They help me out of the carriage and step back.

The wind is biting as it cuts between us, and I shiver despite my warm coat.

We return our empty cider mugs and wade back into the fair.

It’s just like we left it, bright and colorful, but the magic has dimmed.

Couples kiss under the mistletoe as packs wander past, clustered around their omega. Love is everywhere, obvious even among the groups of friends and families with children.

It’s possible no one here would turn us in if they knew I’m dating my bosses, but the risk is too great. I have to ignore the urge to cling to my alphas. It’s for their protection as well as mine.

I try to just enjoy the moment like I was before. We’ll be home in a few hours, and I can smother them in affection then.

Charm pulls us over to the Moo Point food stall, which is surprisingly busy despite the cold weather. He seems really excited for it, so the ice cream must be good.

The worker is wearing a pink cow-print dress and a cute little collar with a name tag identifying her as Bethany. She suggests the peppermint ice cream when she sees me staring at the menu, and I quickly accept.

I’m always happy for a taste of my alphas, and I can’t think of anything better since I’m worried about eating it in the cold. If I were inside by the fire, ice cream would be an easy yes.

Charm licks his ice cream cone as soon as Bethany hands it to him. I’m so distracted watching his tongue move that she has to poke me in the arm to get me to notice mine is ready. I take it and thank her, averting my eyes from the guys as they enthusiastically eat theirs.

I got mine in a cup rather than a cone, so I scoop out a little bite to try, concerned about brain freeze. The ice cream is strong and sweet, just like Orion, and deliciously creamy. It’s the best ice cream I’ve ever had, and not just because it reminds me of his come. The line for their stall makes sense now.

We finish our ice cream quickly, and it’s so good I forget to worry about brain freeze.

We skirt the crowd around Moo Point, only to run into another packed booth.

I already know why this place is busy. I happily dive between the stacks of Pen and Tellem’s pop-up.

The books are curated for the festival, so it’s all winter or Yule-themed. They have everything from alien romances on a cold planet to how to care for your chickens over winter.

My books pile up in Magnus’s arms, a mix of novels and non-fiction stuff for work.

I circle one of the shelves to find Charm looking at a Big Tex book. He smiles and shows it to me.

“Look, it’s a new novella, Big Tex & Pete Moss: Snow Retreat,” he says excitedly.

“That sounds like an interesting one,” I say, trying to stifle my giggles.

Now that I know frog Pete is named after Pete Moss, all I can imagine is frog Pete doing the things in the books, wearing a cowboy hat and helping his friend on their adventures.

“You can read it first,” Charm says, adding it to the stack in Magnus’s arms and ignoring his packmate’s glare.

“Aw, thank you. It will be my next read,” I say.

I help Henri and Charm find a few more Big Tex books to add to our collection, and we head for the checkout where Alice greets us.

“I’m glad to see you’re doing well! Settling into town okay?” she asks me.

Before I can reply, she leans closer to add, “It looks like you found some nice guys to settle down with.”

I flush red and again can’t bring myself to deny them.

Charm saves me from having to answer by asking if Alice has read the newest Big Tex book. That turns into a discussion of their favorites in the series, and they mention several I haven’t read yet. Clearly there’s still a lot of Big Tex for me to catch up on.

Orion pays and Magnus gathers up our books. We say goodbye, and Cato puts his hand on my back to guide me around the next customers in line. Alice catches my eye and gives me a thumbs up.

I smile and nod before we pass out of view.

It feels good to acknowledge my alphas even with such a small gesture. I doubt Alice would tell on us if she knew they’re my bosses, and I could always claim she misunderstood things.

The next booth is another food stand, which I have no complaints about. It’s for a bakery called Flourist that seems to specialize in flower-themed cookies, cakes, and other desserts. We choose a few of each to try, and an alpha with pale blonde hair in a messy bun boxes them up.

“We’re lucky Sterling made extra desserts for the street fair. Usually he’s sold out by this time of day,” the customer ahead of us says.

The blonde alpha blushes and says, “I’m sorry, I make as much as I can. Our operation isn’t very big.”

“It wasn’t a complaint, my man! Just letting everyone know they should appreciate your efforts for the festival,” he says with a laugh.

When we get to the register, Sterling is still red-faced as he hands over our food.

I empathize with a complexion that so easily shows a blush.

“I haven’t been to Flourist before. Your desserts smell so good, I’m excited to try everything!” I say cheerfully, hoping to distract him.

“I hope you enjoy—” Sterling says, but Henri cuts him off.

“I cook for my pack,” he says in a cool tone.

“And your food is amazing. You make so many delicious things for us,” I say, putting my hand on his arm. It relaxes under my touch, and he stops glaring at the other alpha to smile down at me.

“I specialize in floral desserts, I’m not good at making much else,” Sterling says modestly.

“That’s why your bakery is the best in town. We should have brought Hestia by sooner. She moved here a few months ago and we haven’t had a chance to show her everything yet,” Henri says, apparently mollified that I’m not looking for another alpha to cook for me.

I don’t know why he was so worried anyway, Sterling has a bond mark on his neck.

We leave Flourist on good terms with the baker and wander over to watch the ice carving competition while we eat our desserts. They’re as delicious as everyone says, though my favorite sweets are still the ones that are the scentsakes of my alphas, chocolate, peppermint, sugar cookies, gingerbread, and even the conifer needle cookies Henri makes that smell like Charm.

The next booth, funnily enough, is more flowers, fresh ones at the Queen of Hearts florist. Their tent is full of poinsettias, flower bouquets, wreaths, Yule cactuses, and mini evergreen trees, along with several space heaters so the plants don’t freeze.

I’m smelling an amaryllis flower when a feminine voice startles me.

“You smell like peonies,” she says accusingly.

I jump and spin around to find a short omega glaring at me.

“Um?” I say, unsure.

I don’t think I’ve even seen any peonies in here. I look down at myself as if I’ll find the offending pollen on my coat, a clue to my crime.

“We were just at Flourist, that’s probably where we picked up the scent,” Charm says with a smile.

The omega relaxes. “Oh, right, of course. Sorry about that.”

“No problem,” I say, although I’m still confused about what’s wrong with peonies.

“I should be used to catching Sterling’s scent on other people by now, I don’t know why it still surprises me. Besides, you have your own pack,” she says with an embarrassed laugh.

Ohhhh.

She must be the source of the baker’s bond mark. I’m so distracted by the realization I don’t even think to correct her about the guys being my pack.

The omega introduces herself as Daphne and drags me deeper into the tent, where she forces us to take part in a wreath-decorating activity as an apology.

Daphne shows us how to weave evergreen branches into a circle as our base, and then lets us decorate them however we want. I make a cedar and pine wreath with cinnamon sticks and nutmeg so it smells like Charm and Magnus, topping it off with a big red bow. Henri’s wreath is mostly flowers tucked into the evergreen branches, and Cato’s seems to be just a bunch of mistletoe knotted together. He grins when he sees me looking.

Daphne doesn’t charge us for the wreaths, which feels like overkill for an apology, but whatever makes her feel better. I had a good time, and she was fun to hang out with when not accusing me of being pollinated by her alpha.

We buy a few plants before leaving, some bulbs, poinsettias, tiny evergreen trees, and small flower bouquets. Just the basics. We already have tons of plants at the station thanks to Magnus, but there’s always room for more.
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Cato is curled around me and I keep my eyes closed, not ready to face reality.

I must have fallen asleep on the drive back. I’m hovering on the edge of sleep and awake, and it’s nice here. My alpha is warm, and in my dreams, we’re free to touch as much as we want. I don’t have to worry about being caught and losing—no, don’t think about that yet.

There’s no risk, everything is safe.

Why can’t I just stay in this dream.

I bury my face in the couch pillow to block out my thoughts. Of course that doesn’t work, but Cato shifts with me and ends up lying on me like a weighted blanket. That does a good job of pressing other concerns out of my head.

His hand wanders down my side, and I arch my back, pressing my ass against him. Cato chuckles and slides his hand under my shirt. He squeezes my stomach, making me squirm.

He moves up to cup my breast and I’m panting now, slick flooding my panties.

Cato keeps me trapped as he lazily plays with me, squeezing and pinching. I whine when he rolls my now swollen nipple.

“How long are you going to tease her?” Charm says, startling me.

I didn’t realize anyone else was in the living room with us.

I lift my head from the pillow and find all my alphas watching.

“Just until she’s fully awake,” Cato says, pinching me again.

I squawk and glare at him. “I’m awake!”

He smiles, unrepentant, and kisses the tip of my nose.

I’m glad everyone’s here. There’s something I need to tell them before we continue, something I decided earlier at the festival.

I wiggle out from under Cato and he pulls me up to sit on his lap.

“There’s something I want to tell you,” I say, rubbing my hands together nervously.

“What is it?” Orion asks.

It’s time to be brave. After today, it’s obvious I can’t deny this pack is mine. There’s no point in holding anything back.

Yet even though I don’t think they’ll reject my offer, it’s still nerve-wracking. Plus, it’s my first time doing this.

“I wanted to ask…if you’d like to join me in my nest tonight,” I say.

I hold my head up high, but I can’t make myself meet their eyes. They’re quiet for what feels like too long, but I’m sure that’s just because my heart is pounding waiting for their answer.

When they finally reply, it’s all enthusiastic assent.

Orion spins toward the door like he’s going to run upstairs immediately, but stops, realizing I need to come with them.

Cato is purring and holding me tight, the deep vibrations running through my body.

Magnus is rooted in place, a giant smile on his face, and Henri and Charm rush me, bumping into each other as they come in for a kiss. I can’t stop smiling either, even through their kisses.

It doesn’t take long for Cato to steal my lips from them, and eventually Charm pushes him off to ask, “Do you want to go to your nest now?”

“Yes,” I say, chest heaving.

If we don’t go up soon, at this rate we won’t make it there for a while.

Cato stands up with me in his arms, but Orion blocks the doorway.

“You’re sure about this? We’d love to join you in your nest, but we’re not in a rush,” he says.

I grab his shirt and pull him down, kissing him hard. When I let go, his pupils are blown.

“Shut up, alpha,” I say.

“Yes, omega,” Orion says and steps aside.

Cato sweeps past him and carries me up the stairs.

“I need to get something. I’ll join you in a minute. Is that okay, little omega?” Magnus says and waits for me to agree before peeling off.

Cato brings me all the way to the door of my nest before setting me down.

I turn around, and all my alphas are here. Magnus must have run to get whatever it was because he’s there, just behind the others.

I already invited them in, but I feel like I should say something more.

Except I don’t know what. Thanks for coming? No, they haven’t come yet.

I can’t think of anything that doesn’t sound trite or that fully encompasses my feelings about what this means to me.

But they’re alphas, so they know what a nest is to an omega.

“I want you in my nest. I hope you like it,” I say, opening the door and stepping inside.

They follow me in quietly, looking around with awe.

Cato saves me from overthinking any further.

He’s so sweet. He always knows exactly what I need, I think as he tongues my mouth.

We barely pull apart as Cato gets my clothes off. I return the favor which is easy enough since he’s only wearing pants.

I savor our kiss since we won’t get to do it for long. Cato always puts his muzzle on before we go too far. I wouldn’t mind if his alpha bit me, but I’d hate for Cato to feel bad about it afterward. Plus, bonding your subordinate is very much against the company’s stupid rules.

I’m still worked up after all of Cato’s teasing on the couch, and my breasts and pussy are throbbing.

The others haven’t joined us yet, still too busy taking in my nest. I’m pleased they appreciate my efforts, but now isn’t the time to get lost in admiring my nest-making skills. I brought them here to fuck me.

I reluctantly push Cato away.

“Take off your clothes,” I say.

I climb on the bed and crawl to the center of the giant mattress. I glance back to make sure they’re watching and present for them, face down, knees spread so they can see how wet I am for them.

The bed shifts as they surround me.

Henri pushes his cock in, and my back arches as he slides all the way down to his knot with how slick I am. I moan and dig my fingers into the sheets.

“Good omega, so pretty presenting for your alphas in your perfect nest,” Henri says.

Moans are all I can muster in response as he fucks me hard and fast.

This is what I wanted. I wanted my alphas to be so excited they’re in my nest that they can’t hold back.

“Your nest is beautiful, little omega. You made the coziest space for us to fuck you in,” Magnus says.

His words make me whine and clench around Henri.

I didn’t think them complimenting my nest would affect me this much. My omega heart might explode with all the praise.

I wonder if they noticed I wove their clothes between the blankets and pillows surrounding us. I hope they did. I tried to mix in their scents as much as possible until I could get the real thing.

Now that they’re here, they need to come a ton so my nest smells like us.

Henri hits that deep spot just right, knocking all thoughts out of my head.

“You feel so good squeezing my cock like that,” he says.

“Such a sweet omega letting us fuck you in your nest,” Charm says.

“You’re taking your alpha’s cock so well,” Magnus says.

Cato is silent now that his muzzle is on and Orion is quiet, patiently waiting for his turn, but I sense their rapt attention.

