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Chapter One
   
Matt set down his bag and looked around at the room that was going to be his home for the next year. It was about the size of his walk-in closet back home, but the freedom it represented was nothing less than exhilarating.
The dorm room was dimly-lit and sparsely-furnished, but he’d toured a few schools before settling on Maxwell Hart University, and he knew that he could’ve done a lot worse. He could have done a lot better, too, if he’d been willing to capitalize on his family’s fortune and influence to get a spot at an Ivy league school, but the lure of anonymity that MHU had offered him proved to be too tempting.
Maybe here, he could be someone other than Matias Ronaldo Guerrero Videla. He was tired as hell of being his family’s prize omega.
On one wall hung a whiteboard, and someone had written a cheery greeting: “Welcome, Matias and Jesse!” Matt picked up the eraser, tapping his fingernails on the plastic casing of it with a rapid click-click sound, then nodded to nobody in particular and erased the message. He rewrote it in looping script that matched what had been there to the best of his ability: “Welcome, Matt and Jesse!” Maybe it didn’t mean much in the grand scheme of things, but it helped. He liked the look of it.
Matt unzipped his bag and took out the couple of outfits he’d packed. The rest of his things were being brought by movers later in the afternoon, but he’d packed a couple of things just in case. He picked the bed on the left and started hanging his clothes in the tiny closet on that side of the room.
As he hung the last of his clothes, the door to the room swung open and a tall skinny omega with spiked-up hair that added another inch or two to his height poked his head inside. “Room 304?” he asked uncertainly. “Half the numbers are missing, so I don’t know if I’m in the right place.”
Matt nodded. “You’ve got it. Are you Jesse?”
The young man visibly relaxed as he stepped into the room. “The one and only! Jesse Ditzmann, at your service. Please don’t call me Ditzmann or Ditz, even though I kind of am one.” Jesse grinned broadly as he shook Matt’s hand.
Matt gave Jesse an appraising look. “What about J.D.? You look a little like a J.D.”
“Oh, ew,” Jesse said, his face wrinkling. “My aunt used to call me J.D. when I was a little kid. I’ll never be able to put the moves on a hot alpha guy if he’s calling me something that reminds me of Auntie Karen and potty training.”
“Jesse it is, then,” Matt said. “At least you’re in the right place to find hot alpha guys to put the moves on.”
“Oh, I know, honey,” Jesse said with a toothy grin, tossing a backpack and a huge duffel bag on the empty bed. “Why do you think I’m here in the first place? I went to Elodie Hart Omega Academy for a year before they combined with Maxwell; I managed to keep my grades up enough that I could’ve transferred to any omega-only school in the state, but honestly, what’s the point of going to college at all if you can’t meet any alphas doing it?”
“Learning things?” Jesse only sounded half-serious, but it still irked Matt. He knew, on some level, that a lot of omegas only bothered going to college to find their Mate, but it frustrated him when people assumed that was the only reason he wanted to go. He wanted a hell of a lot more out of his life than whatever awaited him as someone’s omega and Mate.
“You do you, Matty,” Jesse said with a shrug.
Matt laughed. “Yeah, that’s not gonna work—speaking of terrible nicknames from our aunts. How am I supposed to project a cool image if I’m thinking about playing choo-choos with Tia Belén?”
As Jesse started unpacking his duffel, Matt’s phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a message from Lisa: where the hell are the room numbers? He tucked the phone back in his pocket and poked his head out the door.
Lisa was at the end of the hallway, pushing her dirty-blonde hair out of her face as she scowled at her phone. “Over here,” Matt called out, and her expression brightened when she looked up and saw him. Lisa was the only one of Matt’s friends from high school who had ended up at Maxwell Hart, but unlike him, she hadn’t taken two years off between high school and college. She was at least half the reason Matt had waited around for Louis Maxwell University and Elodie Hart Omega Academy to merge so he could attend there, rather than go to one of the handful of other integrated schools rated highly enough that his parents would pay for it.
“Seriously,” Lisa said as she jogged up, “I thought Hart Academy was all swanky. They should at least be able to afford room numbers, don’t you think?”
“I don’t think this was one of the Hart Academy buildings,” Matt said, flopping down on his bed.
“Sure wasn’t,” Jesse said. “The dorms at Hart were way different. Nicer buildings, but they had us crammed in like sardines. Eight omegas to a suite, so you could stick together in solidarity or something. This place might be dingy, but I’m only going to have to deal with one asshole’s dirty socks on the floor here, and I count that as a win.”
“I thought omegas were all prim and proper and tidy,” Lisa said teasingly. She was a beta, and had always delighted in giving Matt shit over his designation. He’d have felt insulted, but she did it to everyone, alpha and omega alike. She’d always complained that the world would be so much simpler if everyone was a beta. “You’re going to ruin my illusions of domestic omega bliss with all this talk of dirty socks.”
Matt snorted. “Lisa, if I haven’t ruined those illusions for you by now, I don’t think there’s any hope for you. Reality is a harsh mistress.”
“It’s all true,” Jesse said, nodding with mock solemnity. “We also burp and shit, in case nobody had told you.”
Matt let out a belch for emphasis; it was a talent he’d perfected as a kid, much to the horror of his classically-educated omega mother. Jesse roared with laughter, stabbing a finger in the air in Matt’s direction. “You and me, we’re gonna get along just great.”
“Classy,” Lisa said with a grin. “I’m so glad you guys are here this year to ‘enrich my educational environment’ with your presence.”
Matt scoffed. Lisa had shown him the brochures that alpha and beta students from Maxwell had received to help prepare them for the Omega Integration Program. They were full of weaselly-sounding marketing jargon like that, and extremely light on any helpful information, such as why integration was a good thing, or how alphas ought to treat their omega classmates.
“Hmm, I’m looking forward to having my educational environment enriched,” Jesse said with a lascivious grin. “Did you hear they’re sending us all alphas to show us the ropes?”
Lisa’s eyes widened. “That sounds like a terrible idea. Why on earth would they do that?”
“Beats me,” Jesse replied with a shrug, “but I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. If they send ‘em right to me, it saves me the effort of having to go out and impress ‘em myself.”
“It’s to ‘help us acclimate and orient to college life,’” Matt recited, derision dripping from his voice. “Translation: they think the poor little omegas can’t handle life in the big scary world, and we need a big strong alpha to do things like show us to our classes so we don’t have to confuse our feeble omega brains by reading a map.”
“Gosh, why don’t you tell us how you really feel?” Jesse said. “I don’t know if I can handle the way you bottle up your emotions.”
Lisa laughed. “That’s Matias for you. He gets passionate about omega equality—you get used to it after a while.”
“Call me Matt.”
“Oh, we’re trying that one out again? I couldn’t get used to it in middle school; I don’t know if I’ll be able to do it now.”
“Anyway,” Matt said, waving a hand dismissively, “things like this are exactly why school integration is so important. Alphas who aren’t exposed to omegas have these ridiculous outdated notions about what omegas are like, what sort of things they want. They need to study with us and work with us so they can see that we’re just people, just like them. Jesse, do you really need an alpha showing you around? Or do you think you’d be perfectly capable of finding your classes on your own?”
“I can find them on my own,” Jessie said with an understanding nod. “I see what you’re getting at, roomie. But I still want a hot alpha beefcake around, too. Can’t I have both? Liberation and satisfaction?”
“Sure. Go out and find an alpha on your own, the old-fashioned way. You don’t need the school to send one right to you.”
“Well, thanks a lot,” Jesse said, rolling his eyes. “I was feeling excited about school, but now I’m just irritated. You’re kind of a buzzkill.”
Lisa leaned in, and said with a conspiratorial whisper, “You get used to that, too. Eventually.”
Matt stuck his tongue out at Lisa, and Lisa casually flipped him off. He threw his pillow at her, which she caught deftly as she headed towards the door. “Ooh, free pillow—thanks!”
“Where are you going with that? Slumber party?”
Lisa shook her head and tossed the pillow back at him in a lazy arc. “Nah, I gotta go talk to the registrar about one of my classes. You going to be okay with this alpha business? Want me to come by later to fight him off for you?”
Matt leaned back, tucking the pillow behind his head. It was so thin he had to fold it in half; he was going to have to do some serious shopping to outfit this room. “I’m sure I can handle myself around whatever goody two-shoes alpha they send to give me the freshman orientation. They’re going to be putting their best foot forward, I’m sure.”
“See you, then,” she said with a wave, and turned to walk out, almost slamming directly into an alpha who’d been waiting in the hallway, hand poised as if to knock on the door. The guy was short but muscular, with Asian features and short, artfully-spiked hair. His eyes widened in surprise behind black-rimmed glasses, but he didn’t give any other physical indication that he was startled, just dropped his hand to his side and gave her a smile and nod. Matt had to admit he was gorgeous, and Lisa seemed to agree, rooted on the spot with her mouth hanging open—even betas sometimes reacted to the raw presence of an alpha, and this guy just radiated restrained power and flawless control. “Oh,” she said quietly, shaking herself and slipping past him to rush down the hall.
The alpha let out a quiet laugh and scratched the back of his head. “Hi, I’m Paul Santos—is this room 304?”
“We need to tape up a sign,” Matt sighed. “Yeah, that’s us.”
“Great!” Paul said with a dazzling smile. “Which of you is Jesse Ditzmann? I’m your mentor from the Omega Integration Program.”
Jesse flicked his eyes up to the ceiling and whispered, “Thank you!” Matt stifled a giggle. “That would be me, Alpha,” he said, stepping forward and extending a hand, his head bowed modestly. “Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Paul said. “Do you have time for a campus tour? I could show you both around, if you like.”
Jesse slipped behind Paul and started making exaggerated no no no gestures at Matt, and Matt did his best not to laugh as he said, “No, I’ll just wait for my alpha to show up. I’ve got more unpacking to do anyway.”
Paul raised a skeptical eyebrow as he took in the sight of Matt’s spotless side of the room, but said nothing. He and Jesse left, leaving Matt alone to silently stew in his own irritation. At least Jesse was getting what he wanted out of the arrangement, but Matt could think of nothing he wanted less than some alpha showing up at his door to babysit him for the afternoon.




Chapter Two
   
It was Derek’s first full day back on campus, and he was hating every minute of it. Everywhere he went, he could feel the weight of people’s eyes on him. Nobody said a word, but he could almost hear what they were thinking anyway: we know what you did.
He knew he was being paranoid. There had been a whole lot of turnover in enrollment when Elodie Hart Omega Academy got folded into Louis Maxwell University, so most of the faces he saw as he stalked through campus were unfamiliar. Hardly anyone recognized him. Fewer still knew what happened beyond vague rumors that they may or may not have been able to connect to him.
But the ones who did recognize him…he could smell it on them when they got close: a cold whiff of fear that rolled off them in waves, whether they were alpha or beta. He’d even smelled it on one omega, and it made him bristle with anger. He wanted to grab the poor guy by the shoulders and demand to know who’d told him, what he’d heard.
Of course, that would only make things worse. Anyway, Derek knew what the omega had heard. There goes the guy who almost killed another alpha in a fight last year. Stay away—he’s out of control.
Derek knew he was a little intimidating, even without the rumors flying around him. He’d had a growth spurt after he presented as an alpha, and had gone from a skinny runt to a six-foot-two powerhouse with broad shoulders and muscles to spare. He’d been told he had a handsome face, but he also had what his female friends liked to call “resting bitch face,” his full lips seeming to naturally fall into a scowl any time he wasn’t thinking about it. When he turned on the charm, his blond hair, blue eyes, and wholesome smile could help him get his way, and when he turned it off, his stature and expression did the same.
Unfortunately, neither charm or “resting bitch face” had done him any good when it came to his punishment. His status as a rising star on the Maxwell wrestling team had done a lot more for him there. He’d been suspended for the last three weeks of the year, and the school had left it entirely up to his professors whether he would be allowed to make up work or take his final exams. As a result, he was retaking Microeconomics this year, because Professor Jameson was kind of an ass and had never liked him much.
On top of retaking a class, his punishment had involved a whole lot of symbolic and physical gestures of atonement. His advisor, Ralph Harrison, had been solidly on his side through all of it, but it was at Mr. Harrison’s insistence that Derek found himself signed up this year as a mentor in the Omega Integration Program. When he’d tried to get out of it, Mr. Harrison had pointed out how very fortunate it was that he hadn’t lost his wrestling scholarship after the unpleasant incident last year, and that it would be extremely beneficial to his future prospects to demonstrate that he was a leader, a team player, and a good face for the Maxwell wrestling team.
So here he was, at Sanderson Hall—last year a run-down party dorm full of slacker beta underclassmen, this year a slightly less run-down omega dorm with a fresh coat of paint and a new sign—with explicit instructions to find his assigned omega, introduce himself, and give a tour of the campus.
It took three tries to find the right room because half the doors didn’t have room numbers on them, but he eventually found himself in front of his omega. “Matias Guerrero?” He looked the omega up and down; he wore a faded concert t-shirt from a show he couldn’t be old enough to have gone to, and designer jeans that clung to his hips in a way that left very little to the imagination. His dark brown hair hung down almost to his shoulders and had a slight curl to it; he had one of those haircuts that gave the impression of effortlessly wind-tossed style, stray locks skimming his fine cheekbones as he moved his head, but the faint sheen and spicy scent of expensive styling products was unmistakable. Definitely a rich kid.
“Matt,” the omega said, extending one long-fingered hand. Derek stepped in to clasp it, and his eye was drawn to the contrast of Matt’s hand in his; his skin was a medium tan that stood out starkly against Derek’s pale tone, and his hand was slender and delicate in Derek’s broad grip. Matt kept his head up and shoulders back as he shook Derek’s hand, and the defiance in his expression irked Derek for reasons he couldn’t quite identify.
It was like Matt was already bracing for a fight.
Derek dropped Matt’s hand and took a deep breath to release some tension, but as he sucked in a lungful of air, he was nearly bowled over by Matt’s scent: thick and sweet like any omega’s, a scent that reminded him of honeysuckle on the air in the spring, but with a subtle burnt-sugar and caramel note that threaded through it and sharpened it, tickling his nose and making him want to lean forward to breathe in more. Matt smelled good, and for a brief, absurd moment, Derek wanted to drag him in close and bury his face in Matt’s neck, where the scent would be strongest, and let it wash over him.
Derek realized Matt was staring at him, and he brushed his palm on his pant leg briskly. “Derek Fisher,” he muttered, cursing his fair complexion as he felt his cheeks prickle with heat. He blushed easily, and with his coloring, everyone could see. “I’m with the Omega Integration Program. I’ve been assigned to show you around.”
A brief flicker of something passed across Matt’s eyes, but it was gone in an instant. “Right, nice to meet you. Let me get my things.” Matt pulled on a pair of brown leather high-tops that, like his hair, looked like they had been carefully rumpled and mussed to the peak of fashion. Derek put pretty high odds on the shoes alone costing more than Derek’s entire outfit—which, to be fair, was just a t-shirt and jeans, but then, technically, so was Matt’s.
When Matt grabbed the keys and phone from his desk, he glanced at the phone’s screen and groaned. “Sorry about this, but apparently my parents just showed up with the rest of my stuff. Do you want to wait a while or come back later? It shouldn’t take long.”
“I’ll wait,” Derek said. He didn’t have anywhere to be, so he took a seat on Matt’s roommate’s bed while Matt ran down to let his parents in. It was just because he wanted to get this tour out of the way; it didn’t have anything to do with wanting to be closer to Matt’s intoxicating scent. He’d never been into guys—not that he was a homophobe or anything, they just didn’t do it for him—so it was with nothing more than idle curiosity that he picked up a sweatshirt draped over the foot of the bed and sniffed it. The bed on this side of the room had a clean, neutral scent, probably from the detergent on the school-supplied sandpaper grade sheets, and the shirt smelled faintly and pleasantly of omega—sweet and inoffensive, just as he’d expect of any male omega. Any male omega except for Matt.
When Matt came back to the room, he was accompanied by an elegant woman with silver streaks in her tastefully-upswept hair and a tall, broad man in an impeccable suit. His hair was only faintly blushed with grey at the temples, but deep crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes hinted at his age. If he hadn’t already been told they were Matt’s parents, he might have assumed they were grandparents.
Matt’s father looked around the room with obvious distaste, and his mother was slightly more polite but clearly not pleased. “This looks…cozy,” she said with the tone of a woman who’d spent her life learning how to phrase things diplomatically.
“It’s a sty,” Matt’s father said. “I could have gotten you an apartment a couple blocks from here. The Brighton is a good building. Very secure.”
Matt gave a small smile that was barely more than a grimace. “I like it here. Not like I need much space, and this building has security.”
Matt’s father wrinkled his nose at that and seemed about to comment on the state of Sanderson Hall’s “security”—a balding, overweight rent-a-cop that Derek had walked right past when he’d arrived—but Matt’s mother cut in before he could say anything. “I think it’ll be wonderful, dear. You’ll get a real college experience.”
“That’s the point,” Matt said wearily, sounding like this was a conversation he’d had a million times before. He fidgeted, eyes glancing around the room and landing on Derek for a moment, lingering briefly before he ducked his head and inspected his own cuticles. The motion, small as it was, drew the attention of Matt’s father, who pulled himself up to his full height and stared Derek down. It was more than a little intimidating; this man was all alpha, and he was obviously used to being obeyed.
“What the hell?” Matt’s father boomed, his nostrils flaring. “This isn’t supposed to be an integrated dorm.”
“It’s not, sir,” Derek said, standing. He didn’t offer a hand to shake—he kept his posture relaxed and his shoulders loose, raising his head only enough to address the older alpha directly. He’d been doing the “polite contrition” dance almost nonstop for the last three months—one more round wouldn’t hurt. “I’m Derek; I’m the alpha mentor assigned to assist Matt during integration.”
“‘Matt?’” Matt’s father sneered, and just like that, Derek was forgotten. “Something wrong with your name, Matias?”
Derek knew that tone well; he’d heard it plenty of times from his own alpha father, and from his wrestling coach. It was the “you’ve screwed up, and now you’d better fall in line” tone. Derek was an alpha with no connection to Matt’s father, and even he felt an urge to shrink back and obey, so it was beyond shocking when Matt, instead of apologizing profusely like a good little omega, went in entirely the opposite direction.
“Nothing wrong with it, viejo,” Matt said with an indifferent shrug. Derek didn’t recognize the Spanish word that rolled off his tongue, but the tone Matt used was dripping with condescension. “I just thought I’d try something new. Honestly, I thought you’d be happy—I can’t sully the family name if nobody recognizes me, right?”
Matt’s father looked like he was about to explode, red-faced and practically shaking. His mother placed her hand on her husband’s arm and leaned in close, and he settled down in the space of a breath. It was a classic omega calming gesture, using touch and scent to defuse a situation before it could escalate. She clearly knew what she was doing. She looked from Matt’s father to Matt with a small sigh. “Mijito, your name is more than just what people call you. It can be an asset. We just want to make sure you’re keeping your goals in mind and staying on track.”
“My goal is to get an education,” Matt said through gritted teeth. “Isn’t that why people go to college?”
“Of course, honey,” she said, her tone gentle but dismissive, and Matt’s father snorted.
“Education, right. Where the hell are the movers?” The gruff alpha stalked out the door, leaving Matt glaring after him.
Matt’s mother sighed. “Your father just wants what’s best for you, mijito. You know that, right?”
“He needs to worry less about what he thinks is best for me and let me decide for myself. I didn’t come here to find an alpha to settle down with—I could’ve done that at home if I’d wanted to. I’m here to learn, just like any other student—just like your two non-omega children did.”
“The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”
“Mamá—”
She took him by the hand and patted the back of his hand gently. “I know, I know. You’re strong and independent, and I know you’ll excel at anything you put your mind to.” Matt shifted uncomfortably, his eyes landing on Derek again, and the faintest hint of a blush coloring his high cheekbones. “I just hope you’re not ruling out something that could make you happy before you give it a chance. It seems a shame to go through all the trouble to attend an integrated university just to avoid alphas entirely.”
“I’m not avoiding them entirely—look, there’s an alpha in my room right now!” Derek felt a surge of panic when Matt pointed at him—he didn’t want to be drawn into this—but thankfully Matt’s mother didn’t so much as look in his direction.
“Matias, sweetheart, don’t be contrary. I just want what’s best for you, too.”
Matt’s gaze softened for a moment, but then he set his shoulders and crossed his arms. “Call me Matt,” he said, his voice firm.
Matt’s mother gave another heavy sigh, then stepped forward to gather him into her arms. She kissed the top of his head. “Of course, Matt. Just promise you’ll think about it?”
Matt sagged into his mother’s arms, his voice soft. “Sí, mamá. I’ll think about it.”
The moment was a little too intimate, and Derek was relieved when the door opened once again and Matt’s father strode back through, followed by two men carrying stacks of boxes. “Just set them anywhere, and hurry up with the rest. We haven’t got all day.” Matt’s mother released Matt with a quick squeeze to his shoulder, and they all stood in incredibly awkward silence while the movers brought in four more loads of boxes. They were piled pretty high—where was Matt going to fit all this stuff?
Then again, it was painfully obvious that Matt’s family was absolutely filthy rich. They could probably afford a few shelves or something for their prodigal son.
Matt’s parents said their goodbyes and left shortly after the movers finished. Neither of them gave Derek so much as another glance, and all three seemed to be in a foul mood. Once they left, Matt watched the door and waited for several seconds before he spoke.
“Well,” he said, blowing a stray lock of hair out of his face, “that was utterly fucking mortifying.”
Derek chuckled; he had quite a bit of sympathy, since he’d been largely ignored by the Guerreros and even he felt a little embarrassed by the attention. Apparently, this was just Matt’s life. How much of that was due to being an omega, and how much was due to being a rich kid, he wasn’t sure; the only thing Derek was sure about was that if it’d been him, there probably would have been a lot more shouting involved.
“I’m sorry about all that. My parents are…well, they’re like that. They don’t know the meaning of the word privacy.”
“Maybe if you tried in Spanish?” Derek said with a grin.
Matt laughed, and the lingering tension in the room seemed to fade a bit. It was a lovely sound, even with a touch of cynicism darkening it. “I’d try in fucking Elvish if I thought it would make a difference.”
“For what it’s worth, your mom seems to genuinely mean well. And I mean, she does have a point.”
“What, that I should only be bothering with college to find a respectable alpha, so they can marry me off and make me someone else’s responsibility before I do anything too embarrassing on their watch?”
“Not exactly,” Derek said with a frown, “but she’s right that it’s…an opportunity, I guess. You’re going to want to find an alpha eventually anyway. You might as well keep your eyes open while you’re here.”
“You realize that’s offensive, right? Not every omega wants to settle down with an alpha and pump out babies.” Matt crossed his arms, clearly on the defensive again.
Derek resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Not every omega, sure. But statistically speaking…I mean, just look around. Most eventually do.”
“Yeah, well, statistically speaking, I have one ass, and you can kiss it.”
Derek blinked for a moment, not entirely sure how to proceed. He wasn’t a Neanderthal or anything—he knew that omegas didn’t have to be demure and polite and submit to every alpha they saw, but in practice, there was a certain standard of behavior that he was used to. Maybe it was because most of the omegas Derek knew were women, or maybe it was because Matt was kind of a spoiled brat, but either way, the effect of an omega snapping at him like that and staring him down was as instant as it was unexpected. He had to fight down a growl, a low rumble of anger at having his authority questioned, but at the same time, something about the defiance went straight to his dick.
He wanted to make Matt submit.
Derek mentally shook himself. Where the hell was that coming from? Matt was…well, objectively speaking there was no doubt he was an attractive guy, but that wasn’t what Derek was into. Derek liked women, soft and curvy and smooth-skinned, with perky breasts and swaying hips that he could get a good, solid grip on. He’d never even looked at a guy that way before, much less imagined dominating one. But something about Matt’s scent drew him in; he wanted to wrap himself up in it, wanted to touch and taste until sweet honeysuckle and toffee was all that he knew.
It’s just a reaction to omega scent, he told himself, shaking his head. You haven’t gotten laid in months, and pheromones are making you loopy.
“Sorry,” he said, just to prove to his caveman alpha side that he could, “you’re right. I shouldn’t assume.”
Matt cocked his head and gave Derek a puzzled look for a moment, like maybe he’d started speaking Elvish himself, but then he relaxed, uncrossing his arms and letting them fall back to his sides. “Apology accepted. So, should we get this campus tour out of the way?”




