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“Biology is not destiny.” 

Simone de Beauvoir.

For my sisters, always companions on the road—no matter how charged with punishments; and my readers—for sharing these worlds where the endings are always what we deserve.
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An alpha who won't dominate

A beta who won't surrender

A passion that... 

breaks all the rules.

Thomas knows that as a beta he cannot expect to recognize his soulmate. He’s no monk, but he’s too busy with his hockey career and helping make his sisters' lives with his overbearing parents a little easier. 

Uriel is an alpha but he knows he cannot bear the responsibility of bonding an omega. He has his work as a lawyer and also volunteers at an orphanage trying to help the children there any way he can. He’s dated, but he is not willing to enter the kind of relationship an omega expects and betas never believe he will stay. 

Except that betas cannot tell if someone is an alpha... And Uriel has no reason to mention it to a one-night-stand. But the fire between them might not be fated, but it's undeniable, and neither can stop at just once. 

Are they brave enough to defy the world's expectations and strong enough to overcome the limitations of their own biology?

"Not Destiny" is a standalone A/B/O romance with a side of hockey and courtrooms and a sprinkle of social justice.
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#1 Not Destiny

#2 Cracking Ice (a serial)
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Prologue
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The new guy had everyone on edge, and by 'everyone’ Thomas meant Keenan and Sven.

In all fairness, Thomas knew enough about the inner workings of the upper echelons of the team to assume both alphas had been consulted before Johnson’s contract had been drafted. Maybe they couldn’t help being twitchy, but they had said yes.

Sven and Keenan were captain and assistant captain, the very glue keeping the team together, and it was only common sense to make sure they were okay with the new guy, not even the most prodigious player was worth destabilizing your team’s dynamics.

And Johnson’s stats his previous season were not exactly impressive, either, whatever his youthful accomplishments... Well, he was here now, wasn’t he? An unexpected transfer after only one year with his first professional team.

He knew it too; he was stiff as a board as they stopped the warmup to receive the next set of instructions. Thomas risked a glance, but their coach didn’t react, so he went for it, leaning in closer to whisper, “Hey, welcome to the Hell’s Flames.”

If anything, Johnson stiffened further and turned to stare at him with his gelid blue eyes. Only for a moment, though, lips twitching and gaze falling in a manner Thomas recognized at once.

He sighed, it was like the kid had drawn all his cards from the refuse pile and picked everything that could make his life more complicated. He kept going as if he hadn’t noticed the lack of response. “Do you want to go for lunch after this? I’ll catch you up on who are the team pranksters and you can tell me about the Titan’s defence line.”

“You’re a forward?” Johnson’s eyes were fixed on Coach Sari, but the words were said evenly.

Thomas wasn’t offended, it wasn’t like he’d have been able to pick Johnson out of a lineout himself before today. “Thomas Kiau,” he offered.

“Oh, I know you,” Johnson’s voice grew more animated even as he kept his soldierly position. “You had that sweet assist with the Hurricanes in Amsterdam.”

Thomas laughed. “What? You can’t remember any of my actual goals?”

“Of course I do, the—” He closed his mouth like someone had pressed a switch and Thomas realised Coach Sari was done talking and it was time to get to work.

“Come on,” he told his new teammate, “Let’s try this together.”

Johnson had to look his way then, but Thomas focused his own gaze on the box of pucks in the corner of the ice rink. 

“Race you, loser pays for lunch!” he said, and with that, he cheated because Johnson was fucking fast and Thomas did not like to lose.
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Chapter One: Thomas
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It was a stroke of luck that Valentina’s Shivaratri recital was so busy. Thomas was there to see his youngest sister sing the traditional hymns, but he preferred to avoid spending too much time with his parents. His dad was sitting at the front since he couldn’t really stand for long periods of time, and his father was right next to him, since he felt it was an alpha’s duty to escort his omega partner around. He could see his sisters’ heads next to his father. But Eira and Grace were young and had no choice yet. They were also used to putting up a façade around their parents; it would not help if Thomas approached now—it was true one could get used to anything and four years after leaving home, he was used to freedom.

It had been all too easy, even with his sisters holding him back from cutting ties completely.

He considered taking the empty seat at the end of the row they’d probably saved for Colleen. She’d already texted to say she would be late, but without her around, his ability to keep a civil tongue around his parents was limited. 

He loved all his sisters equally, but Eira and Grace were fifteen and thirteen respectively and he couldn’t count on them as a buffer. He didn’t expect anything like that from them, of course, and if they’d gone out of their way to shield him, he would have told them not to. They lived with their parents by doing what they were asked to do, dressing how they were expected to dress and taking refuge in whatever variety of scientific knowledge took their fancy any given week. Thomas was pretty convinced they were both geniuses, but they never spoke of their future plans—or of how Eira would start university two whole years before Grace, who could probably not cope without her.

Thomas wanted to help them both, but his parents would never agree to let Grace move in with him, not even if he didn’t spend most of the year travelling with the team. He’d considered going against their wishes, even taking legal measures... But imposing your traditional values on your kids wasn’t a crime, even if it meant they all ended up feeling like they lived in a prison.

Damn his parents for having four kids after him to keep him coming back to them even after he’d got out.

It was his job as the eldest to protect them. Not just his, Colleen might have been three years younger, but she was much better at it, as she insisted on reminding him. He had the heavens to thank for Colleen, who was nineteen but hadn’t left despite how difficult their parents were.

Selfishly, he’d been hoping she would keep him company at the recital, but her linguistics presentation at university had run long. If she didn’t make it at all by the end...

He leaned against the back wall, close to the exit and out of sight. He was tall enough he could easily see across the room to the stage where Valentina and the rest of the choir were standing in bright red shirts. The ruffles in her shirt and matching ribbons at the end of her plaits had been obviously chosen by their dad. She looked lovely, of course, but Thomas knew Val preferred to wear her hair in a single low ponytail and her clothes plain. At least Colleen was around to make sure that could happen most of the time and that their parents didn’t buy their youngest sister an all-pink flowery wardrobe.