I bask in their praise as Henri fucks me into the mattress.

He grabs the back of my neck, holding me down, and the change in angle has an orgasm looming. I whine as it gets closer and closer. He maintains his pace until I come hard, clamping down on his cock.

Henri shifts back into a kneeling position, my pussy still fluttering with aftershocks as he slows his strokes.

Magnus lifts my front half until I’m balanced on my hands and tilts my chin so I’m looking up at him.

“I have a gift for you, little omega,” he says.

“A g-gift?” I say, stumbling over the words with Henri bouncing me on his cock.

Getting a gift while fucking is my new favorite way to receive gifts.

“Do you want it now?” Magnus asks, hand hidden behind his back.

“Ye-yes, please,” I say, as my ass hits Henri’s hips.

“Good girl,” Magnus says, ruffling my hair.

I close my eyes and lean into his hand.

“Open,” he says.

I open my mouth.

Magnus laughs. “Open your eyes.”

I do what he says, and it takes me a moment to focus on what he’s holding.

“I thought you might like to use this to keep track of your alpha,” he says, nodding at Orion.

My heart pounds at what he’s offering.

I glance at Orion but can’t tell what he’s thinking. He looks just as eager as usual, but I don’t know if he’s okay with using this.

“I’d like th-that but is⁠—”

Magnus answers before I finish the question, “I already asked and Orion wants you to use it, if you’d like to.”

Orion nods, pupils dilated.

“I’d love to. Thank you, alpha,” I say slowly, pausing between words rather than stuttering through Henri’s thrusts.

“You’re welcome, little omega,” he says, rubbing my head again and gesturing for Orion to come closer.

Orion looks to me for confirmation and joins us after I nod.

Henri stops and helps me sit up. Magnus hands me the collar and Orion bends down for me to put it around his neck. His cock twitches wildly as I tighten the buckle. The rasp of leather is loud in my ears as it locks around his neck. Magnus gives me the leash and I clip it to the ring on the collar.

My stomach swoops at the sight of my alpha on a leash, the dark collar encircling his neck.

I wrap the other end of the leash around my hand to make sure I don’t drop it. I don’t want to lose track of him.

I reach for Orion’s cock and Henri resumes fucking me.

I lick up his peppermint-flavored precum before taking him to the back of my throat. I squeeze the leash while I suck on him, enjoying the reminder of my control over him.

I pull on the leash to tug his head down so I can kiss him, letting him taste himself on my tongue, and make him move to the side again to watch. The leash is long enough that I can keep ahold of it and it’s not in the way.

I only have a moment to enjoy the picture he makes, my collared alpha waiting for me, before Charm takes his place.

“Open,” he says with a smile and feeds me his cock.

He works it down my throat, and I close my eyes, relaxing for him.

Charm and Henri coordinate so when one pulls out, the other thrusts in, occasionally switching to thrusting in sync. I never know which I’m going to get, and it’s just distracting enough that I feel an orgasm building but can’t quite get there.

“Such a pretty omega. You’re so good at sucking my cock,” Charm says.

They slow as Henri pushes his knot in, stretching my pussy as it sinks deeper. Charm strokes my cheek with his cock stuffed down my throat.

“Take my knot like a good girl. Just like that,” Henri says, fingers digging into my hips as he pushes it in.

Just when I think the pressure is too much, it’s in. Henri growls, and I whine as his knot puts pressure on my G-spot, the feeling unlike anything else.

He falls forward and presses kisses on my neck and shoulder while rubbing my clit. My pussy flutters, trembling on the edge.

Now that Henri has us locked together, Charm forces my jaw wide and pushes until his knot is on my tongue.

“That’s it, suck my knot, omega,” Charm groans.

Henri bites my shoulder, not hard enough to break the skin, but it excites my omega all the same. My orgasm hits as Charm’s knot inflates, and then they’re coming with me, filling me up until nothing else exists but them.

I lick my lips as Charm lowers me to the mattress, dimly realizing his cock is no longer in my mouth.

“You did so good taking my knot. Do you feel okay?” Charm says, stroking my cheek as I pant.

I nod, but he watches to make sure I’m breathing alright.

I’m still knotted on Henri, but we’re on our sides now and he’s curled around me like a warm blanket.

I run my thumb over the leash while I catch my breath.

“You’re such a good omega, making this beautiful nest for us to fuck you in. The perfect omega,” Henri murmurs as he strokes my stomach, palming the bulge of his cock.

My pussy is still weakly squeezing his knot like it's trying to milk him for more come, but the rest of me is too worn out to move.

Cato lies down next to me and Henri pulls my leg back, spreading me open for him. He quickly takes advantage, rubbing my lips where they’re stretched around Henri’s knot.

Cato presses his face against mine, our version of a kiss while his muzzle is on. I look deep into his eyes where his alpha looks back, raw and intense.

I run my hands over his chest, touching his nipples the same way he played with mine earlier. He growls and I smile, pleased I can affect him so much with just my hands.

Cato falters for only a moment, and then he redoubles his efforts like we’re competing to see who can make the other come first. He switches to playing with my clit, but I won’t be defeated so easily. I wrap both hands around his cock and stroke him. Cato growls and pushes into my hands.

I squeeze his knot, and in retaliation, he pinches my nipple and clit, making me squeak.

It gets harder to focus on my competitive handjob with him touching me, but no matter what I do, I can’t make him come first.

Cato circles my clit just how I like it, but rather than giving in, I redouble my efforts.

I lick the curve of his ear and he groans, so I flick his hoop earring with my tongue. His fingers slip before they find my clit again.

I lick and nibble his ear while stroking his cock. Cato’s breath stutters and his fingering turns rough and uncoordinated, though that feels just as good.

I mix in some neck kissing, and when I suck on his pulse point, he finally loses it.

Cato thrusts into my hands, his cock pulsing a warning before the first rope of come hits my stomach.

I squeeze his knot as I jerk him off, and it grows until I can only get my hand around half of it. It stops before it’s fully inflated, finally realizing it’s not inside me.

Cato covers me in come from my neck to my stomach. When his cock eventually stills, he presses his face against mine, breathing hard. His knot deflates and I let go, giving it a gentle pat.

Cato shifts like he’s shaking himself off and reaches for my pussy again, but I grab his wrist.

I nudge him back, and he goes after a few grumbling growls. He doesn’t take his eyes off me though, staring at my come-covered body.

Usually I’m happy to have Cato join in, but I’m eager to use my new toy and want to give it my full attention.

And perfectly timed, because Henri’s knot releases me. He kisses my cheek and pulls out, moving aside without prompting.

I pull on the leash, and Orion crawls to me as I back up until I’m off the mattress. I sit on one of the short S-curved chairs, partially reclined with my legs up.

Orion gets on the floor and crawls the rest of the way to kneel between my legs. I kiss him and tangle my hand in his hair, holding tight, before slipping my tongue in his mouth.

When I pull back, I say, “Will you clean me up, alpha?”

“Yes, omega,” Orion says.

I smile and pull his head down to my chest. He licks Cato’s come off my collarbone and my breasts, cupping them so he can lick everywhere.

I moan when he licks my nipple, but Orion doesn’t linger once the come is gone. He moves down to my stomach, and I giggle when he licks my side, tickling me.

He pauses at my waist, and my pussy clenches in anticipation.

I run my hand down my chest and over the swell of my stomach. Orion’s gaze follows the movement, enthralled, and when I reach my mound, his eyes drop to my messy pussy.

I love seeing him kneeling between my legs, salivating for a taste of me.

“Clean me here now, alpha,” I say.

His tongue immediately finds my clit. I whimper and arch into his touch, clamping my thighs around his head.

Orion swipes up my center, licking out Henri’s come for several long minutes.

I pull his face against me, wanting more, and he moves up to suck on my clit. The sudden intensity makes me whine, but Orion keeps going.

My legs are shaking and I can’t form the words to order him to slow down. I’m not entirely sure I want to.

Orion slips two fingers inside, and I tighten around them in anticipation. He rubs my G-spot while sucking me, and that’s it.

I come hard, still so sensitive after Henri’s knot stretched me out. I squirt on Orion, flooding his face, and even as my orgasm winds down, he keeps going.

I tug weakly on his hair, but he doesn’t stop.

Orion forces me into a second orgasm, which overwhelms everything else.
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Imust pass out, because the next thing I know, I’m on the bed and my alphas are leaning over me.

“Are you okay?” Henri asks.

I start to nod but that makes me dizzy, so I promptly stop.

“I’m fine,” I say, which will be true in a second once my heart rate calms down.

Henri narrows his eyes like he can tell I’m lying.

Cato is growling, and Magnus strokes my hair worriedly.

“Any blurry vision or ringing in your ears?” Charm asks, pulling my eyelids up.

I swat his hand away, blinking rapidly.

“No. I’m perfectly fine,” I say, because the ringing has already stopped.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that would be too much for you,” Orion says.

His face is soaked in my come, so it should be obvious I enjoyed it, even if it was temporarily overwhelming.

“It wasn’t too much. I only fainted, briefly, because it felt so good. It’s not a big deal,” I say, pouting.

“It’s important to assess your condition after losing consciousness, no matter the cause,” Charm says soothingly.

“What, so you can knot my mouth until I almost pass out, but fainting because I came hard isn’t allowed?” I say.

“Well, that—that’s different,” he sputters.

“How?” I say, raising an eyebrow.

“Because we know to anticipate it with temporary breath deprivation. You were out for longer this time, and we weren’t expecting it,” Magnus says.

My irritation dissolves as quickly as it appeared. I would be worried too if they suddenly passed out.

As long as they don’t insist on cutting our evening short, I’m happy to let them play doctor.

Charm feels my pulse and goes through his assessment again. Everything comes back fine, and I really don’t have any more lingering effects.

I sit up even though they tell me to rest for a while longer.

“You should take it easy,” Henri says, hands hovering around me as if I’m about to keel over.

Now they’re all overthinking.

“Sit over there,” I say sternly, pointing to the edge of the bed. “Not you two.” I grab Magnus’s arm and pull on Orion’s leash, which is still safely wrapped around my hand.

Henri, Charm, and Cato sit where I tell them to, but they’re still watching me closely.

That’s just fine, they can watch me have a good time.

I have Magnus and Orion stand close enough that their cocks are touching, and wrap my hands around them. I lick across the top, mingling their gingerbread-peppermint flavors. They’re both strong scents, but somehow they pair well together.

I alternate between licking their cocks and sucking on one at a time.

Magnus cradles the back of my head, encouraging me, while Orion takes what I give him.

“You like sucking two cocks? Greedy little omega,” Magnus says.

I moan my agreement, mouth stretched around Orion. My movements are loud, swapping between them with a pop, licking and sucking and drooling.

I’m pleased when his praise is punctuated by groans and growls.

“You look so good with your mouth full of him,” he says when I swallow Orion down to the knot, stroking Magnus with my hand.

I swallow Magnus’s cock next, rendering him silent.

I am greedy, because that’s not enough.

I wrap the leash around them, loosely tying their cocks together, before forcing my mouth over both. I take as much as I can, but can’t get them past the back of my throat despite my efforts.

Magnus growls and Orion whimpers as I suck hard, bumping them against my throat again and again.

“Such a clever omega,” Magnus groans.

He thrusts into my mouth, cock sliding against Orion’s. I let him hold my head still and keep thrusting, making me drool on their shafts as I stroke them.

Cato sneaks off the bed while I’m distracted and circles behind me, squeezing my ass. I ignore him at first, too focused on handling two alphas, but squirm as he spreads my cheeks and rubs my hole.

He pushes his finger in once it’s coated in slick, making my legs tremble. Cato grabs my hip to keep me on my knees and slowly stretches my ass until I’m pushing back, asking for more.

I let out a choked whimper when he replaces his fingers with his cock.

I do my best to keep playing with Magnus and Orion, but I think Magnus is doing most of the work now, pulling my head down on them.

My body eagerly accepts Cato, and soon his knot is pressing against me. That entrance is so sensitive, every push and pull is threatening to make me collapse. If they weren’t holding me up, I would be face down already.

The sensation is different with my pussy empty, the intensity of having a cock there rides the edge of being too much. It’s so distracting, it takes me a moment to realize Magnus took their cocks out of my mouth. My eyes flutter open, and I reach for them, but he grabs my wrist to stop me.

Magnus has Cato sit back with me on his lap.

“Naughty omega, not paying attention when you’re supposed to be sucking our cocks,” Magnus says.

I whimper. I didn’t mean to.

“Don’t worry, I’ll help you,” he says soothingly.

Magnus kneels and lifts my legs into the crook of his arms, spreading me open. He pushes his cock against my pussy, fighting to get in even with my saliva lubing it up. It’s even harder than usual since Cato is already in my ass.

“You can take me, little omega. Just relax,” Magnus says.

I whine and can’t help tensing as he thrusts again.

Cato teases my breasts and Magnus rubs my clit, distracting me while he pushes.

Eventually Magnus works his head in, and I gasp as it presses on my G-spot.