Chapter Three
   
Derek kept looking at him. It was distracting. He was trying to be subtle about it, Matt could tell, but he was failing miserably. He kept sneaking glances as they walked and then snapping his attention back to his feet. If Matt hadn’t been on edge from the visit from his parents and frustrated about being babysat by an alpha, he might have found it cute.
“So, you’re pretty anti-alpha, then?” Derek finally said, breaking the awkward silence stretching between them. His tone was light, but the words bit hard, and Matt scowled.
“Of course not. Why is it that people always hear ‘anti-alpha’ when someone says ‘pro-omega?’ I’ve got nothing against alphas.” After a second, his lips twisted into a smirk; he couldn’t quite help himself. “I mean, some of my best friends are alphas.”
Derek opened his mouth as if to say something, but when he caught sight of the amused look on Matt’s face, he relaxed. “Okay, bad phrasing. But you do seem opposed to traditional alpha/omega relationships.”
Matt sighed, kicking a rock in his path just to watch it skitter down the sidewalk. “I’m not against them in theory—I mean, it’s not for me, but I know some people are happy that way. I’m against omega oppression, and against me getting married just because my parents think it’s a good idea. The traditional A/O dynamic is pretty problematic, but I’m not against it, per se. Just extremely wary of it.”
“I guess you could consider it a little problematic, but honestly, it’s beneficial to both sides. Alphas and omegas both get something out of it: a calming influence for the alphas, and stability and protection for the omegas.”
“That’s exactly it, though—why should omegas need protection? Why do we have this stereotype of the helpless omega, completely at the whim of their hormones, when it’s the alphas who are out of control? They’re the ones that rape, that abuse, that force omegas into situations they don’t want. Why is that ‘just the way things are,’ when we all know that we’re more than our animal instincts. I mean, you’re an alpha, and you haven’t tried to jump me even once.”
“I’m not gay,” Derek said simply, missing the point entirely. Typical.
“And if you were? Or if I were a woman? Would you be assaulting me then?”
“Of course not.” Derek scratched the back of his head, pursing full lips in thought. It was really kind of unfair how attractive the guy was—even with his brow furrowed and his mouth pulled into a scowl, he was gorgeous. “But the instincts are still there, you know? We can rise above them, but trying to deny their existence is counterintuitive.”
Matt gave Derek a long, considering look. Maybe he’d underestimated him; he certainly didn’t talk like a knuckle-dragging knot-head. If only his views weren’t so…ugh, traditional. “You’re exactly right. As thinking creatures, we can choose to rise above that stuff. So it comes down to individual choice—if someone wants to opt out of the alpha/omega dynamic, they should be able to do so. That’s where I have a problem with most alphas—too many of them want to impose their way of doing things on everyone.”
“Like your dad?” Derek suggested, and Matt responded with a humorless chuckle.
“Exactly like him. He and Mom seem to do okay—as far back as I can remember, they’ve always seemed genuinely happy together. But that doesn’t mean I want the same thing, and he doesn’t get that. He and Mom met in Chile when she was seventeen, and he swept her off her feet into this fairytale alpha/omega romance. He’s the big, tough provider, and she’s the soft, gentle homemaker who keeps his alpha instincts in check.”
“Sounds pretty nice, honestly,” Derek said with a shrug. “Not everyone can say that their parents are still happy together after so many years. You don’t want that?”
Matt bristled. Why was Derek so concerned with what he wanted out of life? “What, a happy relationship? Of course I want that—who wouldn’t? I just don’t want my whole purpose in life to be raising the kids and managing the household and keeping up appearances for the neighbors. I want my own life and my own career, and I want to help other omegas achieve the same things.”
Derek jammed his hands into his pockets with a thoughtful hum. “You think those things actually make omegas happier, though? It just seems like the omega activists are some of the unhappiest people I know—just bitter and angry all the time. Maybe denying their urges is part of what’s making them that way.”
Matt wished he could take back what he’d thought earlier about Derek being unfairly attractive. “That’s such an ignorant, alpha-centric thing to say,” he said, aware his voice was rising but not quite embarrassed enough to stop it. “I’m an omega, and I’m telling you right now that those things would make me happier. You don’t get to decide what’s best for other people.”
“I wasn’t trying—” Derek stammered, scratching his head. He blushed when he was flustered; that, too, was unfairly attractive. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just…sometimes people don’t realize what’s actually best for them.”
“Wow.” Matt cocked his head to the side, cupping a hand behind his ear. “Hear that? That’s the sound of this conversation ending. We’re done here.”
At least Derek didn’t argue. He fell silent, chewing on his lower lip thoughtfully as they walked. He finally spoke again when they stopped in front of a massive building with white columns in front. “This is the library,” Derek said, pointing.
“Yeah,” Matt sighed, “I can tell by the way it says ‘Library’ on the front. So glad I had an alpha here to point it out.”
Matt winced a little at his own sharp tone; alphas weren’t exactly known for their even tempers, and it probably wasn’t wise to rile this one up. Derek was huge, all bulging muscles and stoic strength; his t-shirt was stretched almost to bursting across his thick chest and biceps, and there was no doubt the muscles weren’t just for show—this guy could break him right in half if he tried. But when Matt glanced over, he didn’t see the barely-restrained anger he was expecting. If anything, Derek looked amused.
“Oh, is that what it says?” Derek asked, cool and casual. “I just had to memorize where it was, on account of not being able to read. You know how alphas are—brain the size of a walnut, dick the size of a—”
“Yeah, yeah,” Matt said, shaking his head, “alphas get stereotyped, too. You can come crying to me when you get told it’s your duty to lock yourself up for a week every three months so you don’t get assaulted while you’re in heat. Or when you aren’t allowed to apply to the college you want to go to because you’d be a ‘distraction’ to the other students. There’s no comparison.”
Derek looked like he was chewing that one over for a while, but he said nothing. Eventually he broke the silence by saying, “Did you want to go inside? It’s pretty huge, and they’ve got a lot of resources and stuff in there.”
“I’ll pass for now. I’ll check it out when I have a few hours to kill—I heard the collection of historical documents that got rolled in from Hart Academy is incredible. It’s one of the reasons I wanted to attend here.”
“All right,” Derek said, unfolding the battered list he’d been consulting throughout their tour. “Hmm, the Theatre Arts building is next, but I don’t actually know where that is.”
“Gosh, if only there were something that could tell us where things are located. Like maybe a map—but no, I forgot, places don’t exist unless an alpha finds them for you.”
Derek made an exasperated noise and closed his fist, the list crumpling in his hand. “I’ve had about enough of this shit,” he growled, jabbing a finger in Matt’s direction. “You know damn well why you need me here. Why are you making such a big deal out of it? Do you just enjoy arguing?”
“I know why?” Matt squared his shoulders and looked Derek right in the eye. It was hard to muster the anger and indignation he should have been feeling when he felt like he was being swallowed by a sea of sparkling blue, but he couldn’t afford to get distracted. Through gritted teeth, he said, “Maybe I don’t know. Maybe I’d like you to tell me. Go ahead: in your own words, tell me why I need you here to show me around.”
Derek rolled his eyes in exasperation, like he was dealing with a petulant child. “It’s not good for omegas to be wandering around by themselves in a new environment. It’s for your own good.”
“Are you listening to the words coming out of your mouth right now? ‘It’s for your own good?’ Why? What horrible thing might happen if I don’t have the strong guiding hand of an alpha leading me around by the balls?”
“I’m not leading you—ugh.” Derek made a disgusted face. “It’s just better if omegas have someone to rely on. You know that. Don’t pretend it’s not true just to be argumentative.”
“But it’s not!” Matt was aware that the eyes of a couple of passersby were on him, but he refused to lower his voice. “I’m every bit as capable as you are at reading a map and checking room numbers—I don’t need to follow someone around like a lost puppy.”
“Yeah, but you’re not safe.” Derek suddenly drew himself up short, blinking as though he was hearing himself for the first time. “I mean, you could…there are all these alphas around, and…”
Matt crossed his arms, a smug smile beginning to work its way onto his face. “Oh?” he said, feigning innocence. “And what? What is it that I need a big, strong alpha around to protect me against?”
Derek sighed. “Other alphas,” he said, his voice sounding weak and defeated.
“Funny, then, if the biggest risk to me is from alphas, that the solution is just to throw more alphas at the problem. Do you see why I might be a little resentful, when I’m being told to avoid you like the plague, but stick to your side at the same time? That’s what it means to be an omega: a life of constant contradiction.”
Derek blew out a frustrated breath. “I understand that, but it’s not like you really have anything to worry about. I mean, the alpha mentors know it’s their responsibility to protect their assigned omegas. Protecting omegas is in their genes. Maybe some random alpha might be a danger to you, but not one whose job it is to take care of you.”
“Right, I forgot: no alpha in the history of time has ever abused their Mate. Or an omega they’re dating. Or just some omega off the street that looked at them funny. Silly me, what do I have to worry about?”
“That kind of thing is rare, though,” Derek said weakly.
“Not as rare as you might think.”
“Yeah,” Derek said, after a long pause. “You’re right.”
“Wait, do my ears deceive me? Did you just concede victory to an omega?”
Derek chuckled. “Don’t get used to it. But yeah, you have a point. I just don’t see what other option the school has. Whether it’s right or not, omegas are at risk when they’re on their own.”
“Options? I’m good with options,” Matt said. He raised one hand to tick points off on his fingers. “First, drop this ‘omegas need alphas’ crap—it’s just contributing to the perception of omegas as helpless and needing protection. Second, increase penalties for alpha-on-omega assault. Most A/O assaults on university campuses don’t result in so much as a suspension, much less jail time. Even in integrated schools, colleges are old-boys’ clubs that cater to alphas in the worst ways. Third, give omegas more support: campus social groups, counseling, maps…” Matt pointed at the rumpled map in Derek’s hand. “You see that? It’s one sheet of paper. One lousy sheet, and I wouldn’t need to spend my whole afternoon being led around campus, but they didn’t see fit to give me one. They just told me that my alpha would show me around. One sheet of paper is all it would take, and you could be pumping iron all afternoon, or whatever it is you do in your spare time, instead of doing this.”
Derek looked at the map in his hand, then carefully folded it back into thirds. He gave it another lingering look, then held it out wordlessly to Matt.
Matt blinked at the paper in Derek’s hand, frozen. “What?” he said, stupidly.
“That’s awful,” Derek said quietly. “I’ve got like five copies of this thing. Take this one.”
Matt reached out and took the map, his fingers brushing Derek’s briefly as he did. It may have been his imagination, but it felt like sparks shot through his fingertips as he did. “Thanks.”
Derek jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll, uh, leave you alone. I’ve still got to take you to your classes for a while or I’ll get in trouble, but I’ll give you your space as much as I can. Sorry.”
As Derek turned to leave, Matt felt the words leaving his mouth before his brain could intervene: “Wait, don’t go.” Derek gave him a curious look. “We might as well finish the tour, right? Someone might see me wandering along on my own and you’ll get in trouble.”
Derek looked him over, and a clouded look passed over his face. He chewed his lower lip thoughtfully, and Matt was distracted for a brief moment when he released it, glistening wet and red-bitten. It was a shame, really—Derek was a damned attractive guy, when he wasn’t spouting alpha-superiority idiocy.
“Okay,” Derek finally said, “if you don’t mind. I’d appreciate it.”
Matt waved his hand, trying for casual indifference and mostly succeeding. “It’s no big deal. What was the next place on your list again?”
Derek fished out the list and checked. “The Theatre Arts building. Here, do you want this, too?”
“Nah, we might as well keep up appearances. I know how alphas get all twitchy if they don’t have a job to do.” Matt gave Derek a grin that he hoped made it clear he was teasing. Derek gave a small smile in return. Matt unfolded the map and checked the key, and pointed off to the left. “Looks like it’s over that way.”
Derek didn’t lead the way, and when Matt started walking, he fell into step beside him. It was a small gesture, but Matt appreciated it anyway. Even if Derek didn’t really think of them as equals, he was willing to pretend for Matt’s sake. He decided to call it a small victory, and did his best to match Derek’s long stride.




Chapter Four
   
The sky turned grey and dark as they neared the end of the tour, and Matt groaned when they stepped out of a building into a light rainfall. “Should’ve brought an umbrella,” he grumbled.
Derek paused to consider their location for a moment, then brightened. “I know a place that isn’t on the map that you should definitely know about. Do you like bubble tea?”
The confused look Matt gave him answered the question before his words did. “What’s bubble tea?”
“They take tea, add fruity flavors and enough sugar to kill a horse, and put these little chewy tapioca balls in it. You drink it through a gigantic straw, and it’s like a drink and snack in one. If you’ve got a sweet tooth, you’ll probably love it.”
“That sounds…weird, but good. Lead the way.”
“My treat,” Derek said as he headed towards it. “Consider it a small apology for acting like an alpha tool earlier.”
Matt chuckled, shaking his head. “That’s sweet of you, but I can get my own. My dad hasn’t disowned me yet; I can still pay my way.”
There was a note of resignation in Matt’s voice that tugged at Derek’s heart. “‘Yet,’ huh? Has he threatened to before?”
“What, disown me? Only about a million times. When he’s mad, he tries everything to get me to behave. Cut me out of the will, take away my cards, lock me out of my trust fund, you name it.” Matt sighed. “Honestly, I don’t even care most of the time, but I really want to at least finish college before I’m out on my ass.”
Derek let out a low whistle. “Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever met a genuine trust fund brat before. What do your parents do for a living?”
“All sorts of things,” Matt said with a shrug. “They own a bunch of hotels and resorts back in Chile, and a few here in the States. My mom did a little modeling when she was younger, and my dad’s a small-time politician. He even ran for President once when I was a kid.”
“President? That’s not ‘small-time’ politics.”
Matt laughed, ducking his head. “It sounds more impressive than it is—the political climate in Chile is a little different than here, and he was never seriously in the running. I mean, he was technically on the ticket, but as a minor third-party candidate who didn’t stand a chance. Still, the publicity helped his career, and once in a while someone will remember him from his campaign.” He shrugged again, his shoulders tight and tense. “All I really remember about it at the time was that we had all these guys in suits in and out of the house like it was Grand Central Station.”
Derek tried to picture what it would be like, growing up around so many rich and powerful people that it just seemed normal, but he couldn’t wrap his head around it. “It gives you a pretty cool bragging point, though. ‘Oh yeah, my dad could have been President of Chile. No big deal.’ I know I’d be using it every chance I got.” He shot a grin in Matt’s direction, and Matt seemed to relax a little—enough to halfheartedly return it, anyway. “If your family’s so loaded, what are you doing at MHU? I mean, we’re only a step above a state school, and you could probably buy your way into some Ivy League omega program if what you’re really interested in is learning.”
Matt sighed, scratching absently at his arm. He looked smaller somehow, folding slightly in on himself. “Yeah, my brother and sister both went to Yale. Now Ricardo’s a doctor and Catalina just took the bar.” Matt slipped smoothly into an accent on the names, rolling his Rs and clipping his syllables with a quick tongue; he spoke English with the ease of a native speaker, but his Spanish was just as effortless. Derek found himself fascinated by the shift between the two. He’d never had much of a head for languages, but he found people who could speak more than one devastatingly sexy.
Whoa there—dude is just talking about his family, not narrating bedroom shenanigans. Where did that come from?
“It was really important to me to go somewhere that was fully-integrated,” Matt continued, oblivious to Derek’s wandering mind, “and Hart Academy has always had one of the better sociology programs outside of the Ivys. I actually took two years off after high school to wait for Maxwell University and Hart Academy to integrate so I could go here. I think my parents hoped I would screw around and get myself knocked up in the meantime so they could marry me off and stop arguing about school, but as in all things, I was a disappointment.”
Derek frowned at Matt’s light tone. He spoke flippantly, without any indication he actually believed he was a disappointment, but too often, people who repeated self-deprecating comments came to believe them eventually, even if only a little. He wanted to say something encouraging, but what came out was, “Two years off? So that makes you…”
“Twenty.”
“Hmm, guess I won’t show you where the best bars are, then,” Derek said, smiling as they reached their destination. He held the door open for Matt, who rolled his eyes.
“I’ll be twenty-one in January. Anyway, I’ve been raiding my old man’s liquor cabinet since I was thirteen.”
“Then I’ll buy you a drink in January.” Derek didn’t let the grin fall from his face. “After you,” he said, gesturing to the open door.
Matt gave him a puzzled look, but then shook his head and walked through the door, muttering, “Still buying my own,” as he passed Derek, leaving his smoky caramel scent in his wake.
They stood in companionable silence as they waited for their drinks—or maybe it was uncomfortable silence; Derek was rapidly losing his ability to gauge the temperature of social cues where Matt was concerned. When Matt got his drink, Derek showed him how to punch the pointed straw through the plastic-sealed lid and watched his face as he took a sip.
“This is pretty good,” Matt said with a small smile. “It reminds me of something from back in Chile—mote con huesillo. It uses wheat instead of this tapioca stuff, but it’s the same basic idea. I used to get it a lot when I was a kid.”
Derek watched Matt’s expression. He had a faraway look in his eyes, but didn’t seem especially sad. “Do you miss living there?”
Matt seemed to consider that for a moment, taking another sip of his drink and chewing on the tapioca thoughtfully. “A little, sometimes, but not much. There’s some stuff I’m nostalgic for—certain foods or sounds or smells—but overall it was just another place. I’ve spent more of my life in the U.S. at this point. I guess Chile will always be ‘home,’ but I’m probably not going back.”
Derek fell silent again, watching Matt drink. He didn’t know what to say to that; he’d grown up in a small town three hours away, and had never even been outside the country. What kind of perspective could he possibly offer? Matt’s lips closed around his straw, plump and bow-shaped, and Derek’s mind wandered, wondering what those lips might feel like. His finger was about the size of that straw; he could imagine Matt’s lips around it easily enough, but what would they feel like around his cock?
This was dangerous territory; better to stick with what he knew. He thought back to the last woman he’d slept with, a feisty beta girl who’d sighed prettily when he put his mouth on her, and he remembered what it had felt like when she’d gone down on him—hot and wet around him, soft lips and gentle tongue. A man would be different, he thought. Firmer in places, lips thinner, the rough scrape of stubble when they kissed.
Derek realized he was starting to get hard thinking about it, and that realization sent a chill through him that reversed the effect immediately. He wasn’t gay, he was sure about that, but what was this feeling? He’d never thought about guys that way before, not even omega guys. It was just…Matt smelled so good, and the more Derek looked at him, the more he liked what he saw.
Was he bi? His body seemed to be telling him something along those lines, but his head was going in a million directions at once. Was he into guys? Or just omegas? Or was it just Matt?
Christ, this was going to make wrestling practice pretty fucking awkward, wasn’t it? As if he needed more awkwardness in that part of his life.
“You okay?” Matt asked, his face touched with concern. “You seem kind of checked out.”
God, he could still smell Matt—even with the jumble of artificial fruity aromas in the air, there was an undercurrent of warm, rich omega wafting over to him. He cleared his throat, shaking his head maybe just a bit too vigorously. “I’m fine, just…maybe they mixed this too sweet. My stomach feels a little upset.” It wasn’t entirely a lie—his stomach felt like it was tied in knots, but it had nothing to do with his bubble tea.
Matt gave a little hum of agreement. “You weren’t kidding—they really do use enough sugar to kill a horse. It’s good, but I couldn’t drink one every day.” He stretched theatrically, leaning back in his chair, and the hem of his t-shirt rode up, exposing a tiny sliver of skin that stirred something indescribable in Derek. “Why don’t we call it a day, then? I’ve seen most of the campus, and if I need anything else, I’ve got the map.”
“You’ve got me, too. Uh.” Derek scratched the back of his head, glancing away quickly before the color could reach his cheeks again. “I mean, you can ask me if you have any questions. We’ll be seeing each other every day.”
The scowl was audible in Matt’s response. “Right. So you can babysit me.”
Derek groaned, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Look, I know you don’t need babysitting. I’ll stay out of your way as much as I can, but I need to do my job here or I’ll get in trouble. I’ve got a lot riding on keeping up good behavior, but I promise, as soon as they tell me it’s okay, I’ll be out of your hair.”
Matt looked for a moment like he was going to ask a question, but he said nothing. Finally, he nodded and extended a hand for Derek to shake.
Derek considered making an excuse—saying he was coming down with a cold, or that his hands were sticky—but he’d already made a lame stomachache excuse, and he figured a brisk handshake wouldn’t hurt anything. He clasped Matt’s hand, and realized how wrong he’d been.
Matt’s hand was warm and firm in his, delicately built, but with a sure grip. But Derek hardly noticed any of it over the electric buzz of skin on skin, the soft brush of their palms meeting. He wanted, he realized—he wanted to touch more of that skin, to pull Matt close, to taste him. He wanted to keep hold of the hand in his until Matt promised he wouldn’t leave.
Regretfully, Derek forced himself to let go after a perfunctory shake, and they parted ways…if not on good terms, at least better than they’d started. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he caught a glimpse of Matt as he walked away, turning back to glance at Derek with a curious look on his face.




Chapter Five
   
Matt punched in a text to Lisa as he hurried back to the dorm. Help, I’m having a serious lapse of judgment. He scowled at his phone for a few seconds before tucking it into his pocket and picking up his pace even more.
Matt knew that look: Derek had been checking him out. And he’d been more than a little conflicted about it, which screamed “straight boy having a gay crisis,” something that Matt had promised himself he would steer well clear of after a couple of explosive and short-lived relationships while he’d been slacking off after high school. Reciprocating Derek’s interest was a disaster waiting to happen. He’d be an idiot to encourage anything.
Matt was kind of an idiot, though.
The problem was, Derek was hot—even though it was in that more-muscles-than-brains caveman alpha sort of way, he couldn’t deny the guy’s appeal. And actually, that wasn’t fair—Derek clearly did have brains, even though he was here on a sports scholarship. He’d been insightful and witty, and able to trade barbs with Matt without getting prickly, something that Matt always appreciated. Plus, he had the whole “blond hair, blue eyes, all-American boy” look down, which for some reason always got Matt a little worked up, especially when it was attached to a personality as nice as the face. His mom had a lot to answer for for getting him those Captain America sheets when he was a kid.
As hot as Derek was, though, he was way too traditional to be worth pursuing. He’d made his opinions crystal clear: he thought omegas belonged in the home, quiet and subservient to their alphas. He dressed it up with misguided patriarchal concern for omegas’ well-being, but no matter how well he could spin it, he would be a terrible choice for someone like Matt.
The whole thing was a moot point, anyway—Derek was obviously incredibly uncomfortable with the way he’d been feeling, so even if Matt could overcome his own internal objections to pursuing the guy, there was almost no chance he’d even be interested in the first place. Hell, he was a star of the wrestling team—if anyone was a prime candidate to “no homo” his way through college, it was Derek Fisher.
Matt groaned, dragging a hand down his face, and froze when he realized he could smell Derek on his skin. There was a hint of the light musk all alphas put out, but on top of that was something clean and brisk and outdoorsy, like cut grass and the faintest whiff of smoke on crisp fall air. It was intoxicating. He jammed his hands back in his pockets, his face burning.
His phone buzzed, and he saw a reply from Lisa: what else is new, doofus? He was about to start typing a reply when his phone buzzed again. Where are you? I’m at your dorm. Let’s dish.
Be there in 5, he replied, smiling.
    