Colleen was the expert on handling their parents. Thomas was grateful, even if he also couldn’t help feeling a little guilty. If anyone should have protected the younger kids, it should have been him... But at least he was here now and he made enough money to have a flat of his own where they could escape for a day or two when things got too much at home.

Of course, that money came from hockey, which meant he couldn’t really be there as much as they needed. But he’d keep showing up to school events, buying them the ‘wrong’ clothes and lying about Colleen spending the night at his place when she went out with friends their parents wouldn’t have approved of while she lived under their roof and ate their food. 

He covered his mouth, unable to suppress a yawn. Someone older was talking to the audience about something Thomas couldn’t quite catch. From years in school, he guessed it wouldn’t have helped keep him awake. If the recital was meant to highlight the children’s talent and hard work, why weren’t they singing?

Someone pressed against his side and Thomas jumped, a rush of adrenaline going through him. “Sorry!” The newcomer gave him an apologetic look.

Thomas blinked at him, then shook his head and reclined back against the wall. “It’s fine; you woke me up,” he added with a half-smile.

The stranger seemed surprised, but he smiled back, and oh, he was pretty. He was also older—probably married with kids if he was here. “Your kid singing?” he asked.

The man repressed a smile. “Nah. Well, I volunteer at an adoption centre. Kyeran’s really cool, so...” He seemed almost embarrassed by it, which Thomas didn’t get. It did make him deep his chin enticingly, making Thomas wonder if his dark skin was hiding a blush.

“That’s really sweet of you,” he told him, eyeing up the kids lined up in the stage now that the adult in charge had vacated it. 

“No,” the stranger insisted. “I told you, he’s really cool. And he loves singing. Better than therapy, apparently.”

Thomas shot him a look. Valentina was nine and the kids with her all had to be under twelve, but if the kid was living in an adoption centre... “Sounds like a tough kid.”

The man shrugged, and Thomas’s eyes were hopelessly drawn to the lines of his shoulders and arms under his blue suit. Probably come straight from work to make it on time for an event programmed with children’s bedtimes in mind. Thomas could see why a kid would trust this guy, down to earth and open even to a stranger. He extended a hand across the space between them. “I’m Thomas, by the way.”

“Uri.” His smile didn’t get any less stunning with repeated exposure, apparently. “Um, Uriel.”

“So do you live with them?”

“Oh, no,” Uri said at once, his eyes were brown. No, not brown... Hazel? Only that seemed too common. Honey and mustard, the colour of some rare mineral. “I’m a lawyer, I represent them when they need help. I sort out adoption paperwork and stuff like that. Well, when they can find parents that are crazy enough to want to jump through all the hoops.”

He sounded a little jaded and Thomas swallowed, suddenly aware he knew nothing about adoption centres beyond what their name indicated. “Um, I’m sorry, I don’t know anything about this stuff. Why is it so hard?” He shifted in place, suddenly hoping the concert would start and save him the embarrassment. “I play hockey. For a living, I mean,” he explained.

The stranger blinked his thick dark eyelashes up at Thomas—he was a little shorter and built in the way men who didn’t spend half their lives at the gym could be, healthy and strong but not designed—and Thomas realised his words didn’t quite make sense out of context. He loved hockey, of course, but it was a little hard to explain that he didn’t know what happened to kids in his own neighbourhood when their parents couldn’t take care of them, or simply weren’t around. It seemed like something everyone should be aware of, like how to call the police or the fire brigade. And maybe they were and Thomas had slept through that Civics lesson, too.

Uri was quiet for long enough that Thomas risked a look. “Most people don’t know about it,” he said kindly. “But kids cannot be adopted if their biological parents are alive and might be able to take them back. Or grandparents. Any close family, really. The law says we must do our best to get them back where they belong.”

“But what if the parents aren’t... fit or something?”

“If they are dangerous, they are disqualified, but if they’re just drunkards or too out of it to remember to buy the kids clothes and school supplies and check they go to bed? Well, it’s their kids and they have parental rights, so they get another chance.”

Thomas’s stomach twisted; he’d wanted to get out of his house since he could remember—desperate to avoid his dad’s exact schedules and rules and his father’s menacing presence both—but he’d never lacked for anything he truly needed. Not anything anyone could see, anyway. “But then what’s the point of an adoption centre?”

Uri sighed, pressing his lips together for a moment. “Good question, and I’ve had a few kids ask me, too, to be honest. I guess the point is to get that lucky. Some of us do,” he added with a conciliatory smile.

“Oh, so you...” Thomas didn’t finish, lost in the fantasy. What would it have been like to move out of his parents’ place and somewhere where he could choose his friends, his books, share his thoughts without fear of punishment? It had never even occurred to him, really; he’d just figured he had to put up with it until he was old enough to get out.

Uri nodded. “I was six, and my mums are amazing.” He stole a look to the front of the room. “But most of the time, luck needs some help, I’ll admit.”

“You can say that again,” Thomas agreed wholeheartedly. It was only when the other man’s gaze returned to his face that he realised he’d have to explain the comment. “Um, just—” He exhaled, resigned. Why couldn’t he not overshare for bloody once? “My parents aren’t...” His eyes searched them out, a part of his brain always keeping track of whether they were close enough to overhear. “They are very traditional,” he settled for, which was true but didn’t explain why he’d brought them up when Uri was talking about being adopted, probably after losing his own biological parents somehow, if the process had been the same back then.

He almost jumped when he felt the other man lean against his side, intentionally this time. But at least in this, his body didn’t mess up. He turned his head to check the other’s reaction and found him staring towards the stage like an attentive guest. Once again, Thomas thought he might have been blushing, but the only way to tell would have been to put his fingers to those high cheekbones... or his lips. “So, who are you here to see?” Uri asked him.

It was an innocuous enough question; except it wasn’t asked at an innocuous time. “My little sister. The littlest, actually, I’ve got four.”

Uri’s eyes flickered his way—in surprise?—and he nodded. “Sounds like fun. I only got one brother. David, same age as me.”

“Uriel and David...” Thomas repeated.

“My mothers aren’t traditional,” Uri clarified. “But ethnicity is one of the criteria for adoption.”