“You’re doing so good taking my cock,” he says roughly.

My eyes roll back as Magnus pushes deeper and deeper, making room for himself even when it feels like I’m not capable of stretching any more. He holds my hips tight to keep me still as his thrusts get harder.

I’m trembling by the time his knot bumps me, and Magnus squeezes my stomach where his cock is making it bulge.

My toes curl when he massages my clit again. It’s throbbing with the way he has my pussy stretched around his cock. I clutch his arms, bracing for the looming orgasm as my whines come faster.

“That’s it, little omega, take it just like that. You’re going to come for me. I’m not going to give you my knot until you do,” he says.

Magnus’s words push me over the edge, and Cato growls as I gush all over them.

One coherent thought floats up through the flood of pleasure, telling me to breathe, and I stay conscious this time.

My body goes limp except for a few final pulses, but I have no time to recover. Magnus presses his knot against me, spreading my legs wider and pushing hard. No matter how prepared I am, it always requires brute strength to force his knot in.

“You’re taking my knot so well. Such a good omega,” Magnus pants.

There’s nothing I can do to help at this point, it’s all up to him. I just hold on.

My eyes water and my lower half feels like jelly, but finally, his knot is in.

Magnus’s knot inflates immediately, leaving no room for anything else. My alphas are the only thing connecting me to reality.

“Help me move her,” Magnus tells Cato, voice strained.

They shift me onto Magnus, who lies down with me on top of him, and Cato follows, kneeling behind me and straddling his legs.

Magnus cuddles me against his chest as Cato fucks me, his knot bumping my hole on each stroke. My body trembles as he takes me, everything throbbing and sensitive.

Magnus whispers something in Orion’s ear. Orion glances at me and nods.

Cato makes my eyes cross as he drives into me, and I think I miss a few seconds of time.

The next thing I hear is Magnus saying, “Cato.”

Cato growls but pulls out. I whimper as he leaves my hole empty, but Orion is quick to take his place.

Cato squeezes my ass and watches as Orion fucks me. He sinks his cock deep in just a few thrusts, and I’m back to whimpering and whining as he drives into me.

I squeak when Cato spreads my cheeks. Orion pulls out until just his head is in me, and Cato tries to fit his cock in next to it.

Magnus rubs my back and says, “You can do this, little omega. Let your alphas in.”

My breath stutters out as Orion and Cato bump against each other, fighting to get in. Somehow they manage it, and they work their cocks deeper in tandem, one pushing and the other following. Their movements make Magnus’s knot massage my G-spot, and my pussy flutters around him.

“Doesn’t that feel good, being full of your alphas?” Magnus says.

I whimper and nod.

“Do you want your alphas to make a mess of you, little omega? Cover your nest in our scents so you’ll never be able to get them out?”

I dig my nails into his chest and whine.

The two behind me pause and Charm and Henri pull me up, steadying me so I’m straddling Magnus.

Cato presses against my back, rubbing his face against me, and I kiss the muzzle over his mouth. He and Orion slowly resume thrusting, going slower now.

Henri cups my cheek and tilts my face up so he and Charm can kiss me together. I blindly reach for their cocks, finding that they’re already next to each other.

I’m not very coordinated with everything that’s going on, but I do my best to stroke them. They don’t seem to mind my sloppy affection, and thrust into my hands.

I can’t keep track of who is touching me where, stroking and teasing and squeezing, consuming me, everywhere they can get their hands and mouths and cocks.

At some point Henri and Charm pull me down to suck on them, their hands in my hair as they move my head. They growl and moan as I please them, fucking my mouth together and taking turns with my throat.

“You like your alphas using you? You’re taking our cocks so well. We’ll fill you with as much come as you can handle. You deserve it for being such a good little omega,” Magnus says, watching as his packmates fuck me.

His words brand themselves in my brain. That’s exactly what my omega wants, what I want. I want my alphas to use me how they please and cover me in come.

My eyes roll back and I go limp. Charm and Henri hold me up so they can keep fucking my mouth.

My body is so lax, Orion and Cato pull my cheeks apart and double knot my ass. The four of us are stuck together now until my alphas decide to let me go.

Charm steals my mouth from Henri and works his knot in. Henri wraps my hands around his cock and uses them to jerk off.

Once Charm’s knot inflates in my mouth, Magnus fingers my clit and makes me come on them. I’m stuffed so full I can’t even move, my body frozen in pleasure. I just have to take it as wave after wave washes over me.

I feel them coming with me, my alphas pumping their come deep inside me while Henri covers me in his come. He uses my hands to work it all out, coating my breasts and stomach.

That’s the last thing I feel before the orgasm takes me under again.

Later, when their knots release and their come spills out of me, our scents fill my nest.

This was the perfect way to welcome my mates into my nest.
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Iwiggle my toes while I lounge in my nest eating breakfast.

After a round of morning fun, my alphas cleaned me and brought me food so I could refuel after our vigorous night.

I’m worn out but sated, and thrilled to bask in their attention. They thoroughly washed and dried and bundled me up before depositing me back in my clean nest. They took out the come-soaked sheets and furniture covers, making sure to leave the pillows I had them scent mark and their worn clothing. I couldn’t lift a finger even if I wanted to, they have me so wrapped up in a blanket that only my feet and head are poking out.

Despite the cleaning, my nest still smells like us, a heady scent that will stick now that we rolled around in here so thoroughly. We ended up trying out all of the sex furniture last night, as well as the walls and floor. And shower.

Cato feeds me a mini quiche off my tray, and I lick his finger as he places it on my tongue.

He kisses my neck while I chew. It’s nice to feel his lips on me again.

I hope having a pack breakfast in bed will become a new tradition.

My alphas are wolfing down their food, which is in stark contrast to how they’re feeding me when I’m ready for another bite. My meal is punctuated with kisses and petting. If I weren’t all bundled up, I might redirect some of that petting to my pussy. I’m so used to having them inside me now, I miss it when they’re not there.

But I don’t want to be greedy, they’ve given me more than enough already.

I suppose that’s what bonds are for, so you can stay connected to your mates and actually leave the nest to get things done. Someday we’ll have that, and I’ll never be empty or alone again.

Once I’m full of food, they remove the trays and cuddle me. Eventually my blanket gets unwrapped and their hands are all over me again. I sigh happily.

“Your nest is beautiful and so comfortable. It’s amazing to see what you did with the room,” Charm says, kissing my forehead.

“Thank you,” I say, pleased with myself. “But you deserve some credit for that. The furniture is perfect, plus you took me shopping and bought a lot of things for my nest. So, thank you for helping me decorate.”

“You’re the one who chose the decorations and made it cozy and welcoming—” Orion says.

“And sexy,” Cato interrupts.

Orion gives him a look before finishing, “We were just happy to support your vision.”

I accept their compliments this time. I did put a lot of work into arranging my nest, making sure the correct pillow is placed here, the plush blanket with the right fabric is over there, and so on. I’m glad my alphas approve and appreciate my efforts.

“Speaking of which, when did you get all the sex furniture? We would have helped you bring it up, you didn’t need to do it yourself,” Charm says.

I frown, trying to make sense of his question. I’m too wrung out to be thinking this much.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Those curved chairs, the benches and rockers, that swing—how did you get them up here without any of us noticing?” he repeats.

“All the furniture was here when I moved in. That first day, this was all in my nest. I thought you guys got it for me,” I say.

“Last night was the first time I’ve seen any of this,” Orion says, shaking his head.

The others look similarly confused. All except for⁠—

“I bought them for her,” Cato says smugly.

“When did you buy them?” Magnus asks.

“When we were preparing Hestia’s rooms. They came just in time too. I barely got them put together before we left to bring her home,” Cato says.

Orion rubs his forehead. “Cato, this isn’t going to help our case. I really wish you hadn’t bought our trainee sexual items for her nest before she showed any interest in us.”

“We were redoing her rooms anyway, and already bought new furniture. It was the perfect time to get her other useful items,” Cato says.

“We hadn’t even met her yet! Why the fuck did you think it was okay to buy her sex toys?” Charm says.

“Sex furniture,” Cato corrects. “I have a sense for these things. I bought them after I read her file and saw how perfect my pet is. I knew we would need it, and I was right. The customized sex furniture was wonderfully supportive while we fucked her.”

“Their usefulness is not the issue,” Henri says.

“You’ve watched her on the cameras since the day she arrived, how is that any different from what I did? We were simply planning for when Hestia became ours,” Cato says.

“Were the sex toys part of your ‘plan?’” Charm asks.

“The furniture predated my Plan,” Cato says primly.

I can’t hold it in any longer.

I burst out laughing, cutting off further arguments.

I know Orion has a point, but I don’t care how it looks. I love that Cato picked out furniture for my nest so we could use it together someday. I should have realized this was his doing. I can’t imagine any of the others buying me sex furniture or toys before we got together.

Looking back, it’s clear they were interested in me from the beginning. They’ve always taken care of me far beyond what’s normal for coworkers, but no one was as forward about it as Cato.

My omega recognized that their pack was special when we met. If I’d been honest with myself then, I would have realized we were meant to be. They’ve proven they’re the right pack for me every day since.

With those serious thoughts, my laughter subsides.

“I’m not upset about what any of you did before we got together. I literally fell for you that first day, I was so struck by our scent matching. My interest in you has only grown since I moved in. However, we should probably leave these little details out when we eventually tell HR we’re in a relationship,” I say.

My alphas laugh and finally relax, all except for Cato, whose purring continued uninterrupted, not troubled by his packmates’ concerns.

I’m pleased the others were so worried on my behalf, but it’s not like anything they did pushed me into this relationship. It’s who they are that drew me to them.
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We enjoy the rest of our break by making thorough use of my nest with the occasional break for fun winter activities. We went sledding on the hills and skating at a little frozen pond nearby. I cuddled up with my alphas on the sleds and held their hands while skating. It was nice to spend time in the mountains where we’re free to be together.

Out here, with the snow falling, it’s like we’re in our own private snow globe.

Every day with them is so easy. I’ve found my home, a place where I’ll always be safe and loved.

I enjoyed wintering in Starsfalls, but I love our time at the station, even when we’re doing mundane things.

Today is our last day off, and we’re using it to prepare for the weeks ahead. Orion is reading reports from the other rescuer teams in the mountains. Henri is meal prepping, and the rest of them are checking equipment and catching up on chores. I bounced around the station, helping with whatever I could.

They finally dismissed me this afternoon to rest up. I was happy to leave them to it because I’m tired after our lively few weeks. Plus it gives me a chance to catch up on my knitting.

I finished one sleeve already and started on the next. I’ve been lucky so far and the variation between skeins hasn’t been noticeable. This locally-spun yarn I bought in Starsfalls is great.

I need this to come out perfectly. I’ve been poring over the pattern to make sure I don’t miss a step, even though I basically have the instructions memorized. I don’t want to mess this up, and there isn’t time to frog it and start over.

My yarn catches, and despite tugging on it, the ball won’t unravel anymore. Ugh, I’m mid-row. I don’t want to pause here and have the tension get all weird. I try again, but it won’t budge.

With a sigh, I carefully cap the needles and set my project aside.

I unzip the bag and pull out the yarn. There’s a bunch of fuzz twisted around the strand, which must be what caused the problem. I clip it off, and I’m about to put the ball back when something moves.

I freeze, staring into the dark recesses of the bag.

Nothing else happens.

Maybe it was a trick of the light.

I drop the yarn in and scream as something flies out at me.


Chapter 51
Charm
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I’m almost done checking our climbing equipment for damage.

As the pack rope expert, I’m in charge of these monthly tests.

So far, I’ve only found a few frayed spots on our tow ropes, which I was able to repair. Our climbing ropes and harnesses are in perfect condition, so all that’s left is⁠—

Hestia’s scream erases every other thought, and it feels like I teleport directly to her nest where I find her cowering on a bench against the wall.

My packmates are right here with me, and Orion and Cato reach her first.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Orion asks frantically, looking her over as if he’ll find a fatal wound.

I’m doing the same. Whatever’s wrong has rendered Hestia nonverbal. Her eyes are huge and she’s whining, shifting from foot to foot.

Aside from the burned scent of her fear, I don’t see any injuries.

Cato has ahold of her arm, ready to snatch her up and carry her to safety. He’s tense, eyes darting around the room looking for threats.

There’s nothing to see though. Her knitting is on the bed, and some of the blankets are strewn on the floor like she knocked them off, but nothing else is out of place.

“Did something happen here?” I ask, moving closer to the bed.

Hestia whines louder and points at it, arm waving a warning.

Before I even reach it, a dark blur darts at my face. I stumble back and swat it away, knocking it off its course toward Hestia.

Hestia squeals, and I feel my packmates panic in the bond. Everyone’s confused and in motion, but no one knows what we’re fighting to protect our omega.

Whatever it was disappeared in a pile of pillows. Magnus, Henri, and I converge on the area.

As soon as we get close, the thing aggressively launches at us.

I’m ready for it this time and hold my ground—but someone else is faster.