WHEN MATT GOT to his room, Lisa was sitting on his bed while she listened to Jesse, draped dramatically over his own bed, espouse on the many virtues of his assigned alpha.
“…so then he just turned around, walked back into the bookstore, and bought me an umbrella! It’s a cheap five-dollar piece of junk, but I’m going to treasure it forever,” Jesse said with a dreamy sigh.
As Matt closed the door, the umbrella, which had been propped up against the wall to dry, clattered to the floor, and Jesse gasped. “Better treasure it a little more carefully,” Matt said, standing it back up. “Doesn’t your alpha’s first gift have special significance? What does a five-buck umbrella say?”
“Made in China?” Lisa suggested. “Warning: highly flammable?”
Jesse gave her a lascivious grin. “It means he wants to get me all wet.”
Lisa and Matt both groaned. Matt flopped down on the bed next to Lisa and kicked off his shoes. “I take it things went well with…what was his name?”
“I haven’t caught his name yet,” Lisa said with a sigh, “but according to Jesse, he’s God’s gift to omegas, even though he doesn’t seem to know anything else about the guy besides the fact that he’s a sexy alpha.”
Jesse let out another long sigh and started ticking off points on his fingers as he talked. “His name is Paul, he’s Filipino, he’s hot, he’s funny, he loves dogs and kids, he’s hot, he’s single, he’s on the hockey team, he’s a literature major, and have I mentioned he’s hot?”
“I stand corrected,” Lisa said, raising her hands. “He sounds great.”
Matt shrugged. “I guess, but is he hot?”
“So hot,” Jesse groaned into his pillow, pressing it against his face like he was trying to smother himself.
“How about you?” Lisa asked over Jesse’s whimpers. “Did everything go okay with your ‘alpha mentor?’” She didn’t actually roll her eyes and make air quotes, but Matt could hear them in her voice. Not for the first time, Matt felt grateful that he had friends who saw things the way he did.
This time it was Matt’s turn to groan. “No, things did not go okay. They did not go okay at all.”
Lisa’s expression was one of wide-eyed worry. “Why? What did he do?”
“Nothing,” Matt said with a sigh, “but that’s kind of the problem.” Jesse pulled the pillow a few inches off his face and raised one eyebrow. “He was checking me out; he definitely wanted to do something.”
“I’m really not seeing how that’s a problem,” Jesse said pointedly.
Matt snorted. “You wouldn’t.”
“Wait, I’m confused,” Lisa said. “Did you want him to do something? I thought you hated that he even exists.”
“No!” Matt pinched the bridge of his nose. “Well, maybe. But he’s kind of a dick. I mean, he thinks omegas belong barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen. Plus, I kind of think he’s straight. At least, if he’s gay or bi or whatever, he’s not out. He was doing the whole alpha scenting thing, but he didn’t look happy about it.”
“Ooh,” Jesse said excitedly, “you can show him our mysterious ways! Let him taste the rainbow.”
Lisa laughed so hard she started coughing, and Matt had to thump her on the back to get her to settle back down. “I let a couple guys ‘taste the rainbow’ before,” he said, and Lisa snickered again, “and it didn’t go well. I’m done letting straight alpha boys use me as their big gay experiment. Especially if he’s closeted. I don't care how hot he is—he’s not worth the trouble.”
“Hmm,” Lisa said, “so he is hot.”
“Like the sun,” Matt admitted emphatically, his head falling backwards with a soft thump against the mattress. “Like a human personification of the sun who works out every day by benching other, smaller suns.”
“Well, you know what my
advice is going to be,” Lisa said with a shrug.
“Ugh, is this another of your annoyingly mature ‘just talk to him’ speeches?”
“Oh, good—I don’t have to waste my breath.” Lisa patted Matt on the shoulder. “Seriously, you could be reading it completely wrong—maybe he was uncomfortable about going all alpha on you because he knew you wouldn’t be thrilled about it. Give the guy the benefit of the doubt.”
Matt frowned. Derek hadn’t been that bad, it was true, but the way he’d talked about omegas not knowing what was best for them gnawed at him. “I’m not sure he deserves the benefit of the doubt. He made his viewpoints pretty clear.”
Lisa shrugged. “Fine, then just stew here in sexual frustration. Maybe Jesse will lend you his pillow to smother yourself with.”
“Sounds good,” Matt said, giving Lisa a thumbs-up and a broad, insincere smile. He caught a glimpse of her smirk as Jesse’s pillow sailed across the room and smacked him in the face.




Chapter Six
   
Derek took a deep breath before pushing open the door of the locker room and going inside. The whole afternoon had been confusing and unsettling, and the rush of familiar smells and sounds that surrounded him when he stepped inside was, in a way, like coming home. He could smell the floor wax, the sharp notes of the harsh soap in the dispensers that so many of the guys used, and the sour tang of sweat. The mixture was one that he associated with alphas, but underneath all that familiarity was something else: the sweeter, milder scent of an omega.
After he thought about it for a minute, it made sense: of course they would let omegas join the wrestling team now that the school was integrated. He just hadn’t given much thought to the real-world implications of that decision. It was a little frustrating, since he’d spent the whole afternoon trying to ignore and then escape the scent of one particular omega—now he was going to have to stew in the scent of another all evening.
His hands were clenching into fists at his sides, and he hadn’t even seen another person yet. This was going to blow up in his face if he didn’t keep himself in check.
He rounded the corner and saw an achingly familiar sight: the rest of his wrestling team in various states of undress, getting ready for practice. There were some new faces, and a couple missing ones who had graduated or transferred away, but these were his friends. These were his family.
“Derek Fisher! Holy shit, dude, you’re back!” The booming voice of Randall, the biggest heavyweight on the team, drew the rest of the room to a hushed silence. Faces turned towards him, both familiar and not, and a second later he was surrounded by his teammates as they clapped him on the shoulder and pulled him into brief, back-slapping hugs. Derek felt his face break into a smile. He really was home.
“You’re back on the team, then? No restrictions?”
Derek nodded. “As of today, you assholes won’t be able to get rid of me until we go to regionals.”
“Only regionals?” Randall scoffed. “Better think bigger than that, buddy boy. You left us spinning in the wind last year.”
Derek scrubbed a hand over the back of his head. “Sorry.” He wished there was more he could say; he knew that his absence had affected the whole team last year. They’d lost points in their conference, and there wasn’t anything he could do to make up for it besides playing harder and smarter this year.
The guys shared an uneasy look, but Randall shook his head. “Water under the bridge, man. What happened happened. We’re just glad to have you back.”
“I’m glad to be back,” Derek said truthfully. “Now, why don’t we get out there before Coach makes us run laps for making him wait?”
Coach did make them run laps, but Derek didn’t mind; actually, he was glad for the physical activity to give him something to focus on outside his own head. He fell into almost a meditative state as he ran, his legs carrying him without any input from his brain, his muscles remembering how to move. When he finished his laps, he jogged over to the drinking fountain and drank long and deep, enjoying the way his body felt warm and loose from the activity.
When he raised his head, he found himself face-to-face with what had rapidly become his worst nightmare.
“Hello, Derek.”
Andy Paulsen leaned against the wall, his stance relaxed but his arms crossed. He had changed very little in the last three months, except for one glaring difference: his face, which had always been a little plain, was now twisted by a still-healing scar across his nose and cheek, the flesh new and pink where the stitches had been. Derek had a flash of memory: the dull thud of his fist striking true, the hot spatter of blood across his knuckles, the white-hot rage that had made him want to tear his former friend apart.
“Andy,” Derek acknowledged, lowering his eyes.
“Good to see you back.” Andy’s voice was smooth and easy, with no trace of anger that Derek could detect, but tension stretched between them, pulled so tight he could have plucked it like a guitar string.
“You too,” Derek said. He noted that Andy was wearing jeans and a button-down shirt, not a singlet like the rest of the team. “Are you wrestling with us this year?”
“Yeah,” Andy said with a slight incline of his head that let him look down at Derek, even though they were the same height. “Doc didn’t clear me yet, but I’ve got my physical tomorrow, so I should be suiting up with you Thursday. Coach wanted to be sure I wouldn’t re-injure anything.”
Derek’s throat was dry, and not just from the running he’d done. He wanted to apologize, but anything he could say felt insufficient and weak. Sorry I almost killed you. I’m glad you got better.
Thankfully, he was saved from having to speak by three more runners jogging over after they finished their laps and stopping to give Andy a hearty hello. They looked uneasily between Derek and Andy, like they expected another fight to break out, but Derek just gave a half-smile and headed back to start stretching. He had more important things to do than fuel gossip; or at least, he could act like he did.
“Listen up, wrestlers!” Coach’s sharp, rasping voice cut through the air of the gym as everyone finished up their laps. “Most of you know me from last year, but if you don’t, I’m Coach Cavill. You might notice we have some new faces with us tonight—everyone should be aware by now that Maxwell has joined with Elodie Hart Omega Academy, and that includes the wrestling team. I know we’ve been kind of an alphas’ club here in the past—except for Kyle, of course. Welcome back, Kyle.” Randall ruffled Kyle’s hair, and Kyle punched him in the shoulder, both men grinning. Kyle had been the only beta on the team last year, and while it had taken a little time for him to hit his stride, he’d been accepted with only a minimum of teasing and ribbing from the other guys. “But,” Coach barked, hushing the horseplay effectively with a single word, “this year we have two new omega wrestlers, too. Meet Brett and Daniel,” he said, gesturing towards two omegas who were sitting together, slightly apart from the rest of the group. They both looked nervous. “I expect the same things out of them as I do out of the rest of you, and I expect you all to treat them accordingly. I don’t give a crap about anyone’s designation; I care about performance and results. We’re going to work hard, work together, and put another trophy in that case in the hall. Got it?”
There was a murmur of assent, and Derek could see most of the team sneaking glances at the new omegas, but there was surprisingly little hostility in the room. Coach had always run a tight ship, and Derek was pretty sure most of the alphas were more worried about how Coach would assess their skills after the summer break than about having a couple of omegas on the team.
After a few guided warm-ups, the team got paired off for practice matches, and Derek found himself standing on the mat opposite one of the omega wrestlers; he was pretty sure this one was Daniel. He stood almost a full head shorter than Derek, but he was far from the stereotypical “willowy omega” build. Daniel was lean and compact, but his chest bulged beneath his singlet and he had the thick thighs of a guy who really cared about leg day. In looks, he could hardly have been more different from Matt.
Derek shook his head. Now was not the time to be thinking about Matt. He schooled his expression into a cool neutral look and shook his limbs out as he crouched down to begin the match.
Daniel was a damn good wrestler. Derek had the size advantage, but Daniel knew how to use his compact form to full effect, and he slipped easily out of a hold that Derek hadn’t been quite forceful enough with. Derek was being overly cautious; being this close to Daniel, he could smell the scent of omega, and half his brainpower was devoted to not letting it have an effect on him. After everything that had happened today, the last thing he needed was an inappropriate erection due to too many hormones.
After a few more failed holds, Derek realized that Daniel wasn’t having an effect on him. He took a careful breath as they circled each other, sampling the scent in the air, and was both shocked and relieved when his dick had absolutely nothing to say about the development. Derek surged forward, finally putting all his energy into the match. Fifteen seconds later, Daniel was pinned and Coach Cavill’s whistle declared Derek the victor.
Derek offered him a hand up, and the two of them grinned at each other. “Thanks, man,” Daniel said, brushing his hands off as he straightened up. “Felt like you were going easy on me for a while there—glad you decided to give it your all.”
Derek shrugged. “Your opponents aren’t going to go easy on you, so why should I?”
Daniel smiled at him. “Exactly. If you don’t challenge me, I’ll never get better. Good match.”
Both of the omega wrestlers turned out to be pretty good in the end. Coach had nodded approvingly as he’d watched them, making quick notes on his clipboard as he circled the mat. Derek noticed a couple of the other alphas having some difficulty with it—brief moments of awkwardness during the matches that usually led to them getting pinned—but nobody openly objected to the omegas being there. By the end of practice, Derek found he was actually looking forward to wrestling with the omegas more; they both had some differences in their technique that he thought he might be able to learn a thing or two from.
After practice, Derek pulled the curtain shut on his shower stall and sighed as the hot water pounded into his exhausted muscles. He was feeling…good, for a change. He’d been stressing out about his return to wrestling all summer, and it hadn’t been nearly as bad as he’d feared. Seeing Andy again had been nerve-wracking, but he hadn’t made any trouble—maybe they could even be friends again, with a little effort.
His other worry, that his long dry spell was going to lead to him popping wood any time he smelled omega pheromones, had turned out to be unfounded. Neither of the new omega wrestlers had smelled anywhere near as intoxicating as Matt had that afternoon.
He wondered what was different. Objectively, he could look at Brett and Daniel and admit they were attractive men; both of them had well-muscled bodies that they’d clearly worked hard for. Brett had a certain boy-next-door look to him, and Daniel was really working the “scruffy lumberjack” look that seemed to be in lately. So why hadn’t either of them affected him like Matt had?
Derek thought back to the afternoon, to Matt’s hooded eyes and the way his lips had wrapped delicately around his straw. He felt his cock beginning to harden, and he glanced back over his shoulder to check that the shower curtain was closed all the way. Even if he wasn’t going to do anything about it, it wouldn’t do to have one of the guys see him in here with a half-chub.
Derek scrubbed halfheartedly at his chest, but his mind kept wandering back to Matt. The passion in his voice as he talked about omega issues. The sparkle in his eyes when he made a joke. The way his scent deepened when Derek got close to him.
Sighing in defeat, Derek wrapped a hand around his fully-hard cock and stroked idly, calling up images of Matt as he did. He squeezed gently, imagining it was Matt’s long slender fingers wrapping around him, exploring his length with an intense look on his face. Studying him like a textbook, maybe—trying to learn every inch of his body.
He didn’t have time to luxuriate; he pumped himself hard and fast, and he could almost hear Matt’s soft breath as he came, spilling across the shower tiles with one hand braced against the wall, arm shaking.
Derek angled the shower spray to wash the evidence of his weakness away and frowned as he finished his shower, scrubbing himself clean as quickly as he could so he could get out of the stall that suddenly felt far too small.
This was going to be a problem. He still couldn’t put his finger on what “this” was, exactly, but whatever it was…it was a problem.




Chapter Seven
   
Derek showed up at Matt’s door at exactly 7:45 as Matt had requested. “What have you got today?” he asked.
“Philosophy at eight in Beecher Hall, and Differential Calculus at 10:30.”
Derek did a double take. “Didn’t you say you took a couple years off after high school? What are you doing in 500-level math classes?”
“It’s only 400-level,” Matt said with a shrug. “I tested in. Probably could’ve gotten in higher, but I didn’t feel like studying for it.”
“So you’re some kind of super-genius, then?”
Matt grinned, shouldering his backpack. “Nah, just a garden-variety genius. Come on, let’s get going.”
Matt’s relationship with his “genius” status had always been complicated. Things seemed to come easily to him, and he enjoyed the recognition for his achievements, but it came hand in hand with a lot of sneering and distrust—people seemed to assume that he’d gotten as far as he had because his parents had paid for fancy tutors or bribed his teachers. Later on, people started assuming it was because he’d fucked his way to a 4.0 GPA. God forbid an omega actually succeed on their own merits.
Derek drew him out of his brooding with a question: “who do you have for Philosophy?”
“Dr. Strohmeyer,” Matt said. “You know him?”
“Oh yeah, I loved Dr. Stroh,” Derek said with a grin. “Just wait until you get to the unit on materialism. He’s got this long-form joke he tells with two dogs and a wheelbarrow, and he does these voices—the guy probably could have done stand-up if he hadn’t gotten into teaching.” Derek chuckled quietly, shaking his head.
Matt was struck by how attractive Derek was when he smiled; most of the time, he had a neutral expression that tended towards grumpy, but his face was transformed every time he grinned. He had full lips and the tiniest lines just beginning to appear by his eyes, and his expression was so warm and open that it did funny things to Matt’s stomach to see it.
Oh, hell, not this again, he thought, scowling. He’d had a self-indulgent jerk-off session last night in the hopes it would get this little infatuation out of his system, but apparently it hadn’t worked; all he needed was a whiff of Derek’s musk-and-smoke scent and a glimpse of his smile, and suddenly his cock was twitching lazily in his jeans, letting him know exactly what it thought of the situation.
Matt was saved from embarrassing himself or having to think too hard about his attraction, though—they arrived at Matt’s classroom with barely a minute to spare. “Here we are,” he said, and added with a note of annoyance, “safe and sound.”
“Yeah.” He may have imagined it, but it seemed like an expression of embarrassment flashed across Derek’s face. Maybe Derek was actually starting to agree with him about how ridiculous this “mentor” situation was. “I’ll be back at 8:50,” he said, scratching the back of his head. His tone seemed apologetic, and Matt was hit with an urge to hug him. Or at least reassure him somehow.
Instead, he huffed out a sigh. “Great, I’ll try not to incite any alphas to riot in the meantime.” Nice one, Matt—he’s at least trying to be civil here.
Derek gave him a half-smile and left, his shoulders sagging. Yeah, he definitely needs a hug. Just…not from me.
Oh, who was he kidding? He was gonna hug the guy eventually.
    
DR. STROHMEYER WAS a short man with a bushy mustache and enough character to fill the entire lecture hall. After he introduced himself, he launched into a definition of philosophy that was as entertaining as it was informative. As he drew sweeping strokes across the whiteboard to illustrate his points, Matt thought he’d lucked into an incredible class.
Then Dr. Stroh passed out the syllabus, and Matt was so busy reading through it that he almost missed when the professor’s tone changed. “This is not a safe space,” Dr. Stroh said emphatically, his mustache quivering. “You are all college students now and presumably legal adults, and the time for hand-holding is at an end. We’re going to talk about sensitive topics in here. Some people,” he said, beginning to make eye contact with individual students, “might want to get a little bent out of shape over some of the discussions we have in class. My advice to these people is to shut your trap and grow up.” At this, he locked eyes with Matt for a second, and Matt made the uncomfortable realization that the professor was singling out all the omegas in the class. “I am here to educate you, not to protect your precious feelings. I’m going to do my job, and I expect you to do yours: that is, to sit there and learn.”
Matt scanned the room and saw that the other omegas in the class were looking about as uncomfortable as he felt. Some were shifting in their seats, and others were looking around as if for confirmation of what they were hearing and seeing.
Dr. Stroh’s nose wrinkled as he scented the air, thick with the sour notes of embarrassment and fear of a couple dozen omegas, and his mustache folded into almost a “W” shape. “See,” he said with disdain, “this is what I’m talking about. I’m discussing the rules and guidelines for the class, and a certain group of people is getting noticeably worked up over it. Now, I don’t think I need to tell you how distracting that sort of thing can be for your classmates. If you can’t control your bodily functions while you’re in my class, you might be in the wrong class. Maybe the wrong school—you’re all adults here, so it’s time you acted like it.”
An omega woman a few seats from Matt sank down in her chair, her face red. She looked like she was blinking back tears. Matt had had enough.
“With all due respect, sir,” Matt said, raising his hand slightly, “if someone is getting distracted by normal bodily functions—and normal reactions to being put on the spot and embarrassed in front of almost sixty people—maybe that person should be the one to leave the room.” Dr. Stroh fixed him with a withering look; unfortunately, Matt had never learned when to back down. He doubled down. “We can wait while you compose yourself. Sir.”
A ripple of laughter passed through the classroom, and Dr. Stroh’s face turned beet-red. “We’re going to be talking after class,” the professor said gruffly, “and any more outbursts like that, and you will be asked to leave the room. In my classroom, we wait until we’re called on to speak.”
Matt immediately raised his hand, and Dr. Stroh ignored it, turning back to the whiteboard to continue his lecture. He kept a hand held high for the rest of the class, switching arms occasionally to stop his arms from falling asleep. He was painfully aware of his classmates staring, or at the very least sneaking glances, and even though he knew within about thirty seconds that the professor wasn’t going to call on him, he stuck it out through the twenty minutes remaining in the class. It didn’t matter if keeping his hand up changed anything—if he put it down now, he’d just be an omega backing down and letting an alpha have his way. He was going to be better than that. He was going to be more.
Finally, when both arms felt on the verge of falling off, Dr. Stroh wrapped up and dismissed the class. Matt let his hand fall with no small amount of relief, and did his best to ignore the looks his classmates gave him as they filed out of the room. He did notice a couple of omegas talking to each other in hushed tones and looking at him, and it seemed like they were about to head his way to talk to him when Dr. Stroh called out, “Mr. Guerrero, a moment of your time.” The omegas scurried out the door, one of them glancing back briefly before she vanished. He was going to have to talk to them later.
“My classroom is one of mutual respect,” Dr. Strohmeyer said without preamble as Matt approached the front of the room. “I expect a lot of my students because I respect their intelligence and maturity, and I expect them to extend me the same courtesy.”
Matt let the silence stretch out for a few seconds before he replied. “Sorry, did you want me to talk now? I thought we were doing the whole hand-raising thing.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Derek appear at the door, watching them curiously. Great, now he gets to watch me get reamed out by my professor. That’s not going to be embarrassing at all…
“You’re not going to get far with that attitude, young man. In my class, or in life. I won’t tolerate outbursts or open disrespect; consider this your warning that further antics like yours today will result in you being dropped from this class.”
“I apologize for my rudeness,” Matt said, trying to make it sound at least a tiny bit sincere, “but you had just accused every omega in the class of overreacting to things that haven’t even happened yet, and then you implied that their involuntary fear response was proof you were right. Respect is a two-way street, and that was incredibly disrespectful.”
“I never said a word about omegas, Mr. Guerrero; I was merely going over the class rules, and you seemed to think I was singling people out. I have the same standards of behavior for every student in my class, regardless of their designation. Now, I have another class to teach, and your alpha seems to be waiting for you. Please behave more appropriately in class on Thursday.”
Matt spluttered, rage welling up so quickly it swept away his words as the professor pushed past him and left the room. An instant later, Derek was at his side, head cocked as he regarded Matt curiously. “You okay?” Derek asked.
He was asking if Matt was okay—not what happened or what did you do. Matt felt the rage drain out of him as quickly as it had come. Sighing, he adjusted his backpack on his shoulder. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just…ugh, what an asshole. You’d think the school would at least give the professors some sensitivity training or something before they went ahead with the integration.”
Derek gave him a look that he chose to interpret as a sympathetic scowl. To Matt’s relief, he didn’t ask any more questions about Dr. Strohmeyer—he simply gestured toward the door, and Matt nodded. Derek let him lead the way.
Matt stomped his way back towards his dorm for a minute or two before Derek finally spoke up. “Dr. Stroh turned out to not be as cool as I’d promised, huh?”
Matt laughed humorlessly. “I’m sure he was just fine for you,” he said, kicking at an acorn on the ground. “He’s living in his own world, secure in his perfect alpha superiority; as long as nobody threatens that, he’s happy as a clam. He and my old man should get drinks together sometime.”
“Maybe he’s just getting used to having omegas in his class,” Derek said with a shrug. “Integrated schools are a pretty new thing, and it’s a big adjustment. Sometimes people are prone to putting their foot in their mouth when they’re dealing with the unfamiliar.”
“That’s a very charitable interpretation, and, like the good doctor, it’s full of shit. He was calling out every omega in the room—not by name, but he was looking directly at every one of us while he complained about how some people are likely to make a big scene. Then he had the nerve to complain about anxiety scent in the room.”
“Hmm,” Derek said thoughtfully. “And then you made a scene?”
Matt shot him a glare, and Derek raised one eyebrow in response. “You’re goddamn right I made a scene. That shit is borderline illegal.”
“You get foul-mouthed when you’re angry,” Derek noted.
“Jesus fuck!” Matt threw his hands in the air. “Sorry to shatter your precious fucking worldview about the sweet, docile omega, but news flash: we’re people, too, and we get mad and swear just like everyone else. Don’t project your shitty ideals on me.”
“I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just a big change, when you’re usually so eloquent.”
“Cussing is fucking eloquent,” Matt muttered, and Derek laughed. It probably should have pissed him off, but the sound was strangely soothing.
“I’m sorry it came across badly; I wasn’t trying to offend. Just…foot, mouth. Unfamiliar situation, like I said.”
“Oh, come on,” Matt scoffed, “you can’t seriously tell me you’re not used to being around omegas.” Derek was just about the embodiment of ideal alpha perfection, with his height, his handsome face, his quiet strength—he had to be rolling in omega slick every time he batted his eyes. Hell, most beta women Matt knew would even jump at the chance to hop into bed with such a specimen, and a few beta men he knew, too.
“None like you,” Derek said quietly, and Matt’s mouth hung open for a few seconds before he realized he was staring. Derek didn’t seem to notice and he didn’t elaborate further, and Matt spent the rest of the walk back to his dorm in silence, wondering just what the hell that meant.
When they arrived at the front of the building, Derek checked the folded-up schedule he carried in his pocket. “Your next class is at 10:30?”
Derek was standing close enough that Matt could reach out and touch him, close enough to smell him on the fall air. Matt was painfully aware of every inch of space between them as he nodded jerkily. “Differential Calculus with Professor Zwickel.”
Derek’s brow furrowed. “Never heard the name before; guess it’s one of the new omegas. Hope that one goes better for you, anyway. I’ll see you at 10:15?”
“It could hardly go worse,” Matt said with a sigh. “Yeah, see you then.”
The maddening thing about hormones and crushes was that they made it nearly impossible for Matt to tell if he was getting signals or not. It seemed to him like Derek lingered for a little too long, hesitant, before he turned and left. Matt watched him go, taking a brief moment to appreciate the sunlit view of his ass in skin-hugging denim. Might as well get some enjoyment out of all this, he thought with a small smile, tucking the memory away to treasure in private later.