Thomas swallowed the question on the tip of his tongue, torn between wanting to know—he’d known the man for less than thirty minutes and he’d already made him want to know more about several things he’d never even thought about... Uri let the pause stand, then gave him a nod. “I mean, we don’t know for sure. My grandmother was too busy with me after my mum died to go to the temple or anything, but based on my name...” He shrugged. “Adoption counts as conversion anyway,” he explained.

“Well, you look the part,” Thomas offered, then immediately winced. It was true, which was to say that he conformed to a stereotype that had some basis on biology. “Fuck, I—”

Uri covered his mouth, bending over a little as he laughed. Thomas watched him, half fascinated, half dreading what he’d said. 

“I’m sorry,” he insisted. “That was... rude.”

Uri’s dark eyes were still full of mirth when he straightened. “I like it,” he told Thomas. “You say what you think.”

“Well, I don’t think saying racist shit is a plus, really—”

“No,” Uri cut him off. “It’s not racist to acknowledge I look different from you. And, anyway, it’s... I kinda like that I look the part, I suppose.”

He vacillated, not sure if he should explain that he didn’t actually know what Jews looked like, not outside of movies, anyway, because... well, he never spoke about stuff like this with anyone. He had no idea if any of his teammates were religious. If they needed to do anything to keep their gods happy, it certainly didn’t show when they put on their skates and got on the ice.

And he’d never asked.

But maybe there was a reason they hadn’t said, either. Uri had. Uri wanted him to know. To know him. 

“Well, if you were looking for someone who can stick his foot in his mouth at least once per conversation...”

The soft smile turned sharp. “Wouldn’t say I was looking for anyone,” he clarified. “But—”

Just then a woman on the last row turned around and shot them a venomous look. Thomas startled a little and Uri straightened like he’d been electrocuted. Thomas pressed his shoulder against the other man’s in silent support as the angelic voices of the children started to rise in the auditorium. 

They were really good, to his surprise, and Valentina was standing straight and full of manic energy—not like when she was performing most of the afterschool activities their parents signed her up for. Maybe this would be a good compromise—something she loved that their parents thought it was appropriate for her to love.

Uri hadn’t moved away, and Thomas was proud he managed to keep his attention on the kids. It wasn’t just that the guy was hot, either—the unfinished conversation nagged at him.

But when he saw Valentina running off the stage towards their family, he couldn’t hold himself back and started pushing his way to the front. He could see her later, sure, but it was Val, the unexpected late baby, the one that would always be a baby for her big brother because there was no getting over holding a child that young and defenceless in your arms. She was already in his father’s arms when he reached them, but she turned towards him when he touched her hair, smiling widely in delight.

“Thomas!” she squealed. His father let him take her with a warning look—she was a big girl now and shouldn’t be babied. She could be a little girl for as long as she pleased as far as Thomas was concerned. And, anyway, hadn’t his father picked her up in the first place?

“Wow, you sing like an angel, but you are getting heavy as a rock!” he teased her.

She huffed. “I’m not!” She hit his arm with an open hand. “Mayyybe you skipped the gym again. I watched your game the other day! You need to watch your left more,” she admonished.

The damned thing was, she was right. She had an eye for the game; Thomas wasn’t sure if it was a natural gift or just all the hours he’d put her through when he’d babysat her during his secondary school years when he’d had whole mornings free.

“Thomas,” his dad cut in. “We need to get the girls home for dinner.”

Thomas looked away from Valentina’s dimming smile. “It’s not that late, is it?”

“You’re invited too, of course,” his dad offered, gentle but implacable. It was a common theme for his dad; he was an omega and really believed that meant he should be submissive and want nothing but to take care of his family, but at the same time he had very fixed ideas about how to do that and since his instincts were designed for just such a task, his opinion on the matter was unarguably superior to Thomas’s own.

Thomas hesitated before letting Val slide down to the floor. “Can’t,” he said with a shrug he hoped looked regretful enough. “Early practice.”

“Of course,” his dad agreed, green eyes inexpressive. Thomas didn’t think he’d bought it, but it didn’t matter, did it? It wasn’t like telling the truth was encouraged or even tolerated in their house.

Dinner wasn’t something Thomas could deal with on his own—especially not when his dad had pretty much announced his younger sisters would be sent to bed soon after. He gave his dad a short nod even as Val, quick to catch on, gave him a last squeeze before abandoning him to go find one of her friends to say goodbye.

Eira and Grace, both in homemade dresses that made them look like they’d just stepped through a time portal from their parents’ childhood, were whispering quietly to each other in a corner.

They looked up when Thomas approached, and Eira extended an arm for a half-hug. Grace didn’t, she disliked being touched. She could put up with it when her parents insisted it was expected of her, but none of her siblings ever tried.

“You running away?” Eira asked low enough not to be overheard but sharp enough to make Thomas grimace.

“You know it’ll just...” He waved a hand around.

His little sister sighed, put upon but understanding beyond her years. “Yeah, whatever. Can we come to your flat this weekend?”

Thomas frowned, trying to remember what day of the week it was. He knew he had a game coming in three days, but other than that... 

"It’s Tuesday,” Eira offered, projecting superior amusement that wouldn’t have seemed out of place in a celebrity, or a monarch.

Thomas rolled his eyes at her. “Okay, so I’m playing a game on Friday. Home ice. You can come over on Saturday.” He glanced at their father, who seemed to be finishing his conversation with whomever had been keeping him busy so far. “Are you working on something special?” he risked asking. 

It wasn’t like their parents disapproved of his middle sisters playing around with transistors and robots—not as long as they were also willing to dress the part of good girls and keep the right company. It was less that they struggled to live up to their standards and more that being under observation all the time was pretty exhausting.

“We can’t get the new radio amplifier to work,” Grace offered. “We don’t know why, but maybe someone at that store close to your house can help.”

“Sure,” he agreed. “We can stop by. Maybe we can all go to dinner, then Colleen can take Val home and you can sleep over.”

Grace smiled at him for that, a rare sight. Thomas returned it in kind. He felt a little guilty sometimes for how obviously he preferred Colleen and Valentina—but then again, Grace and Eira were practically attached to each other. It worked for them; it didn’t mean he didn’t love them too, or that he wasn’t there when they needed a safe space to decompress.

