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Forget your perfect offerings

There is a crack, a crack in everything

That's how the light gets in.

Leonard Cohen

[image: A person with collar shirt
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This edition collects all episodes of “Cracking Ice”, it can be read independently of “Not Destiny”.
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An omega in heat. His straight alpha teammate. A night they won't forget. A connection they cannot deny.

When Cartwright Johnson joins the Hell's Flames, he expects to play hard to compensate for being an omega daring to pursue a professional hockey career. But he doesn't count on the instant connection he forms with his alpha linemate... Or on the heat it sparks.

All Keenan Avali wants to do is play hockey. It doesn't matter that he's an alpha, he's got no interest in dominating anywhere but on the ice. And he's certainly got no interest in men, no matter how sweet they smell or how beautifully they skate.

Nobody can fail to see they play together like they were made for it. But how close can they get to success without losing something much dearer than a game?

“Cracking Ice” is the second novel in the ‘Rules to Break’ series and can be read independently from the first book, “Not Destiny”, but it contains spoilers for that story.
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All the people who commented and squealed through the years, making me feel famous and talented and just joyful, thanks to everyone who’s reviewed, emailed me about typos, beta-read, reminded me of switched surnames (;p) or liked on FB. It’s my greatest pleasure to share these people in my head with you!

FourFreedoms & Hazel for making me fall in love with hockey again.

Alna & María Escalante for literal years of cheerleading, and to my beta team: Elouise East, Ash Knight, Susan Socci, AJ Bixler, Gema Cela Rodríguez, Carrie Ann Dettmer & Natalie Petty—your eagle eyes and love for Keenan and Carry are the encouragement for editing this monster!

Magdalena, Sophia Soames, Tanja Ongkiehong, Inca Qunica, Anna (who was kind enough to write it down for me in the middle of pole class) for the linguistic help. Not so grateful to past!me for deciding all teams had to have names in their local languages. If I messed anything up, please give me a shout!

And to Nora Sakavic, for the Foxes.
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Just so you know:
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The “Rules to Break” series takes place in an alternate universe where Alpha/Beta/Omega biology is the standard for humans. A few things have changed as a consequence of this, such as gender roles and civil rights in general. 

Some other things are different by random chance, such as the usage of what we know as the Jewish calendar (for reference 2017 would be 5778), the non-occurrence of War World II and the development of cleaner energy by a European Union that united sooner and with less actual barriers. 

Also, British public transport is not only green but works despite the diverse weather patterns (I know this might be the one thing that you cannot believe, but bear with me, I wrote half of this in delayed trains). 

Instead of Latin, French or English, sign language caught on as an international language in Europe early in the middle ages—not from deaf communities but from Christian monks who’d sworn vows of silence but needed to communicate nonetheless. It was later taken to the colonies during the European invasions of America, Africa and Oceania.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Hell’s Flames Line-Up (Year 5778)
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***

Goal Keepers: 

Sven Binker (Captain, he/him), #101

Simon Alarski (he/him), #26

Defence:

Bobby Moliere (he/him), #87 & Morgan Schvills (he/him), #78

Santiago Garcia (he/him), #01 & Yuri Woodman (he/him), #92

Offence:

Cartwright Johnson (he/him), #11 & Keenan Avali (Alternate Captain, he/him) & #5, Thomas Kiau (he/him), #87

Siuf Bauer (he/him) & #08 Mike Patel (he/him) & #45, Diego Tyler (he/him), #33

***
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STAFF:

Ja’in Hernandez (Coach, he/him)

Elizabeth Sari (Coach, she/her)

Jay Kalho (PR, they/them)
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The European Hockey League Rankings (Year 5777)
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#1 Rushing Rivers (Forsande Älven)

#2 Howling Hurricanes (Razende Orkanen)

#3 Fire Salamanders (Salamandras de Fogo)

#4 Turul Hawks (Turulok)

#5 Rippling Waves (Solinaa Aallot)

#6 Fierce Foxes (Wilde Füchse)

#7 Whistling Winds (Meluziny)

#8 Trinity Titans (Trójcy Tytanowi)

#9 Hell’s Flames

#10 Flickering Fireflies (Lucioles Scintillantes)

#11 Soaring Seagulls (Летещі Чайкі)

#12 Frozen Currents (Frosinn Straumur)

#13 Ice Earthquakes (Terremoti del Ghiaccio)

#14 Northern Storms (Šiaurės Audros)

#15 Wild Whales (Ville Hvaler)

#16 Centaurs of Fakeer Sea (Zentauren Fakeer Meer)

#18 St. George’s Dragons (Dragones de San Jorge)

#19 Lethal Lions (Smrtiace Levy)

​Episode I: Ice
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​Prologue: Keenan
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There was no sex in the world as good as the feeling of your puck hitting the back of the net. Keenan stood still for a moment, feeling the rush hit his bloodstream all at once, his heartbeat speeding and his cheeks flushing. There was simply nothing like being enveloped in the sweaty embrace of men whose bodies had worked so perfectly with yours that it was almost as if you were one person. And they had accomplished this without even touching. 

Compared to that, there was little merit in fucking, even if the ladies smelled so much nicer. Keenan expected sex with an omega woman to be different, but he wasn't about to risk hockey for a chance at bonding. There wasn't really any other way for an alpha to find his way to an omega's bed. 

Bonding was a nice dream to have for retirement, but too dangerous for a young successful player. It was unfortunate, but once a soulbond was established, a lot of omegas found it too hard to be away from their alphas for the prolonged periods of time required of a hockey player. Keenan didn't want to do that to someone, keep something they needed from them, and he definitely didn't want to do that to someone he had a psychic bond with. So hockey won, like it usually did in any competition where Keenan was judge, and if he was tempted... well, it was worth resisting.

It was hard, but that didn’t mean he had any rational objections to having an omega on the team, he thought as he opened the door to get out of the rink and into the bench area and the sticky sweet smell of caramel filled his nose. 

Or he hadn't until he had met Cartwright Johnson. Johnson had smelled like he had bathed in a bakery until he’d caught sight of Keenan and the sweetness had turned bitter like burnt cake. He had pretended for the beta managers and teammates, said all the pleased-to-meet-yous and even talked about some of Keenan's moves on the ice with admiration that wasn't, Keenan thought, completely faked. 

But he couldn't act over his unease, and Keenan couldn't stop smelling it. He was an alpha and he was meant to keep omegas safe: the presence of an omega that was so profoundly uncomfortable with him was hard to take, and it was just plain hard to like someone who disliked you so much. That was rational enough for Keenan, even if he didn't really believe it was rational enough to bring up to the managers and coaches.

After weeks of playing together, Johnson had stopped jumping every time Keenan entered a room he was in. He seemed to get that Keenan wasn't going to try and order him around or whatever other prejudices against alphas he was holding, but it still wasn't anywhere near comfortable.

More than anything, Keenan wished he didn't have to lose the rush of the goal to the wave of longing that hit him every time he was around Johnson. It was just pheromones, compatible pheromones, which Keenan had never experienced with a male omega, making the situation all the stranger and more unfortunate. It wasn’t unpleasant, exactly, but it was... unsettling. He didn’t like men sexually—as much as he had been teased for it, he was as monosexual as could be. And here came this guy who hated his guts and his body started trying to convince him it would be an excellent plan to eat him up.

Worse still, his own scent had to give him away to Johnson. He could hardly think of anything more awkward than having a teammate who despised him thinking Keenan wanted... He swallowed, pretending he couldn’t feel the almost unbearable tension between them even with his gaze firmly planted on the bench and Santiago's grinning face. 

He imagined them as two predators carefully circling each other, not planning to attack but prepared for it nonetheless. Never able to relax in the other's presence. 

It was exhausting.

And he still couldn’t say anything. Not just for Johnson’s sake, but because once the door to the rink closed with Johnson's line on the other side facing the Šiaurės Audros, it was impossible to look away from the figure cutting across the ice almost faster than the eye could track. The sheer difficulty of moving so deftly at such high speed was compounded by the other nine moving bodies on the ice. It would have been impressive on an empty rink, but seeing Johnson speed between the Northern Storms’ players left Keenan spellbound to the point where he sometimes forgot to follow the progress of the puck in favour of watching the left winger.

Johnson actually twirled, then twisted his body in the opposite direction with the same impulse and got around a defender twice his size, then made a perfect pass like he hadn't noticed the abrupt movement in front of his eyes at all. Keenan’s alternate, Mike Patel, fumbled the reception—having just got free from his own defender—and the shot hit the post and bounced off.

There were groans and barely muffled curses on the bench, but Keenan couldn't make a sound. He was biting his lip too hard to keep his fury at bay. He forced himself to take a deep breath, confused. Why was he so angry? He had scored, and they were still winning. There would be other chances, like there always were. 

It was just that it had been such a perfect pass; it seemed sacrilegious that Mike hadn't turned it into an equally perfect goal. Johnson wasn't taking it much better; he saw, his movements stiff and stilted where they had been smooth and flawless before. The way Johnson acted around him, Keenan could have been glad on some level, but he felt even sorrier for Johnson than he did for Mike, who must have been feeling the failure more personally. It was utterly unfair that someone could do something so beautiful and have to see it destroyed.​
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​Chapter 1: Cartwright
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Carry felt better as soon as the door closed behind him. The ice felt almost like a separate world, a colder universe in which none of the stupid rules and protocols that governed his life on solid ground applied. In hockey, there was only one rule: win. Well, there might have been something about penalties in the book as well, but Carry was fast enough and small enough that most referees tended to decide he had startled his rivals into falling on their arses even when he had got too close. Not that he was trying to; sometimes he just forgot how slowly other people moved. And he needed the silver linings too much to feel bad about the few penalties from which he got off scot-free. He was a small guy, for one thing, in a sport where it was common to try to bulk up as much as possible even if you were a giant so you could get on top of others and force their play.

But the joy of skating didn’t last long; barely a minute into the play, his new centre failed to score off Carry's next pass, and Carry had to grip his stick hard to keep himself from actually smashing it against the floor, or the defender. Or Patel's head. This was only his third game with the Hell’s Flames, and he hadn’t scored yet. He had to prove he was doing good work here, or they might decide to send him back to the reserves. Or trade him. 

He couldn't handle another move; he had barely made it through the last one.

***
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HIS SIZE COULD BE OVERLOOKED, the real deal breaker was that Carry was an omega and according to popular belief, he should have been dreaming of babies, nurseries, and worrying about colour schemes. When he had been drafted for a professional team; people had congratulated him on using classic omega stubbornness to accomplish a goal as different from parenthood as a contact sport. That was stupid enough, but it was only the beginning of throwaway comments and off-colour jokes about omegas craving physical contact, and about how the Trinity Titans had taken him in because they had an alpha captain Carry would instinctively do anything to please.

Still, Carry had known to count his blessings: the Trójcy Tytanowi were mid-listers in the league, but more importantly, they’d made it clear right away they’d recruited him for his exceptional speed and stuck to it. There had been stupid questions the couple of times it had been his turn to talk to the press, but nothing unusual—it hadn't been a publicity stunt like he had been warned might happen. The Titans had wanted him, Cartwright Johnson, the fastest forward in the youth league. By the end of training camp, he had been called up to play with the team. It was probably because the Titans didn't have any alphas in their management, even though alphas 'naturally' excelled at a sport as aggressive and domineering as hockey and tended to enjoy it so much that they hung about after their glory years as players were over. 

Even with how common alphas were, most players—like most people—were betas, and betas tended to assume omegas were one of them unless told otherwise. Alphas—who were taught to be commanding and assertive—were harder to overlook, but people who were raised to be quiet and unobtrusive weren't a particular concern if you were anosmic and couldn't smell they were possessors of a very particular genetic variation. 

Carry liked betas just fine. Sometimes he thought being surrounded by them was a bit like being alone. But that suited him fine. Alphas tended to assume they had to take care of him, and he didn't want anybody's protection or pity. If the alternative was being alone, he'd take it.

Of course, that had only lasted so long because the Titans did have two alphas on the team itself. Unsurprisingly, one of them was Captain Jack Lerroux, a thirty-five-year-old veteran. The guy exuded such a strong air of self-confidence that Carry had barely kept himself from flinching when they’d shook hands—a modern take on protocol he’d have rather not participated in and couldn’t get out of without looking like a prude. The Titans’ Captain turned out to be alright, though, maybe because he was so sure of himself he felt the least he could do was be a real gentleman about the fact that he was a hockey superstar, adored by both his team and the public, and happily bonded and with his third kid on the way. People who were that lucky didn't have any bones to pick, Carry guessed. He'd never had any issues with Lerroux, but then again, a bonded alpha might think an omega who wasn’t his mate was easy on the eyes, but they wouldn’t be affected by the omega’s pheromones or his touch.

Not that Carry thought his former captain had given his existence outside the ice a single thought—in all likelihood, they wouldn’t have been compatible even if Lerroux had been unbonded. Carry figured his genetic make-up had to be quite particular because it was rare for him to find an alpha whose scent he was enticed by.