Chapter Eight
   
Wrestling practice on Thursday was a reprieve for Derek; it was more like the relaxed, comfortable place he remembered from last year than a minefield where everyone was whispering behind his back. Andy was cleared to join the team, and he suited up with the rest of them, giving Derek the same slightly insincere grin he’d worn on Tuesday. He didn’t seem to want any trouble, though. He stayed out of the way, and Coach didn’t pair them up at any point, so Derek was able to lose himself in the raw physicality of practice, of the push-pull of a well-balanced match. He ended up wrestling with both of the omegas on the team, and he was able to offer a few pointers to Brett as they headed back to the locker room.
As Derek changed back into his clothes, Andy leaned against the locker next to him. “Nice job out there, Derek.”
Derek did his best to keep his expression casually neutral as he cinched up his belt. “You too. It’s good to have you back.”
“Don’t kiss my ass, man,” Andy said with a laugh, and it sounded sincere. “I’m out of practice and I’ve got a long way to go before I’m back up to 100 percent, but I’ll get there.”
Once more, Derek felt the deep pit of shame in his stomach. He was the reason Andy had a long way to go; he was the reason Andy had spent half the summer in a hospital bed instead of in the gym. He opened his mouth to apologize, but Andy spoke again before he could get a word out.
“I don’t have any classes until noon tomorrow—you wanna go out and grab a beer? I think the Tap Room has football on the big screen tonight.”
Derek chewed on the inside of his cheek, considering his options. He wasn’t sure why Andy was here, acting like nothing had ever happened between them; it felt like a trap, maybe a way to lure him off campus, but Andy didn’t seem hostile. In fact, he seemed eager—and if Derek was honest with himself, he kind of was, too.
Once, not that long ago, Andy had been his best friend. He didn’t know if that door had closed permanently, but he hadn’t imagined they might mend the rift between them this quickly. Still, if Andy really wanted to make up, Derek would be a fool to pass up the opportunity.
“Yeah, I guess,” Derek said, making a show of checking his watch. “I can’t stay long, but I could have a beer.”
“Awesome!” Andy clapped him on the back, and the gesture was both familiar and nerve-wracking—the last time Andy had touched him, they’d been at each other’s throats. “I’m gonna go have a smoke—meet you outside when you’re done.”
Derek finished changing and swiped his phone open, his thumb hovering over the text button. He felt like he ought to tell someone where he was going, but who would he tell? Matt sprang immediately to mind, but that was absurd: what could an omega even do if Derek got into trouble? Not to mention he was the one who was supposed to be looking out for Matt. Ralph Harrison would have a field day if he heard that Derek was pushing responsibility on the omega he was supposed to be mentoring.
Sighing, Derek slipped his phone into his pocket and left to meet Andy.
“Still as slow as ever,” Andy said, grinding out his butt on the sidewalk as Derek approached.
“Yeah, some of us actually use these things called ‘showers,’” Derek said. The light teasing was another familiar thing, easy to slip back into even after all this time.
Andy grinned and jerked his head in the direction of the bar. “Come on—if we hurry, we can get there while it’s still technically happy hour.”
They got in just under the wire and managed to order their half-price beers and get a seat where they could have a good view of the TV over the bar. They settled into a companionable silence as they watched the game, cheering together along with the rest of the bar when their team scored.
Finally, Andy turned to Derek with a serious look on his face. “Man, you gotta stop looking at me like I’m gonna try to rip your throat out. We have to deal with each other all year; that’s no way to live.”
Derek choked on his beer, coughing until tears welled up in his eyes. “Sorry,” he finally gasped. “I uh…kind of assumed you would be holding a grudge. Not that I’d blame you.”
“Funny thing about being in the hospital,” Andy said, swirling the beer in his glass, “is it gives you a lot of time to think. Mostly I thought about how I missed my best friend.”
The guilt was back, gnawing at Derek like a hungry dog. “Sorry,” he said again.
Andy didn’t reply; he took a long drink of his beer, watching Derek over the rim of the glass. “Sarah was asking about you.”
Thankfully, Derek wasn’t drinking this time, or he’d have had another choking fit. “Yeah?” He swallowed, his throat dry. Of all the things he’d thought Andy might want to talk about tonight, Andy’s little sister Sarah was the one he feared most.
“Yeah,” Andy confirmed. “It’s not too late, you know. Our folks have been trying to arrange all these meetings with single alphas, but she’s been dragging her feet. I think she’s still hung up on you.”
If there was one thing Derek was pretty damn sure about, it was that Sarah Paulsen wasn’t hung up on him, but he had no idea how to tell Andy that. “Come on, Andy. Let’s not rehash this tonight. You know how I—”
“No,” Andy interrupted, jabbing a finger into Derek’s chest. “You don’t get to brush me off anymore. I screwed up last year, I know that now—I let my anger get the best of me, and you put me down for it. That’s okay. But this is my little sister we’re talking about here—it’s not just about you and me; it’s about my fucking family. I’m willing to forget about what happened between us, but you need to either make things right or tell me why you won’t. I want my friend back, but I can’t trust you like this. What the fuck happened between you and Sarah?”
Derek closed his eyes as the roar of the sports fans around them surged again. He had an answer, but he wasn’t sure if he should tell it.
Sarah Paulsen was just 18 years old, with a pretty face and a kind heart, and from the day she presented as an omega, she’d been treated like the Paulsen family’s little princess. Everyone loved her, and she never had an unkind word to say about anyone.
Derek had nursed a bit of a crush on Sarah in his teens, but he’d mostly gotten over it by the time he and Andy went away to college. Unfortunately, with Andy out of the house, their parents had decided it was time to focus on Sarah’s future—and that meant arranging a good match with a prominent alpha.
Andy had been near tears the day he’d come to Derek for help. “It’s my little sister, man—you know how she is. Sweetest, kindest kid you’ll ever meet, and they’re setting her up with all these rich assholes. Older guys, guys with money who’ve never been told no in their lives. She’s gonna get married to one of these tools, and her alpha is gonna walk all over her, and she’ll never say a word to defend herself. I can’t let this happen.”
When Andy suggested that Derek court Sarah, he balked at first—back when he’d had his crush, Andy hadn’t exactly been thrilled about it—but Andy was so sincere and earnest, and he’d practically begged. “I know you. You’ll be good to her. I know you’d never hurt her, which is a hell of a lot more than I could say for any of these guys my parents have in mind. They love you, too—they’d be thrilled. You’ve got to, Derek.”
So Derek had given in. He’d shown up on the Paulsens’ door with a bouquet and announced his intention to take Sarah on a date. Andy was right: his parents were thrilled, even though he didn’t have the same wealth or power that some of her potential suitors had. The fact that he’d scored a full-ride wrestling scholarship to Louis Maxwell University definitely eased the way, and he’d found himself dating 17-year-old Sarah with the intention of proposing as soon as she graduated from high school and turned 18.
He didn’t love Sarah, at least not in the way that most alpha/omega couples seemed to, but he felt like in time he could grow to love her. She had really come into her own as she grew up, with curves in all the right places and a gorgeous smile, and Derek had to admit he was attracted to her, at least on a physical level.
The day of their engagement came just two days after she turned 18, and he’d been shaking with fear and excitement at what was to come. He’d booked them a swanky hotel room for after the engagement party; they were waiting until he was finished with college to have the wedding, but now that she was 18 and they were engaged, there was nothing stopping them from Mating to seal the promise between them.
Both of them had been nervous throughout the party, flushing and giggling as well-wishing relatives congratulated them on their bond, winking knowingly as they wished the happy couple luck in “sealing the deal.” But once they were alone in the room, everything changed.
Derek drained the last of his beer as the cheers died down and the game cut to a commercial break. “She didn’t want to—that’s what happened. I’d finally worked up the nerve to…to Mate her, but when we got to the hotel room, she was scared.”
“Bullshit,” Andy scoffed.
“She was crying, Andy. She didn’t want me, but she’d gone along with the whole thing to make everyone else happy. But when it came down to it, she couldn’t go through with it.”
“Dude, that’s just nerves. It was a big night, and she got cold feet. You’re the alpha—it’s your job to make her comfortable. You know how omegas are—you just need to get them warmed up right.”
Derek shook his head. “It wasn’t just nerves. We talked all night; she’d been having doubts the whole time.”
Andy slammed his glass down, the last of his beer splashing up as it hit the bar. “Are you kidding me? It’s classic Mating jitters—don’t tell me you couldn’t make one little omega submit to you.”
“Do you hear yourself right now?” Derek asked, incredulous. “You’re seriously suggesting that I should have…raped your little sister?” He dropped his voice, even though the bar was so noisy they could barely hear each other.
Andy rolled his eyes. “It’s not rape; you were engaged. Anyway, you think she’s gonna have it any better at the hands of one of those wolves my parents are trying to throw her to? You could’ve at least made it good for you, you know? Now what do you think she’s in for?”
Derek closed his eyes again. Truthfully, he hadn’t really wanted to think too much about that. When he’d offered to break off the engagement, Sarah had been so relieved that he let himself believe that everything was going to be okay after he left the picture.
“And why didn’t you tell me?” Andy continued. “What’s with the big fake breakup?”
“It was a real breakup, Andy. She didn’t want it, so we’re through. I pretended to be the one to back out because I thought that would help her…it means she’s not to blame for anything, and she’d get some time to grieve before anyone started pushing her into anything else.” Derek shrugged. “It was the best I could do.”
“No,” said Andy, shaking his head angrily. “The best you could do is to do your fucking job as her alpha, Mate her, and take care of her. Like you promised me you would.”
“Look, Andy, I’m sorry. I really am. I wanted to help, but I just can’t. I can’t do that if she doesn’t want me to.”
“It’s for her own good,” Andy insisted.
“Even if it’s for her own good. Tears are kind of a boner-killer,” he said, trying to lighten the mood a little, but Andy just shook his head.
“You need to sort your shit out. You’ve still got time to make this right.” Andy slammed some money down on the bar for his drink and stood. “I think I’m gonna watch the rest in my room. The company here’s wearing itself a little thin.”
“Andy—”
“Get your head out of your ass, Fisher,” Andy said as he stomped away.




Chapter Nine
   
On Friday morning, Matt had the class he’d been looking forward to all week: Omega Studies. Derek dropped him off early so he could get to his own class across campus, and Matt grumbled a bit at the idea of having to wait for Derek to make his way back after class, but the truth was he was kind of starting to like Derek and didn’t want him to get in trouble. Anyway, long waits were what books and smartphones were made for.
The professor strode into the room, a petite omega woman who seemed to be in her 30s. She had horn-rimmed glasses that she liked to take off and gesture wildly with as she talked, and Matt liked her almost immediately. She wrote her name on the board in looping script. “Welcome, class. I’m Dr. Martine LeGrain, and this is Omega Studies 101. Let’s start with a show of hands: how many betas do we have in this room?” Three students raised their hands, out of a class of about 40. “Excellent. Now, how many alphas?” This time only two hands went up. “Hmm,” she mused, rubbing her chin, “that’s more than I expected, actually.”
A chuckle passed through the room as the alphas’ hands went back down. “I want to be absolutely clear: this is not a hard class, but it’s a very easy class to fail. I’m very big on classroom discussion, and I expect participation from each and every one of you. I expect you to come in with a good attitude and support each other. Non-omegas, don’t expect to have the loudest voice. Omegas, don’t expect to be given anything. The second-quickest way to a failing grade is to shout down and talk over other students; the quickest way is to say nothing at all.”
Dr. LeGrain started passing out the syllabus as she continued. “This is a very exciting time for all of you; we are only the fifteenth fully-integrated university in the United States, and the second to come about from an alpha school merging with an omega school. You have the benefit of a large number of omega classmates, and experienced omega professors. Our school may well have the most omega resources of any integrated school in the country.”
Matt’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. He hadn’t seen any evidence of “resources” so far, and from the murmur that passed through the room, he guessed that most of the other omegas were in the same boat. As far as he could tell, the school’s entire strategy was to awkwardly shoehorn the omegas into an alpha mold.
A young woman with short pink hair raised her hand, and the professor nodded to her. “Um…sorry, Dr. LeGrain, but what resources are you talking about?”
Dr. LeGrain snapped her fingers with a flourish as she pointed at the student. “That’s an excellent question, which I’ll get to shortly, but first I have a question for you: why did you start your question with an apology?”
The student’s cheeks turned almost as pink as her hair, and she stammered quietly in response. “I’m…it, uh, seemed polite?”
“You almost did it again, didn’t you?”
The student nodded sharply, her mouth clamped shut. Dr. LeGrain gave her a grin. “Our first unit, and in fact much of the course, deals with the nature versus nurture argument: how much of our behavior is a result of our biology, and how much is learned. Everyone knows that omegas are meek and submissive, right? So, how many people here have heard of a concept called ‘conditioned subservience?’” A few hands went up throughout the room, and the professor nodded. “Good, now can anyone define that for me?”
In what seemed like no time at all, the class was embroiled in discussion of omega rights, and Matt was having the time of his life verbally sparring with his classmates. It was a completely different experience, being in a class full of other omegas; once Dr. LeGrain got the room warmed up, everyone seemed to open up and share far more actively than he’d seen in any other class. Knowing that the other students understood where he was coming from made him less combative, and he was able to focus more on what he was saying, and less on the most biting, sarcastic way possible to say it. He wondered, for the first time, if maybe he should have considered going to an all-omega school after all.
Towards the end of the class, the professor started going over the university’s resources for omega students: the health center with omega nurse practitioners on staff, guidance and career counselors, the Heat Advocate for each dorm that could help students arrange to take their exams in the privacy of their rooms during heat…the list seemed to go on and on, and a couple of students wondered aloud why they hadn’t been told about any of this already.
“It was my understanding that the alpha mentors were supposed to include this in their orientation tours,” Dr. LeGrain said, frowning. “But it sounds like someone dropped the ball along the way. These things can happen, I suppose, when you’re dealing with merging two large institutions like Hart Academy and Louis Maxwell University together. Hopefully by next semester, some of these bugs will be ironed out.” Matt looked over the notes he’d jotted down and raised his hand. “Yes, Mr. Guerrero?”
“I don’t think you’ve mentioned anything like this, but I might have missed it—is there some kind of extracurricular group for students? An alpha-omega alliance or support group kind of thing?”
“Not as far as I know. Obviously, there wasn’t much need for one at either school prior to the merge.”
Matt chewed on the end of his pen for a second before he continued, mulling over his options. “What would be involved in starting one?” he finally asked. What the hell, he thought with an internal shrug, I’ve always been prone to throwing myself in the deep end—why stop now?
“Well,” said Dr. LeGrain, her eyes twinkling, “you’d need to write a proposal for the Clubs and Societies Chair, and you’d need a faculty sponsor. I can’t help you with that first one, but I think I know where you can find the second.” She gave him a quick wink and went on to the next student question.
He barely heard a word the professor said for the rest of the class, he was so busy outlining his proposal and jotting down the phone numbers of several omega classmates who leaned his way to whisper questions. Maybe he’d ask if he could get extra credit for it later, but for now, his renewed sense of purpose was reward enough for his efforts. Finally, he had a way to start making the school a better place.




Chapter Ten
   
After a week and a half of escorting Matt to classes, Derek was starting to lose his patience. Matt was growing progressively more irritable and snappish, shooting angry comments his way that only seemed to get more vehement the more Derek insisted it wasn’t his fault they were stuck together. While Derek could understand why Matt was frustrated with the situation, he also didn’t see any real alternatives. Derek’s future on the wrestling team, and by extension his scholarship, were riding on Derek proving himself to be the steady, responsible alpha the faculty wanted him to be. He had to make amends—or at the very least look like he was making amends—for his past transgressions. On top of that, he had to admit he still thought the omegas on campus would benefit from having alpha guidance.
Matt seemed to think they didn’t need it, of course, but the more Derek grew to know Matt, the more he started to recognize the strong-willed omega had a self-destructive streak almost as wide as his stubborn streak. Matt was the type of person who would have stood on the deck of the Titanic yelling, “No, no, I’ve got this—someone bring me a bucket!”
It wasn’t that Derek thought omegas were lesser, like Matt had accused him of on multiple occasions. It was just that, biologically speaking, they needed a comfortable and safe environment, and a newly-integrated school full of rowdy 20-year-old alphas was practically the definition of chaos. It was the sort of thing that could be overwhelming to an omega who wasn’t used to it; it was better for the omegas’ well-being if they had someone around to be a touchstone, an anchor in the storm to keep them stable when their emotions ran too hot.
When he’d said as much, Matt had called it “patriarchal, alpha-centric bullshit” and slammed his dorm room door in Derek’s face, which honestly hadn’t helped his stability argument too much.
The frustrating thing was, Derek actually liked Matt. He was impressed by the omega’s quick thinking on multiple occasions, and even though the stubbornness caused him a lot of problems, it was also charming, in a way. They had gone for bubble tea once more after one of Matt’s classes, and had ended up caught up in conversation for two hours, speaking animatedly about their respective pasts and majors and plans for the future. Derek showed Matt his favorite pizza place, too, and while Matt still didn’t let him pay for the meal, he did sigh and allow Derek to get him dessert at the ice cream place next door. Coming on the heels of Matt’s “patriarchal” accusation, it felt like a much bigger victory than a $4.75 dish of gelato seemed to warrant, but Derek just counted himself fortunate that neither of them seemed to want to jinx their growing friendship over such a small amount.
Maybe it was a stretch to call what they had a “friendship”—at times it seemed too one-sided, and other times it seemed entirely too intense. Derek caught himself staring more than once, lost in some feature on Matt’s face—his black-brown eyes, or the way the shadow of his stubble accented his cheekbones whenever he went too long without shaving. Matt’s scent, too, was intoxicating in deeply physical ways that left Derek discreetly adjusting himself when he’d spent too long in Matt’s company. It was more than just the syrupy-sweet scent that he’d associated with every omega he’d ever known, including his own mother—the rich caramel notes of Matt’s scent left him craving foods he’d never even cared much about before, and the more he thought about the implications of that, the more uncomfortable he grew. He wanted more.
So, yes, he was attracted to Matt. He was fairly certain that this made him bisexual, and he was…not having as hard a time with that realization as he’d feared, actually. He supposed it helped that he was a six-foot-two alpha wrestler with a shady past—he was fairly convinced that nobody was going to give him much of a hard time if his sexuality became public knowledge. People could hardly bring themselves to look him in the face after what had happened last year, so it didn’t seem too likely that anyone would give him a hard time over the fact that he liked omega dick as much as omega tits.
He’d gone on a fact-finding mission one night to find out just how strong those preferences were. He’d sat at his computer, glad that he’d lucked into a single room this year, and clicked his way through just about every kind of porn his mind could conjure up, and a few he’d never realized existed. The first thing he’d discovered was that omegas of all genders definitely did it for him: male, female, and a few blurry omegas of indeterminate gender that begged so prettily he couldn’t even be bothered to care how they identified. The second thing he discovered was that he had a type: lithe and long-limbed, dark-skinned and wavy-haired, and with a smirk and a sharp tongue to accompany the cocky jut of their hips.
He’d taken himself in hand and come hard with Matt’s name on his lips, and immediately shut his computer down.
The problem, of course, was that this was wildly unprofessional. Derek was supposed to be helping Matt adjust to college life and protecting him from alphas who got too enthusiastic and handsy, not getting handsy himself. He couldn’t see anything forbidding dating in the official documentation he’d gotten on the Omega Integration Program, but when he imagined word getting back to his advisor, he could just picture the look on Mr. Harrison’s face. More importantly, he could picture being booted from the program and subsequently the wrestling team.
So he did his best to shut out the part of him that kept getting lost in the way Matt’s pink tongue flicked across his lips and be a good mentor. It worked out for about a day and a half, and then Matt had to go and make things difficult.
On Wednesday morning, Derek showed up at Matt’s door a few minutes late, as Matt had requested, and instead of Matt at the door, was greeted after a couple minutes by a rumpled Jesse, who looked like he’d just woken up and was none too happy about it. “Hi, Jesse. Is Matt here?”
Jesse let out a long-suffering sigh. “He left early so he could do something before class, but I don’t know what. He told me to stall you, but his cloak-and-dagger crap is interfering with me sleeping in on my only late morning of the week, so screw him.” Derek scowled suspiciously, and Jesse opened the door farther so he could see inside the room. “Look—no Matt, I promise. Just a Jesse who’s missing out on his beauty sleep, so good night.” With that, Jesse closed the door.
Derek stood there for a long moment, not sure what to do. He was considering just heading to Matt’s classroom so he could meet up with him there and find out what the hell this was about, when he realized he could smell a lingering hint of honeysuckle and burnt sugar in the air. It was strongest near the door, but if he closed his eyes and breathed slowly, he could almost feel it, pulling at his mind like a string.
Wow. That’s really weird. He had heard of alphas with extra-sensitive senses of smell that could track people like bloodhounds, or bonded alpha-omega pairs who were so attuned to each other that they could find each other halfway across the country, but to actually experience it was something else entirely. It was like an entire sixth sense opened up, pulling him like iron filings to a magnet.
Derek stepped outside Sanderson Hall and stood on the sidewalk, eyes closed, nostrils flared. A deep breath in and out, and—there it was again, a scent and a feeling all wrapped up together. He set off at a brisk walk, forcing himself to keep his breathing even and slow, almost meditative.
He twisted and turned his way through campus, pulled inexorably towards his destination. After a minute, he broke into a light jog, feeling for all the world like an animal on the hunt. He scented his prey again, stronger now; he was getting close.
His mind was still reeling with the strangeness of it all when he heard a gasp and a curse up above him, and he looked up to see Matt standing on a balcony, wide-eyed. A second later, Matt spun and ducked inside the building, and Derek didn’t even think—he ran inside at a full run. Matt’s scent was almost overpowering here, flooding his senses, and he ran up one stairwell and down another, crashing through the back door of the Life Sciences building and into the alleyway. He put on another burst of speed and rounded the corner into a small grassy courtyard, and there was Matt.
Instinct took over; Derek snarled and leaped, tackling Matt to the ground. Matt let out a cut-off shout as he hit the dirt, and they rolled in the grass, struggling awkwardly. Matt tried to scramble to his feet, and Derek pulled him down and rolled him under, pinning him with the weight of his own body. His mind was scattered and fragmented, all logic shoved out by Matt’s delicious scent and the feeling of writhing omega under him.
“What the fu—” Matt said, and Derek kissed him.
Matt’s lips were firm and hot, and he froze in shock. Distantly, Derek knew he should stop, that Matt was trying to get away, and at the very least they should talk about this, but then Matt went soft and pliant beneath him, and his lips opened sweetly for Derek to slip his tongue inside.
If Matt’s lips were hot, the inside of his mouth was a furnace, and he nipped lightly at Derek’s tongue as he explored the burning depths of it. Matt’s arms curled around Derek’s back, grasping at his shoulders as Derek swallowed down the soft, urgent sounds he made with every touch of Derek’s tongue.
Matt arched up against him, and Derek ground down, his cock a hard, insistent line in his jeans. Matt gasped, squeezed him, licked into his mouth with a desperate urgency.
Derek broke the kiss to breathe, his shoulders heaving as he looked down. Matt’s face was open and wondering, his eyes wide, and suddenly Derek realized what he’d done. “Shit,” he said, scrambling backwards and landing hard on his ass. “Sorry. That was—I shouldn’t—”
“It’s okay,” Matt said carefully, pushing himself up to a seated position.
Derek shook his head, more to convince himself than anything. “No, it’s not. That was inappropriate. I’m your—I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what came over me.”
Matt gave him a lopsided smirk. “I think I have some idea.” He frowned as Derek stumbled to his feet, cocking his head curiously. “What, are you going to run away on me now?”
“We both have to get to class.” It was a lame excuse and he knew it, but he didn’t know what else to do. “You should…you should hurry,” he finished, grabbing his abandoned backpack and rushing off at a near run. He knew he shouldn’t be leaving his omega at all, much less in the middle of campus like this, but he just had to get away. He would talk to Mr. Harrison; there had to be someone else he could be assigned to.
Matt didn’t say another word as Derek ran, but Derek could still feel him, like the deep thrum of a bass note in his chest, long after he’d left.