“Thomas, it was nice of you to come,” his father said, making him jump a little. He’d lost track of him, he realised with annoyance.

“Um, sure, couldn’t miss Val’s debut,” he replied, trying a smile. “She’s good, isn’t she?”

His father nodded. “Yes, she has a lovely voice. Might be something we want her to pursue,” he added thoughtfully.

It was nothing sinister, but it made Thomas tense anyway—he couldn’t help it; with his parents it was always about the ultimate goal of turning them into perfect citizens, which in itself was nothing else but a side-effect of their own goal of proving they were perfect citizens. Children were a reflection on their parents, his dad liked to say. If that was the case, Thomas must have been a reflection a pretty muddy pool, not that either of his parents would have said anything as straightforward about his choice of career, but he knew anyway. He’d been brought up to help his family and support his community, and what had he done with that privilege? He’d decided to play a game for a living. Exercise was a healthy lifestyle choice, of course—his father went on a run every morning before work and his dad did yoga and calisthenics—but sports... well, they were all well and good for children, of course, that’s how Thomas had ended up on the ice in the first place. They’d encouraged his passion back then and attended his games with the same supportive smiles they’d probably had as Val sang, but later...

“Yeah, maybe,” he said vaguely, looking over his father’s shoulder more than at the man. And then he saw him. The man from earlier... It took his brain a moment to scramble for the name. Uri. “Oh, I gotta...” Across the room, as if feeling the weight of his gaze, dark eyes met his and the excuse turned into a very real urge. “Sorry, I need to talk to someone.”

He didn’t wait for his father to answer, a choice he’d likely have to pay for later. But Thomas was very much a guy who lived in the present—later, after all, might never come.

Uri was tall enough that they could have held each other’s gazes as Thomas crossed the auditorium, but he’d looked away after barely a moment. He was probably talking to someone, maybe the kid he’d come to watch, but Thomas got the feeling the withdrawal had been more deliberate than that.

For a second the thought occurred to him that the guy might not want to talk to him again, but his feet didn’t seem to care, and when he caught sight of the broad shoulders again, the decision was somehow already made.

The child chattering away was dark-skinned and curly-haired, and obviously half in love with Uri, who was nodding along with a serious, attentive expression that seemed at odds with both the setting and his interlocutor. Except, Thomas thought as he slowed to watch, that Uri made it seem anything but odd. He raised a hand and said something, then listened again, tilting his head to literally give his ear—and caught Thomas staring straight at him like a total creep. He offered an apologetic smile and a shrug and got an intense, steady look in return.

He was pretty sure that look didn’t mean he should fuck off.

And they’d already established Thomas was the kind of person who didn’t have a very good sense of... timing, and that Uriel liked that. Maybe, Thomas hoped he wasn’t being too optimistic, that Uriel liked him.

It was definitely worth a shot.
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​Chapter Two: Uriel

[image: ]




Uri was listening to Kyeran chat on about school and how he wanted to be a lawyer when he grew up—unless he became a singer, that was—when he looked up and locked gazes with a gorgeous pair of green eyes. To be fair, he’d been tracking the man since the end of the performance. Well, okay, maybe he’d stolen a glance or two while the choir sang; but what did it matter? The point of a choir was singing, not their appearance.

Uri wanted to be just as unconcerned with the guy’s... Thomas’s appearance. He’d been unsurprised to find out the guy was a professional athlete; having had a close-up look of his arms and chest, it was either that or genetic engineering.

And now he was ambling over, as if he’d taken Uri’s look as an invitation. It hadn’t been meant as one, but as he made an effort to keep track of Kyeran’s story and not check Thomas’s trajectory, it was hard to pretend he minded.

The beta approached slowly, probably so he wouldn’t startle them, but Uri’s eyes found him again before he could speak. 

“Hey, there.” Thomas’s smile, a little lopsided, was an invitation to activities not appropriate for a public space.

“Hey,” Uri managed, a part of him still a little worried the other man would walk away. For a long moment, he watched Thomas, a little fascinated and a little blank with nerves, then he put a hand on Kyeran’s shoulder and turned him to face the man. “This is my friend, Kyeran. Kyeran, this is Thomas. Thomas’s little sister is in the choir.”

Thomas smiled at Kyeran. “Nice to meet you.” He offered the boy a hand, oddly formal and impossibly charming. He was wearing a t-shirt and loose cargo pants and yet he moved as elegantly as a fully suited man.

Kyeran shook it, but also gave him a through once-over that made Uri cringe. “Are you a lawyer too?”

“No,” Thomas replied with easy self-assurance. “I play hockey.”

“Hockey?” Kyeran asked, eyes widening. 

Thomas’s grin was pure delight, so much so that it occurred to Uri to wonder how old he could be. “You like to play?”

“Yeah! We got sticks at the centre, and we can play in the backyard. But the older kids always want to play football,” he added with a put-upon sigh.

“People are crazy,” Thomas agreed wholeheartedly. Uri snorted next to them, unintentionally recalling his attention. “What? Are you one of those people who like football better than hockey?” Thomas asked, possibly not completely in jest.

Uri raised both palms, biting back a smile but pretending to be intimidated. It was probably not the time to mention that as kids he and David had been a little obsessed with England winning the Football World Cup—they’d got over it eventually and he’d played hockey in secondary school, on grass, but he thought it’d be good enough. “I’m neutral here, I like them both.”

“Cop-out,” Kyeran mumbled, which made both Uri and Thomas start laughing.

“It is, though,” Thomas pointed out once he’d calmed down. “At least football fans are brave enough to come out and say it. This whole neutrality bullshit...”

“I am a lawyer,” Uri reminded him, then something caught his eye. “Kyeran, Mx Lasso is here. She must be looking for you.”

Kyeran sighed but agreed to meet the caretaker in charge of picking him up. Thomas watched him go with his lips pressed tightly together.

“He’s a bit dramatic,” Uri told him. “The adoption centre is not a bad place, just... well, it’s hard to be there when you cannot get adopted.”