A green missile snatches the creature out of the air and lands with a squishy splat.

Pete has whatever it is in his mouth, shaking it from side to side to kill it. When he stops, I finally get a good look at the monster.

It’s a massive cockroach three times Pete’s size, legs and wings twitching until suddenly they go still. That first bite was enough to kill it, but I guess Pete wanted to show off with the theatrics while waiting for his venom to take effect.

“Everything’s okay, Hestia, it’s over now,” Magnus says, relaxing from his defensive position.

“Is that what upset you? The bug?” Orion asks, stroking her back soothingly.

“A giant bug! It attacked me out of nowhere! I was just knitting, and it was in my bag, touching my beautiful yarn with its gross legs!” Hestia says, still trembling.

Cato growls at her words, though he looks slightly less murderous since Pete took care of things.

“I see that, it was a very big bug. I’m sorry it was in your nest. We’ll enhance our pest control and make sure this doesn’t happen again,” Orion says.

“Do you want us to get you new yarn?” I ask.

“No! Um, no. No, I’m sure the yarn is fine,” Hestia says, glancing at her knitting.

She must be really upset if she can’t even stand to look at the scene of the crime. That, and she’s showing no signs of climbing down from her perch.

“There’s nothing to worry about. If there were any other bugs around, Pete would find them,” Magnus says. “He’ll likely patrol inside now that he found prey here. You can rely on him, Pete will ensure nothing else bothers you. He was quicker to figure out what was going on than we were.”

“Oh, that’s good. Thank you, Pete,” Hestia says.

Pete pauses to stare at her and resumes dragging off the carcass.

I’m glad he’s taking it away. I’d prefer not to see how he eats it, and I doubt Hestia would appreciate it if he made a mess. Although now that I think about it, Pete never seems to leave any evidence behind.

In all the years we’ve lived here, we rarely have pest issues for long. The only traces of his protection are the occasional scuffs in the dirt, signs of a struggle, but not a drop of blood or tuft of fur to be found.

“Did you bring Pete with you?” Hestia asks Magnus.

“No, I wasn’t in the garden, so he didn’t hitch a ride with me. Pete must have heard you scream and came in on his own. I don’t usually bring him inside because he prefers to keep an eye on his territory, but occasionally he’ll make his way in on his own,” he says.

I only took my eyes off him for a second while they were talking, but somehow Pete disappeared, taking his prize with him.

Hestia also notices Pete and the offending insect are gone and finally relaxes. I fix the blankets on her bed while Cato and Orion help her down.

Hestia tugs the blanket out of my hand and rearranges it, so I move back to give her space. The desire to help makes me twitch when she accidentally covers her knitting things with the blankets, but I know better than to mess with an omega’s nest.

“Do you want me to hang out in here just to make sure it’s safe?” I ask instead.

“No, it’s okay, you don’t have to,” she says without looking at me.

I try to bury the feeling, but being pushed away hurts. I’m sure she didn’t mean it like that, but I often feel like I’m still playing a part with her. Acting like the helpful, charming alpha, while hiding myself away. I want to be the helpful alpha, but I also want to open up and show her I’m more than just that.

It’s not Hestia’s fault I haven’t been able to. I’m just struggling to be vulnerable and show her I’m not perfect. I don’t feel that way with my packmates anymore, I’m not worried they’ll leave if I show my flaws or negative emotions. I’m sure I’ll get there eventually with Hestia.

“Of course, enjoy your hobby time. I’m sure it’s fine since Pete didn’t stick around to hunt,” I say with a smile.

I can’t even admit I want to spend time with her.

“Do you want me to bring you some snacks before we leave you to it?” Henri says, swooping in to kiss her cheek. She tilts her head to give him easier access.

I move further back.

“A little something would be nice…and maybe more coffee?” she says, and Henri agrees.

“If you don’t need me then, I’ll get back to inventory checks,” I murmur, but Hestia stops me before I make it out the door.

“Wait. Are you checking our climbing equipment?” she asks.

I turn back with a smile. “Yes, I was just looking over them for damage before repacking them.”

“Can I come with you? It’s been a while since I was in the harness and I need to practice putting it on. I don’t want to get in your way though,” Hestia says.

“You could never be in the way. I’m happy to help you practice as much as you want,” I say, the tightness in my chest easing.

“Could you bring the snacks to the supply room, Henri? Is it okay to have food okay in there?” she says, looking back and forth between us.

“Snacks are fine,” I say with a laugh.

Hestia follows me down, and Henri appears soon after with the food. I thought he might hang around to spend time with her, but he leaves once he drops it off.

I watch as Hestia straps herself in, although I’m sure she’ll get everything on perfectly. I’m only looking so closely because she’s my omega, and I always have the urge to simply gaze at her. I’ll take that opportunity whenever it’s presented.

I don’t even realize she’s done until she says, “Does this look right?”

If Hestia noticed me staring, she doesn’t comment on it.

She stands still for my perusal, and I test the buckles and snugness of her harness before moving on to the ropes. I take my time, thoroughly inspecting everything.

As expected, her gear is textbook, correctly aligned and tied with precise knots.

“You have everything exactly right,” I say.

Hestia puts her hands on my shoulders as I kneel in front of her for one more lingering look.

“Thanks for helping me, Charm. I’m not sure I did enough to maintain my skills these past few weeks,” she says worriedly.

I can’t hold in my laugh. “Hestia, you studied reports and researched the mountains for hours. I think you read more than Orion did. You’re doing just fine. Besides, you’re barely out of the academy. I doubt you forgot much from your classes in that amount of time.”

I wiggle her hips to soften my teasing. She always gets bashful when we mention her bookish tendencies.

“I did a lot of decidedly not work-related things during our break too,” she huffs.

“As you should. It’s a break from the job. You’ll burn yourself out if all you do is think about work. I’m always at your service to help you forget about it for a while,” I say with a grin.

Hestia laughs and finally agrees. We get her harness off, and I pack everything back up.

We finally dig into the snacks Henri brought us. Despite my desperate desire to open up, I enjoy spending time with her in silence too. It’s comfortable, no hidden agendas to be wary of.

When she’s done eating, Hestia leans back and rubs the curve of her stomach. It reminds me of the other ways we’ve filled her up, and I tense my thighs, trying not to get too excited.

“Did I ever tell you about the time our boat ran into a whale?” I blurt out.

“No! How did you do that? Was the whale okay??” Hestia asks, eyes wide.

“The whale was fine, but annoyed,” I say.

She’s riveted as I tell her the story, and by the end she’s laughing just like I hoped she would.

“So every time you left the bay you had to give the whale an offering?” she says.

“That’s right.”

“No way.”

“I swear, it’s all true. A sailor would never tell a tall tale,” I say, hand over my heart.

Hestia laughs again.

It actually is a true story, but most importantly, it gives me an easy way to segue to something else I want to tell her.

“My dads were good parents, you know. They taught me how to fish and run the boat and deal with the people in our small town. The other fishers were at times our competitors and sometimes our partners. You have to stick together in a place like that while still looking out for yourself. That’s how I learned to handle all types of people in all sorts of situations, from a boat in a storm to unwinding at the pub after a long day, where business matters were often decided,” I say.

Hestia stills. Maybe I shouldn’t have transitioned so quickly from our lighthearted conversation, but it’s too late now.

“Like I said, my dads taught me a lot of things and did their best to prepare me for the world. Maybe it’s my fault for focusing so much on this one lesson, or maybe they impressed it upon me too often. Who’s to say. In the end, it doesn’t really matter. They taught me the best way to deal with others was to be agreeable, to be charming,” I laugh, but even I can hear how hollow it sounds.

“I take after my name, and relied on that skill to move through the world. It’s useful as a rescuer, and I’m happy I can keep people calm while we help them. Except I find it difficult to let anyone see beyond the charming exterior. See the bad parts and the good. I thought if I told you directly that I’m…insecure, maybe it will make it easier for me to be open and honest going forward. So, now you know I’m not the perfect alpha who always says and does and thinks and feels the right thing. Or maybe you’ve already realized that, I don’t know. I guess I just wanted to say I’m working on showing you the real me, flaws and all.”

My chest is deflated, like I let out so much there’s nothing left. I’m sure Hestia sees that, sees that I’m not as great as I made myself out to be.

She tilts my face up. I hadn’t even realized I wasn’t making eye contact like you’re supposed to.

“Charm,” she says, pausing as tears fill her eyes.

The perfect alpha, making your omega cry.

I open my mouth to backtrack, to fix this, but she cups my cheek and puts a finger over my lips.

“Thank you for telling me that. You’re an amazing person, and you’re allowed to have your own opinions and feelings, positive or negative or neutral. I don’t expect you to always be ‘on’ or say the right thing. I admire your social skills when we’re on the job, and I know our patients appreciate you keeping them calm, but I’m sorry you’ve been masking outside of work too. Please don’t make yourself small, I want to know the real you. I don’t want a ‘perfect alpha.’ People are messy and imperfect. Whatever you want to say, whenever you feel like talking, I’m listening,” Hestia says.

I press my forehead against hers and nod.

I don’t know what else to say yet, but I don’t need to rush.

My omega will be there for me when I’m ready.
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Chapter 52
Hestia
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Ihold Charm’s hand while we eat breakfast. I always love cuddling with my alphas, and I’m more than happy to give him extra attention after our heart-to-heart yesterday. I want Charm to feel safe and happy, just how he makes me feel.

It’s an early morning now that we’re on call again, but I don’t mind the long work weeks. They combine my two favorite things: being a rescuer and spending time with my pack.

I’m the luckiest omega in the world. My life is like that fairytale where the main character finds her mates right after getting her dream job and they live happily ever after.

Although now that I think about it, most people probably don’t consider The Very Bookish Scholar to be a fairytale. I think fairytales are supposed to actually have fairies or some kind of magic, not just a librarian finding love. But whatever, I read that book every night as a kid, and it always seemed magical to me.

I squeeze Charm’s hand, and he smiles and squeezes back.

We don’t linger once we’re done eating. I’m packed up and ready, listening as Orion goes over our plan for the day. “…we’ll split up briefly, so your group can check⁠—”

The siren cuts him off, and in a blink he has his phone in his hand, answering dispatch.

“We have a call about a trapped and injured omega,” the operator says. “One alpha with them, distressed but uninjured. They were climbing, and the omega fell and got wedged between the rocks. Let us know if you need further assistance once you arrive on scene. I sent the location to your devices.”

“Got it, we’re on our way,” Orion says, and we’re out the door.
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Orion and Charm cautiously approach the man pacing in the snow. The rest of us hang back to let them figure out what’s going on and avoid overwhelming the on-edge alpha.

Behind him is a mass of boulders and rubble at the base of a cliff. Somewhere in there is our patient.

Magnus and Cato pull out the med kits while Henri and I prepare our climbing equipment.

I keep an eye on the others while we ready ourselves. I can tell the alpha is agitated even from here. Despite the soothing things I’m sure Charm is saying, he doesn’t seem to be getting any calmer. Though anyone would be hard-pressed to pacify an alpha when their omega is in danger.

Orion gestures us over after a few minutes.

As we get closer, I hear the alpha say, “It was supposed to be a quick outing. We weren’t going to do a major climb without the rest of our pack. This was supposed to be easy, safe. But one of the cams came loose, and he slipped before I could catch him.”

It’s like he’s talking to himself rather than to us, trying to figure out where things went so wrong.

“It’s going to be okay. We’ll get Cassius out,” Charm says.

“You’re the backup for me. I’m the one going in after my omega, you’re my spotters,” the alpha growls.

“Titus, relax and let the nice people do their job. They’ll get me out in no time, so just stand back and wait,” Cassius calls out, voice echoing from somewhere in the pile of rock.

Despite the upbeat words, his voice is strained. Whether that’s from trying to talk down his alpha for the past hour or from his injuries, I’m not sure.

“No. Once they get me up there, I’ll push the boulders off you,” Titus says.

I think I hear a sigh echo out.

“Why don’t you wait down here with the first aid kit so you’re ready to clean him up once he’s out,” Charm says.

The alpha growls at him.

“We’ll get our climbing gear set up and figure out the best way to help Cassius,” Orion cuts in.

Titus doesn’t argue, likely assuming he’ll be going too. He resumes pacing while we prepare.

Henri flies a drone over the talus, taking images to plan our rescue. Magnus spots Cato while he climbs up to secure new cams.

We map out the safest route to where the omega fell in and get Orion’s approval.

Titus notices as we prepare to go up without him.

“I’m going in first,” he says, eyes dark and unfocused.

Cato places himself between me and the alpha.

“We have specialized training for these situations. We’ll get Cassius and bring him down to you,” Orion says firmly.

“He’s MY omega! I’m responsible for him. I have to save him!”

Titus tries to push past them, but Charm and Orion hook their shoulders under his and hold him back.

I know he doesn’t mean to hurt them, but it still pains me to see Titus shoving and tearing at them to get loose, even if it’s obvious the alpha is panicking.