Chapter Eleven
   
Matt had a long and extremely uncomfortable hour and 40 minutes in Survey of World Religions. He replayed the events of the morning in his head until his chest ached and he was glad for the camouflage of the lecture hall desktop; he was so hard he could pound nails with his dick, and he was half-convinced the entire class knew it.
He kept coming back to the look on Derek’s face when he scrambled away, panting through spit-slick lips. He’d looked equal parts horrified and hungry, like he’d been nearly crawling out of his skin to get back on top of Matt, and hating himself for it.
That’s what you get for lusting after straight boys, Matt, he told himself, shaking his head. He jotted down a few notes halfheartedly before his mind drifted again, taking him back to the soft wetness of Derek’s tongue slipping between his lips, and the hard line of his cock pressing into Matt’s hip.
Yeah, that had been a hell of a thing, thick and hot against him. It was going to be a regular feature in Matt’s fantasies for the foreseeable future, he could tell.
Matt adjusted himself, doing his best to avoid the temptation to palm himself just a little, just to relieve a little of the pressure. The lecture hall was not the place for that. When he got back to his room, though, all bets were off. Jesse had classes all afternoon on Wednesdays, so he was going to have a little time to himself, and damn, was he ever going to need it.
He suddenly realized that Derek was going to be walking him back to his room before he could have that much-needed privacy, and his discomfort peaked again. How was he going to face Derek with a straight face, knowing what they’d done and what he was going to do the instant he disappeared behind his door?
A lust-addled and overly-optimistic part of him suggested that maybe Derek was thinking this whole thing over right now, too. Maybe he was deciding that playing for the other team wasn’t all that bad after all, that an omega was an omega when you got right down to it. Maybe they’d get to Matt’s door and he would turn to Derek, give him a flirty smile and invite him inside…
Yeah, fat chance. Even assuming Matt could work up the courage to give such an invitation, he’d be counting on Derek getting over his little gay crisis in record time—however Derek’s body might have reacted to having a willing omega pressed up against him, his mind clearly needed some time to catch up.
Still, he could hope. Just a little.
He had to admit it wasn’t exactly a surprise when Derek didn’t show up after class. A disappointment, yes, but running away seemed to be Derek’s new favorite thing, so Matt shouldered his backpack with a sigh and headed back to his dorm room. He felt a few eyes on him as he made his way back—staring at the unescorted omega—but he got back without incident and slammed the door behind him, flicking the lock firmly into place before he flopped face-first on his bed. After a minute he fired off a quick text to Lisa: What’s the best way to forget you kissed a straight boy?
Asking for a friend.
Lisa’s response came in a few seconds later; it was a string of eggplant emoji with a few hearts at the end.
You’re no help at all, he replied.
Matt rolled onto his back, following made-up patterns in the ceiling tiles with his eyes as he drummed his fingers on his chest. He found himself wishing he could reach the ceiling with a pencil and connect the dots; he found a clump of them that looked like a muscled torso, shoulders tilted in a way that suggested a flirty pose. He imagined Derek standing like that, one shoulder dropped low and his hips cocked, leaning against the wall and watching Matt with half-lidded eyes…
Ah, fuck it, he thought, and unbuttoned his pants. His hand felt cool on the heated length of his cock, and he let his eyes slide closed as he imagined what it would be like if Derek hadn’t run away.
Derek was firm and forceful; he would take the initiative, pressing Matt against the wall to kiss him deeply. Matt was terrible at staying quiet; would Derek like that? Would he swallow down Matt’s needy moans, or would he break the kiss to press a warning finger over Matt’s lips? Oh yeah, that would be perfect: Derek’s eyes narrowing as he hissed, “Shh,” then flying open wide as Matt sucked Derek’s finger into his mouth. Matt would use every trick he knew to drive Derek wild, flicking his tongue across the pad of Derek’s finger so he could imagine how it would feel on his cock.
Matt stroked himself firmly, gathering up the precum leaking from the tip to moisten his palm. He could imagine the half-crazed look in Derek’s eyes, Derek wanting him, wanting to touch. Derek would lick his own palm and wrap his hand around Matt’s cock, pumping him rough and fast, keeping him just wet enough that it wouldn’t hurt, but just dry enough that he’d really feel the tug and pull of the skin on every stroke.
Matt felt his balls tighten and his hole clench, his body craving a knot. Derek might not do that the first time, though—maybe he’d just bring Matt off with his hand, holding him against the wall and fucking Matt’s mouth with his tongue as a preview of what was to come. Matt arched up off the bed, letting out a low whine as he came in hot pulses into his hand.
He allowed himself the fantasy for a moment longer—Derek raising his hand, hot and wet with Matt’s release, to his own mouth. Derek’s tongue, tasting Matt on his skin. Derek’s mouth, growling, “My omega.”
A shiver went through Matt’s body, and his cock twitched again with the aftershocks of his orgasm. As his racing heart slowed and the sticky mess in his hand cooled, he was aware that he was completely fucked, and not at all in the good way.




Chapter Twelve
   
Ever since the fight last year, Derek had felt uncomfortable in his advisor’s office. Ralph Harrison was an imposing man; he was friendly enough, but he was every inch an alpha, and he knew how to use his stature and his raw presence to his advantage. “I take it this isn’t a social visit?” he said, taking in Derek’s hunched shoulders and downturned gaze.
“No sir, Mr. Harrison,” Derek said, taking a seat in the chair he was offered.
“Your coach says you’re adjusting well to being back on the team,” Mr. Harrison said, shuffling some papers out of the way so he could focus on Derek. “I’m glad to hear that. You’ve got talent, and it would be a damn shame to see that go to waste because of a mistake—admittedly, a very big mistake, but a mistake nonetheless.”
Derek nodded. It was a speech he’d heard before from several different people, and it was beginning to grate on him how quickly everyone was willing to forgive and forget as long as he kept up appearances. Get back in class, get back on the team—just, for heaven’s sake, don’t give any indication that anything might have happened to disrupt the school’s tidy little routine. Sometimes he felt like he’d be happier if they just treated him like a criminal—one more punch and he might’ve been one, after all, and maybe that way he could start to feel like he was actually making amends somehow.
“So,” Mr. Harrison said when it became clear Derek wasn’t going to reply, “what seems to be the problem?”
“It’s my Omega Integration assignment,” Derek said, pushing the words out in a rush. “I’m…things aren’t working out with my omega, and I think it might be better if I was assigned to someone else. I know you wanted me to do this to, you know, show that I’m responsible, so I promise I’m not trying to back out. I just think it would be better for everyone if he had a different mentor.”
Mr. Harrison frowned. “Why, who do you have?”
“Matias Guerrero,” Derek said. He felt his cheeks heat up at the mere mention of the name, and he hoped Mr. Harrison couldn’t tell. Ever since the kiss that morning, it felt like he’d spent an inordinate amount of time blushing.
The frown deepened. “I’ve heard that name. Smart kid, kind of mouthy, but doesn’t seem to be much of a troublemaker. What’s the problem with him?”
This time there was no hiding Derek’s blush, and he saw Mr. Harrison’s eyes widen just a fraction. For a moment, he toyed with the idea of telling Mr. Harrison exactly what was going on—surely another alpha would understand the nature of the conflict. But given that Mr. Harrison had been the one who insisted that Derek become an alpha mentor in the first place, and with the express purpose of proving that the incident last year had been a momentary lapse and not a pattern of rash behavior, he couldn’t quite bring himself to admit that he had lost control. It would reflect badly on him, and on Mr. Harrison’s decision to trust him with the task. “I’d…rather not say, sir. It’s just…personal differences. I really think he’d be better off with someone else.”
“Hmm.” Mr. Harrison seemed to consider this for a long moment, then he shook his head. “I’m afraid we just don’t have enough alpha mentors available to reassign duties just because of a personal dispute. The faculty advisors have recommended as many alphas as we could for mentorship, but the sad fact of the matter is that at your age, most alphas aren’t as grounded and goal-oriented as you are, and a lot of alpha students dropped from our rolls when the merger with Hart Academy was announced.”
“Could I just switch assignments with someone, then? Maybe there’s someone else who’d like to switch.”
Mr. Harrison fixed him with a piercing gaze. “We can’t just swap omegas like trading cards, Mr. Fisher. Anyway, this Omega Integration Program is as much for your benefit as for the omegas’. You’re an alpha; you’re suited by nature to guide and lead, but so much of the focus of modern education is on training those instincts out of you. Being a mentor is your opportunity to work on those instincts, to nurture them and prepare yourself for your role as an alpha after graduation.
“You’re a young man with a lot of potential, Derek. Despite your unfortunate lapse last year, you excel in your studies and you’ve brought a lot of glory to this school in the wrestling ring. I want to see you excel in every area of your life, and one of the things you’ll have to do as an alpha in the real world is deal with difficult omegas. I have every confidence in your ability to deal with this issue, but be assured that it is your issue to deal with.”
Derek sank lower in his seat. “Yes, sir.”
“Good man,” Mr. Harrison said, leaning back in his chair. “Now, if you think you need a little more help, I could at least recommend a book that I’ve found helpful in the past.” He turned in his chair to look at the shelves behind his desk and dragged a finger across the spines of the books. “Ah, here we go,” he said, pulling a thin paperback from the shelf and passing it over to Derek. “I’d read this cover-to-cover if I were you, and listen to what it has to say. Give it a chance, and I think you’ll find that your omega troubles will be a lot easier to deal with.”
Derek picked up the book and read the title: Howl and Be Heard: Real-World Problem Solving Through Embracing Your Inner Alpha. His lips twisted in a wry smirk; given the nature of his problem with Matt, he was pretty sure that “letting his inner alpha howl” was just about the last thing he needed to do right now, but he couldn’t say that to his advisor. “Thank you, Mr. Harrison,” he said, tucking it into his backpack. “I’ll look it over.”
“See that you do,” Mr. Harrison said. “Now, I’m meeting with another student in five minutes—was there anything else you needed?”
Derek shook his head, feeling utterly defeated. “No, sir. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”
Mr. Harrison shooed him out the door, and he trudged back to his dorm room, lost in thought. His mind kept wandering back to what happened that morning, to the feel of Matt’s lips soft on his, and the hard ridges of his body underneath him. He sighed heavily as he realized what he was doing; this problem wasn’t going anywhere, and he had no idea what to do about it.
    
HOWL AND BE HEARD WAS, unsurprisingly, a bunch of backwards nonsense steeped in alpha-centric testosterone worship. Derek read about two and a half chapters before giving up; he’d always considered himself somewhat traditional as far as alpha/omega roles were concerned, but some of the techniques the book suggested made him wonder if maybe “traditional” wasn’t the right word.
The author did harp on quite a bit about personal responsibility and owning one’s own mistakes, though, and that part at least did resonate with Derek on some level. As embarrassed as he was about what had happened between him and Matt, the fact that he’d run away and left Matt on his own for the rest of the day was even worse—what kind of alpha walked out on his responsibilities like that?
He had the uncomfortable realization that Andy had been making the same point about Sarah, and even though that situation was different, it nagged at him. But Sarah had wanted him to walk away—maybe he’d made more of a complete exit from her life than she’d had in mind, but in the end it all added up the same way. Sarah didn’t want him, so he’d done what she’d asked him to do.
What did Matt want? It was hard to tell. A couple days ago, Derek would have said it was pretty clear Matt wanted him gone just as much as Sarah had—even more so. Matt rankled at the restriction of having an alpha escort him to classes, and Derek was honestly kind of surprised that it had taken as long as it had for him to try to sneak off without Derek’s company. But when they’d kissed…
Matt had accused him of running away, and that was exactly what he’d done. Embarrassed at his lack of control, he’d literally run, leaving Matt on his ass in the dirt. And worse, he’d stayed away all afternoon. Had Matt waited for him?
Derek couldn’t decide which was worse: the idea of Matt waiting for him after class, disappointed when he didn’t show up, or the idea that he might have just shrugged and gone on with his day.
Either way, he had to make things right with Matt, and that meant an apology. That much he could do—after the fight last year, he’d had plenty of practice. He’d apologized to Andy, to Coach, to his parents, to the Dean, to his advisor…there was hardly anyone in the school whose name he knew that he hadn’t apologized to. It was easy enough to do it one more time.
Derek stood as straight as he could and took a deep breath before he knocked on Matt’s door. Jesse had afternoon classes every day of the week, so Matt liked to spend afternoons blasting music in his room while he had it to himself, but the room was strangely silent today. Derek spent about half a second worrying about Matt, and then the next few seconds wondering when and why he’d become such an expert on Matt’s daily habits.
Matt answered the door and blinked up at him. His eyes widened a bit in surprise, but he schooled his expression well. “Derek,” he said in greeting.
“Hi,” Derek said, his voice a little more gruff than he liked. “I, uh, came to apologize for yesterday. I behaved inappropriately, and it won’t happen again.”
“Which part are you referring to?” Matt said, raising an eyebrow but otherwise keeping his expression neutral. “The tackling, the kissing, or the running away?”
Derek swallowed. “All of it?”
“Hm,” Matt said, looking him up and down. “Apology accepted for the tackling, not accepted for the kissing, and the jury’s still out on the running away. I’m kind of pissed that I waited for you after class for almost 20 minutes, but you seem pretty contrite, so I might let it slide. You could’ve texted me or something, though.”
“I should have. I’m sorry.” Matt seemed to relax a little at that, which was a good sign. “Um, you said ‘not accepted for the kissing?’”
Matt grinned. “A kiss between willing parties should never require an apology. You might have noticed, but once I got over my shock, I was pretty willing.”
Derek felt his cheeks heating up, and he cursed his complexion. “Either way, it was inappropriate and I shouldn’t have done it. We’ve still got to see each other every day, and I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”
“It’s only uncomfortable if you let it be,” Matt said with a shrug. “We can write it off as a one-time mistake if that’s what you want.”
Matt watched him coolly, and the possibility of what he was offering rattled around in Derek’s head. Was he really willing to forget the whole thing? It should have flooded him with relief, but instead Derek just found himself wondering: was he willing to not forget it?
Derek could picture it: Matt’s lithe body pressed against him again, like it had been in his fantasies. Matt’s lips soft under his, his scent hot in Derek’s nose. Matt’s sharp tongue put to far better use than forming sarcastic quips.
Christ, he was getting hard just thinking about it, and that was damn well not why he’d come here.
“Yes,” he heard himself say, as though from a distance. “That would be best, I think. It’s…unprofessional,” he finished weakly.
Matt laughed at that, a harsh self-deprecating sound. “Nobody’s ever accused me of being professional before, but sure, suit yourself.” He gave a shrug and turned away to gather up some things from his desk. He waved a hand in the air casually and said, “Consider it forgotten. Will you be escorting me to class again tomorrow?”
Derek nodded, then realized Matt’s back was to him. “Yeah, I’ll be here.” He realized that he’d let Matt completely dominate the tone of the conversation—he’d come with a mission, to apologize and set the record straight, and yet it felt like everything he’d said had been dragged out of him by the omega that was only half paying attention to him, shuffling papers and jamming things into a backpack. Howl and Be Heard would have a thing or two to say about that, he thought with a quiet snort of laughter.
Matt shouldered his backpack and pressed a stack of papers into Derek’s hands. “Come on,” he said, heading towards the door, “I know you don’t have any classes for a couple hours—we’ve got work to do.”
“I…what?” Derek looked at the papers he’d been handed. They were flyers for something called “Omega Alliance,” with a quick paragraph of description and a meeting time and place in big block letters at the bottom.
“You strike me as one of those ‘deeds, not words’ types, so if you want to apologize properly, you’ve got to do something for me, right?” Matt grinned at him, his teeth bright. His tone was light and sounded at least half-joking, but there was some truth to his words. “Well, you can be my extra set of hands while I get these flyers up on every bulletin board on campus. Plus, you know—helpless little omega, wandering around the campus all by his lonesome? I’m sure the school wouldn’t stand for that. It’d be downright irresponsible of you not to help out.”
Derek huffed out a quiet laugh as he tucked the flyers under his arm. “You’re a manipulative little shit, aren’t you?”
“You wound me,” Matt said, one hand against his chest in mock shock. “Now get a move on; I think the Agricultural Sciences building closes up early today, so we’re hitting that first.”
Derek let Matt lead the way, and it didn’t take long for the awkwardness stretched between them to evaporate in the afternoon sun. They chatted easily as they walked, and Derek held the flyers up while Matt stapled or taped them to every suitable surface they found. Matt even fielded a few questions from curious students and professors, and Derek couldn’t help but be impressed; Matt seemed to have a way with people. He had that stereotypical omega intuition (although Derek wouldn’t dare point that out), and he used it to his advantage so easily, Derek sometimes wondered if he was at all aware he was doing it. His warm smile put people at ease, and his quick wit always seemed to come up with just the right thing to say.
When they emerged from a particularly poorly-lit building an hour later, Derek blinked in the late-afternoon sunlight. “I’ll have to let you do the rest of these by yourself—I’ve got class at four.”
Matt glanced at the time on his phone. “Almost half an hour left. Hey, I really appreciate your help. Let me buy you a bubble tea or something—it’s right around the corner.”
“Wouldn’t that sort of detract from the physical component of my apology?” Derek asked with a grin.
“Buy your own, then—I’m getting one.”
“No, no, you offered. No take-backs.”
“What are you, twelve?” Matt shook his head, grinning, and Derek stuck his tongue out. It was good to have this back; he’d been enjoying the banter they exchanged when they spent time together, and it was a relief to know he hadn’t completely ruined a good thing with his poor decisions. “Last one there’s a rotten egg!” And Matt took off running, Derek hot on his heels.
“Now who’s twelve?” Derek said when they reached the door of the bubble tea shop. Matt gave him a sidelong glance and shook his head as he pushed the door open.
“Jesus, you’re not even winded. No wonder you caught me so easily yesterday. Maybe I should start working out,” he mused, his cheeks flushed and his breath short with exertion. Derek bristled inwardly at the mention of yesterday, but Matt didn’t seem to be dwelling on it except as evidence of his own physical fitness, or lack thereof.
Matt bought their drinks and they got a table by the window. He was quiet for a moment as they settled in, and then he turned to Derek. “Hey, can I ask you something? How did you find me yesterday? I was staying pretty far away from our usual routes; it was a hell of a surprise to see you down there.”
Derek nearly choked on his bubble tea. So much for Matt not dwelling on it. He cleared his throat and pushed his drink aside, and for a moment entertained the idea of claiming it was just blind luck. “I scented you,” he said, not quite able to meet Matt’s gaze. “I wasn’t trying to, really. I just…realized I could. Your roommate basically told me to go fuck myself, and after the door closed, I just sort of knew where you were. I could feel it.”
He glanced up and saw Matt’s eyes widen. His lips were soft and curved, wrapped delicately around his straw, and Derek tore his gaze away to look at his own drink. “So, what,” Matt finally said, “you tracked me like a bloodhound? Nose to the ground, tail in the air?”
Derek’s mouth twisted into a half-smile at the mental image, but he shook his head. “No, it was…I mean, I could smell you, but it was more like a feeling, I guess. A pull, like a magnet.”
“Weird,” Matt said, crumpling the receipt for their bubble tea into a tight ball and batting it between his hands on the table. He was always moving while his brain worked, fidgeting or pacing or picking at things. “Is that just something you do?”
“No, never,” Derek said, shaking his head. “I mean, not that I’ve tried, but I wasn’t trying this time either. It just kind of happened.”
“Weird,” Matt repeated. “Not planning to make a habit of it, are you? Because I’ve got to tell you, it’s kind of creepy.”
“No, of course not. I swear, I didn’t even mean to do it yesterday. It just—”
“Happened. Yeah, okay.” Matt raised his hands in a placating gesture. “I’ll drop it. But if you start popping up in places you shouldn’t be, I might have to get you a clothespin for Christmas.”
Derek’s brow furrowed. “A clothespin?”
“For your nose, duh.” Matt flicked the balled-up receipt at Derek, and it struck him right between the eyes.
“God, you really are a child,” Derek said, laughing.
“I know you are, but what am I?” Matt sing-songed, and just like that, everything was okay again.