Thomas turned to look at him again. “Cannot get adopted?”

Uri shrugged, then explained, “Family is around, just can’t... They visit, but it means he’s stuck.”

“Sounds tough,” Thomas commented, but it wasn’t a platitude. He gently prodded for more, “So you are trying to...?”

“Oh, no, there’s... well, there’s nothing I can do. Kyeran wants to go back to them and they want him back. I’m just... I spend a lot of time there. It helps if they know me,” he explained.

“So you stick around and watch a lot of anime and pretend you don’t like it?” Thomas suggested with a teasing lilt to his voice.

Uri glanced up at him, smiling a little already. “Nah, I don’t pretend not to like it. It’s alright, as long as no one at work finds out—the kids already know I’m not cool.”

“Aren’t you?” Thomas tilted his head to the side almost coquettishly—for such a big guy, he was strangely at ease with gestures of submission. Of course, he was a beta, so... “From the look on that boy’s face; pretty sure the only thing you're missing is a cape!”

Uri looked away, feeling his face heat up. He hoped it wasn’t obvious and it was certainly a relief that Thomas’s nose wasn’t fine enough to pick up the roiling mix of emotions he was sure must have been completely obvious to any omega or alpha; pleasure, discomfort... desire.

“Or spandex,” Thomas added very softly. So softly Uri shook himself before looking him in the face, as if he could find some sign of the words there if they had actually been pronounced by those lips. He could, actually: Thomas’s pupils were big and his eyelashes were at half-mast as he stared at Uri with badly disguised... hunger. There wasn’t another word for it.

He swallowed, feeling oddly wrong-footed and his hesitation must have been obvious because Thomas backed down a step, big shoulders hunching a little and gaze dropping to the ground. “My bad, I just—”

“No.” The word was out before he could think it through, and it wasn’t like Uri—thinking it through was basically his job description and life motto both, but... “I... You want a drink?”

It was as awkward a proposal as he’d ever managed, and he’d managed quite a few that he never wanted anyone to know about. He was never quite sure if people liked him, not... sexually. Because this wasn’t romantic, that was transparently obvious. He dared meet Thomas’s eyes once more, braced for it without quite knowing what he was preparing himself for. What was he even doing?

But before he could figure out what had possessed him to such boldness, Thomas stepped back into his space, even closer than before and, for a moment, he forgot how to breathe, let alone speak. Then Thomas placed a careful hand on his wrist. “I’d love a drink.”

Uri shivered as their skin came into contact for the first time—nothing magical about it, just skin on skin making him hungry for more. It’d been way too long, if he...

“I have some at home,” Thomas added.

“What?” Uri knew it was he who had spoken but he hadn’t intended to.

“Drinks,” Thomas reminded him. He was definitely younger than Uri, but there was something about his cocky expression that promised he knew what he was doing, and he...

“A little fast, aren’t we?” he asked, straightening and taking a step back without looking away.

The beta got it at once, grinning like he enjoyed the challenge. “Oh, my bad,” he repeated, this time with an overly-bright tone that made it clear he wasn’t sorry at all. “Maybe I can make it up to you? There’s got to be a pub close by.”

Uri hesitated, mind rushing even as his eyes found Thomas’s smirking lips again. “Let’s go,” he said, taking the plunge before he could overthink it. He was being asked and his answer was yes—and Thomas was a beta, as free to choose this as he was anything else. Equally free to walk away any time if it stopped being of interest.

Once they were outside, walking close enough their arms brushed as they swung at their sides, Thomas started looking around over the milling crowd of parents. Even though children were not allowed into pubs after noon, it seemed highly unlikely they could find anywhere to talk right after all the concert goers had been freed from the obligation of listening to their kids and the added pleasure of getting to hear adults pretending to be modest about how much they’d helped said kids.

If you need to remind people of what you did, you obviously did not help that much, Esti always said. Uri wholeheartedly agreed.

“Is it close?” he asked. If he was going to do this, then he’d freaking do it. No beating around the bush, no pointless small talk in a room too loud to really hear each other in.

Maybe his tone was too abrupt because Thomas stopped walking. “What?”

“Your place,” Uri said calmly. He wasn’t calm but he’d learned to hide that kind of thing early on when interviewing witnesses. No one wanted to tell sensitive stories to a nervous wreck— No one really wanted to spend time with one in a social setting either.

“Oh.” Thomas was clearly confused but didn’t question him. “Well, sort of. I live in New Cross Gate.”

It wouldn't be even half an hour walking from Peckham, but walking was a little too slow for his speeding pulse. “We could get hoverboards.”

“Really?” The man sounded shocked but delighted. Uri almost asked him his age, but it didn’t seem like the kind of question to ask someone who’d simply offered a little pleasure—not when he was clearly legal, at least.

“What?” Uri demanded, raising his eyebrows. “A guy in a suit can’t have fun?”

“Oh, I’m sure you are a lot of fun,” Thomas assured him with a slow, deliberate look down his body, and gods, he was shameless.

Uri used the excuse of searching for a hoverboard station to look away from him, hoping the light was low enough to hide his blush. It seemed a little unfair that he had to deal with all the... side-effects of not being Caucasian without at least getting skin dark enough to hide his feelings. From betas, at least, alphas and omegas also got the benefit of being able to figure out his emotions from his pheromones.

Since children weren’t allowed to ride real hoverboards, the floating rides that went fast enough to be effective transportation for short distances were almost always the exclusive domain of teenagers thirteen and older. 

Uri still remembered getting up at the crack of dawn the day he was due to attend the qualification course at his school. He was not a morning person, but it had been worth every minute to suddenly have the freedom to move around the city on his own. There was nothing wrong with the buses and trams, sure, but it was nothing to having his own vehicle. Hoverboards identification codes meant that all your routes were recorded so they could not get lost and so that any damage detected when the board returned to the base after you were done with it and sent it floating could be paid for by the real culprit. It’d seemed harmless enough when he’d been told about it back when he’d signed up for it, but of course, it hadn’t taken that long for someone to think of other uses for that data. In the fallout of the kidnapping case where the perpetrators had snatched a kid off their hoverboard, parents had acquired the right to request their children’s movements to ensure their safety.