Titus is yelling, Cassius is yelling at him to calm down, Charm and Orion are trying to get him to listen, it’s a jumble of noise punctuated by the scent of the alpha’s fear.

Heat builds in my chest, wanting his pain to stop, wanting to save everyone.

Magnus hides his movements from Titus as he prepares a sedative. It will be over soon, I just have to wait.

He has the calming spray hidden in his palm. Magnus steps toward them.

Titus lifts Orion and Charm off the ground, trying to toss them aside. They don’t let go of him, which throws Titus off balance, and all three fall into a tangle of limbs.

“Stop!” I hiss.

The heat leaves my chest as the command burns into the alpha.

He stops.

Charm and Orion untangle themselves and get Titus up in a sitting position. He’s breathing hard, but his eyes are clearer than they were.

“Are you listening?” Orion asks him.

Titus nods.

“Are you going to let us save your omega?” he says, gentler.

“Yes, I’m sorry, yes. Please help him. I’m sorry, please help,” Titus says, eyes watering.

“It will be alright. We’ll get him back to you,” Orion says.

He nods and presses his hands against his eyes.

They cautiously let go of him. Titus remains where he is, and Magnus tucks the sedative back in his pocket.

Orion nods at me and the last of the tension drains from my chest. I’m still not totally comfortable using my hiss to control someone, but having Orion’s approval helps, especially since he knows how it feels to be on the receiving end of it.

Now that everything’s settled, Magnus and Charm set up as our belayers. Cato, Henri, and I climb to the top of the rocks.

The boulders themselves seem to be stable enough, but they’re slippery with ice. We carefully walk to where the snow has been disturbed and shine our flashlights into the crevice, looking for any sign of Cassius.

There’s nothing but more gray rock. He must be wedged farther down.

“Can you see our lights?” Henri calls out to him.

“No, I don’t—wait. Wait, I think I saw it, go back,” he says.

We play light tag until we figure out at what point he can see it. The gap is narrow and wouldn’t be easy to navigate, but the jumble of boulders formed a cave system, so there might be another route. Cato and Henri check the larger crevices nearby while I stay above Cassius and coordinate between them.

“I can try to get myself upright again,” Cassius says as they search.

“No! Don’t do that. Just stay put for now. We’ll tell you if we need you to do anything,” Henri says.

We already determined Cassius is stuck on his back with his arms and legs wedged above him. He isn’t able to get leverage to readjust, which might be for the best since we don’t want him slipping further down.

Cassius agrees, and it’s several more minutes of Cato and Henri climbing up and down to see if there’s a way to get to him from the side.

I remain above the spot where he fell in—a gap just wide enough to fit an omega.

“There’s a hole further down, I’m going to check it to see if I can come up under him,” Henri says.

I frown.

“I saw another opening this way,” Cato says, and they start to move off.

“Wait. We’re wasting time. I’ll go down from here and see what I can do,” I say.

“It’s too narrow, I’m worried you’ll get wedged in there with him,” Henri says.

“I’m connected to our ropes. If I think I’m about to get stuck, I’ll have you pull me back up,” I reason.

“I trust your skills, I’m just concerned about the logistics. Titus said Cassius is about five and a half feet tall and slim, so similar to your size,” Henri says quietly so the other omega can’t hear. “He’s barely small enough to fit down there. I’m worried about what kind of shape he’s really in.”

“Let me go down and look at least, give us an idea of what we’re working with. I might be able to find a connecting cavity you can go through. Cassius is in the dark and doesn’t know what’s nearby. There could be a hole right next to him. Let me try. If it’s too risky, you can pull me back up,” I say just as quietly.

Henri still looks worried, but finally says, “Let me check with Orion.”

I nod.

He doesn’t use the radio, I assume because he doesn’t want Titus to hear either, and instead goes through their bond.

I try to figure out what Orion’s thinking based on his expression. It’s hard to tell from this far away, but his face is impassive except for a crease between his brows. He’s watching me though.

After a silent minute, Henri says, “You can go down, but tell us immediately if it gets too narrow.”

I readily agree, and Cato and Henri set up to lower me in.

We relay our plan to Cassius and tell him to watch for me.

I kneel on the hard, cold rock and plunge into the dark.

For the first few feet, it’s easy to weave between the boulders. After that, there are more twists and turns, and it’s pitch black except for the short beam of my flashlight.

My heart is pounding, adrenaline making my senses sharper, but there’s not much to see and all I hear is my own breathing and the slide of fabric against rock. Cassius’s burned caramel wine scent is everywhere and nowhere. I can’t even tell if I’m getting closer to him, though I must be.

I have to slow down in some spots to angle my way through. Hopefully they’ll be able to pull us back up as smoothly, but there’s no point in thinking about that now.

Finally, Cassius says, “I think I see your light.”

His voice sounds close, as if he’s just on the other side of a wall.

“Where is it? Is it near your head? Your legs?” I ask as I wiggle my way down.

“My chest,” he says.

That’s good, I should be well-positioned once I reach him. I feel the urge to speed up, but I ignore it. Another few minutes shouldn’t make a difference except for ensuring I don’t get stuck in my haste to get there.

I edge around a large rock and come face to face with Cassius.

“Stop,” I say through the radio.

Henri and Cato halt, keeping me suspended above him.

The blue-eyed omega blinks up at me.

I run my light over his body, checking for injuries while trying to figure out how he’s wedged in.

“How do you feel? Do you have pain anywhere specific?” I ask.

“I think I just have some bruising. Nothing too bad except for where I’m pressed against the rock,” Cassius says.

I connect our rope to his harness while he talks, making sure he’s securely hooked in before I do anything else. He looks well stuck, but I don’t want to risk him falling deeper once I start moving him.

“That’s good. I don’t see any injuries besides some scratches. Can you feel this?” I say, squeezing his fingers.

“Yes,” he says.

I go through a few more checks and reach around him to get a cervical collar on his neck. As I do, I feel only empty air, which makes my stomach flip. I can’t see past him to tell what’s below, but I’m glad I have him safely secured.

“Thank you for making my alpha calm down. I’ve been so worried about him, but he just wouldn’t listen no matter how much I yelled or pushed at him in our bond. I wish I could have done what you did. That was so impressive, I’ve never met an omega who could bark like an alpha,” Cassius says while I work on figuring out how to move him.

“You’re welcome, I’m glad I could help. I hate to see anyone that upset, and it wasn’t doing either of you any good,” I say.

Later, I’m sure I’ll think about what he said. Further confirmation I’m in the right career, that my designation is an asset, not a hindrance.

But for now, I remain focused on saving him.

“Alright, we’re ready to pull you out. Let me know if anything hurts as we go,” I say.

He agrees, and I radio my teammates that it’s time to get us out.

They pull slowly, and Cassius tucks his limbs in as much as possible, but he winces as they lift us.

“Are you doing okay?” I ask.

“Fine, fine,” he says, breathing fast.

There’s nothing I can do about the strain of dislodging him. Lifting him directly up is our best option to avoid further injury.

Still, it feels like it takes forever to get him unstuck since all I can do is watch as we drag him out.

He pops free all at once, and I hold on to steady him. Cassius clutches my arms and closes his eyes.

Now that I can see past him, I’m glad he got trapped where he did.

The gap widens beyond this point, and it looks like a straight drop. My light doesn’t even reach the bottom, so who knows how much deeper the hole goes.

“Are you alright? Okay to keep going?” I ask.

“Yes, let’s get out of here.”

“Good idea. How are your arms and legs? Are you able to move them?”

“They’re a little numb, but I can feel them. Based on the pins and needles, I think they’ll be fine in a few minutes,” he says.

With Cassius’s help, we wind our way back up, getting through the narrow spots with little trouble.

Henri and Cato hoist us out, and we check Cassius over in the light. He stares at his alpha the whole time, who watches him back.

There isn’t anything that needs immediate treatment, so we readjust our lines and climb down.

As soon as Cassius lands, Titus is there looking over his omega before carefully hugging him. Cassius hugs him back fiercely, and we give them a few minutes to themselves, trying not to listen in on their private words.

Orion helps Cassius to the car to bring him to the hospital.

Titus thanks us as we get them in the truck, “I’m sorry about before, I wasn’t thinking clearly. If I didn’t have the bond to know he was okay, I’m sure I would have been even worse. Thank you for saving my omega when I couldn’t.”

Charm reassures him we didn’t take anything personally.

I undo my harness and watch as they drive off.

Another successful rescue—only minor injuries and two mates were happily reunited.

So why do I feel so hollow?


Chapter 53
Orion
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Ipace around my office while my packmates wait for me to start. We need to get this pack meeting done before Hestia is out of the shower.

I don’t know how to begin though.

This will change everything.

“Look, we’re all thinking the same thing, but what are we going to do about it?” Charm finally says, stopping me in my tracks.

“We’ll start our own company,” Magnus grumbles.

“And wait for Hestia to finish her training with another team? Because we certainly can’t ask her to leave the Rescuers when she’s so close to getting certified,” Henri says.

“We’ll have her reassigned to another station in the Fossfells. I’m sure whichever team she gets will let us move nearby so we can stay with her. Everyone here knows us, they’ll see we didn’t take advantage of our position to be with her,” Charm says.

“You’re really ready to accept that we have to quit?” I ask.

“Of course. Unless you’ve thought of another way to openly be with our mate,” Henri says.

They stare at me as if it’s obvious what we have to do.

“No, I haven’t. I just needed to make sure you’re prepared for this. I don’t want to spend another day denying what she means to us,” I say.

Their agreement is a weight off my mind. We’d discussed what to do if our relationship was ever found out, but that was a backup plan. Choosing to reveal our relationship and asking my packmates to quit or be terminated is a bigger demand.

I want to protect them, but I don’t see any other way to do this. The five of us will take the consequences of breaking the rules. I’m happy to do so, I’d never want to get in the way of Hestia’s dreams. I only wish I could take on all of it rather than forcing my packmates to shoulder the fallout too.

“I checked and none of the other teams left for the holidays. They should be able to cover our area until HR assigns someone to our station. We’ll figure out our living situation once we see where they send Hestia. I don’t want to wait another day to do this, so I’m going to contact Alana tonight. I’ll take care of the call now that I know you all agree,” I say.

“You’re not doing this alone,” Magnus says.

“There’s no need for you to be there, I can explain everything,” I say.

“Don’t be stupid,” Cato growls, his alpha in his eyes.

“This is about our personal life, not the team. We’ll all be there,” Charm says.

“You’re not the only one who wants to protect Hestia,” Henri says.

Magnus cuts me off before I can argue again. “Are you upset that this will affect our careers? We’re adults, we can make our own decisions. It isn’t on you to save us.”

“Of course I’m not happy you’ll lose your jobs! And I can’t do anything about it,” I say.

That’s the crux of the issue. I’m failing everyone, hiding our omega when we should be proudly showing her off, breaking the rules and getting my packmates fired.

“It’s worth it to be with Hestia. We have plenty of money. We’ll be fine, Orion,” Charm says.

“I know. I just wish I could protect you too,” I say.

“Too bad. We’re a pack, we’re in this together,” he says.

I bark a laugh.

I suppose I should accept there are limits to what I can do. Besides, worrying won’t result in a different outcome.

“Speaking of which, Hestia should be here for this,” Henri says.

“She’s pack,” Cato says, nodding.

I sigh and say, “You’re right.”

I didn’t want Hestia to be upset that we’re quitting, but it’s not really protecting her if we’re making pack decisions without her.

“Except we’re not allowing her to quit,” Henri quickly adds.

“No, of course not. That’s different,” I say, and the others agree.

We’re not going to allow our omega to give up on her dreams.

We send Cato up to fetch Hestia once she’s out.

Our omega is fresh and clean when they return, but I notice a shadow in her eyes as I hug her.

“How are you feeling? We had an intense call today,” I say, holding her hips.

“I’m fine. It was a lot of excitement, but everything turned out well.” Hestia smiles, but it’s dimmer than usual.

“Are you okay after using your hiss?” I ask.

“Maybe a little tired, but I’m fine, really,” she says.

I squeeze her hips and decide to take her at her word. I’ll ask her again later if she still seems off.

“If you’re up for it, would you like to join our pack meeting?” I say.

“Oh. Is that what this is?” Hestia perks up. “Really, you want me to join you?”

“Of course, you’re pack,” I say.

“I’d love to,” she says, and smiles a real smile this time.

I kiss her and help her to her seat.

I’ve finally relaxed enough to sit too. I’m still concerned about what’s to come, but everything feels easier with the support of my packmates and our omega by our side.

“We discussed this among ourselves and agreed we don’t want to hide our relationship for two years. It doesn’t seem right. If you’re open to coming forward about our relationship, we have a way to make this work,” I say.

“658 days,” Hestia corrects automatically, but I can see her thinking. “I don’t want to hide our relationship either, but how can we go public now and stay together?”

I tell her our plan to have her reassigned to a nearby station.

“But if you’re moving with me, won’t you be too far from your area to respond to emergency calls quickly enough?” Hestia asks.