Of course, he hadn’t needed scent to notice the other alpha on the Titan’s roster, Ali Puccio...

***
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AND NOW HE WAS HERE, with a new centre who didn’t see his passes coming, in a new city, and— 

Their line was called out and Avali's sent in. Carry kept his gaze and attention firmly on the empty bench, where at least he could rest a little.

It took him a moment to process that Patel wasn't cursing the referee for stopping the game but speaking to him.

Carry actually looked away from the game to stare at him. “What?”

“That pass was a beauty,” Patel commented ruefully. “But you are just so freaking fast, man. Sometimes it's like you teleport or something.”

“Thanks,” Carry told him, feeling like he was letting him down by not teasing him somehow, but he didn't know Patel that well and he was very much not ready to joke about Patel wasting his shot. If he had seen it was beautiful, why hadn't he used it to score? “Next time,” he added, trying to be friendly. 

Patel seemed to take his awkwardness in the spirit in which it was intended, and they both went back to watching the game. The Northern Storms had just loss possession to, who else, Keenan Avali. He sped through the ice, a fast player in his own right even if he was not quite as fast as Carry, the puck stuck to his stick as if magnetically attached. 

His handling was impressive even in practice, during a game it was like he didn't even have to think about where the puck was for his stick to find it, for his body to follow, putting itself between the puck and his rivals as if out of some protective instinct. Journalists talked about Avali's protective posture, but when they called him a typically alpha, there was always some sign that they were joking and they thought it was kind of cool that Avali was using his instincts to win.

And win he did. He scored another goal, the last one of the game and the fourth the Northern's goalie had let through. Avali had scored twice, and his linemates once each. And Carry not at all. Neither had either of his own linemates and Patel and Diego were both more experienced players. It was obvious their line wasn't working, but the coaches hadn't wanted to mess with the perfect formula that was Siuf Bauer, Keenan Avali and Thomas Kiau. 

Carry knew he was in no position to make demands of the Flames. He was new and he hadn't earned it, but it was driving him crazy—it was torture to play a team sport with a line who couldn't read you. It wasn’t their fault, they were both good players, but they’d lost their centre to an injury and it had been decided Patel could do it instead.

Carry respectfully disagreed.

He closed his locker and threw his uniform onto the rapidly growing pile in the corner of the changing room while trying to come up with something on TV he really wanted to watch when he got back to his flat. But he’d run out of episodes of Spinning during the hellish month of trade negotiations. He’d needed it too badly to ration it. Sadly, fiction couldn't keep up with the awfulness of Carry's reality any more than he could. 

“You coming out with us?” Patel asked from where he was pushing something into his own locker.

Carry glanced his way, already shaking his head. “Nah, just—" He waved his hand around to give some weight to his rather poor excuse. "Just tired, you know.”

Patel nodded. “You will get used to it soon,” he promised with a sympathetic smile.

Carry shrugged, unable to come up with anything to say that wasn't offensive or dismissive. He didn't need to get used to hockey: he had taught himself to play until his body couldn't hold him upright a long time ago, and a month off hadn't changed that. He had kept up with his training. In fact, he had been so antsy he had added reps to the point where he’d needed to take a day off for fear that he had pulled a muscle in his right arm. Anyway, it wasn't stamina that he was low on, but spirits.

He wanted to feel like he belonged on the ice, like he was meant to be there. He knew he was, but when he wasn't scoring, surrounded by a team that wasn't really his, it just got hard to remember, to believe.

Patel wished him a good night and a couple of other guys nodded, Kiau gently patting his shoulder as he walked by. Carry hated the gentleness; nobody had been gentle with him in the Titans, not even the alphas. Did they forget he played the same contact sport where people ended up concussed and with broken bones all the time? Players had died on the ice; why did Carry need gentle pats instead of the rough noogies and pushes everybody else got from teammates?

He didn't, of course, but it wasn't like people ever listened to what Carry told them he needed. If he wanted something, he had to take it. And right then, what he needed was to be alone with a beer and a show and decompress.

At least nobody expected him to talk to the press anymore.
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​Chapter 2: Keenan 
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For a second, Keenan thought he must have drunk too much the previous night and this was an alcohol-fuelled hallucination, then he blinked and Coach Hernandez was still standing there looking expectantly at him. 

He nodded; gaze firmly planted on the wall opposite and nowhere near the cloud of lemon tinged sweetness that was his least favourite teammate. Linemate. At least for this practice. The coaches wanted to try them out together, as if it wasn't obviously a terrible idea, as if they hadn't asked Keenan if he could handle having an omega on the team before making an offer for Johnson.

Keenan, damn his pride and his principles both, had said yes. He didn't know why the kid was getting traded, but someone that talented and that young shouldn't go to waste. He deserved a second chance.

He wasn't naïve not to know a lot of alphas wouldn't give it to him. But whatever Johnson thought, not all alphas were the same. And, after all, Johnson was a man and Keenan was only interested in women. It had been easy to be generous.

And now karma was laughing in his face because not only did Johnson's scent mean that they were compatible to some extent, but the coaches were considering breaking their best line to give the new kid a chance to shine. It was criminal that Mike and Diego were wasting most of Johnson's passes, sure, but that didn't mean Keenan could play on the same ice as Johnson and perform. He didn’t see how he could deal with the distraction of Johnson's subtly shifting scent when he was trying to do his job and score. 

Like right now, Johnson's scent was going from unpleasantly surprised—acidic—to the cold determination that characterised him on the ice. It was even more unnerving because he looked so bloody innocent—his blond hair flopping messily over his forehead as he tilted his head to the side to listen to Coach Hernandez’s instructions—a sweet-faced angel, really... until one saw the cold fire burning in his eyes. But most people must not have been looking.

And then they were on the ice together facing Mike, Diego and Siuf. At least Thomas still had his right. Keenan tried and failed to fake a right—Mike knew him too well to fall for it and took the puck from him. The guy was a sweetheart off the ice, but his bulk, more befitting a defender than a centre forward, kept Keenan straining to keep up even with speed on his side. Somehow, though, in the next thirty seconds, Johnson zoomed past on his left and stole the puck from Tyler.

Keenan had worried he'd lose track of the puck if he was focusing on Johnson—it had happened a couple of times while watching. But on the ice, his body had been trained to follow that little piece of rubber around as if his life depended on it for too long. In any case, for a lot of the game, Johnson had the puck and he was usually passing it to Keenan. Easy and smooth and coming exactly from where Keenan was expecting it because in a matter of minutes Johnson had become the easiest linemate to track in the history of his career. 

It was uncanny. 

He scored for a second time. Thomas’s assist, except it had been Johnson's play. He had met Keenan's eyes for a nanosecond and determined he was too well covered by the opposing defence to receive and moved on to their linemate without breaking stride. It had given Keenan a few seconds to get rid of Bobby and Morgan, just fast enough to get Thomas’s pass and push the puck into the net. It had almost been too easy. 

The coaches shouted something complimentary, words Keenan didn't quite catch. Or need. They were on fire. There were no words for what was happening to him... to them. He had never played like this with anybody before, not even with the linemates he had played with all the way through school.

Except there were some words: a lot of praise and then what they had all been thinking, what Keenan knew was true. They had to take this to the next game.

He hesitated before leaving the ice to get changed. If it had been a good game, he'd have said so. But how could he tell Johnson it was the best he had ever clicked with anybody on the ice in his life? 

Thomas knocked his gloved hand against his shoulder just hard enough to be felt through the padding. "Wow, man. What even!"

Keenan nodded and only then noticed he was grinning like a maniac. "Wow indeed." He returned Thomas’s friendly punch, then added, "Great pass." 

He was bracing himself to repeat the comment to Johnson, whose brief glances during the game had been the longest they had shared in the months of knowing each other. But before he had a chance, the rink's door clicked shut and he turned to see Johnson had walked out and closed it behind himself. The subtlest fuck you, but a clear one nonetheless.

Thomas raised his eyebrows at Keenan. "Bit of a temper, huh?"

Keenan shrugged. He didn't know what the guy's problem was; Keenan had just been taking a moment before thanking him as well. Couldn't he give him a minute before he started to slam doors and act like a total teenager?
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​Chapter 3: Cartwright 
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Their success at practice hadn't been a fluke; they really played together like they were born for it. 

It wasn't just that it took a player a certain speed to be able to handle Carry's during a busy game, or even that Avali was an instinctive strategist but also a good improviser. Carry had played with people suited to his own abilities before, and he had clicked with players before... He had even played with alphas, and he knew the way scent translated into being able to track each other better on the ice. That helped a lot when it came to passes, sure, but it didn't give you a precise location. It didn’t explain how Carry just knew. Or could he even call it that? Was it still knowing if he didn’t even have to think? 

Avali smelled nice enough, he supposed, but being attracted to an alpha he played with had never done anything except fuck up his life. No way was he doing that again, and it still didn’t explain anything.

He couldn’t explain it.

If it had a name, Carry hadn't got far enough into his sports science to know it. And he didn't just have a general idea about where Avali was; he felt like he could predict where Avali would be. Telepathy was bollocks; obviously, even bonded partners only had empathy, but... Carry knew they would win the moment Avali won the face off and slid the puck over to him without even looking. 

He made a point of skating around the Dragones de San Jorge’s winger before returning it just as Avali reached a perfect angle to shoot from. Avali caught it and turned, slotting it into the goal like it was nothing, like he hadn't even seen the Dragones’ defence. 

The crowd roared and Carry felt like his heart would explode in his chest. He loved playing home ice.

The next goal came equally easy, only Avali couldn't shoot so he sent it back to Thomas, who pretended to aim for goal and slid it smoothly to Carry instead. Carry didn't even remember aiming, it was like his arms had planned and executed the play without consulting his brain. He loved that feeling of being just a body perfectly trained for a task he could replicate with precision again and again.

He took the time to skate to Thomas and give him a solid pat on the back in thanks. As he skated past Avali, the thought crossed his mind to touch him as well. He could have, it was perfectly safe with padding, but then the game was on again.

They had slayed the Dragones. They weren't a great team to start with, but, all loyalty aside, neither were the Flames. They weren't meant to dominate so thoroughly when playing another team in the league. Even once their line went to sit out the next shift, the Flames were... well, on fire. 

They went in once again and by the time the game was over, Carry was sure he was only standing because he was too stiff to bend his limbs. Well, that and the celebratory group hug made it even more hazardous to let gravity win the eternal fight.

He leaned into his new team, enjoying their warmth, and even, perversely, the sweaty mass of bodies. It was ridiculous, but he'd missed it.

Of course, that’s why it was so dangerous.

***
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AT TWENTY-FOUR, ALI Puccio had been one of the Titans’ starting defenders and he hadn’t been shy about announcing his saves or ribbing his teammates. Carry hadn't felt anything but the usual apprehension when they'd first met, but he hadn't counted on how charming Ali could be.

He wasn’t obvious about it, of course. He couldn’t be, protocol demanded that he let Carry initiate any non-professional interaction between them, for one. But protocol was a set of guidelines, not laws. The alpha hadn’t spoken to him at first, but there was nothing against him sharing that he was from Naples when Carry’s Italian team came up. It was a little more daring for him to start greeting Carry in Italian until Carry had responded, a little unsure of his own accent but willing to give it a shot. He had been so sure he was with the Titans to stay that he’d started to study Polish in his spare time—though he could have easily lived there and used sign language, most players did—and he didn’t want to forget what he’d learned in the two years he had been in Italy playing for the Vulcans.

Ali and he weren’t even compatible, and they were always in public. What was the harm?

Ali didn’t try to get him alone or anything shifty like that, but he did choose a chair across from him when the team went out to dinner, and he did glance his way as he told a joke, as if to check Carry’s reaction. At first, Carry had just watched him slant smiles his way and sneak looks and pretended he didn’t catch his scent flaring with interest.

He wasn’t meant to respond, not when he had no intention of following through—and when following through would have meant formal courting and a bond that would almost certainly prevent him from playing... Well, it was an easy choice. But it was hard not to notice how dark and thick Ali’s eyelashes were, or to miss the lines of his back when he walked by half-naked in the changing room. 

Ali's fellow defender Harry Villiers had been happy to watch them flirt over dinners with the team and video games marathons and nobody else had said anything. There wasn't anything to say, really. Ali was an alpha and Carry was an omega, but they were professionals and they were on hormone suppressants. Those mostly prevented Carry from going into heat even if he came across a compatible alpha, as long as he took the summers off and let his body catch up with its stupid conviction that it needed to produce children or they’d go extinct. 

He and Ali were just relieving tension, reminding themselves there could be something not because they wanted there to be, but because they wanted the option to be there when they decided they’d had enough of hockey.

Except maybe it hadn't been quite like that: Carry had been only eighteen, and Krakow had been a new city far from the English country state where he’d grown up, and farther still from the Italian reserves team that’d taken him on when he’d been not yet sixteen. He was still stinging from their decision not to offer him a place in their professional team’s line-up once he’d aged out of youth league.