There was a kid at the centre whose abusive mother had tracked them down that way; two hours later, they’d made it through the front door with a broken collarbone, two weeks later Uri had been called in by the Peckham Children’s Home after the judge had decided a long-term adoption centre made more sense than a foster family who couldn’t warranty the mother wouldn’t find the kid again.

​Legally, there was nothing to stop her from requesting the company track her kid’s hoverboard again.

“Hey,” Thomas said. Uri stopped to look at him.

“You looked really far away,” the beta told him. He was right, of course, but Uri had no idea how he could tell. Thomas didn’t press, returning to his natural bonhomie. “You sure you remember how to ride, old man?”

“Oh, I can ride,” he said, not looking away. Thomas hid it well, but he couldn’t quite suppress his reaction to the innuendo. Good, it cost Uri to say things like that, but he couldn’t quite let someone dominate the conversation so completely.  

In truth, Uri couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken out a hoverboard—the firm he worked for was in Oval, which was far enough from Brixton to require a tram, and his parents’ place was so close to work he almost always visited after he was done. The homemade dinners and intelligent conversation after a whole day of struggling to convince people other people mattered and the law did indeed support that view... Well, sometimes going home was all that made the day bearable.

He loved his job. It was hard, and he loved the challenge; or at least he loved the results enough to make the sweat seem worth it. But he needed the safety of a place where no one questioned his most basic beliefs about humanity, where they had taught him those beliefs, not simply telling him what was right, but showing him the way you behaved like a decent human being by listening to what others needed and trying your hardest to give it to them.

Not that there weren’t plenty of conversations, too. Ruth was a philosophy professor at a local college and Esti was a social worker, so there was very little in their lives that didn’t need to be analysed for moral failings. But sometimes he was too exhausted to talk, and then he could just go home—to the place that still felt like home to him even a decade after he’d moved out to go to university—and be with people who understood. The people who’d taught him how to bear the pain of failure and the struggle of a just fight and keep going, which was to say, the people who’d taught him to sit down and eat a good meal, laugh at a silly comedy and sleep in on Sundays.

His mothers and he didn’t really talk about sex. Esti had saved David and him the embarrassment by matriculating them into a sex education seminar at around the same time they’d got their hoverboarding licenses. But the same principle applied here: seize the moment and share the joy.

He unhooked the hoverboard with his foot, stealing a glance at Thomas only to find him shaking his head. 

“Show off,” he accused while he used the manual disengage mechanism. He then proceeded to jump on the board, making it wobble for a moment before he used what must have been rock solid core muscles to stabilize it. He met Uri’s eyes, eyebrows raised. “Coming?”

Uri snorted, not sure if the pun was intentional, and Thomas’s smile turned up a little further as if to confirm that yes, his sense of humour was that immature.

He stepped onto the board before tapping twice with his toe to get it in the air, not wanting to risk falling on his face in front of the guy with the professionally trained reflexes. Then he decided to prove that he wasn’t that mature either and shot ahead of Thomas, brushing by his side fast enough to risk making him stumble. The risk was minimal because the board only hovered about thirty centimetres off the ground, but it set his heart hammering as he leaned a little further forward than the still-crowded streets made wise.

It was reckless, especially when he was rusty, but he couldn’t do anything else with the rush of adrenaline suddenly pumping through him. It needed out, and whether it was the board or the guy cursing him out a few feet behind, it needed out now.

He turned onto a side street, not caring about destination, just about finding some space to let loose where he wouldn’t crash into anyone. He got lucky; the street was big enough for motorbikes but old enough to have cobblestones, which would keep all sensible people on wheels well away. He bent his knees and pushed his shoulders forward for a little extra momentum and laughed out loud as the wind rushed through his hair and made his dress jacket flap around him. Like a cape, he thought, remembering Thomas’s comment about Kyeran.

Something sped past him and he clenched his eyes shut even as he straightened to keep his balance. “Tosser!” he called out as soon as he was sure he wasn’t going to fall head first into a garbage bin.

Thomas, who was the worst of show-offs, turned his board in a broad circle so he could meet Uri’s eyes. His smirk only made Uri want to bite his mouth all the more, but before he had a chance to do anything, Thomas offered a jaunty wave and turned onto the next street, even narrower and practically deserted except for a veiled figure who, after pausing for an instant to assess whether they were a threat, kept walking on the other side walk.

Uri leaned forward, urging his board to speed up and keeping his shoulders tense for balance. 

Thomas, who’d slowed down enough to look back at him again, met his eyes across the distance and signed, {Catch me?} With eyebrows raised and mouth wickedly curved. He waited a moment, long enough to see Uri’s reaction, then turned and raced away. 

Uri hadn’t quite decided but he found himself following at once, his body responding to the challenge as if by some deep instinct. He never knew if those were an alpha’s aggressiveness or human folly. He normally cared—maybe too much. But right now, all he knew were the fresh air—a little cold even—and the man in front of him, banking hard as he reached the corner going way too fast. Uri closed the distance between them, wondering if there was someone he couldn’t see. But a quick look proved the streets were safely empty.

As far as he could tell, Thomas had simply stopped at the crossing. “You okay?” he asked, a little confused.

Thomas looked up, seemingly from very far away. “Yeah, just... Maybe this is a bit dangerous.”

He seemed strangely vulnerable. “Didn’t think hockey players cared that much about their physical integrity,” Uri joked.

It was the wrong thing to say; Thomas frowned. “I don’t care that much about getting hurt on the ice, and anyone who’s on it with me knows the score. But hurting someone here because I’m being irresponsible is completely different.”

Uri stared at him, mind reeling. “I’m sorry,” he said after a beat. “I— it wasn’t funny.”

“I... Dammit. I’m sorry.” Thomas swallowed, turning his face away and exhaling slowly, his light blond hair was puffing up endearingly, but he rubbed his face like he felt old beyond his years. “For snapping at you.”