“Well…” I hedge.

I thought she was taking this too well. I didn’t spell out the fact that we’ll have to leave the Rescuers. Even if they didn’t fire us, they’d transfer Hestia anyway, and like she said, we wouldn’t be able to watch our area.

“We’ll quit and follow you to your new station,” I say.

“What! I don’t want you to do that,” Hestia says.

“That’s the only way we’ll be able to stay with you. But don’t worry, we’ll find other jobs,” Charm says, rubbing her back comfortingly.

“For now, the best option is for our pack to follow you while you complete your training. We can volunteer our services in the meantime. After you get your certification, I’ll ask the Rescuers to rehire us,” I say.

“I don’t want you to give up your careers for me,” she says, lip trembling.

I pull her into my lap and purr until her scent isn’t as tart and burned.

“It will be okay. We’ve been rescuers for more than a decade, we could stand to take 658 days off. Besides, as your alphas and your bosses, our goal is to support you,” I say. “If that means we aren’t the ones training you, we’ll get the best team to take our place. As your pack, we’ll follow you anywhere and help any way we can. If you truly don’t want to be open about our relationship yet, we can wait, but don’t feel like you have to hide for our sake.”

“I don’t want to sneak around anymore, but…” Hestia says into my chest, her hands buried in my sweater.

“We can always join a different company or even start our own. We have plenty of options,” Henri says.

“Yeah, I don’t need someone to pay me to drag them out of a hole,” Cato says.

Hestia laughs and looks around at us.

“You’re really okay with this? I would never ask you to give up your jobs for mine,” she says.

“You’re not asking, we’re offering,” I say firmly.

She’s quiet as she thinks about it, but eventually agrees.

“Good.” I kiss the top of her head. “A successful first pack meeting.”

Hestia smiles, her scent brightening into that perfectly spiced fruitcake. It’s the best smell in the world, and now I’ll never have to wash it off. I can walk around proudly with my omega’s scent clinging to me, and our scents on her so everyone knows she’s ours.

The emergency call earlier made me realize that if Hestia is ever injured, I couldn’t bear the thought of acting like she’s just a coworker. I wouldn’t be able to hold myself together as well as Titus.

And if something terrible happened to her, and she didn’t survi—if I never got the chance to tell everyone Hestia is my omega, I couldn’t—well. If I care that much about her, it’s not right to lie about what she means to me.

“I’m going to video call my supervisor, Alana, now and tell her about us. Do you want to sit in on it?” I ask.

Hestia says yes, and I pass her off to Cato while I get set up.

I sit behind my desk and straighten myself so I look as professional as possible. I don’t want Alana to think we’re taking this lightly even though we brazenly broke the rules.

My pack waits on the other side of the monitor. I’m happy to have them here with me, but I’ll be the one to break the news. I am still the leader of our station, at least for the next few minutes.

I press the call button, and Alana picks up on the second ring, as expected.

“How are things?” she asks immediately.

“We’re doing well. I have a personal matter I’d like to discuss, if you have a moment,” I say.

“Of course. Let me get to my office,” she says.

Once she’s ready, I lay out everything that’s happened since Hestia joined us. Alana’s face remains impassive, and when I’m done, I wait in silence for her response.

“I see. After you helped Hestia with her heat, you reported you would have no issues continuing to work together while maintaining a professional relationship, am I remembering that correctly?” Alana says.

“You are, and I’m sorry about that. My packmates and I thought we could keep our feelings to ourselves,” I say.

“We have no issue with employees dating, presuming there isn’t a power imbalance. That presents too much of a risk of coercion. We have to protect our employees,” she continues.

“I’m aware, and I agree with those rules. We tried to deny our feelings because we didn’t want to take advantage of our position. My packbrothers and I are ready to resign, but we want to ensure Hestia’s career won’t be affected by our actions. My pack takes all the blame, it was on us as her superiors to remain professional, and we didn’t. However, I want to assure you our attraction was mutual, and we didn’t attempt to pressure Hestia in any way,” I say.

“So your relationship is consensual and equal, except it’s not Hestia’s fault she broke the rules?” Alana says, raising an eyebrow, the first reaction she’s shown so far.

“Yes,” I say without flinching.

“Hmmm,” she hums.

I don’t falter under her penetrating stare.

“Omegas are predisposed to do what alphas say,” she says. “And an omega just out of the academy, a young adult out in the world for the first time, would be vulnerable to a pack’s interest⁠—”

“It’s not like that!” Hestia interrupts.

Alana’s eyes flick to the side. “I take it your omega is with you?”

“Yes, my pack is here, including Hestia. I’m sorry I didn’t mention that,” I say.

“Let me talk with her,” Alana says.

“Of course,” I reply after Hestia nods.

I give Hestia my chair, raising the seat so her head isn’t just barely clearing the desk. Once she’s settled, I stand behind her.

“It’s good to see you again, Hestia. I hope you’re doing well,” Alana says.

“I’m great! I mean, um, good. It’s nice to see you again,” Hestia says.

“You’re in a romantic relationship with Montanus, is that correct?”

“Yes,” Hestia says, nervously twisting her fingers in her hair.

I clench my fists, fighting the urge to comfort her as her scent sours. I don’t want it to look like I coached her or I’m preventing her from speaking freely.

“You’re aware that dating someone who is a direct superior or subordinate is against company policy?” Alana says.

I can’t help the growl that slips out, though I quickly choke it off. I already told her it’s our fault Hestia broke the rules.

Alana glances at me, amused.

“Yes,” Hestia repeats, her smell edging toward the bitter scent of fear.

Fuck it. I put my hands on her shoulders and squeeze them, letting her know we’re here for her. Hestia flashes me a quick smile.

I could have held back since Cato decided to crawl over and put his head in her lap, but still, I don’t want her to think I was leaving her to deal with Alana without me.

Hestia relaxes and pets Cato’s hair. He’s wrapped himself around her legs like an octopus, thankfully out of camera range.

“I’m sure you realize why we have that rule. It’s too easy to feel pressured by someone with authority over you, even if they didn’t intend to use their power that way,” Alana says.

“Yes, but this pack would never do something like that! I liked them long before I knew they were interested in me,” Hestia says. “I’ve never felt like this for any other alphas, whether they were authority figures or not. I’ve always been dedicated to becoming a rescuer and I wasn’t looking for romance, but it found me anyway. I love this job and I love this pack. Can’t you make an exception, just this once? Don’t let them quit. We’re scent matches after all, it’s hardly fair to punish them for finding their mate.”

I’m too shocked to cut in like I planned.

I was going to say Alana doesn’t need to be lenient on us, just let Hestia continue her training without reprisal.

But now words escape me.

Hestia said she loves us.

I stare at her in wonder, feeling my packmates’ equal shock in the bond.

We’ve been in love with her for a while, but I didn’t know she felt the same way.

I want to tell her I love her too, but now doesn’t seem like the most romantic moment with our boss watching. The five of us quickly come to an agreement that it’s best to wait until we’re alone to confess our love. I’m not sure Hestia even realizes what she said anyway, nerves keeping her on edge.

Alana narrows her eyes, considering us.

“I’d like to talk to Hestia privately,” she finally says.

We leave the room after Hestia tells us it’s alright, and pile into the hall, still in shock.

I collapse against the wall, my packmates falling around me.

She loves us!

After sitting in a daze for a minute, I get my racing heart under control.

I creep as close as possible to my office door without actually pressing my ear against it. As team lead, I should set a good example and at least pretend I’m not listening in on a private conversation.

I can’t hear anything through the thick wood though. Henri is twitching like he wants to reach for his phone and pull up the camera feed for my office.

But we wait, cycling between elated and concerned.

I should have talked more about how amazing Hestia is at this job, made it clear I’m not saying that just because she’s our mate. What if Alana tries to fire Hestia along with us? We never arrived at an answer on that.

The door suddenly swings open, and I catch myself on the frame to stop myself from falling in.

“She’s not going to fire us!” Hestia says.

“That’s right, Alana can’t fire you,” Charm says reassuringly.

“No, not just me, you too! She’s going to let us keep working together!” she says excitedly.

When I process what she said, I swing Hestia up in my arms and carry her back to the computer. Alana is waiting for us with a smile.

“You’re not letting us go? We get to keep working together?” I say, disbelieving.

“Yes, you’ll keep training Hestia as you have been. We have a no-fraternization rule to protect our employees, but exceptions can be made. After talking with Hestia, I’m confident she wasn’t pressured into anything. Although I’ve told her if anything changes, we’ll relocate her. Your pack is full of amazing rescuers, and you’ve done so much to help people over the years. I see no reason to lose you if you continue to be upstanding men,” Alana says. “However, don’t go dating any more subordinates.”

Cato scoffs. “Our pack is complete, we have no reason to.”

“Why won’t there be any repercussions?” I can’t help asking.

Not that I want them, but I never imagined we’d be allowed to stay on and keep working with Hestia.

“Like your omega said, it hardly seems fair to punish you for finding your scent match. I should reprimand you for breaking the rules and hiding it instead of coming to me from the start to work something out, but I’m in a good mood. I love love, and I’m happy for you. So I’m going to let it slide just this once on the condition that you train her well and keep treating her well,” she says.

We agree and get off the call quickly after that, with promises to sign some paperwork to make HR slightly less unhappy with us.

Everyone is quiet for a moment after I hang up, but then we swarm Hestia, hugging and kissing and scent marking her.

Our pack spends the rest of the night celebrating in our omega’s nest. It’s not the most prudent idea since we have to get up early for work, but we can make it through one day on little sleep.


Chapter 54
Hestia
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Now that I’m allowed to tell everyone about my mates, I have been.

After we finished this last round of being on call, we’ve been going on dates in Starsfalls in public. Dates where I held their hands and kissed and hugged them as much as I wanted.

I toned down the PDA after we got some wolf whistles, but still. I can sloppily make out with my pack in the street, and it won’t get us fired! That’s peak relationship goals right there. Well, that, and being bonded to my mates.

They asked to court me now that we have permission to be together, so we’re as official as a couple can be without a bond.

And I have no reason to complain about not being bonded down yet. It’s only our first Yule together, and I’m still just so thankful we don’t have to hide our relationship.

I showed off my mates all around town earlier this week, and now I’m ready to spend some time at home with them for the holiday.

Magnus and I harvested the icicle pansies the other day while Pete supervised. We had a great crop of them with a mix of big, colorful flowers and tiny, cute ones.

Pete still acts haughty, but ever since he saved me from that giant monster, I feel safe around him. At the very least, I know he won’t let anyone else bully me, it will just be him kicking dirt at me if I accidentally mess with one of his nests or rearrange things in a way he doesn’t like. I won’t have to worry about any other demons in the garden with my little green demon there.

I helped Henri turn our pansy crop into his special winter ice cream. I’ve never made ice cream before, and it was fun seeing how it’s done. He showed me how to flavor it using the pansies, and we ended up making so much of it that we’ve been eating ice cream with every meal. The flowers give it a mild wintergreen flavor, sweet and cool like a winter day.

Eating homemade ice cream in front of the fire is the best way to do it.

At one point when I was “helping” Henri in the kitchen (taste-testing food while he cooked), I complimented his kitchen skills, and he got quiet and tense. Eventually he confessed he was worried I wouldn’t approve of his homemaking interests now that they’re courting me. That I might not want an alpha who takes care of the decorating, cooking, and cleaning, when omegas usually like to be in charge of the house.

I narrowly avoided saying I love him as he is. I don’t want to just blurt that out the first time I tell him. I assured Henri I was happy for him to do those things, adding that it wasn’t very omega of me not to be a good little homemaker. He was quick to say he didn’t care about that, so we came to an agreement that we’re happy with who we are.

Later, Henri had one more little confession for me.

Before going up to my nest for the night, he pulled me aside but was too nervous to say why. I kissed him until he forgot to be anxious, and he told me what was on his mind.

Henri admitted he enjoyed watching me on the cameras and not just for “security purposes,” which I’d already assumed was the case. He was worried I would be upset about his interest, reiterating that his cameras are only in public spaces and he didn’t violate my privacy in that way.

Obviously, I had to ask, “Do you want to put your cameras in other places? Like my nest?”

Based on his cock’s excited reaction, I took that as a yes. I told him I’d like that too, so I expect to have some shiny new cameras overlooking my nest in the near future.

I finished my Yule gifts for them just in time. I was cutting it close because of all the quality time we’ve been spending together, celebrating our no-longer-clandestine relationship. That didn’t leave much room for me to sneak in gift preparation.

The pile of presents under the tree kept growing and growing over the past few weeks until eventually that entire corner of the living room became unusable. Our stockings were hung over the fireplace, but they’ve since been relocated after being stuffed full.

And now Yule Day is here, and it’s time to unwrap everything with my pack.

My pack.

The fire is roaring, festive music is playing, and everyone is gathered around the tree. There are tons of snacks and drinks laid out, courtesy of Henri. He went all out with the classic treats, gingerbread cookies, snowball cookies, sugar cookies, peppermint bark, fruitcake, and a Yule log, along with insulated pitchers of hot chocolate, eggnog, spiced cider, and coffee.