Chapter Thirteen
   
“Holy crap,” Jesse said with a low whistle. “Look at how many people showed up!”
Matt hadn’t been able to stop counting them. His expectations for the first meeting of Omega Alliance had been low; it was a brand-new club, and he’d only had a week to promote it, but apparently the posters he’d put up all over campus had had an effect. Another pair of omegas wandered into the room: numbers 31 and 32. Matt was starting to get a serious case of stage fright.
“You’re late,” he said to Jesse, refocusing his attention in an attempt to calm his nerves. “You were supposed to be here at 4:30.”
Jesse ducked his head and gave a sheepish grin. “Sorry. Paul stopped by, and…well.”
“Seriously?” Matt rolled his eyes. “You left me hanging because you were fucking your alpha?”
“Of course not!” Jesse placed a hand over his heart, feigning offense. “He has been a perfect gentleman at all times. We just got caught up in conversation again. I think I’m really falling for this guy, Matt,” Jesse said, flopping heavily into a chair with a groan. He glanced up, grinning again. “Also, he is an incredible kisser.”
Matt smirked. “I thought you said he was a perfect gentleman.”
“I kissed him. It would have been beyond rude to push me away. Kissing back was the gentlemanly thing to do.”
“So it is your fault you’re late. You’re the worst moral support ever.”
“Hey, I’m here, aren’t I?” Matt sighed and gave him a gentle shove on the shoulder, and Jesse shoved back with a warm smile. “Now, are you gonna get this show on the road?”
Matt checked the clock and nodded, taking a deep breath. He did his best to push the jitters away—normally, he had no trouble running his mouth at any given moment, but he wasn’t used to speaking in front of this much of a crowd. For a moment he found himself thinking of the warm, comforting touch of an alpha on the back of his neck. It was a shame he couldn’t have Derek here to calm his nerves.
Wow, what a shitty omega advocate I’m turning out to be, he thought, frowning. Wishing I had an alpha with me while I tell a bunch of omegas how they don’t need alphas.
Taking another breath, Matt stepped behind the podium at the front of the room. He shuffled his index cards as the assembled crowd grew quieter, and as the last of the stragglers (numbers 35 and 36) took their seats, he began to speak.
“Welcome to the first meeting of Omega Alliance. I’m Matt Guerrero, and I started this club because as omegas, we face unique challenges, both in school and in the rest of the world. This is the first year of a newly-integrated school, and the administration isn’t fully equipped to address all of our needs and concerns—it’s our job to stick together, to support each other and prop up our fellow omega, so that we can all succeed, academically and personally.”
A murmur of agreement went through the room, and Matt felt his confidence surge. Even though he’d known this was something the university needed, it was reassuring to see other students excited about it. He went through the room, inviting people to introduce themselves, and he jotted notes down as each person talked. Some had questions and pressing concerns, and some just wanted to socialize; he started forming some ideas for group outings and icebreaker activities, and by the time he’d made it through everyone who wanted to speak, his mind was buzzing with excitement.
“Thank you all, and I hope to get to know all of you better as the year goes on,” Matt said after the last member introduced herself. “Now, several of you mentioned having concerns you wanted to bring up. I’m going to open the floor to that.”
A few hands shot up in the air, and Matt called on the woman he recognized as the pink-haired omega from his Omega Studies class—he checked his notes for her name: Katie. “Yeah, um, I don’t know if this is the right place for this, but is anyone else fed up with this Omega Integration Program?” Katie was obviously nervous, her arms pulled in close to her body, and she glanced around the room for confirmation as she spoke. “I don’t see why I need an alpha to escort me to every class like I’m some kind of idiot child. And especially the alpha that I’ve been assigned—he’s been rude, condescending, and his behavior has been borderline sexual harassment since day one. I talked to my advisor, and she told me that the program was going to last ‘a few more weeks,’ but she couldn’t give me an end date or any way to request a different alpha.”
Another omega spoke up from the back. “My alpha’s an asshole, too. Even more so than most alphas.” A few other students chuckled in response.
“I know two omegas who have been straight-up assaulted by their alphas,” said an older omega who hadn’t introduced himself—maybe a grad student? “One told me she’s afraid to report it because she’s afraid she’ll just be assigned someone worse.”
Matt frowned, scanning the room. “Has anyone else been having problems with their alpha mentors?” Several hands shot up immediately, and more followed, somewhat reluctantly. After a few seconds, over half the room had their hands up. Matt blew out a breath. “Wow, and I thought I had it bad. Okay, this is obviously a serious problem. Here’s what I’m going to do: I’ve got some handouts here with a list of omega resources on campus, and they’ve got my contact info on top. If you’re having an issue, send me an email. I’ll collect the reports—anonymously, if you want—and go talk to the head of the Omega Integration Program. If this is as widespread a thing as it seems to be, then they’re going to have to do something about it.”
Matt passed out the stack of papers, and saw several students jotting notes on them. “Well,” he said when he got back to the front of the room, “I had a couple other things I wanted to talk about tonight, but actually, I think it might be better if we take this time just to mingle and get to know each other a little better. Your fellow omegas are your most valuable allies. Get to know the faces in here, and then you’ll know, no matter where you are on campus, who you can turn to when you need support.”
As the room split up into small groups engaged in animated conversation, Jesse gave Matt an approving smile and clapped quietly. “Thanks,” Matt said, sinking into a chair. “I guess I take back the ‘worst moral support ever’ thing.”
“Yeah, I’m bad, but ‘worst ever?’” Jesse said with a grin. Then his grin faded, and he said, “I guess we got off easy, huh? I’ve got no complaints with my alpha, and you…well, you’re complaining a lot, but I don’t think there’s actually anything wrong with him.”
Matt rolled his eyes. “The jury’s out,” he said with a sigh. “He’s okay, I guess.”
“Mm-hmm,” Jesse said, one eyebrow raised. “You guess. You need to work things out with that boy; the two of you should be doing the do, not sniping at each other and avoiding each other every chance you get.”
Thankfully, Matt was saved from any more of the conversation by a couple of omegas approaching him to ask about some of the information on his handouts. He immersed himself in conversation for the rest of the meeting, and when he went back to his room that evening, he felt simultaneously more energized and more relaxed than he had since he arrived on campus.
Omega Alliance is a success! Now if I can just get my personal life sorted out…




Chapter Fourteen
   
Wrestling practice was starting to get awkward. Derek was slowly coming to terms with the fact that he was into guys—or at least omega guys—as well as women. He’d never given a whole lot of thought to his sexuality, and he was kind of surprised to discover that it wasn’t as much of a crisis for him as some people made it out to be. It was fairly simple, really: oh, I guess I like that, too.
The problem was, the more he accepted this side of himself, the more he started…noticing things. Like the way the two omegas on the wrestling team looked in their uniforms—the spandex singlets left nothing to the imagination, and Derek already had a pretty good imagination. It was taking more and more effort to keep his body under control when he had to wrestle with Brett, who was long, lean, and tanned, the scent of omega thick in his nostrils as they sparred. He even caught himself sneaking glances at Daniel on occasion, even though Daniel’s thick, muscular physique put him neatly in the “not my type” category.
He was aware that his hormones were running wild on him because he hadn’t gotten laid in months. The thrum of arousal running through his system kept suggesting the obvious solution: as a freshman he’d had a couple of gay friends who delighted in telling him just how easily he could “get it” if he ever decided to bat for the other team. He worked hard to maintain his body, and he was well aware that his muscles combined with his wholesome look played right into the “seduce a straight boy” fantasy that seemed so prevalent on personals sites. If all he wanted was a quick fuck or a blowjob, he was pretty sure that would be readily available to him.
That wasn’t all he wanted, though. Even as he willed his body to behave as he tried to pin lithe, sweet-smelling Brett under him during practice, there was another voice in the back of his head that he couldn’t ignore: yeah, he’s hot, but Matt is hotter. Every time he scented one of the omegas on the team, his brain compared it to his lust-addled memories and found it lacking compared to the the sweet toffee notes of Matt’s scent.
Derek didn’t just want some random willing guy. He wanted Matt.
That same voice that taunted him during practice liked to remind him that he could have Matt if he wanted. Matt had wanted him, too. Technically, there was nothing forbidden about it, as far as he knew. But it was such a relief to be on the wrestling team again, to be trusted and respected after his screw-up last year, that he was terrified of risking that with a relationship that might be perceived as misconduct. He remembered the disapproving glares of the faculty advisory board that had handed down his suspension, and he didn’t want to be on the receiving end of those looks again, even if there was no real punishment for his actions.
The risk was too great. He was just going to have to cope somehow.
    
“FISHER,” Andy called out as Derek headed for the showers, “don’t go jerk off yet, I want to talk to you.”
Derek froze for an instant, then relaxed as he recognized the tone of Andy’s voice; he was only teasing, poking fun at Derek’s long showers. He didn’t actually know how often Derek was touching himself after practice, thinking of hard bodies and soft scents.
He hoped not, anyway.
“What is it?” Derek asked, leaning against a bank of lockers as Andy jogged over.
“What are you doing next weekend? My parents are on vacation in Florida, so I’m having an early birthday party. Pool, keg, DJ, the works. You should come.”
Derek considered this for a moment. Andy’s parties were usually legendary, and he seemed to genuinely want to mend the rift between them; maybe a good party would be just the thing to take his mind off his troubles at school. He could get drunk and stupid and forget about omegas for a little while. “Yeah,” he said, “I don’t think I’ve got anything going on. I’d love to come.”
Andy’s face split into a grin. “Great! And hey, added bonus—Sarah will be there.”
Derek’s blood ran cold. He frowned, choosing his words carefully. “I sincerely hope you’re not trying to fix us back up. I already told you that’s over.”
“Why not?” Andy demanded. “What’s wrong with wanting to see my best friend and my little sister happy? You two are perfect for each other.”
“She doesn’t—” Derek groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Stop. Just stop. I’m not going to Mate your sister; I don’t know why you can’t understand that.”
“Because it doesn’t make sense!” Andy slammed his fist into a locker door, and the crash echoed through the locker room. Derek felt the eyes of his teammates on him. “You promised, and I know you could convince her. She’s always idolized you—why won’t you step up and be the alpha she needs?”
“Because I don’t want to either!” Derek was aware he was shouting, and their argument was drawing a hell of a lot more attention than he wanted, but his rage was bubbling up in him, on the verge of boiling over. “I’m not interested in her; I’m interested in—”
Derek stopped himself before the name came out, but it hung there in his head, echoing in the space between his ears. Matt. I want Matt. There was no denying it, no matter how much he wanted to.
Andy seemed to perk up. “Who?” he asked, less angry this time. “I didn’t know you had someone else.”
“You don’t know him,” Derek said, then mentally kicked himself. Fuck, I guess that’s out of the bag now.
At that, Andy’s eyes went wide. “‘Him?’ Since when are you gay?”
Derek sighed. For a moment he considered just rolling with it—maybe Andy would leave him alone about Sarah if he thought Derek was gay. It was tempting, but lies wouldn’t help solve this. “I’m not,” he said. “I like both.”
Andy gave him a long, considering look. Derek could practically see the question painted across his face: if you like both, then what’s the problem with Sarah? He shook his head, folding his arms across his chest. “I don’t get you, man.”
“That’s not my problem,” Derek said with a shrug. “Look, I’m gonna take a shower. Thanks for the invite, but I think I’m going to be busy next weekend.”
Andy was obviously pissed, but he backed down, grabbing his duffel bag and letting the locker room door slam shut behind him. That really could have gone better, Derek thought.
Turning back to the other wrestlers staring at him, he gave a helpless shrug. “Sorry about that. Not exactly the ideal coming-out scenario. Just…can you try to keep it quiet for now?”
A couple of the guys cleared their throats uncomfortably, but then Kyle spoke up. “No big deal,” he said with a matching shrug. “I’m bi, too.”
Somehow, that broke the ice, and the locker room broke out in the usual post-practice hum of gentle ribbing and small talk. Kyle was briefly interrogated on his dating habits—it turned out he had a boyfriend at the moment, but he hadn’t bothered telling anyone because it was still a brand-new relationship—and Derek was left to his own devices. He showered quickly, too worked up to spend too much time lingering on thoughts of Matt.




Chapter Fifteen
   
Matt sat in the waiting room for Dean Winslow’s office, thumbing through the stack of papers in his lap. Each one was a complaint from an omega student about the Omega Integration Program; after the Omega Alliance meeting, his inbox had been flooded with emails. Many came from students who’d been at the meeting, but others came from people he’d never met—the news seemed to be spreading fast that omega students had somewhere to turn. It gave Matt a rush of pride to know he was having such a noticeable effect on things so quickly, even though the fact that so many people were confiding in him hinted at a larger problem than even he’d suspected. To prepare for his meeting with the Dean, he’d printed out every complaint that reached his inbox, blacked out the names, and collected them in a tidy stack.
There were an awful lot of them.
Matt knew that Dean Winslow had been the Dean of Louis Maxwell University almost as long as Matt had been alive, and changing the Omega Integration Program wasn’t going to be as easy as just walking in and asking, but between the huge stack of complaints and the arguments he’d stayed up most of the night writing, he was pretty sure he could get something done. He could implement a clear process for registering complaints about behavior, if nothing else.
The door to the Dean’s office opened, and Matt heard a gravelly voice call, “Matias?” He realized that it had been over a week since anyone had called him by his given name, and he was struck by the surreal thought that he was already beginning to think of his life here at school as his real life, and everything that came before was…less important, perhaps. He thought about his bedroom back home, and the long echoing halls of the home his father refused to refer to as a “mansion,” but only for tax reasons, and he found that he didn’t miss them at all. His dorm room was small, cramped, and sparsely furnished, and he had to share it with a guy who left dirty dishes and half-finished sodas sitting on every available surface, but he wouldn’t trade it for anything his parents could offer him.
Matt stood and followed the Dean into his office. He took a seat and reshuffled his papers, taking a deep breath and gathering his thoughts as best he could. For a brief moment, he wished he had Derek sitting next to him. He pushed that thought out of his head and focused on the task at hand.
Dean Winslow was an imposing man despite his short stature; he was broad in the shoulder in a very stereotypically alpha way, and he seemed to expand to fill every available space. He was well into his sixties, but his greying hair was thick on his head, and he could have passed for a much younger man if not for the way he dressed; his suits were well-tailored and obviously expensive, but the style was dated. Between the unfashionable cut of his suit and the dusty, classical decor of his office, he gave the distinct impression of a man stubbornly refusing to be pulled along into the future.
“What can I do for you today?” the Dean asked, sinking into his creaking leather chair with a warm smile.
Matt glanced down at his stack of papers and cleared his throat. “It’s not so much what you can do for me, as what you can do for all the omegas here at Maxwell Hart University. I’m here to talk about the Omega Integration Program, and some questions and concerns I’ve been hearing from my fellow omega students.”
Dean Winslow leaned forward, frowning, and rested his chin on tented fingers. He didn’t say anything, though, so Matt went on. “In the last week, I’ve collected statements from over 30 omegas who are having problems with their alpha mentors, ranging from simple disagreements to all-out assault. It’s causing stress and academic difficulties to a number of students, and while I understand the importance of helping omegas acclimate to this new environment, I think the costs might outweigh the benefits.” This was a far more diplomatic way of putting his thoughts than he’d initially wanted to go with, but after talking things through with Lisa and Jesse, he’d decided that laying on a little bit of classic omega contrition might help his points fall on helpful ears. The words tasted sour on his tongue, but they were a lot more likely to get results than something like, “This is bullshit; knock it off.”
“Hmm,” the Dean mused. “Can I see what you’ve got there?” Matt handed over the stack of complaints and tried to keep his foot from tapping while the Dean skimmed through them. “All the names are redacted,” the Dean said, turning a page over with a frown on his face. “We can hardly take any action if none of the omegas want to identify themselves.”
“Some of them were willing,” Matt said, “but others were afraid of retaliation, so I figured the best thing to do at first would be to anonymize the complaints. Especially since my belief, and that of almost every omega I’ve talked to on campus, is that the best thing to do would be to eliminate the Omega Integration Program entirely. I have statements here from several students and faculty, suggesting that forcing omega students to have alpha escorts is doing more harm than good.”
“Well, you’ve certainly put a lot of effort into this,” said the Dean, and Matt’s heart sank like a stone. He knew that tone of voice—he’d heard it more than enough times from his father when he wanted to distract what he saw as a hysterical omega. “We can’t simply leave the omega students on their own with no support structure in place, and the time spent walking to and from class is a perfect opportunity for alpha mentors to check in and make sure omegas are adjusting to the stresses of an integrated environment, without taking any extra time out of their busy schedules. I’ve received several positive comments from other omega students about the program.”
Matt’s face screwed up in disgust; he sincerely doubted that, but interrupting the Dean now wasn’t likely to help his case any. The Dean pulled a folder out of a pile on his desk and flipped through it, and Matt saw a bright yellow sticky note flutter down to the floor, unnoticed by the Dean. He was about to point it out, when something on it caught his eye: “Derek Fisher,” printed in neat block capitals. He glanced up at Dean Winslow’s face, but the man gave no indication of having noticed the note fall. Matt carefully stretched out his foot and dragged the paper towards him as the Dean rifled through his folder.
“Still, it’s worth documenting any concerns you might have. Mind if I keep these?” the Dean asked, tapping the stack of complaints.
“Sure,” Matt said. “I have copies.”
“You may find this hard to believe,” Dean Winslow said as he tucked the stack of papers into the folder and set the folder aside, “but I was initially against the merger between Maxwell University and Hart Academy. The Board of Trustees pushed for it, but I had serious concerns about the safety of omega students, among other things.”
Matt didn’t find that hard to believe at all; in fact, it might have been the most believable thing the Dean had said this whole meeting. He bit his lip, letting the bright flare of pain remind him to keep his mouth shut.
“But the future waits for no man, right?” the Dean said with a chuckle. “The best we can do is work with what we’ve been given. I’ll tell you what, Matias: I think it’s great that you’re showing such initiative. You tell these omega students with genuine problems—and I don’t mean petty disagreements or ‘bad feelings’—to report them directly to me. If we determine that there’s cause for concern about any alpha in the program, we can reassign the omega a different mentor. We’ve got plenty of alpha students willing to help out, after all; Louis Maxwell University has always stressed personal responsibility in its students. Just keep in mind that as a Maxwell Hart University student now, I expect you, and all omegas in this school, to aspire to that same level of personal responsibility, and that means solving your own problems whenever possible. In the real world, you don’t have anyone but yourself and your alpha to come to your rescue.”
Matt’s face was hot with barely-repressed anger. What a load of patronizing, patriarchal, alpha-superior crap. He fought down the urge to snap back at Dean Winslow, to lash out at him with every word in his arsenal, but the paper under his foot kept him calm, at least outwardly. Inside, he was vibrating with curiosity.
“Of course, sir,” Matt said, bending down to pick up his backpack. He tucked the sticky note inside his shoe as he did, out of sight behind the Dean’s desk. “I’ll bring it up at the next Omega Alliance meeting.”
“Good boy,” the Dean said dismissively. “Now, I take it this is settled for now?”
“Yes, sir,” Matt said through gritted teeth, painting a smile of false gratitude on his face as he turned to leave. Absolutely nothing had been accomplished here…and yet, he had a whole slew of new questions. Like was the Dean really that clueless, or was he actively trying to make life miserable for every omega in the school?
But most importantly: what was Matt going to tell everyone at Omega Alliance?