He knew he was good enough, and the Titans had seen it too.

It didn’t mean they liked him, he knew that, but...

He had been having heats for three years, but he’d never had sex before—not even with a beta. And he’d wanted to. He’d wondered what someone else’s hands on his skin would be like, what a kiss could turn into if he followed through with it, whether the weight of a body on top of his would feel as right as everyone promised.

Puccio had only told Villiers.

But Villiers must have told someone else. 

Less than a month after losing his virginity, Carry had got the call about getting traded. His agent hadn't said it in so many words, but the message was clear: the team didn’t want to bet on an omega that would risk getting publicly shamed and drag his team through the mud in the process.

The Titans had done one last thing for him, and that was to keep it quiet.

They must have or the Hell Flames would have never agreed to take him on, much less put him on a line with an unmated alpha.
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​Chapter 4: Keenan 
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He was groggy but he picked up his mobile anyway when he recognized his mum’s ringtone.

“Hi, sweetie, are you coming tonight?” she asked. She wasn't a fan of small talk.

His stomach fell. Tonight was...

“Ugh, I completely forgot,” he admitted, gut twisting with guilt when his brain helpfully reminded him of the occasion—three days too late for him to do anything about it. “I’m in France,” he added, realising the irony. Tzeera lived in Toulouse and had planned to spend the week in London with him and his parents to celebrate their anniversary. “I’m so sorry! I have a game in an hour. I... I don’t know why I didn’t realise it was—”

His mother shushed him. “It’s fine, we know it’s work. Tzeera won’t... Well, she’ll understand.”

Keenan didn’t doubt that his sister, the precocious workaholic, would accept his excuses for missing their parents’ anniversary dinner. “No, I know, but I wanted to see her. See you guys.”

“We’ll plan ahead next time, sweetie,” she told him kindly, as if she’d moved the date somehow this time. “It’s fine; we’ll have dinner with your sister, then have a nice weekend to ourselves. It is our anniversary, after all,” she added with a teasing lilt. “You can stop by when you’re back in England. Bring us some brioche.”

Keenan snorted out a laugh. “That’s gonna have to be a lot of brioche...”

He supposed she was right, even if normally all four of them went to dinner together to celebrate. His parents were the kind of married and bonded that made people ask if they were a one true pair. It was hardly a shocking idea with the way his dad would sometimes glance up as if he could hear his mum across the house, or how she’d smile out of turn in the middle of a conversation as she got a spike from something pleasant happening to him elsewhere.

His dad wore a pendant instead of a collar to symbolize their union, a clear glass cylinder with a lock of brilliant dark hair in it—untouched by time. His mum didn’t bother hiding the grey in her long thick locks, but it didn’t matter, all it took was for her to walk into a room for every person in it to know.

Bonded couples were always a little out in their own world, sure, but mostly when they were in the same room together. His parents... well, Keenan was equally charmed and jealous. He had no problem admitting that; he loved them both and he knew without a shadow of a doubt that they loved him, but he wasn’t the centre of either of their worlds. He didn’t want to be, not really, he wanted— He wanted what he couldn’t have.

He rubbed his forehead, leaning against the hotel bathroom countertop—his mum had caught him in the middle of washing his face after his pre-game nap—and apologized one more time. “Sorry, I gotta go, I only have...” He glanced around for the time only to be reminded the French considered timepieces in bathrooms in poor taste.

“Go!” she said. “Love you, sweetie.”

She hung up on him; in her habit of being cruel to be kind. Keenan took a couple of minutes he probably needed to lace up his skates to send his dad a congratulatory text—he knew the apology would not be needed, or wanted—and his sister a promise to treat her to a meal of her choice next time they were both in London.

***
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"WHAT'S WRONG WITH YOU and Johnson?" Sven demanded as soon as they were alone in the locker room after the game. The press had kept them back while the others showered.

Sven must have been thinking about this for a while because there had been nothing wrong with Johnson and him on the ice today; they’d just wiped the ice with the Flickering Fireflies.

Keenan shrugged. He knew he had messed up at practice when he hadn't got around to telling Johnson he'd done well. It was Keenan's place to hand out praise as the older, more experienced player and he couldn't deny it. But Johnson had made it very clear he did not want to be anywhere near Keenan off the ice, even without protocol, Keenan preferred to respect people’s wishes. 

"I wouldn't know, I haven't exchanged a single word with him," he told his captain.

"What? Seriously?" Sven's English sounded strangely young when he was annoyed, like he had never learned how adults fought in the language. It wasn't that strange, his mate was Swedish too and it didn't look like they argued much anyway. "He's pretty shy, but... I don't think it's the alpha thing, he's been fine with me."

Keenan winced. If it wasn’t an alpha thing, then it was Keenan in particular Johnson had taken issue with. “I just... he keeps his distance."

"So you have tried to talk to him and he's refused to answer?" Sven asked, clearly sceptical.

"Well, no... He didn't seem like he wanted me to. You know how it is, I didn't want to..." He waved a hand around meaninglessly because that was about as useful as anything he could say to the other alpha about how difficult it was to figure out what they could and couldn't say to an omega without breaking protocol. 

In school, they'd just told them to err on the side of caution. If an omega avoided you, you let them have their space.

Sven huffed, sounding like the eight years between them were twenty. “Keenan, you didn't get that A for your goals. You are a cool dude. Could you possibly act like it around this guy you like?"

"What?" Keenan asked. It came out too loud and he gritted his teeth to hiss the rest, "Because he's an omega I have to have the hots for him? I'm monosexual."

Sven was an alpha himself, so it was a pretty stupid thing to say. Alphas weren't attracted to all omegas, and Sven—even eight years bonded—knew it perfectly well. But it was all the more impossible in Keenan’s case and, like most people, Sven didn't take Keenan seriously when he said he was only attracted to women. 

"Great," Sven said, and clapped his hands together. "Then you have no reason to treat him differently."

"No," Keenan conceded.

It was an effort to give way in front of another alpha that way, but he trusted Sven, and he couldn’t really argue that he hadn't been treating Johnson differently. Maybe it hadn't been his brightest move to assume leaving his omega teammate alone would make him feel safer. He should at least have reassessed the situation when Johnson hadn’t warmed up to him a single degree even after he had been moved to Keenan’s line permanently.

He wasn't too much of an alpha to admit he'd made a mistake. He was a professional hockey player, he knew it took hard work to improve and he wasn't afraid to put in the time. 

"I'm glad to hear," Sven replied smugly. "You better hurry up and shower or he'll leave us to celebrate alone again."

***
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"JOHNSON," HE SAID. 

The changing room was crowded, but Johnson was always the first to leave, so Keenan couldn't wait. The guys glanced his way, but he couldn't blame them much, he was talking from halfway across the room. 

He hadn't felt he could walk any closer without Johnson acknowledging him first. Alphas weren't meant to touch omegas uninvited, or even look like they might. But he could have stood closer without breaking protocol. He might have, if Johnson hadn’t made him feel so self-conscious at first sniff, if he hadn’t felt... well, an emotion, something too strong to feel for a teammate. 

Johnson looked up at him, eyes clear as blown glass and just as cutting, his dark eyelashes making them seem even lighter. He seemed unaffected by the need to look down and appear submissive that was typical of omegas.

"Good game," Keenan said clumsily, swallowing hard. Johnson kept staring until the door closed behind someone, the sound shocking him free from his trance. 

"Same," was all he said, so short Keenan couldn't even describe his tone. And then Thomas dropped next to him on the bench like it was nothing, Johnson turned to their right winger, clearly startled, and Keenan was equally surprised even though Thomas was half undressed and clearly couldn't have approached that stealthily. "Are you guys for real? Good game? Same? That was fucking amazing!"

He shook his head, then put his massive paw on Johnson and shook him as well. Johnson was a great player, but he must have been literally half of Thomas’s weight; so he looked like a doll in the hands of an excitable child. That is, he did until he turned around and gave Thomas a serious shove back. 

"Quit it, I don't want to lose any more teeth," this was gruff but not mean. The hit probably hadn't hurt through the pads he still wore.

"Oh, you mean someone hit someone as pretty as you in the face?" Thomas ribbed.

Johnson turned to him and opened his mouth, signalling to the right side before closing it to explain, "Half of that row is porcelain."

"So you still need to brush them," Keenan heard himself say and Johnson turned his way to give him such a weird look he couldn't tell which of them had made Thomas snort with laughter. 

"What the hell?" Johnson asked. "You still need to clean fakes, it's not like you stop eating!"

Keenan shrugged, hoping to avoid saying something else stupid.

"Now I'm really hoping you don't have any," Johnson added, still looking horrified. So much so that it made Keenan crack a smile.

"He does!" Siuf chipped in from behind him.

"Just a molar," Keenan said.

"Yes," Thomas agreed, dropping his pads. "But do you brush it?"

Keenan rolled his eyes and stepped away, pulling his jersey over his head as he went. "It's in the middle of my mouth, what do you think?" Pulling his pads and undershirt off was a mistake, though, because it got the whistling started.

"You are purple, man," Morgan commented from beside him on the bench farthest from Johnson. He might have needed to change in the same space with an omega, but he was willing to find into the most comfortable spot for that. But even with a whole room between them, he could feel Johnson's alarm—a little tinge of sourness in the sweet caramel of his natural scent—and knew he was looking.

He waved off the comment and the unspoken concern both. "I bruise easy. Too much Caucasian," he explained. 

It could be true, technically, he didn’t know where one of his maternal grandparents had been from—there was only one person listed on his mum’s birth certificate and that person had given her up for adoption when she had been two. Everyone he did know in his family was a South Indian export and he certainly looked the part himself.

In his case, it was more like too many hockey accidents: he'd had a broken arm last summer so he hadn't bothered finding anywhere sunny for his holiday—he'd learned sand in a cast was a bitch as a child and never forgotten. It didn't look great on skin meant to be exposed regularly to the sun like his, though. He was still darker than Thomas—white blonde hair and eyelids almost transparent and laughing uproariously at this. "If that's what you have to tell yourself..."

"Oh, you shouldn't tease him about his delicate skin," Johnson said then, and Avali thought he was perfectly in earnest until he turned and saw the wicked curve of his reddened lips. Did he bite them? “You might bruise his ego.” 

The rest of the guys got it about then, too, because after a shocked silence—Johnson never joked in the locker room—laughter erupted throughout the room like a wave. 

Johnson's smile curved further, his scent sweet, and Keenan had to turn his face to hide his own.
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​Chapter 5: Cartwright
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It was a heady feeling to have the guys laugh with him, so when Thomas raised his eyebrows and dared him, “Running away?” he blinked in a way he knew made his eyes look huge and asked in the most innocent voice he could muster, “Me?”

Moliere snorted water out of his nose at that, and Carry didn't even feel uncomfortable about the curious glance Avali slanted his way.

He should have been more careful with how much he drank, though, because he hadn't intended to get as friendly with Thomas’s shoulder as he was two hours later. He apologized and Thomas laughed at him. “You have said sorry like ten times already! Forget it, it's not like I can even feel you, you’re like a feather.”

He was used to being teased about being small, not that 5.8’ was small in the real world, just in hockey. He had stopped assuming guys meant anything by it a long time ago after a coach had sat him down and explained that being small and fast was his trademark, and although he should definitely eat to bulk up, he didn't need to worry about that.

So he slumped over Thomas’s shoulder, listening to familiar conversations in new voices, losing track of one when a word or name made his attention wander to another.

There was one thing about being drunk he liked, though: it made the world fuzzy enough that he wasn't unconsciously tracking Avali among the group.

It was only when a glass of water was deposited in front of him and he looked up into Avali's dark eyes that he became aware that he was still there at all. He didn't look away fast enough, and then he couldn't at all.

“Drink this,” Avali said and Carry's hand was closing around the glass without a single thought. The cold water seemed to wake him up a little, but Avali was already leaving, not giving Carry a chance to decide how he felt before there was nothing to do about it anyway.

Later, Santiago and Thomas walked him up to his hotel room. They'd got him some chicken wings, but he still felt pretty droopy. It was the first time he had allowed himself to drink since the trade talk had begun and he had taken a bottle of sake and drank until he could drink no more. Alone and with nobody expecting him anywhere in the morning.

He hadn't been trying to die; he had just stopped trying not to. And in the morning, with the sunlight pouring over his eyes like acid... the future hadn't seemed any better, but he had discovered that he was more afraid of not having one.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, THOMAS knocked on his door ridiculously early and dragged him to the café across the street, where Moliere waved from the table he was sharing with Schvills.

His right-winger made him sit in a relatively dark corner of the room before catching the attention of the waiter across the room with nothing but his smile. He ordered them both hearty breakfasts in rapid sign while Carry was still squinting at the clock in the opposite wall.

And then there was coffee and he could close his eyes and relax.

This time was different. He was happy and he wasn't alone, even if he was lonely as hell and he hadn't got to rest his hangover. Thomas didn’t bother him while he filled his stomach with soft croissants and fresh fruit, and he was almost ready when the door open and what sounded like half the team walked into their safe haven.