I sit in a cushy armchair near the tree while my alphas pass out the presents. Cato puts a gift from him in my lap, ensuring it’s the first one I open. I bounce excitedly while I wait for them to be ready.

They sort everything into six slightly more reasonable piles next to our seats, plus one smaller lump near Magnus’s stack.

“Let’s look at our stockings first,” Henri says.

I reach for mine, but Cato nudges the box he put in my lap and says, “Open my gift.”

“We’re doing stockings,” Charm says. “Besides, why do you get to decide whose gift she opens first? Let Hestia decide.”

“Because I know she’ll love it,” Cato replies smugly.

“She’ll love all of our gifts,” Orion says.

My giggle interrupts their argument.

“I’ll open Cato’s gift, and then we can do stockings,” I say placatingly.

They agree, and I thank Cato politely for my gift before tearing through the shiny green wrapping paper. Underneath is a white wooden box with a fancy clasp. I push the latch and it pops open, revealing rows of gourmet chocolate bars nestled in the silk-lined interior. It looks like it should hold jewels or a crown or something, not food.

The chocolates are the fancy, expensive brands, the same as the ones I keep finding mixed in with my snacks. Every bar is a different flavor, creamy chocolate and dark, flavored with pistachio or fruit and nut, cognac or cherry liqueur.

“These look delicious, thank you!” I say, hugging Cato.

He vibrates with a pleased purr.

“I noticed you always eat those brands first, so I figured they were your favorite,” he says.

“Have you been looking through the snacks in my rooms? Did you eat some of them?” I ask suspiciously.

Cato grins, sharp teeth flashing. “I would never take food from you, pet. I noticed when I was refilling your snack stashes.”

“How long have you been doing that?” I ask, more suspicious than ever.

It did seem like my caches never ran out…

“Since you moved in,” he says unabashed.

I sigh. I kept catching whiffs of chocolate in my rooms but assumed it was the candy I had in there. I should have realized that snack stashes aren’t infinite. Cato must have been scent marking my things too based on the way his chocolate scent lingered.

“I would ask why you thought it was a good idea to creep around her rooms, but I don’t think the answer will make me feel better,” Magnus says.

“You wanted me in your nest even then, didn’t you, pet?” Cato says, dark eyes hypnotizing.

“Yes,” I say breathlessly.

There’s more arguing that I don’t catch because Cato’s tongue is in my mouth.

When he pulls back, Cato sets my chocolate treasure box aside and hands me my stocking. It’s ginormous, almost as long as me and stuffed full to overflowing.

We go through our stockings, admiring our new little trinkets. Nothing has gift tags, and it’s fun to guess which of my alphas gave me the miniature Uncovering Big Tex: Between Truth and Fib book, the fuzzy socks, or the edible underwear. Although that last one seems like an easy guess.

I keep an eye on Cato as he goes through his stocking. I put some charms in there that he can slip onto his hoop earring, but I’m worried he might not like them. Maybe he’s a simple jewelry kind of guy.

He smiles as soon as he pulls them out though. I give up on pretending I’m not watching him as Cato opens the package and picks out a few. He hooks the charms on his earring and turns to the side so I can see.

I laugh at his selection, a knot, a heart, and a peach. Cato grins and kisses me.

My other alphas also like the things I put in their stockings, so I’m hopeful my good gifting streak continues for their big presents.

Once Magnus finishes going through his stocking, he picks up the smaller stocking next to his pile. I only look away for a second, but when I turn back, Pete is on the side table next to him, small form dominating the space.

No one questions his appearance. I don’t know if Magnus brought him in, or if, once again, Pete knew he was needed and joined us.

Magnus unpacks Pete’s stocking for him and sets the presents on the table for him to inspect. Most of his gifts are food, but there are also little baskets and boxes, and small squares of fabric in different patterns and materials. That would explain why so many of our rags disappear if Pete has a fondness for cloth.

I tense as Magnus pulls out my present and sets it in front of Pete, waiting for his reaction.

Pete considers it just like he did the other offerings and takes a small bite. I made him a gingerbread cookie with seeds and nuts so it would be tasty and nutritious. After chewing slowly, he brushes the treat into the growing pile of gifts he approves of.

I let out a relieved sigh.

Once Magnus finishes going through Pete’s stocking, he settles in to eat his treats while we open our gifts.

Rather than going one at a time, which would take forever, everyone opens their gifts together.

My alphas got me lots of cozy things, blankets, sweatpants, candles, and bath bombs. There are also dozens of books, tons of non-fiction ones that I can’t wait to dig into plus a stack of novels, romance, fantasy, and more Big Tex books, Big Tex and the Small Potatoes, Big Tex & Pete Moss: Caper at Cape Cod, and Big Tex, Bigger Saddle.

Magnus opens a large, round gift box and pulls out a cowboy hat. “What am I supposed to do with this?” he asks Cato.

“I thought you could use a prop like the one you got for Orion,” Cato says with a smirk.

“You want me to roleplay as a cowboy? Shouldn’t you have asked Hestia about that?” Magnus says.

“How do you know I didn’t ask her?”

“Because I know you. You didn’t ask.”

“Fine, you caught me,” Cato says, smile still in place. “Pet, do you want to see him in the hat?”

“Yes! That is, if you’re okay with it,” I say.

Magnus puts it on and tips the brim at me.

I giggle. “It looks great on you.”

He smiles and my heart races, the shadows it casts making him seem like a mysterious stranger.

Cato is right, this is a good roleplaying idea.

Before Magnus sets the hatbox aside, he pulls another box out of it. He reads whatever is written on the lid and opens it.

“What is it?” I ask impatiently.

Magnus sighs and holds up a tiny cowboy hat. “Why does Pete need one too?”

“I figured you’d want to match,” Cato says while I laugh.

“I thought my hat was supposed to be a bedroom thing.”

“There’s no reason you can’t wear it while you garden too, and then you’ll be happy to have matching hats,” Cato says.

Magnus sighs again, but gently puts the miniature version of his cowboy hat on Pete. Pete rubs his head, adjusting it, and resumes eating.

I gasp and stifle my giggles, not wanting to risk Pete’s ire. Now he looks just like I imagined him in the Big Tex books! That would make Magnus Big Tex, the perfect duo.

They look so cute in their matching hats, I’m pleased they keep them on while we open the rest of the presents.

Henri unwraps a remote-controlled car, another gift from Cato. It has a camera mounted on it that lets you watch the feed on your phone. Henri tests it out, driving through the piles of discarded wrapping paper and zooming across the room, eventually coming over to bump against my feet.

I smile and wave at it, and Henri shows us how good the video quality is on his screen.

“I thought you’d enjoy look at Hestia from that angle,” Cato says.

“That’s not—I’m not going to use it like that,” Henri says, blushing.

I give Henri a secret smile. If he’s still embarrassed about watching me, I’m happy to keep it between us until he’s comfortable enough to share it with the others.

Finally, we’re down to the last few presents. Orion picks up his box, and I stop him before he opens it.

“I’d like for all of you to open my gift at the same time. You should each have a box with gold wrapping paper and a red bow,” I say and wait as they find theirs.

“I know I got you other things too, but this is the main gift I wanted to give you. I hope you like it,” I say shyly, and gesture for them to go ahead.

“I’m sure we’ll love it,” Charm says while Cato tears into his present.

The others rush to catch up.

“Did you make this?” Orion asks, holding up his knit sweater.

“Yes. It should fit okay, but if not, I can fix it. I based the size on your other clothes since I wanted to keep this a secret,” I ramble nervously.

“This is amazing. The mountains look exactly like the Fossfells. You even included the waterfalls and stars falling in the sky.” Orion pauses and looks closer. “Does this little heart mark where our station is?”

“It does. I did my best to replicate the mountains, I’m glad you could tell,” I say.

“They’re perfect. This is such a thoughtful gift,” Charm says.

“Thank you, pet,” Cato says, and kisses my cheek.

He pulls his sweater on, which is easy enough because he’s only wearing sweatpants. They’re nicer than his usual ones in honor of our Yule festivities, red velvet with a white faux fur trim.

“I love it, thank you. Wait, did you make one for yourself? We should all match,” Henri says, pausing with his sweater half over his head.

“That’s right, it’s a pack sweater, you need to have one too. I can learn to knit and make you one,” Magnus offers sweetly.

“Thank you, but you don’t have to do that. I had enough yarn left to make myself one. I wasn’t sure if you’d be okay with matching though…” I say shyly.

“Of course we need to match,” Charm says.

“Where’s your sweater? I’ll go get it,” Cato says.

I tell him where I stashed it in my nest, and he’s there and back in a flash. I stand up to put it on, and Cato pulls my shirt off before I realize what he’s doing.

“Hey!” I say, startled at suddenly being topless.

He tugs the sweater over my head, cutting off the rest of my protest.

“It will drape better without anything underneath,” Cato says after my head pops out.

I straighten it out and I’m annoyed that he’s right, I do look hot this way.

Cato kisses me, his eyes amused as if he can read my thoughts.

Once the others have their sweaters on, they decide we need a group picture.

We gather in front of the tree, and Henri sets up his phone. Cato grabs Magnus’s hat and drops it on his head, since he’d removed it to get the sweater on.

“I need the hat for this?” Magnus asks, giving him a sidelong glance.

“It looks good,” I say, and stretch up on my toes to kiss his cheek. He bends down so I can reach.

If Cato is so into this cowboy roleplay, I’ll support him. Plus, Magnus does look good in the hat. Maybe I can even get him to wear it at work in the spring.

Magnus puts Pete (who is still wearing his hat) on his shoulder for the picture.

Cato stands behind me with his hands on my hips, and the others gather around us. We smile as the camera goes off.

Henri shows us the photo, and it’s perfect on the first try. Everyone looks happy, no one blinked. The picture-perfect Yule.

They’re the best gift I could have asked for.

I mentally check spend Yule Day with my pack off my FWTTDBID list, though spend Yule Night with my mates is still on there.
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Chapter 55
Hestia
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Ilook in the mirror one last time to make sure everything’s in place before texting my alphas. I hit send and toss the phone aside, hurrying to get in position.

They burst in less than a minute later.

I intended to get them up here fast, which is why I said I needed their help ASAP, but I didn’t mean for them to rush in quite so frantically.

Everyone freezes at the sight of me.

“I have one more gift for you,” I say in my best sultry voice.

My alphas quickly shift from protective to horny.

Cato circles me and says, “This is the best present yet, pet.”

The rest of them crowd closer, not touching, just looking.

“You’re so pretty, little omega,” Magnus says.

“I should have installed the cameras in here earlier,” Henri murmurs.

I’m pleased they appreciate how much effort I put into this. It wasn’t easy to tie myself in ribbons, and it was even more difficult to fasten my wrists to the hook dangling from the ceiling, leaving me on my tiptoes. A hook, I might add, that I had to sneakily install myself so I wouldn’t ruin the surprise.

I think the effort was worth it though. The silky red ribbons can be removed one piece at a time, leaving the rest in place. I put bows over the important parts so they can pull the ends to reveal a spicy surprise.

“Read the card first,” I say, still using my sexy voice, and gesture to the card hanging over my breast.

Charm pulls it off, and they gather around to look at it.

The silence while they read makes my nerves ratchet up, but I was going to be scared no matter how I decided to tell them. Maybe this is a silly way to do it rather than just saying it outright, but I thought this would be cute and it ensures I didn’t forget anything I wanted to say.

“Is this…are you serious?” Charm says.

“Yes,” I say.

Orion kisses me before I can get anything else out.

Cato steals me from Orion and says, “I love you too, pet.”

Between more breathless kisses, I tell my mates I love them, and they say the same.

After I’ve had a moment with each of them, Orion runs his hands up my arms and says, “I love this idea, but I think we’ll have to take her down first.”

“We can still reach some of her neck though…or we can bite her somewhere else,” Henri says, considering my exposed skin.

“You think so?” Orion asks.

It takes me too long to realize what they mean, even though it was my suggestion.

“Wait, you mean you want to do it now?” I say, shocked.

I thought they would want to wait, like until I was done with my training, or at least another week to see if Alana changes her mind and fires us.

“Is that not what you meant with this?” Magnus says, looking crestfallen.

“No! I mean yes, or, well, I thought⁠—”

I never considered they would agree to bond right now.

“Of course we don’t have to do it tonight. We can take our time, choose a day,” Orion says.

“No, wait, I just didn’t expect you to be ready immediately since I sprang it on you. I want you to know that I love you and would be thrilled to bond with you someday, but I figured after you read the card, the rest of the gift would just be unwrapping me. I didn’t mean to pressure you. For tonight, we can simply have fun,” I say.

“I’ve thought about this for long enough already,” Henri says.

“We want you to join us and complete our pack,” Orion says.

“Will you have us?” Charm asks.

“Yes! Yes, I’ll bond with you,” I say, giddy like they surprised me with this, and I wasn’t the one offering.