Chapter Sixteen
   
“So,” said Derek as they walked across the quad, “you gonna tell me what’s going on?”
“Hmm?” Matt blinked at him, barely seeming to comprehend.
Derek bumped his shoulder into Matt’s, an easy gesture of companionship that they’d picked up in the last couple of days. Derek found that he was finding more and more excuses to casually touch Matt, and Matt was allowing it. He didn’t seem to be reciprocating, but he was tolerating Derek’s physical proximity with indulgent half-smiles, which was promising. “This morning you said you’d tell me after class. It’s after class. What’s got you so distracted?”
Matt let out a heavy sigh, his already-slouched posture slumping even more. “I talked to Dean Winslow yesterday about the Omega Integration Program. He completely blew me off.”
Derek considered this for a moment. He had to admit that at first, Matt’s insistence that the Omega Integration Program was patronizing and unnecessary seemed like an overreaction. Everything Derek knew about omegas suggested otherwise—they were fragile, emotional, and prone to being overwhelmed in stressful situations. He’d agreed on some level that having an alpha mentor close at hand would be helpful, even to a fiercely independent omega like Matt. College life was a lot to have to adjust to, and the steadying presence of an alpha could help smooth that transition.
Now, though, he wasn’t so sure. Maybe it was just that he’d been listening to Matt’s complaints so much that they were starting to burn their way into his subconscious, but now he found that when people talked about the Omega Integration Program, Derek’s internal response was one of light irritation. He was still walking Matt to his classes like he was supposed to, but he’d stopped trying to tag along when Matt had other things to do unless Matt invited him (which was actually happening slightly more lately). At first, Derek had felt a little guilty and twitchy when he imagined Matt roaming campus on his own—was Matt safe? If something happened, would Derek be blamed? But after a few days of anxiousness on Derek’s part, Matt was as safe as ever, and he was a hell of a lot happier now that Derek wasn’t trying to insinuate himself in every little part of his life.
In fact, at this point, if it weren’t for his need to prove himself and keep his wrestling scholarship, he probably would have left Matt alone completely if Matt had asked. Not that he wanted Matt to ask. He was enjoying their companionship, even though it left his stomach twisted up in knots sometimes.
“That sucks,” Derek finally said, wishing he had something more eloquent to say about it. “I know it’s important to you.”
“Damn right it’s important to me,” Matt said emphatically. He looked unsure for a moment, then added, “And I think it might turn out to be important to you, too.”
“What? Why?”
“One sec,” Matt said as he pushed open the door to Sanderson Hall. They both nodded to the security guard and headed up the stairs to the third floor. Matt didn’t say anything more, so he followed along, waiting.
When they got to Matt’s room, he paused, his hand on the doorknob. “Would you come in? I’ve got something to show you,” he said in a hushed voice.
Derek’s mouth went dry; he swallowed, hoping his quick nod didn’t come across as too earnest. He’d imagined Matt inviting him into his room before, and even though he was pretty sure this wasn’t about to turn into one of his porn-fueled fantasies, there were…well, possibilities once they were alone in Matt’s room. He followed Matt inside, trying to convince his heart to stop pounding a frantic rhythm against his chest.
Matt locked the door behind them, and picked up a folder on his desk. He pulled out a yellow square of paper and handed it to Derek; it had been crumpled pretty thoroughly and then smoothed out, and the ink scrawls across it were blurred in spots, but the words written on it were legible:
Try Derek Fisher? Good match for what you have in mind.
There was no indication of who wrote the note or to whom, but the handwriting was familiar: he’d seen it on countless notes to Coach Cavill or his professors, and more recently in a formal reprimand on his advisor’s letterhead. It was the neat, tidy script of Ralph Harrison.
“What’s this?” Derek asked, turning it over as if there would be some clue or explanation on the back. It could be completely innocuous, of course, but something about being talked about without knowing just felt sinister. He read it again, frowning.
“It fell out of a folder Dean Winslow had on the Omega Integration Program. You didn’t volunteer to be an alpha mentor, did you?”
“No,” Derek admitted, turning the paper over again in his hands before handing it back to Matt. “My advisor, Mr. Harrison, told me to do it. I…got in trouble last year, and this is sort of my punishment. I got in a fight—a bad one. Mr. Harrison said I needed to do this to prove I was reformed and responsible. That’s his handwriting on this note.”
Matt’s eyes widened, and he tucked the note away. “That doesn’t make any sense. Dean Winslow said the alpha mentors are volunteers doing the job out of the goodness of their hearts.”
“Bullshit,” Derek snorted. “I know some of these guys—they wouldn’t volunteer for extra work if the job came with a gold medal and a keg of beer.”
“Paul seems okay,” Matt noted, sitting on the edge of his bed. “But yeah, from what I’ve been hearing of the other alpha mentors, they’re not exactly model citizens. Winslow said that if any of them were really bad, they could be switched out for other volunteers, but given what we’re seeing, I don’t know that the replacements would be any better.”
“Wait, what? He said there were other volunteers? Mr. Harrison told me that the program was understaffed, and that’s why he couldn’t—” Derek stopped himself before he could finish, but Matt caught it.
“Couldn’t what?”
Derek sighed. Not like it was a huge secret, he supposed—not after his behavior the day they’d…the day he’d kissed Matt. “I asked him if I could be assigned to someone else. After we…you know.”
Matt looked hurt, but all he said was, “Oh.”
“For what it’s worth, I’m glad I didn’t get reassigned. I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you and getting to know you better.” Derek sat on the bed next to Matt, picking at the lint on his jeans as he spoke. “I didn’t want to get in trouble, or get you in trouble. If I get kicked off the wrestling team, I lose my scholarship—I lose everything. When I kissed you, I was afraid that you’d report me, or that we’d get nailed for misconduct or something.”
“Oh,” Matt repeated, but he didn’t sound nearly as miserable this time. “Well, no worries there. If anyone gets nailed for misconduct, it’s going to be me—and not because of anything as fun as kissing.”
“What do you mean?”
Matt gave him a broad grin, toothy and a little manic. His foot tapped out a frantic rhythm on the tile floor. “I’m gonna break into Dean Winslow’s office and find out what else is in that folder of his. I was on the fence before, but this decides it—there’s something fishy going on, and I’m going to find out what.”
Derek was dimly aware he was gaping, and he forced his mouth to close. After a moment, he nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said, “I’m in.”
“Whatever happened to ‘I lose my scholarship, I lose everything?’” Matt demanded.
Derek shrugged, making his decision. “You’re right, there’s something fishy going on. But until you figure out what it is, you’re still my responsibility. I won’t let you go into danger by yourself.”
Matt rolled his eyes. “It’s not dangerous—”
Derek cut him off. “And besides,” he said, and leaned forward to kiss Matt, gentle but decisive.
Matt made a soft noise against his lips and then melted into the kiss, parting his lips to let Derek inside. His tongue flicked against Derek’s, sending shocks down his spine. Derek let one hand slide forward to rest on Matt’s thigh as he kissed him deeper, feeling the heat radiating off every inch of Matt’s body.
“Wait,” Matt gasped, breaking away. “I’m confused. Are you or are you not straight? And I recognize that that’s kind of a strange question given that your tongue was just in my mouth, but please answer it. I’ve got sort of this policy against making out with straight boys.”
“I, uh…I guess I’m bisexual?” Derek said, rubbing the back of his neck. It was the first time he’d said it out loud, and the word sounded awkward, but not wrong. It fit. “I’m into omegas of both genders.”
“Are you sure?” asked Matt, incredulous. “Because I get some serious straight-boy vibes from you, and I don’t think I can take being someone’s college experiment right now.”
“I’m sure I’m attracted to you,” Derek said, risking a look in Matt’s eyes, and the heat he saw there gave him courage. “I’m still figuring things out a little, but I know that I want you.”
Matt blew out a shaky breath. “Okay,” he said, moving closer. “That’s…good enough, I guess. Carry on.” He waved his hand with an elegant flourish, and Derek surged forward to capture his lips again.
Now that Matt was invested in the kiss, all hesitation fell away. He twisted and arched like a live wire in Derek’s arms, nipping at Derek’s lips and moaning quietly when Derek did the same. Between the sounds Matt made and the way his scent deepened, growing thicker and sweeter with his arousal, Derek was hard as a rock within seconds, his cock straining in his jeans.
Derek was used to taking control in the bedroom, but he felt unsure and slightly off-balance now that the body under his hands was made of hard lines instead of soft curves. His fingers curled around Matt’s hip and rested there as they kissed; he wanted to touch more, to learn Matt’s body inch by inch, but he hesitated, not sure what Matt wanted or liked.
Matt had no such reservations. His fingers darted under the hem of Derek’s shirt, and when Derek gasped at the brush of his fingertips, he grinned, wolflike, against Derek’s mouth. “Off,” he murmured, tugging the shirt up, and Derek complied. Matt hummed appreciatively as it fell to the floor. “Damn. That is a sight to see.” Derek felt his cheeks heat up, but the sincerity in Matt’s voice was thrilling. Even more thrilling was the way Matt pressed against him, molding himself to Derek’s body and leaning forward until Derek had to either lie down gracefully or fall over. He leaned back, settling on Matt’s pillow as Matt’s hands skimmed across his abs, traced the ridges of his collarbone, pinched his nipple.
Now that they were lying down, Derek felt like he had to address the elephant in the room. “I, uh, like this a lot and want to do more, but I’ve never…I don’t really know what I’m doing here,” he admitted.
Matt’s eyes went wide. “Wait, don’t tell me you’re a virgin?”
Derek laughed, tucking his head into Matt’s shoulder and giving him a gentle nip on the line of the tendon there. “No, I’ve just…you know. Not with a guy.”
“Oh.” Matt sounded relieved, and he pressed his lips to Derek’s again. His body was pressed full-length against Derek’s, his cock hard against Derek’s hip. Derek sucked on Matt’s tongue, and it made Matt’s hips arch and roll against him. “Okay, I can work with that,” he said breathlessly. “I want…I’d really like to get my hand on your dick. Is that okay?”
Derek groaned helplessly as the words sent a wave of lust through him. “More than okay,” he said, and reached down to undo his belt.
Matt batted his hands out of the way and straddled his hips, pouting. “Don’t you dare unwrap my present for me.”
“That’s so cheesy,” Derek said, laughing, but the laugh faded away as Matt’s deft fingers made quick work of belt and buttons. Matt palmed him through the fabric of his briefs, and the touch felt so good he worried for a moment that he was about to come in his pants. “Fuck,” he whispered reverently.
“Yeah,” Matt agreed. “You’re going to be so much fun. God, these need to come off,” he said, and Derek lifted his hips so Matt could drag his pants down to his knees. His cock rested heavy and flushed on his belly, and his breath came in short pants as Matt devoured him with his eyes. He’d never had someone look at him like that: like they wanted him so badly that just looking was a source of pleasure.
Matt’s long fingers wrapped around his cock, and Derek was lost in the jolt of sensation that flooded him. He couldn’t help but push forward into the hot circle of Matt’s fist, his hips twitching with every pull and twist of Matt’s wrist. He was embarrassingly close to coming, and he fumbled at Matt’s belt, too busy gasping and moaning to make much headway.
“Here, let me,” Matt said, and opened his pants. He stretched out on the bed and pulled at Derek’s hip until he got the hint and rolled on his side facing Matt. “Just come here and—yeah, like that. Perfect. Now scoot down and—oh, fuck.”
Lying face-to-face and hip-to-hip, they both gasped brokenly as their cocks slid together. Matt recovered quickly, though, and wrapped his hand around both of them—it was an awkward fit, and it took a little fumbling, but he found an angle that worked and stroked them both together. The juxtaposition of the velvet-soft skin of Matt’s cock and his firm grip, just shy of pinching, was overwhelming, and Derek leaned in to kiss Matt again before anything foolish could come out of his mouth.
When Derek’s tongue slid past Matt’s parted lips, Matt made a soft sound of surprise and came, just like that. Derek felt the hot wetness of Matt’s release flood over him, slicking his cock and spattering his belly, and he felt momentarily disoriented, faced with the reality of what he was doing—he was in a man’s bed, touching his cock—but then Matt tightened his grip and pumped harder, and all conscious thought fell away. Derek came hard, shaking and gasping, curling into Matt and clutching at his shirt as he spent himself all over Matt’s hand.
“Fuck,” Matt said emphatically.
“You have a foul mouth,” Derek murmured into Matt’s chest.
“You bet your sweet ass I do,” Matt said. “Holy shit.”
Derek chuckled, slowly uncurling to look up into Matt’s face, and what he saw there made his heart surge. Matt was smiling warmly at him, his eyes half-lidded and twinkling; he was flushed and breathless and looked almost drunk, his dark hair in a tousled halo around his head.
Jesus, he was beautiful.
“How was that?” Matt asked, teasing. “Acceptable? Not too gay for you?”
Derek snorted, flicking him gently on the shoulder. “Shut up.”
“Needs more gay. Got it.” Matt grinned at him, all teeth, then wrinkled up his face in disgust. “We’re a mess. Sorry about that.”
Derek glanced down; they really were a mess. Derek’s pants were bunched around his knees, and Matt’s were barely down off his hips. Matt still had his shirt on, shoved up a bit to show the flat plane of his belly, and it was spattered with…someone’s cum. Maybe both of theirs. Derek found that even though he was sticky with it, he didn’t really care. “My fault as much as yours,” he said with a shrug, and Matt snorted before rolling out of bed to find a towel.
When they were both cleaned up and mostly put back together, Derek pulled Matt tight against him, breathing in his scent with a sigh. This was probably a huge mistake, but Matt felt so good in his arms; he didn’t want to let go, even knowing the risk. It wasn’t technically against the rules for them to date, so…maybe this could work.
“You’re absolutely welcome to stay,” said Matt after a while, “but I feel like I ought to warn you that Jesse usually gets back in a half hour or so, and if he sees us like this he may have a seizure from pure joy. So, um…if you’re not comfortable with this getting out, you might want to go.”
Derek frowned, considering. It would certainly be easier if they kept things under wraps. Not that he was ashamed, but only a handful of people even knew he was bi; the idea of having…well, whatever this was become common knowledge was nerve-wracking. Too much too soon. Plus, he wasn’t sure what effect it might have on the “respectable” alpha image he was supposed to be projecting to keep his scholarship.
Keeping quiet was the wise thing to do for now, but he wasn’t thrilled about it. “Okay. I’ll get out of here in a few minutes.”
Matt sagged against him; his disappointment was obvious, but he didn’t say anything more about it. Derek held him close for as long as he dared, combing his fingers through silky hair and breathing in his scent like he was storing it up for the winter. When he left, it was with immeasurable regret.




Chapter Seventeen
   
 Jesse’s phone buzzed, and he broke out into a grin when he checked it. “Paul wants to know if he can come over. He’s got food.”
Matt looked up from his homework and rolled his eyes. “You don’t need to ask permission to invite your boyfriend over.”
“Just trying to be polite,” Jesse said airily, then called out towards the door. “Come in, honey!”
The door opened and Paul stepped inside, holding a well-used canvas shopping bag that was heavy and steaming. A heavenly smell followed him inside, rich and garlicky, and Matt’s stomach growled—he realized he’d forgotten to eat after skipping lunch that afternoon. He and Derek had ended up walking halfway across town only to find that the restaurant they wanted to go to was closed on Mondays. It had been a disappointment, but they’d made the most of their time by ducking into a nearby park and making out until they both nearly came in their pants. Derek was more inclined to do stuff like that the farther they were from campus, and it bothered Matt a little even though he understood why.
Paul nudged the door shut behind him with one foot. “My mom just left, and apparently she thinks she has more sons at this school than she does, because she gave me enough pancit palabok to feed a small army. You’re not allergic to shrimp, are you?”
Matt’s stomach rumbled again, and he reached his hands out. “Even if I was, that smells worth it—gimme, gimme.”
Paul laughed and made a beeline for the shelf where they kept the paper plates. Matt watched him as he dished out three plates of steaming noodles without having to ask where anything was—he knew that Paul and Jesse had been spending a lot of time together lately, but the ease with which Paul moved around their shared space really drove the point home. Matt was happy for the both of them, but he couldn’t help a slight sense of unease. So many omegas had been reporting problems with their alpha mentors that even though Paul seemed like the very definition of a perfect alpha, Matt kept finding himself with the nagging feeling that there must be something wrong with the guy.
“So,” Matt said cautiously, blowing on a forkful of noodles that smelled like garlic and pork and smoked fish all got together for the world’s most delicious orgy, “I noticed that you didn’t deny the ‘boyfriend’ label this time. Have you guys finally made it official?”
Paul ducked his head and glanced at Jesse, who grinned. Both of them flushed bright red and broke down into helpless giggles, and Jesse nodded vigorously. “I guess you could say that, yeah. I didn’t think you’d be the type to press for details, Matt, but since you asked…he just grabbed me by the waist and—”
“Hey!” Paul squeaked, flushing even darker. Jesse laughed and planted a kiss on the tip of his nose, and Paul looked mollified. “Eat your noodles. He doesn’t need to hear all that.”
“Yes, Alpha,” Jesse said with a grin, obediently sticking a forkful of pancit in his mouth and making a filthy noise of pleasure at the taste. “Oh my god, your mom is the best cook.”
“Be sure you tell her that when you meet her next weekend.” Paul glanced up at Matt, the pink in his cheeks starting to fade. “What about you and Derek? You two seem…cozy.”
“Cozy,” Matt said with a laugh, “sure. We’re, uh…can you keep a secret?” Both Paul and Jesse made cross-your-heart gestures, and Matt laughed again. “I know that’s a lie, Jesse, but okay. We’re dating, I guess. Seeing each other. It’s just…he’s got to keep it quiet because he’s worried about his wrestling scholarship.”
Both of them looked at him with pity in their eyes, and it made Matt have to hold back a scowl. He didn’t want pity, but it was kind of nice anyway to have someone recognize that the situation sucked. “I’m sorry, Matt,” Jesse said. “You deserve better.”
Matt shrugged. “He’s working on it,” he said, and that much was true, at least. Derek seemed to be willing to push his own limits, and err on the side of openness more often than not. “I’m not even exactly sure where this is going right now, so I don’t want to drag promises out of the guy yet, you know? But for now…well, at least he’s a great kisser.” Matt flashed a smile that he hoped was encouraging, and took another bite of his noodles.
“Well, that settles it,” Jesse said, clapping his hands together and fumbling around for the remote control. “We are going to eat the rest of this food and watch trashy sci-fi movies tonight to take your mind off it, and Paul and I will do our best to keep our hands off each other to protect your delicate sensibilities.”
Paul, nice guy that he was, managed to not even look disappointed by this turn of events. The three of them stayed up long into the night, laughing at cheesy special effects and paper-thin plots while they ravaged the entire container of pancit palabok.
The only thing that could have made it more perfect was if Derek was there.




Chapter Eighteen
   
“Penny for your thoughts?” Matt said as they walked towards Derek’s dorm.
Derek frowned; he realized suddenly that he’d been miles away. They’d been getting in the habit of taking walks together after Derek’s wrestling practice, and usually it was a great time for the two of them to talk—there was enough privacy that they could have a decent conversation, and not so much privacy that they fell into each other and abandoned words for the evening.
The strange thing was they hadn’t even done that much yet. They’d been dating—or whatever this was—for a couple weeks, but apart from the time they’d come together in Matt’s bed, the relationship had been remarkably chaste. Not because either of them were unwilling—that much was pretty obvious in the ways their bodies reacted to each other whenever they had a moment of privacy—but because they were both busy. Between Derek’s wrestling and Matt’s Omega Alliance, they were hardly able to find five minutes at a time together.
“Sorry,” he said, bumping shoulders gently with Matt. “Just thinking. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
Matt seemed to consider this as they stepped into Derek’s dorm room, and as the door clicked shut, a flirty grin spread across his face. “So, tonight you want to be distracted, is that what you’re saying?”
It wasn’t the most romantic come-on, but Derek couldn’t deny he was interested. “Well, that wasn’t what I was going for, but if you want to distract me…” He stepped forward and planted one hand on the wall on either side of Matt’s head.
Before he could bring his lips to Matt’s, Matt flicked his hand up between them with a flourish. Between his fingers was something small and shiny, glinting in the low light of the room: a key. Matt’s grin hadn’t faded, and he waved the key gently in front of Derek’s face. “What’s that?”
“The key to Dean Winslow’s office,” Matt said triumphantly. “I started asking around, and guess who does a work-study in the Dean’s office? Katie from my Omega Studies class. She agreed to make a copy of the key for me, once I explained what I wanted it for.”
Derek blinked dumbly at the key, his brain following a couple steps behind. “Wait, so you want to—”
“You need a distraction, right? What’s better than a little subterfuge and infiltration?”
“I can think of a few things,” Derek said with a pout.
Matt kissed him quickly. “Afterward,” he said. “If we get started now, we’ll never get to the breaking and entering, and this is important. Now get changed—we’ve got work to do.”
    
“WHAT ARE WE EVEN LOOKING FOR?” Derek asked, cupping his hand around his phone as he shone the light around the room. They hadn’t passed anyone in the halls on the way here, but he was still anxious about someone seeing the light shining under the office door, so he tried to keep things as dark as he could.
“A green folder, for starters.” Matt ran his finger gently down a crooked stack of papers on the Dean’s desk, scanning for his prize. “After that, I’m not sure. Anything suspicious.”
“Okay, I’ll keep my eye out for anything labeled ‘evil plans,’” Derek said, propping the phone up so he could start searching himself.
“Smart-ass.”
“Takes one to know one.” Matt looked up from his search to grin at Derek, his brown eyes glittering in the low light. Even half-obscured by darkness, he was beautiful.
Derek kept sneaking glances at Matt as he was searching. Most of the papers in the Dean’s office were mundane and uninteresting—assorted memos from faculty about meetings or minor policy changes, copies of syllabi and academic catalogs from previous semesters, or scrawled handwritten notes with dates and times long past. What Derek found far more captivating was the way the light played off Matt’s cheekbones in the darkened office, and the curved bow of his lips as he scanned pages of text, silently reading to himself.
Derek shook his head, chiding himself for getting distracted by his own libido. Now that he’d admitted to himself that he was attracted to Matt, it seemed like sometimes it was all he could think about. He hadn’t been this horny since he was a teenager, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on why that might be. Maybe it was as simple as Matt being something new—he’d had enough experience with women to know what they were like in bed, but it seemed like every time he and Matt got close, he discovered something new. The deeper, muskier scent of a male omega; the way Matt’s slim hips fit perfectly in his cupped hands; the thrill of reducing such a sharp-tongued brat to incoherent babbling with nothing but a hand on his cock…
He was getting distracted again. He told his dick to behave and went back to searching the office. There would be time for all that later.
Several minutes passed with nothing but the sound of shuffling papers, and Derek was just starting to wonder how much longer they’d stick around before admitting defeat when he saw a bit of green folder poking out of the bottom of a pile. He gently worked the folder out and opened it up, paging through the contents. “I think this might be the one,” he said when he saw “Omega Integration” in the subject line of a memo.
Matt didn’t respond; he was lost in reading something, his brow furrowed and his lips moving along with the words on the page. “Hey,” Derek said a little louder as he poked Matt in the arm with the edge of the folder. “I think we got what we came for.”
Matt blinked up at him in the low light. “You can say that again,” he said, indicating the papers in his hand. “I’m still figuring out all the details, but this…this is big. I need to read the whole thing, and maybe get Lisa to look it over. She’s pre-law—this’ll make more sense to her, I hope.”
“What is it?” Derek asked, frowning. It was a little childish, maybe, but he was disappointed that Matt didn’t seem excited about his discovery.
“Contracts and policy agreements covering the merger of Louis Maxwell University and Elodie Hart Omega Academy. I don’t understand all of it, but it looks like Hart Academy got shafted in the deal.”
“That sucks, but how is it related to the Omega Integration Program?”
Matt frowned at the papers in his hand. “I’m not sure it is, but something’s not right here. These contracts…they read like an acquisition, not a merger.”
“How would you even know that?”
“I told you my family owns a lot of hotels, right? This is what they do—they buy up the little guys, chew them up, and spit out the parts they don’t want. I know the language of it; I grew up hearing my dad talking about this stuff when he thought I wasn’t listening.” Matt finally looked at the folder in Derek’s hand and sighed. “I’m not sure how the Omega Integration Program fits in. Maybe it’s just about putting alphas in positions of power even at the student level. Perpetuating the status quo, so nobody questions it later.”
This was far bigger and more complex than Derek had been prepared for, and he was growing more and more aware of how long they’d been rummaging around Dean Winslow’s office. “What do we do with this stuff, anyway?” he asked, nodding to the folder. “As messy as this place is, I think he’s going to notice if a bunch of stuff goes missing.”
“There’s a photocopier down the hall,” Matt said, gathering up the papers and plucking the folder from Derek’s hands. “We’ll make copies and put everything back. If you play your cards right, maybe I’ll photocopy my butt for you.” He flashed Derek a quick grin as he headed to the door, and Derek couldn’t do anything but follow.