He wanted silence, instead he got a buck load of teasing from his teammates, like suddenly they knew he could take it. It had only taken one evening out to make them feel he was one of them.

It hurt to be around people, and not just because their voices felt like nails digging into his eardrums, but... it was the pain of learning to walk after breaking his leg when he was eight. He had needed to move again, and he needed this, too.

He didn't need them. He could do with anybody, really, but they were his team now and they were welcoming him. It was not going to be a friendship for the legends, and it didn't need to be. It was enough that they worked on the ice, and then could extend that a little to talking about hockey, sharing food and drink, and just the company of someone familiar during trips. It wasn't little, not to be always alone, even if that made the loneliness all the worse.

He could cope with the loneliness; he didn't really have a choice. And as long as he kept his distance from Avali, he could cope with the company, too.
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​Chapter 6: Keenan
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For a long time, he hadn’t known he was different. He’d experienced his first crush when he was seven and ended up breaking his arm trying to play Tarzan to impress her. After that, it had always been girls, but what of it? He had been just a kid and if long hair turned his head, no one thought anything of it. They’d kept not thinking anything of it well into his teenage years. In fact, had it not been for the fact that hockey was so heavily male-dominated, it might have taken him much longer to notice it was never the boys who made him stop to take a second look. 

It wasn’t supposed to matter. Some people could have biological kids together and some couldn’t, but it wasn’t like the world was running short on people. Keenan’s mum had been adopted and she was as much part of her family as her siblings.

But for all nobody had much minded who he was looking at, his hard work on the ice paid off eventually and other people started noticing him. At fifteen, he’d rolled his eyes at the raised eyebrows and exaggerated once-overs he got from his teammates. He hadn’t taken the looks any more seriously than he’d taken any other comments made in jest.

It was just teasing, and if they asked, he could just say no.

But they didn’t ask. Asking was too silly or shameful, maybe, because one of the only boys in the team who was bigger than him waited around in the locker room after a game and shoved him against a wall instead, pressing their mouths together and kissing him hard and dirty.

Keenan had frozen, too shocked to process what was happening. He had never even talked to Leo before and now the other boy’s hands were on the bare skin of his back, tugging him close. He jumped when he felt the other’s cock bump against his thigh and it was only then that it landed on him that he was trapped. He pushed at Leo’s shoulders, but got just a grunt in response. He tried again but Leo was bigger and stronger and he had no leverage to— He didn’t mean to bite him, just to turn his face away from the furious mouth trying to devour him.

It’d got the other boy to step back, at least. “What the fuck?” There was blood on his lip and he wiped it off and stared at Keenan incredulously. “What’s wrong with you?”

“You— Me?” Keenan demanded, his voice sounded rough. From the... He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and spat, “You jumped me!”

“So? What are you? A virgin omega?” The older boy snorted. “I’ve seen you looking, so don’t front, rookie.”

The statement was so untrue as to be difficult for Keenan to parse. “You have seen me looking at you?” He swallowed, then shook his head, pressing his shoulders back against the cold metal of the lockers like there was anywhere for him to go. He’d just got out of the shower and it hurt a little on his overheated skin, but it helped too. “That’s because you’re a great player, the best in the team except for the captain.”

Leo was still frowning but he seemed less inclined to punch Keenan. “Okay, so what gives? You ever blow someone?” he asked, taking a step closer again.

“No!” Keenan almost yelped. “I... I don’t... I don’t want to. It’s not you, it’s... I don’t want to...” he trailed off, because he didn’t want to, but he couldn’t have told the other boy why any more than he could have explained why he preferred dark chocolate ice cream over coconut.

“Are you one of those religious nutjobs who think sex is only for reproduction?” Leo asked all of a sudden and took a step back, grimacing.

Keenan had never heard of said nutjobs, but then again, he’d never heard of this. He could see was objectively very attractive and he knew another person’s touch felt better than his own, but he just... He didn’t want it.

It made no sense, but since it was true and he had been taught about consent at length, he met his teammate’s eyes and said it clearly, “I don’t want to kiss you. I’m sorry you got the wrong impression,” he added for the sake of team harmony.

The other boy had snorted and turned away. “Whatever, your loss!”

That had been the first time, but not the last.

***
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ON THE ICE, KEENAN found he could ease into talking to Johnson. First they had a perfect conversation without words while they played. Then once they got to the bench, Thomas started them off complimenting one or the other, and then it was natural enough to respond in kind.

Except that was as far as they got; they couldn't keep it up outside the rink. Keenan could be around Johnson and the team as long as they didn't interact directly for prolonged periods of time, but anything more than a couple of minutes and he became an awkward mess. Not that Johnson's own monosyllabic responses and blank face helped matters. On the ice, as long as thing were going well, he was caramel ice cream, and off the ice, he’d relaxed enough to smile—sometimes even joke—but all it took was for Keenan to look at him and he’d turn into a fucking iceberg.

It was nothing like the way he smelled when he was determined to score, cold like a storm about to raze everything to the ground, but closer to a wall—unmoving and unfeeling.

Like he thought any overture that wasn't clearly about their work would be taken as an invitation to... What? Alphas were meant to give omegas space unless the omega spoke to them first—Keenan had certainly never talked to Johnson about anything not hockey-related... It made Keenan wonder what had happened to him at his old team. Not that they all didn't wonder anyway; they were just too polite to even hint about it to Johnson himself—even now that he’d opened up enough around them to go out for the occasional drink. 

Still, on the ice, it worked well enough. 

Until it didn't. 

It was morning practice, a couple of days after they’d won their last away game, and there was absolutely no reason for Johnson’s pass to go wide. Keenan scrambled after the puck and lost it to Mike, who got it to Siuf before he could catch up. Thomas managed to get between them, and Johnson just about managed to bring it back to the opposite goal. Keenan was waiting and even with Bobby on him, it should not have been an issue, but somehow, he thought Johnson was going for a curve when and he shot straight instead. Keenan fumbled the reception—badly enough Bobby got it off him and sent it down the ice. 

He growled, frustrated and shook himself, inhaling once before following the puck.

It didn’t make any sense; Johnson had always been so easy to read, and yet half an hour later Keenan found himself accepting Santiago’s good natured ribbing. It wasn’t like their line never lost, with Bobby, Morgan and Sven on the opposite side, their superior offence was countered by their experienced blocking. But this time, Keenan knew they hadn’t made them work for it—this wasn’t a credit to Sven’s goal-keeping or the d-men’s slightly disturbing synchronicity; this was Keenan, Thomas and Johnson’s line falling to pieces. 

His right winger caught up with him on the way to the changing room. “You need to look at me, too,” he said, and Keenan flinched.

“What?”

Thomas shot him a puzzled look. “You were looking at Johnson for most of the game. Like... Not sure why? You two are normally so good at just knowing where the other is.”

They were. Keenan swallowed, trying to come up with an answer that made sense when he hadn’t even noticed he’d been doing it. “Sorry,” he settled for. “Not sure what’s going on. I’ll sort it out.”

Thomas nodded, then patted him gently on the shoulder before taking a seat and starting to unlace his skates with a groan of relief. “No problem.”

He’d been right; he found out that afternoon, once Keenan made the effort to track Thomas on the ice, it was easy enough to make their passes connect. But that didn’t fix a single thing with Johnson. Part of it was how damned fast the man was, part of it was that Keenan kept looking away from him. He’d never noticed before, but then again, it had never been a problem before. Had he been shying away from his linemate all along or was this new?

Johnson was just as unhappy about it as he was, and he wasn’t shy about glaring at Keenan. But that didn’t make it any more permissible for Keenan to speak to him first. 

They didn't talk about it outside practice, not even with Thomas. Keenan didn't see how anything had changed, so how he could do anything to change things back?

***
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AND THEN, STUPIDLY, they took the whole mess to a game. And they lost. 

Keenan already felt like shit, and when Coach Sari kept them back after practice the following day, he knew he deserved it. Thomas stayed, too, although Keenan couldn't say whether that was actually good because the first thing Coach noticed was that her centre and her left winger weren't talking to each other directly.

Coach Sari didn't mince words; she turned to Thomas and demanded, "Is it always like this?"

Thomas shrugged. "Well, you know..." He wasn't throwing them under the bus, but he didn't want to lie to his coach either, Keenan got it. "We manage."

"You don't manage," Coach argued, "that's why we are here!"

She tilted her head at Johnson and they went to talk by the benches, too quiet to hear from the ice but not far enough that the sudden acidic turn of Johnson's scent wasn't obvious to Keenan anyway. Or the way it suddenly turned chilly when Johnson nodded at coach and turned towards the ice.

Keenan watched him approach with a sense of unreality, until Johnson stopped right in front of him, closer than he’d ever been before—as Keenan’s buzzing senses informed him.

"I think we need to practice one on one, Avali," Johnson declared, meeting his eyes like it was nothing. Keenan gulped, but he made himself nod. He didn't think Johnson had ever said his name before. He couldn't quite explain why it should have mattered.

He didn't expect the way Johnson met his gaze again once they were closer to the goal, either, and couldn't keep his eyes from skittering away. He shoved his helmet on and wished for a visor. Why had he stopped playing rugby, again?

Johnson seemed like an entirely new person. He was being professional, Keenan guessed, but he'd never seen him this approachable with the guys he clearly liked, like Thomas. 

"If you take goal for a while," he suggested. "I'll shoot. We can switch up later."

It was a pretty solid idea, Keenan realised as he skated back to the bench to get the proper gear; it would keep them physically far away from each other while still practicing together. But it wasn't enough, Johnson's scent and the fear of what his own might reveal left him out of sorts. With someone else, he could have faked it, but Johnson was one of the best players in the team and had the makings of a star in the league. And Keenan wasn't a goalie.

He scored on Keenan thrice in a row like it was nothing. He didn't know what was wrong with him: he wasn't a good goalie, too skittish for it, but he'd never been bad, and he didn’t think Johnson had been making that much of an effort. The omega didn't aim for a fourth; instead he skated over so fast a cloud of ice dust followed in his wake.

"What are you doing?" he asked, spitting it out with his mouth protector.

"I—I'm not good at goal," Keenan said uncertainly. And why should he feel so uncertain in front of an omega? Shouldn’t it have been the opposite?

Johnson's incredulous look could have wiped out several minor experiences. "You are not—" He cut himself off, smelling like smoke and close enough Keenan had to suppress the urge to search for whatever was burning. Johnson didn’t suppress his own urges for long, "What is your deal? Did you just suddenly remember I'm an omega after four perfect games?"

Keenan stared at him, trapped between him and the goal at his back. "What's that got to do with anything?"

"What—?" Johnson's fury was volcanic. He didn’t just smell like burning, but like whatever was on fire was also extremely poisonous. Keenan’s brain struggled to make sense of that for a moment, and then it just clicked: he wasn't just angry, he was hurt. "Are you seriously going to try to tell me you don't care? Like I don't know you think I shouldn't play?"

"I don't think that!" Keenan snapped back, for the first time feeling on firmer ice. "Just because you have had some issues with alphas, it doesn't mean—"

"What would you know about my issues with alphas?" Johnson interrupted, breaking about half the protocol with one sentence and not seeming to care. To Keenan’s irritation, the defiance didn’t seem to require any effort.

"Anybody can tell you have issues with alphas," he replied, doing his best not to let Johnson's emotions pull him along into a meltdown. He exhaled through his nose, trying to get rid of Johnson’s poisonous scent.

"How do you know I don't have issues with you?" The omega sneered at Keenan and the accompanying disdain in the air made Keenan tense despite his best intentions to remain calm.

"With me?” he asked, genuinely confused. “I have barely even looked at you outside the ice!"

Johnson snorted. "And you think that's a good thing?"

Keenan opened his mouth, then closed it again. "Any time I as much as glance your way you... your scent goes all awful," he explained haltingly. "I thought you'd want me to leave you alone. And it's protocol."

Johnson exhaled shakily. "I wish you could leave me alone," he said with raw honesty, soft and defeated. Keenan stumbled in place, the instinct to give him space so overpowering he forgot for a moment that he was still inside the netted goal area and there was nowhere for him to go.

Johnson’s eyes flashed and with his usual speed he skated closer still. On pure instinct, Keenan backed himself right into the rink wall behind him, almost falling when the back of his skates got tangled in the net. He didn’t fall, but he was wobbly enough he didn’t have time to react when Johnson reached out and took hold of his undone chin strap. 

Keenan froze in place like he’d been hit by lightning, and Johnson took advantage of his surprise to tug his head down enough to touch his cheek with his lips. Skin to bare skin. 

A kiss. 

It flashed through Keenan’s body like a surge of heat and power, so intense he had to clench his eyes shut for a moment. It was over in a second, but it sent a wave of longing so strong through him that when he blinked his eyes open again, he found his right hand was extended to reach for Johnson.