He was half a head taller, and broader too, but seeing him slump forward like that called to every protective urge in Uri’s brain—and if it was an alpha thing, it was the only one he had never minded. Being a good person was hard enough without overanalysing if what made you try to help others was biology or nurture. In the end, only the results counted. He slid his board close enough that the anti-crash mechanism slowed him down. He reached out to gently cup Thomas’s elbow. His skin was colder now, and he didn’t lean into the touch. Uri kept it light but squeezed once, making his presence known without pushing. “We can slow down, it’s a nice night.”

The beta raised his eyes, still not quite back to normal, and looked around. “Is it?”

“Well, for London,” Uri clarified. He made his hand open, the other man seemed better now, there was no reason to cling. 

That earned him a snort from Thomas. “Okay, then. Let’s take a leisurely stroll... My place isn’t far,” he added somewhat hesitatingly.

“Good,” Uri reassured him. “You promised me a drink.”

***
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URI COULDN’T HAVE SAID how long it’d taken them to reach the right block of flats. Once they weren’t racing, it became harder to ignore that what Thomas was really offering wasn’t a drink. There was nothing wrong with casual sex, of course, but it wasn’t really Uri’s thing. It didn’t matter how often he was told dating betas could be nothing but for him. Maybe he wouldn’t bond to a beta, but then again, the idea of bonding an omega wasn’t—

His thoughts came to a halt when he saw the hall they’d just walked into. Marble floors and silver details, as well as enough decorative plants the building had to be paying a water usage plus.

Thomas seemed to catch on to his surprise because he turned to seek his gaze. “The team gives us the flats for a flat fee. They like to be able to find us,” he added with a shrug and a boyish smile.

Uri almost mentioned how utterly creepy that was, but he bit it back. He probably had already upset the man enough for one night. Even if they would only have this night. 

Especially if they’d only have this night.

“It’s beautiful,” he said instead.

Thomas shrugged, clearly assuming Uri was just being polite. “Come on, the stairs are this way.”

So the electricity regulation on lifts still applied. That was good, he supposed. Uri had never lived anywhere with a lift, but it was meant to be used only for the higher floors and those who needed it. By the time they made it to the second landing, he started to suspect he might have been a little too out of shape for the stairs. He was panting a little—while Thomas could have clearly kept going without breaking a sweat—when the beta stopped so suddenly he had to reach out and steady himself by clutching at Thomas’s hip.

He looked up, expecting an explanation, and found Thomas’s green eyes sparkling. He allowed a beat to pass between them before he reached out and put a big hand on Uri’s cheek. It was an odd position, standing below someone who was already taller than him, and... Thomas’s eyes flickered down. To his lips, he was sure of it. “I really want to kiss you,” he confirmed, which seemed like a question except that he was already bending closer. 

Uri tightened his hold on Thomas’s shirt and straightened to his full height, allowing his face to be tilted upwards. Thomas’s lips were a little dry, maybe from the wind, maybe from the ice he spent so much time on, but it didn’t matter for long—after the first warm brush of mouths, his tongue came out to lick at the seal of Uri’s lips. Uri sucked on it, suddenly desperate. Thomas grunted into the kiss, and Uri’s instinct to pull him closer would have sent them crashing down the stairs if Thomas hadn’t had the foresight to take hold of the banister. 

He threw himself backwards as he pulled and Uri stumbled but managed to regain his footing and keep them both upright. Slowly, he lifted his face from where it’d ended up pressed to Thomas’s collarbone. He was still panting, from excitement or terror, or both. And then he met Thomas’s eyes and his breath left him in a rush; it took him a second to realise the man was laughing. 

His laughter was possibly the only unattractive thing about him, high and nasal and nothing like the smooth tenor of his voice, but that set Uri off too. It was a good feeling, leaning on a warm body as he laughed away the fear. “Oh, gods. I’m— I’m sorry,” he managed to get out between guffaws.

Despite the shared hilarity, Thomas lowered his hand from Uri’s shoulder—where it’d ended up as they flailed—to his elbow so he could tug him up a step. He was still taller, but he was near enough to kiss again. And if Uri gave in, he thought as it stopped being funny and started getting hot again, they were guaranteed to fall down the stairs. It was clear Thomas’s plans were always going to be a little on the dangerous side. Uri shook his head, turning his face away. “What floor?”

“Third,” Thomas answered, lips brushing his ear in a clear provocation.

Uri shot him an incredulous look, taking a step back with the strength of his indignation. “We’re almost there?!”

Thomas shrugged, leaning back against the wall at his back and making Uri realise his hand was still clenched on the other man’s shirt. “I thought it’d get weird if...”

Uri leaned in and pressed a quick peck to his lips, enough to shut him up but not enough to taste him. He couldn’t let himself taste him again, not and... He let go and stepped back, Thomas’s hand on his shoulder falling away. “Go get me that drink,” he ordered, pointing upwards with his head.

Thomas smiled like he’d been complimented, then gave an almost regal nod. “Yes, sir.” But instead of moving, he glanced downwards. It took Uri a long moment to realise he had to give him more space if he expected him to turn enough to continue climbing up the stairs. He chose to take a cautious step down, taking hold of the opposite banister just in case.

He heard Thomas’s feet pounding up the steps, even faster than before. Maybe he’d given the man good incentive to hurry, or maybe he was simply that young and fit, of course.

Gods, what had possessed him to do this? He followed more slowly, already hoping the drink would settle his nerves. Maybe just enough to tell Thomas... The door was open already, soft light spilling into the equally fancy corridor. 

He walked through the doorway like he was going into court, heart battering and mind sharp with nerves. Maybe that’s where he got the confidence to close the door behind him without hesitating. But he hadn’t prepared any arguments. He didn’t think there were any for Thomas’s warm smile and the bottles he’d set on the table for Uri to choose from.

“So are you a beer guy or more of a whiskey person?”

“Neither,” Uri admitted, then shook himself. “But give me whiskey. Please.”

“Ice?” Thomas offered, already getting a low glass and pouring.

“Um, yeah,” Uri agreed. He had never tried whiskey, but he couldn’t think of a single beverage that tasted better at room temperature.