For so long I thought I’d never settle down with a pack. That shifted when I met them until eventually, I couldn’t picture a future without my mates at my side.

I’m still smiling as Orion kisses me. It’s strange being unable to move, especially with him. I keep trying to wrap my arms around Orion, only to have the ribbons tighten against my skin. They’re a caress, a warning. I can’t do anything but let them touch me.

“Do you want to stay tied up for this?” Charm asks.

“Yes,” I say breathlessly.

“Even for bonding? We can take you down when it’s time for the bites so you’re more comfortable,” Magnus says, stroking my side.

“Stay like this,” I say, already losing my train of thought.

My only thoughts now are about how to get my teeth in my mates, mouth watering, canines aching.

My neck tingles where Magnus is staring at it.

Cato distracts me with kisses while the others get their clothes off, his sweatpants having already been tossed aside.

His kiss is wilder with his alpha at the fore. Cato brushes his lips over my jaw and down my neck, teeth scraping against me. I think he’s going to do it now, he’s going to bite me, but all he does is suck on my skin.

Their hands are everywhere, stroking, touching, pinching. I moan and surrender to them, unable to do anything else. The ribbons shift as their hands roam, and they take some off to expose more of me.

Charm kisses me, tongues tangling together. The bow over my chest comes undone, revealing the tight buds, and Orion and Henri latch on. I clutch at the ribbon holding me up, trying to adjust to the feeling of being helpless to pleasure.

Magnus’s cock brushes my spine, leaking precum as he kneads my ass. He slowly removes the bow over my cheeks and grabs my hips, thrusting against my lower back.

Cato takes off the ribbon tying my ankles together and throws my leg over his shoulder. He tears the bow off my pussy with his teeth and dives in.

Cato rubs his face against me while licking my pussy, growling in pleasure as he tastes it for the first time. His movements are erratic, trying to do everything at once, sucking and licking and flicking my clit with his tongue, and it doesn’t take me long to come from his enthusiastic eating.

He keeps going as my orgasm rolls on and on, and he laps everything up. Even when I go limp, Cato doesn’t stop.

The others have been trading my lips back and forth, and Orion steals me from Henri to ask, “You’re sure you’re ready to bond now?”

“Yes,” I gasp, eyes rolling as Cato sticks his tongue in me.

Orion kisses my lips once more and unfolds my hand to kiss my palm. The blood flows back into my fingers now that I’m no longer clutching the ribbon.

He puts his mouth around the base of my thumb and bites.

Orion’s mind floods in, a swirling river of love and strength, sharp peppermint scent winding through me. He’s like a force of nature, shaping things to his will, all in the service of protecting others. He’s calculated and intelligent, my clever mate, yet so sweet and compassionate.

I can see where he snags on things, too worried about caring for his packmates and me that occasionally it traps him. That’s where I’m happy to come in and clear his path so he can move again. I love helping him, and I love the rush when Orion allows me to take control of his strength.

And through him, I can sense his packmates, separated by a veil like talking underwater. They won’t come through clearly until they bite me themselves.

As his bond settles, Orion releases my hand and cleans the wound with his tongue.

I can still feel him there inside me, which is what I’ve craved since they first knotted me, a permanent connection.

When he kisses me, I sense his satisfaction. I smile, amused by how pleased he is with himself.

Orion offers me his neck so I can complete our bond, and I bite right across the middle of it where my mark will be the most visible.

I drop into his mind, sealing our connection. I’m not used to navigating bonds, but I do my best to show Orion how much I care for him, and all the things I love about him. He welcomes me in, surrounding me with warmth and echoing back my love.

I understand how he felt now, because I’m just as smug that I bonded this alpha and made him mine forever. Orion gave himself to me, and I’ll never let go.

I tend to his neck like he tended to my hand, my saliva healing the punctures. I feel his goosebumps as if they were my own.

When I’m done, I admire my mark. It will scar nicely, and everyone will see that Orion belongs to me. We’ll never have to hide again.

His bite on my hand will be a constant reminder of my pack, that I’m loved, that they’re always there for me.

After one last kiss, Orion moves aside, dragging away Cato too, who was languidly licking my pussy.

Charm picks me up and spears me on his cock. I gasp and tighten around him, pussy still sensitive from Cato’s tongue.

Charm doesn’t stop, lifting and dropping me down his cock, bouncing me against his knot until I come.

I sense Orion’s pleasure in response to mine, his excitement as he watches me come with his packmate.

Once my orgasm fades, Charm pauses, giving Henri a chance to join us. He covers his cock in my slick and pushes against my ass, slowly entering my other hole.

“You’re such a good omega, I can’t wait to be inside you forever,” Henri groans, face pressed against my hair.

I whimper and clench around them. I’m going to come again already if he keeps talking like that.

Henri works himself in with more praise and promises, and he and Charm find a rhythm together.

I cling to the ribbon as they fuck me, Orion’s bite rubbing against the silk. His mark feels like an erogenous zone, I’d forgotten they’re supposed to be more sensitive. With the way this feels, I might come if one of them licks my hand for long enough.

I thought Charm and Henri were going to bond me soon, but now I despair that they’re going to tease me with sex and knot me first. I’d complain, but it seems rude to be impatient, and it does feel good…

I lose myself in them, and when I come again, it’s accompanied by the flash of their minds colliding with mine.

Henri dug his teeth into the back of my neck, and Charm struck my left breast just over my heart.

Their scents weave into mine. Everyone will smell my mates on me now, no soap or suppressant can wash them off.

Charm is the evergreen forest with fresh, new growth, but his mind has a hint of that salty tang from the seaside where he grew up. I can see how it shaped him, and I’m glad he told me about his struggles to open up. I can see how much he still has hidden inside, under the surface. We’ll be together forever now, so Charm has all the time in the world to share when he’s ready.

Henri’s mind is sweet and steady. At a quick glance, he might seem meek, but past the unassuming exterior is the power and intelligence I knew was there. His mind is all alpha, just as protective as the others, as if his interest in security cameras didn’t make that obvious enough. Henri showers me with love in the bond, just like he does every day with the way he cares for us, making us feel at home.

The two of them lick their bites while I catch my breath, coming to terms with the new minds connected to mine.

When they’re done, Charm offers me his neck. I bite his throat, just like I did with Orion. I decided to mark all my alphas in the most obvious place, and I think it’s cute that they’ll match.

I flow into Charm’s mind, letting him know I’ll always be here no matter what. He can tell me anything, and I’ll never judge him for being honest rather than being agreeable to keep the peace. I share my love for him and show him how happy I am to have him as my alpha. He tightens his hold on my thighs, thoughts a swirling mixture of excitement and surprise that we’re really, truly bonded.

I clean my bite, and they pull out after I’m done, making me whine.

Charm hands me to Henri, who offers me his neck.

I bite fast, and he welcomes me in like a hug, a cozy blanket wrapped around me, holding me close as our bond snaps into place. I had intended to share my thoughts with him, but he already knows how I feel. Henri accepts me without question, no words or explanation needed between mates.

With three bonds in place, there’s a pull to connect to the rest of the pack. I’m not sure if I’m picking up on their feelings or if that’s just how bonds work, like the pack wants to be completed.

Magnus takes me next. He wraps my legs around his chest, putting us at eye level. He smiles and kisses me. His chest rubs against Charm’s mark, making it tingle pleasantly.

When Magnus pulls back, he asks, “May I bite your neck? I can do it somewhere else⁠—”

“Yes!” I say before he’s finished.

I want to be covered in their marks. I want people to know I’ve found my mates.

He doesn’t second-guess my answer, fisting his hand in my hair and tilting my head back. When he bites, it feels like his jaw covers my entire neck.

Magnus blows in like a crisp mountain breeze, his scent wilder than I’ve ever smelled it. It’s freshly harvested ginger and spices, unrestrained, untamed. He doesn’t hold back, finally trusting that I can handle him. I feel everything. His fierce love for me and his packmates, his soft heart for the people we help and the mountains we tend. Even Magnus’s love for Pete, his ferocious little companion.

I’m full to bursting with him, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

He cleans his mark tenderly while I hang limply in his arms.

Magnus brings my lips to his neck, sensing what I want.

When I bite, his happiness is blinding. He’s so thrilled that we’re bonded, and I haven’t even had a chance to show him everything yet. I let Magnus know how much I love his tenderness and his strength. He shouldn’t be afraid to take up space, he’ll never be too much for me. I promise I’ll always be there for him, gardening partners forever. We’re giddy in love, the feelings bouncing back and forth until it’s hard to tell who they’re coming from. It doesn’t matter though, we’re part of each other now.

I release him and clean his neck, but he’s still there, tucked inside me. When I’m done, Magnus kisses me and slowly lowers me down, holding my hips until I find my balance.

Finally, Cato takes his place before me.

He drops to his knees and kisses my stomach, looking up at me.

“I love your taste,” he says, voice deeper with his alpha.

His scent is rougher, dark, almost bitter chocolate, but I have no fear of him losing control. Cato and his alpha are always sweet and careful with me.

I love seeing him like this without the muzzle, sharp teeth peeking out from between his lips.

Cato lifts my thighs over his shoulders and spreads me open. He kneads my ass and presses his nose against my mound, scenting me. My pussy throbs in anticipation of meeting his tongue again.

After breathing me in, he buries his face in my pussy.

I moan and writhe as Cato eats me. He works quickly this time, driving me toward an orgasm with precision. My breaths come faster, and he sucks on my clit, pulling me over the edge.

Cato follows me down, teeth buried in my mound. He’s so close to my clit, it’s like an injection of pleasure straight into my veins.

He enters me in a rush, eager to make me his. I can feel his alpha too, but sense a loose tether between them, between logic and instinct. It’s more like a seesaw, falling one way or the other, rather than an even balance that would let Cato easily communicate with his alpha.

But that’s not all there is to him, not by far.

Cato is so much more than his biology. He’s cleverness, which he uses to affectionally irritate his packmates and tease me. He’s sweetness, always thinking of me, caring for me, planning for our lives together. And there’s his fierceness that he channels into helping others.

Mostly, I just feel how much Cato loves me, how his life revolves around me now.

Maybe later I’ll tell him he doesn’t need to live like that, but for now, I’m happy to revel in how much he’s obsessed with me.

Cato tends to his bite, though thankfully not for long. The whole area is incredibly sensitive now, and it feels insanely good, but I don’t want to be distracted by an orgasm when I still have to complete our bond.

He stands and wraps my legs around his waist, offering me his neck. I can feel his heart pounding through our partial bond.

I brush a kiss across his neck, and bite.

All I can feel is joy as I enter his mind, throwing my love around as Cato surrounds me. It’s a concentrated version of how it feels whenever I’m with him, like I’m flying, loose and carefree. I’ve always been so focused on my studies, and I’m thankful I found someone it’s safe to let go with, who helps me have fun. I offer the same to Cato now. I’ll always be there, game for however he wants to play.

My bond with Cato completes our pack. I’m connected to all five of my alphas, minds and hearts and scents intertwined forever. Their joy is mine, their pleasure is mine. Their strength and intelligence is at my command. Everything they have they’re giving to me, and I’m humbled and honored to accept it.

I’ll be there to carry their burdens too. I’m not just in this for the good times or for what they can do for me. I’m here to help them, to make their lives easier and more fun. We’re better and stronger together as a team, at home and at work.

I’m smiling as I clean my bite, and the others converge on us before I’m done, too excited to wait. I’m at the center of our hug, my mates enveloping me inside and out.

Our celebration is all physical. We don’t need words anymore to know how we feel about each other.

When they knot me for the first time since the bond, the sensation is indescribable.

They make thorough use of the gift I made of myself and eventually take me down to celebrate some more.

I’m no longer counting down the days until my training is over. I have everything I want, and I’ll enjoy every moment with them.


Afterword
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Knot Hot for You

Hestia has just graduated from the Rescuer Academy, where she was the only omega in her class. She’s always wanted to work in search and rescue operations and won’t let anything stand in her way, not even her designation.

In order to complete her training, she’s assigned to a mountain station near the cozy small town of Starsfalls. All Hestia has to do is survive these last two years, and she'll finally achieve her dream of becoming a rescuer.

Except her new bosses happen to be a distractingly delicious-smelling pack, and they’re also her roommates.
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The lead alpha is dominant and commanding, but occasionally likes to give up control.

There's a charming alpha who can get anyone to like him with his friendly personality and surfer-boy good looks.

A homemaker alpha who loves taking care of the house and watching over everyone in it.

A GIANT of an alpha with a scarred face and heart.

And a clingy beta who hates wearing clothes but concedes to wearing sweatpants around his new omega housemate.

When they get snowed in together, things really heat up.

Can Hestia resist her handsome bosses and stay focused on the job? Or is it possible for an omega to have it all, love and a demanding career?

Knot Hot for You is a spicy standalone why choose omegaverse rom-com. It’s part of the Starsfalls Omegaverse, where HEAs are guaranteed in this cozy small town.
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