The omega wasn’t there, though, he’d already picked up his discarded stick, like— 

Rational thought returned, reality shocking him yet again. Thoughts that weren't about the softness of Johnson’s lips, or the way his scent had seemed to grow more intense when he'd been pressed up close... It wasn’t— Johnson was a man. Keenan had never—

Keenan didn’t feel sexually attracted to men. And Johnson wouldn’t have done it if he’d felt attracted to Keenan himself.

A family kiss was the exact opposite of an invitation to pursue an omega romantically. It was an omega telling an alpha they were family and there was no need for the more formal of protocolary expectations. The kind of kiss you gave your uncles and aunts and maybe cousins if you were far apart in age or you weren't compatible at all. 

He met Johnson's clear blue gaze across the ice. The omega seemed indifferent to what he had just done, smelling of ice with barely an undertone of his sweetness. But it was an act, Keenan understood now. He was keeping back his real feelings. He must have learned to control his scent to some extent, probably to be able to play on the ice with the many alphas in the league.

Keenan’s mind was still reeling, and Johnson could just... Could he just shut it down? Or... Maybe he didn’t need to, because he’d known. Now that he’d felt it so clearly, Keenan couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed before. Of course they were compatible, why else would Johnson smell so sweetly to him? He’d assumed... Well, he’d just never heard of being compatible with someone you weren’t sexually attracted to, but it was obviously possible. And Johnson...

Johnson must have known. 

He swallowed, watching him leave the ice. He had to know protocol had no effect on hormones. Had the way he closed himself off prevented him from noticing Keenan’s scent somehow? Except he’d read Keenan loud and clear during games, so...

He didn’t get Johnson at all, and it wasn’t because he was an omega. It was because he made no sense. One minute, he gave Keenan a family kiss so they could relax around each other, the next he stormed out in a rage. He seemed to hate Keenan, but on the ice, when he allowed himself to open up, they connected passes blind like they’d been doing it all their lives—like it was what they were meant for.

And for all Keenan was the alpha and supposedly the one in charge, he was once again left waiting for Johnson to tell him what to do.
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“There!” he spat at the rapidly blushing cheeks of his centre forward. The alpha looked like he'd been hit hard over the head and smelled like he'd got a snog instead of a chaste brush of Carry's lips. He was—

There was no way Carry could meet his eyes, maybe not ever again. But he couldn't stop talking because staying angry was the only thing keeping him from doing something much worse. “Now we’re family and you can stop treating me like I'm made of fucking glass!”

***
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IN RETROSPECT, THE kiss was a mistake. At the time it had seemed like he couldn't take it a second longer, that putting up with Avali's condescending alpha gentleness and no eye contact routine would literally make his head explode. A kiss on the cheek was standard, what you gave relatives in greeting and a way of letting an alpha acquaintance know you considered them as close as family and they could relax the protocol.

But it wasn't just that. Being touched had an effect on an alpha's instinctive deference for an omega's personal space. It made casual touching okay. And that was why you weren't meant to do it to someone you were compatible with, not until the late stages of courting.

It was explicit permission to touch you and often protocol was the only thing keeping the interactions between an alpha and an omega chaste.

It wasn't a problem here, of course. Avali wasn't going to do anything.

The problem was that touching him had made Carry realise something he would rather never had known. 

They weren't just compatible; they were a one true pair. 

If Carry had doubted the notion of perfect compatibility before, he didn’t now, but he’d been right anyway: there was no chance an accident of genetics could lead them to instantaneous and perfect happiness for ever and ever. As usual, they’d piled up so much romantic bullshit on top of a random scientific fact as to make the science itself suspect. 

What were the odds anyway? Carry wasn't even attracted to the purported fifth of the alphas he met, maybe one out of ten males, a couple of women that he could remember. And attraction didn’t guarantee they were compatible, just made it likely. 

One true pairs were the stuff of legends. For a long time, while humans lived in settled communities and didn't travel much, they had been more legend than anything. But in modern times people met their true pairs all the time, some alpha had gone on television and written a book because he had met three of his. The guy was an investor who travelled the continents weekly, though, and Carry had noticed that it hadn't been until the third person that he'd got bonded. But still, if you lived in a city, you most likely knew a couple who were a true pair, maybe even more than one. 

Carry had never cared about the whole one true pair thing, but he had received training in recognizing the signs like all omegas did. Back then, he had thought it was an even bigger waste of time than the rest of the training. After all, if it was really such a world-changing experience to meet someone with whom you were a 100% compatible, wouldn't you notice without training?

Except apparently not. Maybe that was why the signs were necessary, because if you didn't spot them and you didn't touch the alpha, which an omega was highly unlikely to do, then it wasn’t a world-changing experience at all. 

He’d made it home, but he still felt a little shaky.

If he’d had an inkling it was anything beyond attraction... By Hades, touching Avali had felt like being electrocuted by an orgasm. He was only grateful that he hadn't come in his pants, but he had pulled back from that single peck feeling dazed, barely able to dial down enough to function, and shouting at Avali to cover up the overwhelming arousal.

He’d turned on his heels and stormed off instead of simply fleeing, slamming the rink door for good measure. He only remembered his coach and Thomas had been watching them when he got to the changing room and by then it was too late to turn back. 

He was screwed and to make it just a little bit worse, he was going to get a reputation as a hysterical omega.
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It took a few days to become undeniable that Johnson's completely unprotocolary kiss had done something. The next time they met at the rink, the almost physical barrier Keenan had felt between them was gone. It made sharing space with him both easier and harder. Keenan didn’t have to constantly ensure they were far apart enough, but it also meant that the only thing keeping Keenan from touching Johnson now were civility and his attachment to his limbs. 

Johnson was helpful in that regard, at least. Off the ice, he was still cold as all hell and as closed up to anything Keenan had to say as he had always been. It drove Keenan crazy, but the sensible part of him was grateful for it. He didn't know what he'd have done if Johnson hadn't been so antagonistic.

It wasn't like Keenan had never got a kiss from a new omega in the family. He couldn't even say they had all been bonded, either. His aunt's sister-in-law had spent Holi at his mother's place a couple of years back and, after a while of manoeuvring awkwardly around the crowded room, she had taken him by the shoulder and placed a soft kiss on his cheek. Keenan had been able to give a grateful smile in return and move on, no longer worried about brushing by her while moving chairs around and breaking protocol.

She had smelled nice, like mint and flowers. And the only reason he remembered was that she'd shared her gum with him. She had been beautiful, the type of woman Keenan would have had eyes for even if she had been a beta, but he hadn't— The kiss hadn't done anything for him. Which was fine, obviously, she was an omega but they weren't compatible, it was to be expected.

But he hadn't expected to be compatible with someone he couldn't feel attracted to. How could his body react to something his mind rejected? How could a man touching him casually and briefly have left him hard as rocks? Would any compatible omegas’ touch make him feel like this? Would it be even more intense if it was a woman? The thought filled him with longing, as irrepressible as the need for food or drink. He wanted that. It had only been a second but the sensation echoed through his nerve endings like the sweet aftertaste of intense pleasure. And then, unbidden, came the thought: What would it be like to touch Johnson for longer?

He shoved the thought away, feeling burned by it.

It was obviously the intense experience of touching a compatible omega for the first time, even one with whom he couldn't be very compatible, considering his own preferences and Johnson's open hatred of him. 

If Johnson had imagined naming him family would help Keenan's level of comfort around him, he couldn't predict for shit. It did have the unintended effect of making him so aware of Johnson in any place that he couldn't have missed a pass from him if he had tried, or ignored a single syllable out of his mouth. Between staring at Johnson's lips like a fool, he did manage to follow most of what he was saying, and he was so annoyed at him for what he had done that it wasn't hard to snap back whatever came to mind. If Johnson was so irritated by protocol, then Keenan would gladly oblige and set him straight when he was being an idiot.

They weren't the most rational or constructive of conversations, but they were talking, Keenan had to give him that. 

He gritted his teeth. Then said slowly, "It wasn't Mike’s fault."

Johnson snorted, rolling his eyes at him. "You think he can't take a little criticism?"

"That defender is insane, and that was totally a foul, anyway, so—"

Johnson, who bizarrely seemed way more comfortable now, casually interrupted him, "It might have been, but Patel didn't fake that pass properly. If he had—"

"That doesn't mean he deserves to be fouled, does it?"

Johnson looked like he was considering it. "He could have avoided it" was all he said.

Keenan made himself swallow his anger. He wasn't going to hit Johnson. Although he had to admit it was a relief to find his true feelings remained under the uncomfortable part of him that tracked any skin Johnson left exposed.
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After he’d stopped feeling stupid for not noticing the signs, he’d arranged to get some extra practice with Avali the next day. And maybe it had been the right thing to do. Once he'd calmed down enough to get back on the ice with Avali, it had helped. He didn't know if it was because the tension couldn't possibly get any worse and they'd both just decided to give in, or if the implicit admission of what was between them had loosened the rope they kept pulling on. He still knew where Avali was in every square centimetre of ice and land, but it was a secondary awareness, not something he was concerned about. 

He didn't know why people didn't always do it this way: accept they were attracted to someone and then move on with their lives. It wasn't like you had to act on attraction, was it?

Of course, once their playing got better, they actually won a game and he somehow ended up in front of a reporter—sore and a little dizzy from getting shoved into the side of the rink in the last shift and absolutely not in the mood.

Not that he ever was.

Somehow, he'd assumed the team knew to keep the press away from him. In fact, anybody who had ever seen his press should have known it never ended well, but somebody had got optimistic after their victory against the Rippling Waves. 

Carry found himself in an office with a guy who must have pretended well enough for management but who wasn't bothering to hide his sharp teeth from Carry. Predators had always found him irresistible; like they were certain Carry was too weak to ever denounce them for what they were. And, sadly, telling the truth tended to work so rarely that Carry had learned to only go to management with the serious offenses. He pretended not to notice the little digs and the general disrespect and hoped that was at least as irritating to them as their unoriginal comments were to him.

He was very good at indifference by now, but he still froze, staring at the reporter. The guy looked mildly interested, not at all like he understood how inappropriate his question was. But what else was new?

"No," he told him finally. 

"Really?" The man insisted, "because your instincts are supposed to make you want to please alphas, right?"

Carry swallowed, keeping up a facade so dispassionate not even an alpha could have read him. Not that he wasn't closed up tight mentally, too. It just felt safer that way. 

"I guess my instincts aren't working, then. Binker is a great player and great captain, and I work hard to keep up with him, but I'm not focused on him. My goal is winning, like everybody else's on the team."

He thought that sounded alright, not that the guy couldn't quote him out of context if he liked—it wouldn't be the first time—but at least he was making sense without sounding too rehearsed.

"Oh, but Binker's bonded, isn't he?" the reporter pressed. "What about Avali?"

Carry blinked at him, giving himself a moment. He had known he'd be asked about Avali from the start, and definitely after they'd become linemates. And if he could have told the truth, he would have explained to the wanker trying to catch him out that not only did his instincts not make him want kowtow to Avali, but he was often tempted to do things to get the opposite of his approval. Not that they weren't getting on. They were and that's how their game had become more or less a reliable tool for the team. 

"What about Avali?" he echoed mildly.

"He's been your centre for a couple of games and you guys have been playing amazingly together. Better than you've ever played with anybody else."

Oh, great, the arsehole had been paying attention. 

"We lost as many games as we won," he pointed out reasonably.

"Not after today," Mx Arsehole assured him with a smirk. "Does that mean you and Avali have kissed and made up?"

It was such a childish dig, Carry almost laughed in their face. Instead he glanced to the side, hoping he looked thoughtful. "I'm glad you see us improving, obviously it takes a while to get used to a new line, and it's all down to practice."

Now he did sound like a PR bite, but it couldn’t be helped, professionalism was the only barrier an omega was allowed. 

"So now you work well together?" 

Carry shrugged. "You have seen the results," he said noncommittally.

That was a little less bland, he thought, but not revealing. 

***
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HE KEPT THINKING IT was okay until the very next morning when the article came out. 

*** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 
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A Partnership On Fire​

–The Hell’s Flames’ perfect formula: Alpha + Omega

By Orson Klaus.

AS CARTWRIGHT JOHNSON, of the industrialist family and the Hell’s Flames’ newest addition, puts it himself: one only has to look at the results they have achieved in such a short period of time. The connection between the rookie omega (19, left-winger) and his more experienced alpha teammate, Keenan Avali (24, centre forward) is undeniable. 

Fans were surprised to see their old favourite had a new linemate, but they were not disappointed when on their first game together, Avali and Johnson lit up the ice with their chemistry. Two goals each off each others' assists, and even one for their linemate. 

Of course, as it is only to be expected from an alpha/omega partnership, they have had their ups and downs since then, but today they have broken the tie with a spectacular performance against the Rippling Waves. 

The northerners are by no means a weak team, but they could do nothing against the combination of Avali's strength and Johnson's speed and the way their team followed their lead with a determination and stamina one would expect only in the last stages of a tournament.

For those fond of numerology, Keenan sports the number 5 and Johnson the number 11, which combine a passionate sense of adventure with an instinct-based inspiration. Perhaps it is not so surprising they have hit it off, after all.