Thomas’s fridge turned out to have an ice compartment that helpfully spewed out some cubes into the glass like a robot in a science fiction movie. Thomas turned his way and set the glass down, then offered an apologetic smile and lifted his hand to his mouth to... lick it. Uri stared, forgetting the drink, air, and the universe.

The show must not have been intentional because Thomas caught him looking and pulled his hand away at once, proving he was capable of blushing. It looked good on him, like everything else. The fair skin of his high cheekbones had gone the darkest, the flush fading a little towards the sides of his face. 

“I forgot you put the ice in before the whiskey,” he explained, then went and opened the beer for himself. 

Uri took a sip of his whiskey, then grimaced at the burn. Ugh, why did people drink this?

He heard Thomas laugh. “You wanna sit, maybe?” his host offered.

Uri checked the level of his drink—unfortunately high—and pulled out a chair from the beautiful glass table. He frowned, rubbing his thumb against it; it weighed so little that he was a little unsure about sitting on it.

“Doesn’t seem real, does it?” Thomas asked, sitting on the identical chair across the table. “It’s some polymer or something.”

Uri gave in and carefully took a seat; he was fairly sure Thomas outweighed him by at least twenty kilos of pure muscle so he was probably not going to break the thing. “Let me guess, the flat came furnished?”

He got a shrug in response. “Well, yeah. You think they want their players to spend time buying furniture when they could be putting in time on the ice?”

Uri took another sip and managed not to wince. “Don’t you have to do that anyway?”

“Well, some practices are optional, so...”
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​​Chapter Three: Thomas
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“You go to every single one anyway?” Uri guessed.

Thomas didn’t quite manage to hide his smile. “I don’t go to morning practice sometimes, if I have something more interesting to do...” He raised his eyebrows and put the beer to his mouth for a long pull that exposed his throat—there was no way he was going to figure out how easy it was to make the man blush and not take advantage of it.

He heard Uri take a hasty drink of whiskey and put his empty bottle down with a smirk. “So I guess you aren’t a workaholic, right? What with the volunteering to do more lawyering in your free time and all.”

“You’re either very confused about being a lawyer or about volunteering,” Uri told him calmly. He was a little flushed, but it could have been embarrassment or the drink he’d clearly never tried before. It didn’t detract from the appeal either way.

Thomas laughed. “Both, probably,” he allowed, leaning back with an arm over the back of his own strangely light chair. He hadn’t fallen off them in a while, but it did take some getting used to. He didn’t miss Uri's gaze dropping to his chest. “So how is it different? It’s paperwork either way.”

“There is a lot of paperwork,” Uri admitted, mirroring his posture. “But work is all pretty dry stuff; inheritances, lawsuits, contracts. There’s more interesting cases, but family law is normally reserved for more experienced barristers.”

He nodded to show he’d followed that far. He didn’t know any lawyers, but he watched television, although if Uri’s endearing shyness was any indication, there were probably a lot less dubious trysts at his office than on The Omega Prosecutor. “And the adoption centre...?”

“The adoption centre is family law,” Uri said. His tone made it clear it was the type he preferred. “And those kids... They really need my help, they didn’t decide to make a fuss about a contract or a divorce, or... Well, there are some people at work who are there for a good reason, but not most of them. At the centre, I know I won’t waste my time. Even if they don’t have anyone who needs legal help, there’s always something to do to help them. Sometimes it’s homework, and sometimes it’s football,” he added with a wry smile. “But it’s all time well spent.”

Thomas offered a dramatic grimace in response. “Sure, football is a sacrifice, isn’t it?” he asked sceptically.

“I do it for the children,” Uri replied with perfect panache.

Thomas snorted out a laugh, leaning forward to thump the table for emphasis. He’d been drawn to the guy for his looks; no one could blame him for noticing those dark eyes and light stubble, an odd detail on someone so perfectly tidy and put together, one that spoke of a certain... softness. But there was clearly something to quiet waters running deep; they’d known each other for a couple hours at most, and somehow, they kept finding all the ways in which they fit. 

Thomas had tried dating before, and he’d sought out potential partners among those he’d have a lot in common with, and yet... This weird, casual encounter felt more like a date than most of the formal dinner affairs he’d so carefully planned.

It was also hard to find fault with the fact that even if the specific activities were unclear, their imminent arrival was not. Uri was shy, sure, but he could tease like the best of them too, and he wasn’t nervous over nothing. “How’s the whiskey?”

“Mmmm.... Burning my oesophagus?” Uri suggested. He paused, as if he hadn’t meant to say it, but it made Thomas grin; it was exactly the kind of thing Thomas had always wanted to say in response to inane questions at the parties his parents organized—and mostly hadn’t dared. “I don’t really have anything to compare it to,” Uri added.

The opening couldn’t have been more perfect. “Let me try it.” He got up and pushed his chair back. “I know a little.”

Uri looked bemused right up until the moment Thomas put his right hand on the table and bent over enough to get their faces almost level. He let the tension hold, meeting Uri’s darkening eyes from almost too close. A beat, then Uri gulped and Thomas let himself go, pressing their mouths together a little too hard. Uri didn’t seem to care, he surged up under Thomas’s, opening up to his tongue. He barely tasted like whiskey anymore by the time the table digging into his side became a problem for Thomas. He leaned left and pulled Uri's chair across the floor—for some reason, the material was almost frictionless as well as light and only Uri’s weight kept it from tumbling over. That and Uri’s hold, once again, on Thomas’s shirt.

“You are fucking dangerous,” the man accused, looking up. His lips were shining with Thomas’s spit, and his cheeks were dark with blood. Thomas was dying to see how far that blush went, but he didn’t think tearing that nice dress shirt would go over well.

He shrugged off the accusation, then took hold of Uri’s arm and pulled him to his feet with a little too much force and stepped into him to stop his forward momentum. Getting all of Uri’s weight shoved against his chest left him a little winded, but it was worth it for the feeling of Uri’s strength against him—the guy had probably got the muscles lifting boxes for the food bank or something. It was both sweet and a little uncomfortable to think about, but he felt amazing in his arms, and Thomas wasn’t looking the gift horse in the mouth. 
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