Naturally, like all heat, a partnership this hot might quickly dissipate if not properly harnessed. Will the Flames' management be able to use these two fantastic players to make it to the Finals, or will they let them burn themselves out?

*** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 
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He was sorry to have read it. But he had needed to know. 

The interview hadn't even been about them, but about the game with the Ripplings, but that reporter—and Keenan felt using the term was generous of him—had twisted it all to make it seem like the victory had been solely Keenan's and Johnson's. It was insulting all around, and then the guy had gone on to insist that it was due to chemistry. He walked up to Coach Hernandez and asked to be allowed to miss warm-up to talk to Johnson. He didn't show him the article, but coach must have known about it because he gave in without a single question. "You have twenty minutes."

Johnson was already half out of his clothes by the time Keenan got to the changing room—chest bare and the curve of his back disappearing into a pair of tight jeans that were almost worse than boxers even as they covered him up—so Keenan was forced to keep his gaze firmly on the wall while he asked if they could talk.

"Sure, after—"

"Now," Keenan interrupted. "I cleared it with Coach. We have twenty minutes."

Johnson didn't reply and Keenan instinctively turned towards him, forgetting he wasn't fully dressed. It wasn't too bad, really; Johnson was wearing his uniform trousers and a white undershirt, hardly pornographic, but Keenan's eyes still lingered too long on where his nipples were visible through the thin cloth. He hastily raised his eyes to Johnson's, who was frowning but didn't seem bothered by the scrutiny. "What's this about?"

"There was an article—"

Johnson huffed in annoyance and Keenan's eyes dropped to his throat as he swallowed. "Yes,” his teammate said gruffly, “They decided I should do an interview for some reason. It's like they never read my press before!"

"What do you mean?" Keenan asked, forgetting about moving somewhere more private and even about Johnson's state of dishabille. He managed to raise his eyes to Johnson's face and keep them there. Nobody was sitting next to Johnson and when Santiago walked in—back from the physiotherapy he was on for his elbow and with brightly coloured tape all over his arm—he quickly found a seat on the other side of the room where Siuf and Bobby were discussing something excitedly.

"They always twist things so everything is about being an omega," Johnson explained with a shrug, and went right back to putting on his pads.

For a second, Keenan was annoyed, but the curve of Johnson's spine... it wasn't that he was ignoring Keenan. He didn't want to look at him. "But that's crazy, you are a professional hockey player, and they are sports journalists, why would they ask about being an omega?"

Johnson shrugged again. "Because that's all I am to them."

"But how can they not have seen what you did out there?" Keenan insisted. He had to; they couldn't just ignore it. It had been... Back in school his teacher had tried to make him look at classical paintings and see the beauty in them, even though the angles were wrong and the necks too long and most of them just weren't beautiful. But then Mx Evans had made them look at how they'd been made, at how the curve of an ankle was absolutely perfect, the arch so delicate and three-dimensional that you could almost touch it... And it wasn't like Keenan wanted to hang them on his walls or anything—all he had was the abstract art his cousin had selected for him—but he had learned to see it.

And it was the same with hockey, even people who didn't particularly like it could see the beauty of a pass sometimes, it would catch them by surprise and they'd go 'huh, so that's why' before they forgot again. Anybody could have seen Johnson's playing was beautiful, never mind the goals and the assists. But if you loved hockey, if you saw the beauty in it, you couldn't stop seeing it, it was there all the time, and when a play went wrong, it broke. And when someone played like Johnson had been playing, it was like that point where a symphony crested and you felt your chest tighten with it, breathless and aching with something you couldn’t deny, a pull you couldn’t resist. He couldn't believe a professional sports journalist could miss it, there was just no way.

"They saw it," Johnson said, unrolling his high socks. His feet were strong, callused, marked up by heavy use already. They looked real, unlike the soft curves of his face that made him look younger and more innocent than he was even as he spoke of how people were missing everything he was trying to do with his life because of a single accident of birth. "They just prefer to think it's unresolved sexual tension poured into hockey instead of hard work paying off. Or maybe magical sex pheromones sell better than effort."

"But they can't just write whatever they want," Keenan insisted, Johnson's obvious resignation was only making him angrier. "They have to follow some... some professional guidelines!"

Johnson snorted at that and looked up at Keenan; his eyes were calm, way calmer than he could possibly feel under the circumstances. Keenan wished he wouldn't close up so much he smelled of nothing, but that he was bothering meant there was no way he was actually all that indifferent. When he was relaxed, Johnson's scent was sweet as candy and very noticeable. "Sure, they do follow them. They just learn how to play it so they never quite cross the line, but get close enough that anybody can figure out what they are saying. It's not libel if the reader makes the connection."

Keenan wasn't going to give it up that easily, though. After practice—pretty good, but not their best—he asked Coach and got the number of the right PR person. 

He waited until he was home to call them; the last thing he wanted was somebody overhearing him on the train.  

They already knew what he wanted. "You are calling about that chemistry article?"

"Um, yes," he said, he'd never had reason to call PR before and he felt bad about giving them extra work.

There was a heavy sigh on the other end of the line. "I've looked into it, I thought he might have fucked up with something, but other than not quoting Johnson directly at all, he was following the rules."

"What? But he clearly implied we are—"

"Yes," they interrupted. "He did, but he didn't say it. He spoke about your on ice performance in very strange terms, but he didn't say anything about your personal relationships."

"Are you seriously telling me that he can get away with this?"

"Have you heard of the freedom of the press, Avali?" They asked patiently. "It's not a big deal. He implied there might be something romantic between you and Johnson, so what? Everybody is thinking it anyway."

"What?" Keenan blurted out, almost dropping the phone and slamming his hip against his bureau as he walked back towards the bedroom door for the fiftieth time—this wasn't a conversation he could have without pacing.

"You play on the same line, you play really well on the same line.” Another sigh. “People talk. You signed up to be in the public eye when you joined the Flames, and so did Johnson."

"I'm pretty sure you signed up to help protect us!" Keenan snapped.

"Yes, and I am. If we make a big deal out of this, it'll only seem like we have something to hide. It's just a stupid rumour, let it go. If they ever cross the line, we'll be ready with a lawsuit."

Keenan had to bite his lip not to shout at them, then simply hung up. It was rude, but it was better than shouting.   
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He could feel the heat coming on first thing in the morning. This time, the beginning was quite pleasant, like waking up under soft sunlight, muscles relaxed, mind quiet. He was hard, but it was nothing urgent yet, something he could take or leave, and when he did take himself in hand he could go slow, teasing until he was wet enough for the friction not to chafe. It was only when he came—a lingering punch of electricity in the middle of the decadent pleasure he'd been enjoying—that he realized what it meant.

He raised his head to look down at the mess he'd made of the bed, then let it thump back down onto the pillow. “Fuck.” 

It wasn't like Carry never woke up hard and welcomed the day with a little death, but heat felt different, buzzing under his skin and impossible to ignore even after coming. He didn't need to come, his body insisted, he needed an alpha. His body didn't give a fuck that Carry wanted a hockey career, or enough independence to choose what to wear and eat and where to live. 

They were staying at a hotel for the whole weekend before the Centaurs game. A game Carry was now bound to miss for 'medical' leave. It cost him to fight nature, and he wasn't going to be physically fit for hockey unless his heat breezed by. 

An omega wasn't meant to go through heat alone; back in the times of cavemen heat scent would have announced to any compatible alphas in the vicinity the omega was available, and soon whoever won the fight that ensued would get to mate and bond the omega, who would have someone for their heats for the rest of their lives. Of course, that and protection was pretty much all they got out of it since bonding meant an alpha could order them to do pretty much anything they liked.

In the future, you got suppressants. Compulsory if your first heat hit when you were fifteen and 'psychologically unready for intimacy'. Only when he had been prescribed the suppressants his doctor had meant for him to take them only until he was eighteen and old enough for sex. 

At eighteen, though, Carry had just signed with the Titans and he had refused to stop taking them. He'd had to switch doctors to get his way, because it wasn't like he could know what he wanted to do with his own body. He didn’t regret it, and team doctors certainly understood the need to push Carry's body to give all it had, be it on the ice or off it. They made him take breaks from the suppressants during the off-season, and he listened because he knew they'd lose effectivity otherwise.

He didn't really know if his heats were worse than other people's, or he was just unused to them. Or maybe the suppressants were making them worse, just like his GP had warned him. Not that it mattered; if he stopped taking the suppressants during the season, his body would certainly wake up with a fury and send him into frequent heats to make up for all the ones he had missed or got in diminished form.

Maybe it had happened anyway. Or maybe it was his fault; maybe he shouldn't have touched an alpha he was compatible with. Want as he might, he couldn't convince himself it was a coincidence this was happening now. The timing wasn't suspicious; it was... it didn't matter, anyway. He had dealt with heats during the summer and he could deal now.

He called room service for supplies, and forgot to specify a beta servant, for which he then proceeded to call himself an idiot until the lights flashed announcing the servant had arrived. 

Alpha servants were extremely rare, really, so it hadn’t been that bad...

The beta who brought the tray didn't even look him in the face, which was when Carry realized that even a beta could tell he looked terrible. He would have given him a tip, but he had no idea where his wallet was. He'd barely managed to find a complimentary robe in time to open the door as it was. He mumbled a thank you and hoped the guy didn't think he was an arsehole.

The food helped a little, and the tea helped a lot: waking him up fully. Only then did he pick up the phone and call management.

“I'm going into heat,” he said as soon as greetings were out of the way. No point in dragging it out.

“Now?” Coach Hernandez asked, gruff, not surprised.

“It's starting.”

“How long?”

Carry swallowed. Every time he’d been forced to ask for time off for heat, he'd felt like he was sticking a nail into his hockey coffin. “Probably won't play the Centaurs.”

“Okay, get... get better soon,” Coach told him, and hung up.

At least he hadn't asked if he needed anything the way betas sometimes did. Some of them weren't close to any omegas, which he got, but how did they manage to miss the fact that their society catered for the needs of partners and individuals going into heat? 

Some people thought betas would eventually disappear. Without the instinct to mate, it was easy for them to put it off for career, or to choose partners who weren't fertile or who, being of the same sex, they weren't able to procreate with. Alphas and omegas would outlast them all, the last line of defence for a species whose fertility levels were plummeting faster than their mortality rate ever could.

Not that it didn't sound nice, no heats, but one had to have their silver linings. 

He went back to the shower, hoping more cold water would help. His low-level arousal wouldn't abate, though, and he ended up turning the water hotter and beating it right there. Clean and economical and almost pointless, he was still hard at the end and feeling close to tearing his own skin off in strips. He didn't bother with a towel, just went for his suitcase and rummaged until he found the big toy he kept there for times like this. He'd hoped to put it off until after lunch, at least, but heat was rising faster and faster. He stumbled on his way back to the bed, almost dropping it.

“Fuck,” he panted at the empty room. He wanted someone here. Not someone; an alpha... And then he could smell it, too. Sand warmed by the sun. Not just any alpha: Avali.

Why had he touched him? He dug his nails into his palms, punishing and useless as another wave of arousal hit him and made him curl up. His cock was hard against his belly and his thighs were wet with something slicker than water. He was wet already. Ready to... He exhaled shakily and groped around the covers and found the dildo, then rolled over and braced his feet on the bed. He knew it wasn't real, but he inhaled anyway, trying to catch more of the smell of warm sand and slightly salty air. 

He was so stupid, he thought as he pressed his fingers into his hole, two at a time and a little rough and not caring. Avali's scent should have been a clue: it was what it smelled like in his family’s summer house, his favourite place in the whole world. It was so obvious, so textbook...

He pulled himself open and fumbled to place the dildo at his entrance, then pressed hard enough to make it pop past the ring of muscle. A grating whine left his throat, he didn't know if it was pain or pleasure, if he wanted more or less. But he needed it anyway. The unyielding pressure of the silicone didn't feel quite right, it wasn't warm enough and it didn't move like a person, his own movements shaky and uncoordinated. Even so, he felt himself getting wetter as he got the whole of it inside himself, arse clenching against the invasion and lubricating to make it easier. It wasn't enough, but it was close enough his body knew how to react to it. He pulled it out, fast enough to leave him feeling empty, and pushed it back in, hard enough to hurt even as it pressed against his prostate and his cock jerked, splattering his chest and stomach without him even needing to touch it. 

He let his hand fall off the toy still embedded into his arse, feeling lax but not sated. He was still hard. What would it take to catch a break? It had never got this intense so fast before, and it had got pretty bad on occasion. Bad enough that even pain couldn't stop the arousal, the need making him touch himself despite the chaffing. 

Worse still, he was already tired and it wasn't even lunch time. How was he going to keep it up on his own? The answer was rather dispiriting: He wasn't. He needed someone.

Well, he would anyway, right now he needed to get to the water or he was going to pant himself into unconsciousness.

It wasn't until around seven in the evening that, having eaten the cold remains of his breakfast, he managed to compose himself enough to shower again—one more lacklustre orgasm—and throw some clothes on. He needed to get to a club. In the state he was in, he didn't have time for anything more sophisticated. Whoever had proven an omega couldn't die from heat need alone sure as hell had never gone through the experience themselves. Intense pleasure wasn't that much greater than intense pain when your nerve endings were getting fried with it every two seconds. Not that it was really pleasure; it was the need for it, the want of it, that really dominated a lonely heat. 

He stumbled out of his room. He had located his wallet, but only because he needed to take a cab if he expected to get further than the hotel lobby.

He didn't get to the lobby, though.
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​Chapter 12: Keenan
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The scent had woken him from his nap, syrupy sweet and overwhelming. He’d come to abruptly, disoriented and already searching for it around his empty suite before he realised he'd been dreaming. An absurdly realistic dream about licking caramel off someone's skin. Except the scent was real, and so was the person behind it. He didn't even need to think about it; he'd spent the last months fighting the intense longing for sweet things he'd developed since Johnson had joined the team.

Johnson's room was on the same floor; had they given him an old room without appropriate scent-blocking by mistake? Had they given Keenan one as well? And then that made him wonder. He had never smelled an omega's heat from a hotel room: was Johnson even in his room? 

He nearly walked out of the room in his boxers and t-shirt before he realized what he was doing, and when he did, he made himself stop and get two of his suppressants. It was double the dose and he had taken one the day before, but if he was forgetting clothes... And suddenly he remembered something else: Johnson had kissed him. The wave of want that thought brought with it made him lean his forehead against the wall in search of coolness. He tried to reach for his centre, just like he'd been taught, to find the quiet place inside his own head. He could... He hit his head hard against the wall, groaning in pain, but it cleared his mind a little, enough that he could get some water to swallow down the pills and wash the sleep off his face.

The suppressants worked fairly fast. By the time he left the bathroom, he was already feeling better, which was lucky, because he still needed to go to Johnson. If he was in the hall while in full heat, he couldn't be thinking clearly. 

It didn't require any thought at all to head in the right direction; his feet walked him there until the sight of Johnson stopped him cold. Objectively, Johnson looked awful, big circles under his eyes, his blond hair beyond disarray and seriously into tornado survivor territory and his clothes clearly thrown on any which way—a black t-shirt that made him look even paler except for the high spots of colour on his cheeks, jeans and dress shoes but no socks. But all that was lost in a cloud of caramel-scented delight, in his bright eyes and parted rose pink lips. 

His head snapped up to look at Keenan and he groaned, leaning his weight against the closest wall for support. He was so heat high he couldn't even walk properly and he was out here in the open...

“I can't... I can't deal right now,” he said, tired but not angry for once. By the way his lids were drooping; Keenan imagined he was too tired to get angry. It was certainly a first. 

It took him a moment to find his own voice, and it still came out all distorted when he did. “You shouldn't be out here... like this.”

Johnson sighed, eyes closed like he couldn't manage to keep them open. “Yeah, well.” He waved a hand weakly. “You shouldn't either.” He pushed himself off the wall and took a step closer; frowning a little in what Keenan suspected spoke more of sheer willpower than anger or irritation.

He was blocking the way to the exit, Keenan realized, and he almost moved. Johnson was an omega and Keenan couldn't touch him so he couldn't block the exit, not with his body. If Johnson had to squeeze by him, it was still Keenan's responsibility... Except having Johnson that close brought back something he had been trying not to think about since it had happened: Johnson had given him permission. When he still didn't move, Johnson glanced up at him. 

“Move,” he ordered, voice gravelly.

“No,” Keenan replied. “You can't go out like this.” 

This seemed to snap him out of his stupor, blood rushed to his face and his teeth clenched, his sweet scent growing acrid and making Keenan flinch. “I didn't fucking kiss you so you can order me around!” Johnson shouted in his face.

Keenan had to shake his head to clear it. “Well, tough, because I need to keep you safe,” he found himself confessing through clenched teeth, and it was true. 

He didn't know if it was part of the bond of family or team or just that an omega in need was an omega in need. But he couldn't let Johnson walk out and... Not even if his shaking shoulders were physically painful to watch. But Keenan knew him too well not to be wary when he straightened and met his eyes. He looked feverish, flushed and like he was standing upright mostly by locking his muscles in place, a strong breeze would likely tip him over. 

But there was nothing weak about his desperation. 

“Get out of my way,” he growled, a head shorter than Keenan and at least thirty kilos lighter and ready to make it happen anyway. “Or come back to my room with me.”

For a second, Keenan didn't understand what the words even meant. Then somehow the meaning filtered to his brain and in a second flat he was dizzy with want. He'd taken a double dose and it didn't matter. It didn't matter that Johnson was a man, or that he hated Keenan. Keenan wanted him so much he felt his vision blurring. 

When he came back to himself he found he had clenched his fists so hard he was digging his short nails into his palms. He was about to step back with the sort of titanic effort of will he'd be proud of later and that felt like tearing off your own skin. 

But Johnson growled in frustration and with the same speed that made him lethal on the ice took a step closer and shoved him on the chest to try and get him out of his way. 

And just like that, it was over. Keenan was pressing his whole body against Johnson, forcing him against the wall, and Johnson wasn't going quietly either, he entangled his arms around Keenan’s neck and dragged his mouth down for a kiss that put the family peck in another universe of sensation. Wet, and hot, and burning with need, like Johnson was trying to drink him down and was afraid he would pull back. No chance of that. He'd never slept with an omega at all and Johnson was in full heat and kissing him so dirty it was like they were fucking already.

He was just lucky enough that his need to protect Johnson made him drag him out of the open, or the rumours about their relationship would have been the least of their problems. 
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​Chapter 13: Cartwright
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There was a point in a game where you knew you no longer had a chance of winning. It wasn't often, thank the Gods, but it happened. 

And Carry was really bad at knowing the moment had arrived. 

He'd just persist, keep pushing himself no matter the 7-1 score against his team and the fifteen minutes left to play. It was pointless, but it was the only way Carry could keep playing at all. He was an all or nothing kind of guy; and once he accepted the game was over, he couldn't go through the motions. He couldn't pretend. But he could hope, especially because his hoping had, in the past, sometimes worked. As an ambitions twelve-year-old, he'd turned around a 5-1 game once.

Poor odds didn't scare him on the ice, and they sure as hell didn't scare him off it. Just because he wanted Avali so badly his bones ached for him, it didn't mean he had to give up and obey the moment he showed up, just follow that thread of alpha power on his teammate's voice and let it unravel him. Just because he was burning with need and had given Avali permission to touch him, it didn't mean he was going to be told to go back to his room like a good little omega. Avali couldn't make him do anything. Nobody could. 

So he pushed the alpha to get him out of his way and when he found himself pressed flat against the wall, he had the comfort of knowing he was getting what he wanted. He had wanted an alpha to bed through this heat, after all, and here he was; the very fine specimen who'd got him so bothered in the first place.

It was only fair to let Avali pick him up; to close his legs like a vice around his waist and not stop kissing him for a single moment as Avali walked them to his room. Carry would have rather they went to his own, but he couldn't spare the breath to say so.

Avali had him flat on his back on his enormous bed before he could take in any details beyond the heady way the room smelled. Carry squirmed under him, lifting his hips to press his aching cock against Avali's abs and Avali growled right in his ear and pushed right back, his own cock a hot pressure even through their clothes. Carry got his hand between them and managed to get the button of his jeans undone. He needed it. More than anything. Right now. 

“Stop that,” Avali growled at him, and slammed Carry's wrist down flat on the bed over his head.

Carry glowered from under him, his weight felt so good and... “I need it now,” he snapped. “If you are not giving it to me, I'll—”

But Avali didn't let him finish that, his mouth descending on Carry's to kiss away any objections. 

Carry was almost convinced by the sweet, slick kiss, the sheer possessiveness of being covered completely by a strong alpha and taken. But the sensation only reminded him of how empty he felt, how wet and ready he was for it. He twisted his neck, tearing his mouth from Avali, whose teeth ended up dangerously close to Carry's neck before he raised his head and asked with barely repressed frustration, “What?”

“Do it, I need...” When words failed him, he began tugging at his hands to try to get free. 

Avali transferred his grip to a single hand and Carry felt the other on his trousers, the zip being lowered sounded thunderous in the silence broken only by their panting breaths. The feel of Avali's knuckles grazing his trapped cock made him whine high in his throat and squirm for more. When he heard Avali opening his own and the scent of him hit, Carry buckled under him, trying to get his hands free and reach for it, helpless to do anything else. 

Avali didn't understand, he didn't get how much... He tightened his hand on Carry's wrists, bordering on painful, and, before he knew what was happening, Carry found himself being flipped over: face down, arse sticking up. His jeans and underwear were yanked down his thighs, effectively making it impossible to move his legs separately, and then Avali's free hand was sliding down possessively to cup his right arse cheek. “This? You need this?”

Carry could have cried, but he couldn’t manage more than a whine against the sheets. He needed to be filled, really filled, like no toy could manage. 

Avali's fingers slid between his cheeks and the man groaned when his fingers came into contact with the slickness there. Carry pushed up against them, begging without words, and Avali gave in, pushing a finger into his hole. Carry distantly heard his heartfelt groan. He didn't care, the only thing that mattered was the strong finger he was clenching around, and then the second one, and the third. 

When Avali pushed a fourth in, Carry protested, “Now...I—no more fingers.”

“I don't want to hurt you,” Avali replied.

“You won't,” Carry drunkenly mumbled back, twisting to look at him. Avali had let go of his wrists at some point, but he’d been too lost in sensation to notice. “You—"

He pulled his fingers away; making Carry groan at the sudden emptiness even though he knew Avali needed his hands to get his trousers and underwear out of the way. Suddenly he understood Avali's concern: his cock was gorgeous, red and shining wet and... huge. Thicker than anything Carry had seen, even in porn, and definitely thicker than four fingers. His mouth filled with saliva, but he didn't have time to gawk much longer because Avali's hand was at his waist now, turning him around and positioning him on all fours and then he felt it nudge between his arse cheeks. 

He sighed, head falling forward as a shudder ran down his spine.

The tip pressed against his hole and Avali had to hold his hips steady as he pushed against the resistance of Carry's body. 

It can't... Carry vaguely thought, and then the combination of pressure and wetness made the head pop past the ring of muscle. Carry shuddered, nails digging into the bedding as his body fought the conflicting instinct to take all he was given and the physical reality of Avali's size. 

Avali paused for a moment, then rolled his hips a little, putting a little more in and making Carry feel like he was about to tear. His breath hitched and Avali's face nudged him over his left shoulder, whispering in his ear with a gentleness Carry wouldn't have thought him capable of, “Come on, it's what you needed, right? Just breathe for me, Johnson.”

Carry nodded, trying to listen, not to take offense that Avali was trying to be nice to him. As his breathing evened out, his arse stopped feeling like it would burst and Avali could push in and out. It was almost easy. He was so wet now it was dripping down his thighs, and he found himself pushing back against the invasion, taking Avali's cock deeper into himself, his own cock bobbing free under him. He was still surprised into a curse when, nearly all the way in, Avali's hips just snapped, seating him fully inside Carry's body with a jolt of pain that rattled him.

“Sorry, sorry,” Avali mumbled, shuddering still with the aftershocks of pleasure. “I didn't mean...”

He twisted his hips a little and Carry's neck seemed to give up on him again, it was all he could do to breathe, all his concentration on the rush of pleasure he felt as the new angle pressed the alpha’s cock fully against his prostate. There was something like relief mixed in it, too, like his body knew he'd given in, like it could tell what it needed was coming. 

Avali must have been able to feel him relaxing because he pulled out and then pushed back in again. Carry whimpered, and Avali did it again, a little faster. And again, a little harder, too. A couple of strokes in, or five, Carry's elbows bent of their own accord and he found himself sprawling on the bed as much as his trousers allowed, arse up and face turned to take in breath as Avali didn't even pause in rutting in and out of his arse, holding his hips steady for him. 

It was... he felt so exposed, so... helpless. He didn't know if it was his own body or Avali who made him feel like that, but he couldn't stop. He pushed back, nearly not feeling the pain of his jeans cutting into his thighs and just gave himself into it. Whole body and soul. 

Avali moaned, wet mouth sucking kisses into his spine as his thrusting sped up. Carry could feel his orgasm building, inevitable like the tide, and so good it hurt to wait for it. Avali was too big inside him, and just right. Just what he needed, even if not what he wanted.

He didn't bother asking for a reach around, instead he pushed up and he did it himself, tucking his head in to help support his weight. His hand had barely closed around his cock when he started to convulse, coming hard and fast, contracting around the cock inside him until it felt like Avali wouldn't be able to pull out at all. Avali screamed, freezing for a second before he jabbed in again with renewed desperation and started coming too. 

Carry could feel it inside, Avali's dick was big enough that he couldn't miss it growing bigger as it ejaculated, and wet as he had been, he certainly couldn't miss the heat of his come filling him up, then overflowing down his buttocks.
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​Chapter 14: Keenan
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He didn't remember falling asleep, but he must have because next thing he knew his alarm was going off. His arms tightened around the body in his arms before he had quite processed what was happening, or who... He caught on that the hips were too slim and the body too big just about when his brain came back online. A man’s body, strong and toned by—

Oh, gods, Johnson.

He stiffened, feeling the omega waken like he himself was being yanked from a dream. He didn’t let go, too lost in the sensation of a lingering presence in his head, slowly fading away but so close... 

As his mind tried to chase after it, his hand was still resting on Johnson's toned abs, skin soft and a little sweaty and completely surreal.

He didn’t... he’d never... His whole front was pressed to Johnson’s back and fuzzy as the memories were, he’d been a lot more intimate, and— 

Johnson still smelled good, despite... No, he admitted, closing his eyes and forcing himself to breathe through his mouth, trying to get enough air, he smelled better. 

He needed to move away, to get off the bed, but he couldn't, his muscles were locked in place. Some instinct or... 

Johnson took hold of his forearm, lifted it and rolled off the bed in a single athletic move. 

It surprised Keenan into looking up at him, which he regretted instantly: there was a mark high up on Johnson's spine, a bruise with the faint edge of teeth. For a second his vision blurred so much he couldn't tell if the skin had been broken and then Johnson picked up his shirt and put it on, covering it. 

But he wasn't talking to Keenan, surely that couldn't be right if he had bitten hard enough to establish a permanent bond? He was aware of Johnson, and he could tell he was more agitated than he was letting on, but that was about it. A full bond was supposed to be close to reading someone's mind. It couldn’t—

"Did I—?" He got out before the raspy quality of his own voice gave him pause. 

Johnson stopped moving, he’d managed to get his underwear on as well by the time he turned to face the bed. He wasn't avoiding Keenan's own gaze, he was avoiding looking at him altogether. 

Keenan wanted to ask about the bite, but he couldn't find the words. That simple question, one more word and he couldn't manage it. "Are you okay?" he asked instead and he could see Johnson's mouth twist in profile.

"You did me a favour," he declared, ignoring Keenan's question. "Which I appreciate, but, on the other hand, you got sex out of it. I think we can just forget this happened and move on."

"But—"

"I need to go call the coaches now,” Johnson continued like he hadn’t even heard him, putting his shoes on with a neat twist of his wrist. Keenan’s chest hurt watching him and he didn’t know why. Johnson must have been able to tell how he was feeling—whatever connection the sex had forged between them was still there. But the omega didn’t give any sign of noticing, or caring. “Tell them I'll be able to play the next game, after all,” he added, casually scanning the room. “Another upside for you, I might add."

And just like that, he'd walked out of Keenan's room, like it had been nothing, just a one-night stand, just... No, not even that. None of the girls he'd picked up in bars had acted like that; they'd known it was temporary, but it hadn't been devoid of warmth. The way Johnson was behaving after what they had done... As if what had happened between them was even less than a moment of joy with a stranger...

And it was heat. A lot of people still believed you were only supposed to share it with your bondmate, with someone you wanted to be with forever. There were more modern views, but not even the most radical claimed that heat was meaningless, and having experienced it, Keenan couldn't see how anyone could. Even worse, if it was meaningless... If it was just sex, then it meant Keenan had just fucked a guy because he wanted him. And that wasn't true; Keenan had never felt attracted to a guy in his life before Johnson had shown up with his damned omega pheromones.

It would have been easier if he could have been, but after a teammate had made a pass at him, he’d gone to his dad and asked about it. He’d been so young then, still a beta, still so confused about what he wanted and who he wanted and why.

It’d been a long while, almost a decade, and he’d thought... He closed his eyes as he got a flash of sense memory of Johnson pushing back against him, making noises that—

It didn’t matter, it didn’t have to mean— No, it did matter, and it meant something, it had been intense and he wasn’t about to deny it had been hot. But it didn’t change anything about him. About what he knew about himself.

He'd had plenty of girls, betas all of them because he wasn't ready to commit, and some of them had been serious if not permanent. 

Jessica, he had truly loved. If she'd only been an omega he'd have gone for it, bonded and moved in together, the whole thing. In fact, he’d been ready to do it anyway, he’d have defied all the conventions that said he needed an omega to be truly happy, the fantasies of a fated soulmate, and apparently sex that went beyond his wildest fantasies.

But Jessica had been too smart to get hitched to a guy who needed something else to feel truly happy. Keenan had hated her for it when she'd broken up with him, but now... She couldn’t have possibly known, being a beta herself, but how could he continue to blame her for believing what they said about alphas? If this was what heat sex was like, if it could even make him sleep with a guy... 

Hell, if this was what heat sex was like with a guy, a guy who hated him, a guy Keenan didn't even like beyond the beauty of his passes and his enticing natural scent... Then what would it be like to do it with someone he loved? He kept thinking about it all through his shower and breakfast in the hotel bar—in a corner where no one would catch sight of him. He’d convinced himself he would be fine with a beta, but now... Maybe she’d been right after all, maybe it wasn’t stereotyping. Maybe it did have to be an omega.

He didn’t know how to feel about that. He’d thought he was being honest when he’d told Jessica it didn’t matter, that love was love, but... He rubbed furiously at his hair, grown too long to dry on its own again.

One thing was for sure, even if it had to be an omega, it didn’t have to be Johnson, which obviously was more than fine by his linemate. 

If he looked at it like that, it could be a learning experience, like falling on the ice. You learned what moves would end up with you on your arse and you avoided them in future. Now he knew the pheromones of a compatible omega could get through his suppressants, he understood how powerful chemistry was, how it could overwhelm his personality and his true desires and make him do something he didn’t really want.

He knew and that meant he would have to be more careful, but he could be safe.
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​Chapter 15: Cartwright
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Sometimes, Carry wondered how he'd fucked up his karma so massively. He knew his tongue was a bit sharper than was nice—or sometimes proper—but other than that: he kept to himself, he supported his teammates, and loved his family—who didn't get how hard it was to be an omega or why he wanted to be a hockey player.

So how come the universe kept screwing him over like this? He could admit that it had been his own stupidity that had made him give Avali the kiss, sure, but who'd put Avali two doors down from him? Wasn't management supposed to try and keep them apart to prevent a scandal? He'd pretended to be oblivious back with the Titans, but Puccio and Lerroux had never been given a room on the same floor as him during his whole time there. And what about having scent-insulated rooms in fancy hotels like they were supposed to? It was just one too many coincidences.

And even so, he wasn't exactly sorry. Thanks to Avali's... intervention, he hadn't missed the game the week before, and the way Avali had been playing, he sure as hell needed the help. And he could never be sorry not to have to go through heat alone, minutes upon minutes that felt like hours and literally days, honest sunset to sundown deals of hurting himself trying to give his body what it needed when he didn't have it... all the while hoping his mating instincts gave up so he could fall into an exhausted sleep. And afterwards, he always needed a few more days to recover, as if he'd been sick. 

And every single omega was expected to just put up with it until they met an alpha they wanted to keep forever. An alpha they trusted to keep them forever.

It was bullshit, but after the way the Titans' management had reacted, he had no doubt that if anybody found out about Avali, it would be the end of his career. Maybe he should have been nicer to him afterwards—not that being nice had helped any last time he'd left himself that exposed in front of an alpha. 

It wasn't fair, he knew that, he knew Avali wasn't Puccio, but the lesson was no less taught: trust was expensive. He didn't need to trust Avali gave a fuck about him, but maybe it was enough that he cared about what Carry could do for the team. He hadn't been useless to the Titans, but the way he and Avali played together, he knew he was enough to turn a game for the Flames. He still thought about saying something, but although he was okay with Avali on the ice, he didn't really want to have to look at him in the face off it. 

He knew he shouldn't have been embarrassed; after all, it was just sex, just the body doing what bodies did. People insisted that meaningless sex wasn't possible for omegas, but it wasn't supposed to be possible for alphas, either, was it? And craving connection didn't keep them from sowing their wild oats just fine with every beta who wanted a taste. He thought about Avali and the stunned look on his face when Carry had walked out after waking up, about the fact that Avali had been holding on to him like a very soft statue... 

None of it really changed the fact that Keenan Avali irritated the hell out of him, of course. Seeing the way Avali carried his alpha certainty from the ice into the locker room still made Carry gritted his teeth, his nice friendly smiles still got him on edge even when they weren't directed at him. It was like something in him could tell that Avali was a very dangerous predator disguised in a beautiful package. 

He was gorgeous, objectively, but Carry definitely did not want to go back to his bed—even after getting close and personal with those arms of his. He was nice to look at, but despite his scent and what it said about their genetic compatibility, that was all it was. Carry wanted to fuck him, just like he'd wanted to fuck lots of people before, but without heat madness there was no overwhelming impulse to do it.

Mostly when he looked at Avali now, all he could think about was the fact that Avali had a sword dangling over Carry's neck. He knew the alpha had many reasons not to let it drop, but after Puccio... He couldn't help it: he was afraid. And he hated that, too, hated that Avali could make him afraid.

But it was healthy to worry a little, really. It didn't mean there was anything to talk to Avali about, no sign that Avali would bring the matter up at all to him or anybody else. And if he wanted to corner him and demand his silence... Well, that was just instinct, and he gave into instinct enough as it was. He still hadn't forgotten by the end of the winter cycle and the start of the holiday break, but he figured with his mother and sister coming to town, he'd have way too many things to worry about to dwell. 

By the time they came back, he'd be fine with it. It'd be as if it had never happened. Fake it until you make it, right?

***
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CARRY'S PARENTS AND sister were betas, but it wasn't just that that set them apart. He didn't know how it was possible to be related to all of them and have so little in common. He'd had a happy childhood: full of games, expensive toys, and even family holidays in the coastal town from which his mother originated. But that was summer, not the real world. The real world didn't have room for the simple pleasures of summer: washing sand off your salty sticky skin, eating corn on the cob straight from the grill, and curling up next to a warm beloved body after playing for hours.

And that was how it should be as far as his mother was concerned. She was happy to indulge in childish games back in the place where she had been a child, but in the city, she was a lady of respectable lineage, a mother and benefactor. She wasn't cold towards Carry or Sandra, but she was busy. 

Carry loved her with the simple gratitude of a child towards its carers, but he never felt like he understood her. Or like she understood him. She had vehemently opposed his hockey career once it’d gone from a pastime to an obsession. To be fair, she'd have opposed it if he had been an alpha or a beta. Even today, when he was getting paid well for doing it, she made it clear that her expectations hadn't changed any time they saw each other.

His father was, if anything, more of a mystery. Even when they were kids, he'd often missed family holidays to work, or left early to return to the office. There wasn't any need that Carry could see, what with the houses and the investments and the savings; but his father felt, and often said, that work had to come first.

And Sandra... They had been friends once, or at least companions. She was only a few years older and they had been each other’s first playmates. They were still close, but it was different now, he could see a certain sense in her inclination towards all that was beautiful, be it dead or alive—animals were her passion, but she also offered her patronage to new artists. 

But he couldn't see why if she loved beauty so, she didn't want to create any. Carry was, in his own way, an admirer of perfection of form, too. He ached inside at a perfect pass, at the depths of a frozen river—full of promise and danger both—at the swift movement of muscles across a man's back, at the precise thud of a puck against your stick that announced the purple light of a goal. He thrived on beauty, but he wanted to be part of it, too. He wanted to be the cause of it, so that it wasn't simple admiration, but accomplishment.

It wasn’t like their visit was a hardship, exactly, and being around... the team had not exactly been a treat for the last two weeks anyway.

He smiled as he opened the door, trying to appear glad when he was always a little uncertain. 

His mother smiled back and said his name the way only she could manage. “Cartwright!” 

She sounded pleased, but her eyes lingered on his clothes for a moment before she stepped in for an embrace. Carry closed his arms around her—she was wearing heels and they were of a height—and held on for a second, letting the scent of her perfume and skin invade his senses. She was anosmic, like all betas, and she couldn't smell the fragrance she had been wearing for decades any more than she could smell her own subtle scent, but it was the thing Carry more closely associated with her holding him. And for all she disapproved and criticized and suggested; when she held him, Carry was sure she loved him.

When she stepped back, he discovered Sandra watching them with a soft-lipsticked smile. She looked like something out of a magazine, a silk three-piece suit dark as the reddest of wines that brought out her green eyes, and her pose so perfect it made Carry consciously straighten.

“Hey, Carry,” she greeted.

The nickname always had their mother's lips twitch, but that she'd had to allow it because Sandra hadn't been able to say some words as a child. The lisp was gone, but Sandra still spoke slowly—like she was afraid her mouth would betray her if she wasn't careful, Carry thought. But with the clothes and the placidly pleased expression most often on her face, it looked confident instead.

“You look like you could use lunch,” she said. She was right, of course, Carry wasn't a big guy and playing a game nearly every other day and training as well meant he lost a lot of weight during the season. “We have brought the car.”
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