Chapter Nineteen
   
Energy was running high as they crossed the campus, the weight of their finds heavy on Matt’s back but not on his mind. It was as if as soon as they got safely outside the administration building, all the nervousness and tension over being caught transformed into giddy anticipation. They walked at a brisk pace, huddled together and turning regularly to grin at each other or giggle helplessly at their own brilliance. Even though Matt hadn’t solved anything—hadn’t even figured out what the problem was, exactly—they were high on a solid victory.
When they reached the turn that they usually took to go back to Sanderson Hall, Derek caught him by the hand. “Would you…come back to my room with me?” Derek asked, his voice cracking just a bit. His face was open and eager, but there was a nervousness there, too. He gave Matt a small smile, the tight-lipped kind that always meant he was afraid Matt would say no.
God, how was this guy so adorable?
“Hmm, maybe,” Matt said, pretending to consider it. He knew that Derek had a single room, and that combined with the heat in Derek’s gaze left no question of why Derek wanted him to come over. “If you can make it worth my while.”
Instead of the smart-ass comment he was expecting in response, Matt found himself pulled in close, pressed full-length against Derek’s body while Derek captured his lips in a kiss. There was none of the hesitation that had been in Derek’s tone when he made the invitation—he kissed like he had something to prove, like he wouldn’t be satisfied until Matt was reduced to a quivering pile of limbs on the pavement. His tongue pushed its way into Matt’s mouth and his hands cupped Matt’s ass, pressing their groins together with insistent pressure. Matt felt the bulge of Derek’s cock, thick and half-hard against him, and he needed to feel more, to see it and touch it and worship it with his tongue.
“Okay, yeah,” Matt said, gasping as he broke the kiss, “that’ll do it. Let’s go.”
They nearly ran back to Derek’s dorm, laughing breathlessly every time they glanced at each other. Late night visitors were frowned on, so Derek snuck Matt in through a side door and they dashed up the stairwell before any of the RAs could catch sight of them in the lobby.
As soon as they were inside the room, Derek pressed him against the wall and kissed him again, harder and wetter, and Matt moaned helplessly into the heat of Derek’s mouth. “Shh,” Derek hissed quietly. “Thin walls—we’ll get caught if you’re too loud.”
Matt grinned up at him. “Better find some way to shut me up, then. Got anything bigger to stick in my mouth?”
Derek rolled his eyes. “You’re ridiculous. Is that the best you can—oh. Oh.” Derek’s complaints died instantly as Matt sank to his knees and pulled Derek’s belt open with one sharp tug. A moment later, Derek’s cock was hanging in front of his face, heavy and flushed and gorgeous, and Derek was looking down with wide eyes like Matt was the most incredible thing he’d ever seen.
Matt wrapped his lips around the head of Derek’s cock, tracing the curve of it with his tongue, and his eyes fluttered closed at the salty burst of precum that leaked from the tip. Matt loved giving head, and he’d been dreaming about getting his mouth on Derek’s cock for weeks. He hummed with pleasure—quietly, because Derek had asked—and slowly worked his way down Derek’s length, taking his time as much as he was able with Derek hard and ready before him, his hips shaking under Matt’s fingers.
“Fuck,” Derek whispered hoarsely, his fingertips coming to rest gently on Matt’s cheek. Matt hollowed his cheeks, sucking with earnest as he raised one hand to guide Derek’s hand into his hair. “Oh. Oh, Jesus. Oh, Matt.” Derek’s hand tightened into a fist in Matt’s hair, tugging unintentionally, just shy of painful. It was perfect; forceful without forcing, and Matt wondered if he might be able to come just from the feeling of Derek’s cock heavy on his tongue and hand tight in his hair. He was almost painfully hard, cock pressing against the confines of his jeans as he took Derek as deep as he could manage.
“God, your mouth,” Derek said reverently. “Come on, get up, get up. I can’t—you’re gonna make me come.”
That’s the idea, Matt thought as he flicked his tongue up the underside of Derek’s cock, but Derek stayed firm and pulled Matt off him by his hair—and apparently that was some sort of previously-undiscovered kink, because Matt only barely silenced the moan that came out of his mouth at the feeling of his alpha shoving him into position, even if it was the wrong direction: away instead of towards. The force was insistent and everything Matt wanted—not quite rough but definitely not gentle.
Derek devoured Matt with his eyes. “Get naked and get on the bed,” he said, his voice firm and demanding. Was this the same guy who had admitted he had no idea what he was doing less than two weeks ago? Everything from his tone to the look on his face was pure alpha, and Matt shivered with anticipation. He stood and obeyed, letting his shirt and pants fall to the floor and savoring the hungry look in Derek’s eyes as he did.
Matt stretched out on Derek’s bed, giving his cock a quick stroke, partly just to relieve some of the pressure and partly to give Derek something to look at. Derek licked his lips as he watched, his own cock—still glistening with Matt’s saliva—bobbing between his legs. He undressed slowly, unfastening shirt buttons one by one until his shirt joined Matt’s on the floor. Once again, Matt said a silent prayer of thanks for the bountiful gift that was Derek’s perfectly-muscled body. He focused on the lines defining Derek’s abs and imagined running a fingertip through the valleys between them, and following it with his tongue. Sometimes he could hardly believe that all this was his to touch.
The mattress dipped as Derek joined him on the bed, and for a moment Matt felt all the breath leave his body as he basked in the sensation of being surrounded by rock-solid alpha. Derek was taller and broader than him, and the sight of his body looming overhead was almost its own physical sensation, a pressure that he felt throughout his body. Derek bent down to kiss him again, and he swallowed down Matt’s gasps as their cocks slid together, hot and throbbing between their bellies.
“I want you,” Derek murmured against Matt’s lips, and Matt arched up against him in response.
“You’ve got me,” he said, half-breathless. “Do you…I mean, you said you’ve never—” Matt hated how awkward he felt asking about this; did Derek even know what he wanted? How much did he even know about guy-on-guy sex?
“I want you,” Derek repeated, sliding a hand down Matt’s body and gently cupping his straining cock. “I want to fuck you,” he said, trailing his fingers even lower, and Matt gasped as he felt a feather-light touch against his puckered hole. “I want to bury myself inside you and pound you into this mattress until you have to hold your breath to keep from screaming my name.”
“Oh, fuck,” Matt breathed, feeling like his heart had stopped somewhere along the way while Derek was talking. “What are you waiting for, then?”
Any further comments died on Matt’s lips as he watched Derek take two fingers into his mouth and reach down again to trace wet circles around the edge of Matt’s entrance. Matt whined, shoving the heel of his hand into his mouth to silence himself, and his eyes flew wide open as Derek slid his spit-slick fingers inside Matt’s body. Matt was wet already, nearly dripping with how badly he craved Derek’s touch, and there was almost no resistance as Derek’s thick fingers slid in to the base.
Derek propped himself up on his other arm, and his forehead creased in concentration as he twisted and curled his fingers inside Matt’s body, searching. Suddenly Matt gasped as Derek got the angle just right, hitting his prostate and lighting off fireworks behind Matt’s eyes. Derek smiled, his expression almost predatory, and did it again, sending Matt’s hips up off the bed with the intensity of the sensation.
“I thought…you didn’t know what you were doing here—oh, fuck,” Matt groaned as Derek started in with an easy rhythm that had Matt’s cock jerking in time. “How did you get to be such an expert on gay sex?”
“I did some research,” Derek said matter-of-factly. “Also, it turns out you’re really easy to read,” he added as Matt jammed his hand back into his mouth to muffle another whine.
“This might just help prove your point, but…please tell me you’ve got condoms, because I feel like I might explode if I don’t get your cock inside me right now.”
“I think I might explode if I do,” Derek chuckled, and Matt slapped a hand to his forehead and groaned.
“Contrary to popular belief, terrible sex jokes are not the way to get into my pants.”
“I already got in your pants,” Derek pointed out mildly. “I’m trying to get into your ass. And yes, I have condoms.”
Despite Matt’s protests, Derek spent a few more minutes using his fingers on him, experimenting with different angles and speeds until Matt was a writhing, sobbing mess, leaking precum onto his belly and very nearly resorting to flat-out begging to get Derek to fuck him. His pride was saved, however, when Derek withdrew his fingers with a low moan and reached for a box on the nightstand. He rolled a condom on himself, biting his lip as if just the sensation of his own hand was too much. Matt wondered how sensitive he was, and resolved to spend a good long time finding out…some other time, when he wasn’t throbbing with his need to be filled by this man.
Derek positioned himself over Matt, strong arms caging him in, and the thick head of his cock pressed insistently against Matt’s entrance. “This okay?” he whispered, suddenly hesitant. Matt didn’t trust himself to answer, so he lifted his head off the pillow to let a kiss say what he couldn’t.
The pressure intensified and then Derek was sliding inside him, inch by agonizingly slow inch. Derek groaned into his mouth, his breath ragged. He was thick and long, so much bigger than his fingers, and the stretch was almost too much, but then he was in, fully seated and filling Matt perfectly, and Matt couldn’t imagine ever letting him go. They both held still for a long moment, lips nearly touching as they shared each other’s air. Derek’s shoulders shook, and he pressed his forehead to Matt’s. “This is—can I move?” he asked, trembling.
“Please,” Matt said, wrapping his arms around Derek’s waist. “Please.”
Derek did exactly as he asked, slowly at first and picking up speed quickly, his powerful thrusts shaking the frame of the bed. The lingering burn and stretch gave way to a feeling of perfect fullness, Matt’s body molding to the hot length of Derek’s cock, opening up and taking him deeper. Matt looked up, and the intensity of Derek’s gaze pierced him through the heart; his eyes and mouth were wide, like he couldn’t believe what he was feeling, and a steady stream of profanity and praise began to tumble from his lips.
“Fuck, Matt, you’re so tight. I can’t believe—oh, fuck. So hot and wet around me. The way you look right now, so fucking hot.” Matt writhed under him, angling his hips so that every stroke hit his prostate, and Derek kissed him again, hard and wet. “I want…” he gasped, pulling away to look Matt in the eye. “Oh god, can you take my knot? I’m so close.”
Matt was stunned for a moment, hardly hearing the words. The novelty of an alpha asking to knot him, not just assuming—it was almost too much to process, and he nodded vigorously for a moment before he gathered up his wits enough to respond. “Fuck yes,” he groaned emphatically. “Knot me. Tie me. Let me feel how big you get.”
Derek hooked his elbows under Matt’s knees and pounded into him, their hips slapping together loud enough that Matt was sure the whole dorm could hear it. He didn’t care, though—let them hear. Let the whole world hear if it meant Derek would keep fucking him with such desperate force.
Derek let out a low, strangled groan and stilled, his cock growing impossibly harder inside Matt’s body, twitching and pulsing and then—oh, there it was. The knot at the base swelled, expanding to fill Matt so full he could hardly stand it, locking them together with Derek’s knot a relentless pressure against Matt’s prostate. Matt arched, locked his legs around Derek’s waist, and came hard, shooting sticky ropes of cum across his chest and Derek’s sheets as his muscles clamped down on Derek’s cock.
“Matt, oh—” Derek gasped and pressed wet, open-mouthed kisses to Matt’s shoulders and collarbone, licking the salt and sweat away like it would sustain him.
“So good,” Matt murmured, trailing fingertips down Derek’s spine. “Fuck, you’re huge.”
“It’s not too much?” Derek asked, his face concerned. “I can’t…um, it seems like a lot to take.”
Matt chuckled, enjoying the tiny shocks that spread through his body at the motion. “You remember I’m an omega, right? I’m built for this.” Then he kissed the top of Derek’s head; his hair was damp with sweat. “Feels good. Feels amazing. We need to do this again—like, immediately.”
Derek laughed, propping himself up on one elbow to look at Matt’s face. “I’m going to need a couple hours at least, but okay. Twist my arm.”
Matt looked up, and the open warmth in Derek’s expression went right through him, making little pinpricks of white-hot joy flutter in his chest. I think this guy might be falling for me, he thought as he watched the light dance in the clear blue of Derek’s eyes.
And I’m pretty sure I’m falling for him.




Chapter Twenty
   
“My eyes are going to fall out of my head if I have to read any more of this crap,” Jesse whined, dropping his head on his desk with an audible thunk. “I don’t even know what we’re looking for.”
“I don’t know, either,” Matt admitted, “but I need as many sets of eyes on it as possible until we find it.” He frowned at the lists of names in front of him. Most of them were unfamiliar—he didn’t know a lot of alphas to begin with, and nearly all the alpha mentors were upperclassmen, so he didn’t have them in any of his classes. “Do either of you know a Samuel Massey?”
Jesse shook his head, but Lisa glanced up from her own research. “Is he related to Gloria Massey? She’s in my Macroeconomics class.”
“I don’t know,” Matt said with a sigh. “He’s on two of these lists, but I don’t know a thing about him. I never thought I’d say this, but I wish I spent more time hanging out with alphas.”
Jesse perked up. “Hang on, you’re saying that you need someone to hang out with a bunch of hot, muscle-y alphas, and gossip until they give up all the juicy details of their lives?”
“Uh…”
“Gimme, gimme,” Jesse said, holding his hand out and making grabby gestures at Matt’s lists. “You can have these mind-numbing contracts, and I’ll do the boots on the ground research.”
“Are you sure?” Though Matt had considered asking Jesse to do just that, he’d hesitated to actually make the request; after reading complaint after complaint from other omegas about the behavior of the alpha mentors, he had reservations about subjecting his friend to the possibility of that kind of treatment. “Some of these guys are pretty…asshole-ish.”
Jesse just rolled his eyes. “Alphas? Asshole-ish? No!” He wiggled his fingers towards the papers on Matt’s desk again. “Come on, you think I can’t handle myself around a few knot-heads? Please. Honey, this is the undercover job I was born to do.”
“Just give him the lists,” Lisa said. “That way we don’t have to listen to him complain about reading the contracts anymore.”
“Fine,” Matt sighed, digging through his papers for clean copies—his had notes jotted all over them. “But be careful.”
Jesse left, and they worked in silence for almost a half hour before Lisa spoke up again. “What’s the current omega enrollment rate?” she asked abruptly, tapping her pencil against her stack of papers.
Matt blinked, feeling like his brain was in a fog. Jesse hadn’t been exaggerating—reading these contracts really was mind-numbing. “Huh?”
“How many students enrolled here are omegas? It’s something like a third, right?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I think it’s more like 20 percent. I can look it up.”
Lisa frowned as he tapped at his laptop keys, scrawling a quick note in her margins. “That’s not very high,” she said.
“19.2 percent, according to a press release dated about three months ago. I think Hart was about half the size of Maxwell to start with, but that seems even lower than it should be.”
Lisa’s frown deepened. “Do you know what happens if enrollment drops under eight percent?”
“No.”
“Well, if I’m reading this right…this school reverts to an all-alpha university.”
“What? That can’t be right—they just kick omegas out if there aren’t enough of them?”
Lisa shook her head and spread a few pages across the mess on Matt’s desk. “Not officially, no. But look here and here: if enrollment drops under eight percent, there’s a bunch of programs and support services that get cut, and Admissions is no longer required to take A/O status into account when evaluating applications. There’s some stuff about hiring in here, too, but I can’t really make sense of it—I’d like to point out once again that I am pre-law, not a lawyer, and you should really be talking to your sister about this.”
“I can’t,” he said with a sigh. “Catalina’s great, but she worries about me too much, and she’s a lot closer to Dad than I am. I can’t risk this getting back to him before I’ve figured it out.”
Lisa let out a frustrated huff and started gathering up her things. “You’re a mess, Matias. But okay. Just…let me talk to a couple people in my Contract Law class. They’re omegas, and if I spend another afternoon reading this stuff on my own, my head is going to explode. I think Bethany and Vaughn can help me figure it out.”
Matt considered this for a minute, then nodded. “If you think you can trust them, I trust you.”
“Damn right you do,” she said, ruffling his hair affectionately.
    
JESSE CAME BACK to the room that evening exhausted, and flopped down on his bed with a groan.
Matt was a model of restraint—he allowed Jesse almost five whole seconds to relax before interrogating him. “How did it go?”
“Samuel Massey has serious anger management issues,” Jesse said, holding up a hand to tick off points on his fingers. “Apparently he had to go to a court-ordered class for it and everything. Sanjay Chaudhary has been sleeping his way through the swim team, even though he’s supposedly dating his assigned omega. Martin Martins has a stupid name, and was kicked out of his last school for beating the crap out of a professor who made fun of it. David Novak has the charming nickname ‘Date-rape Dave,’ but nobody will do anything about it as long as he’s still scoring touchdowns. Justin Weeks is a borderline alcoholic. And your alpha mentor almost got kicked off the wrestling team last year for getting in a fight.”
“Holy shit,” Matt said, his eyes wide. “You’ve been busy.”
“God, I love my work,” Jesse said with a grin, then his expression sobered. “But did you hear me? Your boyfriend is trouble, Matt.”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” Matt said, blushing. They hadn’t bothered to define what they were yet, but he had to admit it was a weak protest. If he was honest with himself, he wanted Derek to be his boyfriend. “And anyway, I already knew that. He told me himself.”
“Yeah, but this was bad. Like, ‘the other guy nearly died’ bad. And nobody knows exactly what it was about, but rumor is they were fighting over an omega.”
Matt frowned; this was new information, and it nagged at him. Who was the omega? Derek had never mentioned anyone else; did he still care about her? He must have once, if he was willing to risk everything in a fight over her. Would he do the same for Matt?
“You’ve been so concerned about me talking to people,” Jesse continued, “but you need to look out for yourself, Matt. I’m not the one walking to class every day with a ticking time bomb.”
“Yeah, about that…” Matt had been hesitant to bring this up, because Jesse had just seemed so happy with Paul, but after this flood of new information, he couldn’t ignore it any longer. “You’re noticing a pattern here, right? All the alphas in the Omega Integration Program—they’ve got a history of behavioral problems. So far every one of them we’ve looked at has something wrong with him. We haven’t found anything on Paul yet, but…”
Jesse curled on his side, hugging his pillow. “I know,” he admitted. “It’s just…he’s so great, Matt. He’s sweet and considerate and patient and amazing in bed, and he calls his mom every Sunday just to tell her he loves her. I can’t imagine him doing anything like what any of these alphas have been caught up in. It’s just not him.”
“There’s got to be something, though—I don’t want there to be, but the chances that he’s the only one who’s squeaky-clean out of the whole bunch? Not great.”
“I know,” Jesse said miserably. “I’ll keep my eyes open, okay?”
Matt figured that was all he could ask for; if he were in Jesse’s position, he wouldn’t want to believe it, either. “Okay,” he said. “Be careful, and I will, too. Promise?”
“Promise.”




Chapter Twenty-One
   
Derek trailed his fingers down Matt’s sweat-slicked back, feeling lazy and sated. Overnight visitors were against the rules, so he hardly ever got to wake up next to Matt, but there was no rule against Matt coming over first thing Saturday mornings so they could spend the entire day enjoying the luxury of Derek’s single room. They’d only done it a handful of times now, but it was quickly becoming Derek’s favorite thing about the weekend, and he spent all week looking forward to an entire day spent fucking and drifting in and out of sweaty, exhausted naps, with occasional breaks to eat. It was doing terrible things to his sleep schedule, but he really couldn’t bring himself to care about a sleepless night here and there when it meant he could have Matt arching and gasping underneath him, or riding him hard and fast until they came together, Matt’s body squeezing down on his knot like it would never let go.
Matt stretched and sighed happily under Derek’s touch. His scent was thick in the air, sweet and heavy with arousal, and Derek had never smelled anything so incredible. His nose twitched as he breathed it in; something was different about it today. The honeysuckle notes were deeper and more prominent, intensifying the sense of “omega” his lizard brain felt every time he scented it. He hummed thoughtfully as he nuzzled into the thick mop of hair on Matt’s head.
“What’s that noise about?” Matt murmured, breath puffing hot against Derek’s chest.
“Just thinking,” Derek said, letting his fingers trace a path up to Matt’s nape. He curled a lock around his finger and tugged gently; Matt’s cock twitched feebly against his hip. “Your heat’s got to be coming up soon, right? Unless I missed it at the beginning of the year.” There was no way, though—he’d been attuned to Matt’s scent from the very beginning, even before he’d been paying that much attention to Matt’s schedule and behavior. He’d have noticed the shift that came with heat, even if Matt had been on suppressants.
“Yeah,” Matt said, curling his arm tighter around Derek’s waist. “Couple of weeks. It’s no big deal, though—I’ve got my suppressants ready.”
Derek frowned into Matt’s hair. He knew that most omegas took heat suppressants, and he couldn’t say that he had a philosophical or moral objection to them or anything, but he still found the idea…distasteful, somehow. Disrupting the body’s natural processes for the sake of convenience made sense on an intellectual level, especially for omegas who didn’t have an alpha to take care of them, but if an alternative was out there…
“Ever think about going without?” Derek asked, his voice carefully casual.
Matt’s fingers, which had been tracing idle patterns over Derek’s hip, stilled. “Not really,” he said with a shrug. “The idea of being out of my mind on heat hormones doesn’t exactly appeal. It’s bad enough even with the pills.”
“If you’re alone, sure,” Derek said, slowly wrapping another long curl around his finger. “But if you’ve got an alpha around, it’s supposed to be pretty enjoyable.” He tugged again and watched Matt’s head tilt back, lips open and eyes glassy.
“Oh fuck, you know what that does to me, you asshole,” Matt breathed, but there wasn’t any venom in his words. His hips rocked against Derek, his cock growing half-hard again even though he’d come less than twenty minutes ago. “Is that what you’re angling for? Get me off suppressants so you can have your filthy way with me? Because—newsflash—you don’t actually need me off suppressants for that. In fact, you can pretty much have your way with me right now.”
Derek chuckled and grabbed a fistful of Matt’s hair. He angled Matt’s head so he could claim his lips in a bruising kiss. Matt gasped brokenly as their lips parted, and something in Derek’s chest surged at the realization that he’d done that—he’d knocked the air right from Matt’s lungs. “It’s not just about me having my way with you,” he murmured. “It’s about what’s good for you. I don’t want you to have to suppress your body’s natural cycle if you’ve got other options. I could take care of you.”
The smirk Matt gave him was tinged with bitterness. “Tell you what, honey—how about you work out how to admit to being my alpha in public, and then we can talk about how you can be a better alpha in private?”
Derek let his head fall back against the pillow with a sigh. “You know I can’t just—”
“No, no, I get it,” Matt said, cutting him off with a finger on his lips. “I hate it and think it’s kind of ridiculous, but I understand. I’m not trying to start a fight about it, I promise.”
“But you’re not happy about it,” Derek pointed out.
“I’m not unhappy, either,” Matt said with a shrug. “I don’t want you to put your scholarship at risk. If you think coming out will do that, I’ll defer to you as the expert on toxic masculinity and alpha culture in the world of college wrestling, because we all know I’m clueless. But spending heat with someone off suppressants is…well, it’s big. I don’t know if I want to do it at all, much less with someone who I can’t even…” Matt groaned, dropping his head against Derek’s chest. “This is coming out all wrong.”
“No, I think I understand you,” Derek said, going back to tracing lines down Matt’s spine. The sweat on his skin had dried, leaving his back cool to the touch. “We don’t have to work it out right now. It’s not like you’re not going to have another heat in three months.”
When Matt met his eyes, his eyes were shining, tiny beads of moisture gathering at the corners. “You’re planning on keeping me around that long, huh?”
“Longer,” Derek murmured against his lips, and realized that he meant it. There was no hurry at all. As much as he hated the idea of Matt on suppressants, he could be patient; it was only their first heat together, and he was planning on there being many more.




Chapter Twenty-Two
   
“As omegas, we’re used to having our ideas dismissed and discounted,” Matt said to the sea of faces in Omega Alliance. This was the biggest crowd yet, and they’d actually run out of chairs as the room filled up. A few omegas leaned against the back wall, listening intently, and a few feet away, Dr. Strohmeyer stood with his arms crossed, his bushy mustache scrunched up like a crawling caterpillar as he scowled at Matt. The professor had slipped in just before the meeting began, and he’d spent the whole meeting until now making a face like he’d just eaten something rotten. It gave Matt an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach, but he squared his shoulders and continued with the meeting agenda, doing his best to project confidence. It got a lot easier when, about halfway through the meeting, Derek ducked inside as well, unconsciously mirroring the professor’s stance, though not his expression.
Feeling strong and steady under Derek’s warm gaze, he went on. “The fact of the matter is that the louder you are, the more you’re noticed, and alphas are socialized to be loud, strong, and confident, while omegas are socialized to be meek and obedient. As a result, there’s a real problem in academic and professional settings, where omegas will have their ideas talked over or flat-out stolen by alphas. Can anyone here remember a time when you’ve brought something up in a group and been ignored, only to have an alpha repeat the same thing a minute later and be praised for it?” A murmur went through the room, and most of the omegas nodded their heads. The question clearly resonated with them.
“What we’re going to work on tonight is a technique called ‘amplification.’ It’s very simple: when you hear your fellow omega bring up a good point in a group discussion, you repeat what they’ve said, and give credit to them for saying it. The repetition not only forces those listening to pay attention, but it also prevents any alphas from claiming the idea as their own.
“Now, I say it’s ‘simple,’ but that doesn’t mean it’s easy. That’s why we’re going to break up into groups and practice.” Matt held up a stack of papers and started passing them out. “These are some group exercises that will give you a chance to try out the technique—follow the discussions that are outlined here, and whenever you hear a point made on the list, chime in to say so. Something as simple as, ‘I think so-and-so’s idea of whatever is worth discussing more’—that’s enough to redirect the conversation back to the omega who’s been passed over and get their ideas heard.”
Matt went over a couple of examples and got the crowd split up into groups, and he was pleased to see the groups attacking the exercises with enthusiasm. A few of the students seemed reluctant, but for the most part, they seemed excited to have concrete solutions for a murky problem. He smiled as he moved through the room, listening in on the discussions and offering suggestions when he saw the opportunity. He realized he felt more at home and comfortable here than he had anywhere on campus—anywhere, that is, except for Derek’s bed—and Omega Alliance was quickly becoming his refuge in an increasingly hostile world.
As he worked his way to the back of the room, Dr. Strohmeyer approached him with an angry look on his face. “I’ve got to tell you, Mr. Guerrero, I had hoped the things I’d heard about this little society weren’t true, but it seems we aren’t that fortunate. Maxwell Hart University doesn’t take kindly to hate groups meeting on its campus.”
Matt’s thoughts ground to a halt. “What?” he spluttered, incredulous. “I…that’s great that the school is so committed to social justice, but I don’t see how that’s relevant here.”
“Don’t be coy with me, Mr. Guerrero. I know what I saw here tonight.”
“Omega Alliance is a support group.”
“What you call ‘support’ looks a lot like anti-alpha rhetoric to me. You’re accusing all alphas of being liars and thieves, and practicing how to shut them down the same way you claim they’re doing to you.”
Matt had to fight to control his own voice—he was nearly trembling with anger. He saw Derek take a step closer and then stop, unsure of himself. Matt was grateful; as much as he wanted the physical comfort of Derek close to him, he wanted even more to handle his problems himself. “I’m not saying it’s done with malicious intent, but this stuff happens,” he said through gritted teeth. “Ask any omega in this room. Hell, it happens in your classroom! And amplification doesn’t shut anyone down—it just forces people to listen for a minute. There have been studies—”
“We’re going to have to agree to disagree,” said Dr. Strohmeyer, shaking his head. “In any case, I’m going to have to bring up what I saw here to Dean Winslow, and he’ll be the one to judge whether this group’s activities are appropriate for an integrated school. I would advise you to be careful about what messages you’re sending in your meetings, or you may find yourself on the wrong side of a conduct code violation.”
“What the fuck?” Matt said when Dr. Strohmeyer had left the room. He looked up at Derek. “Did you hear that shit? A hate group?”
Derek came to stand at Matt’s side, looking like he wanted to put his arm around Matt’s shoulders. Derek said he still wasn’t ready to be public about their relationship, and maybe the middle of an Omega Alliance meeting wasn’t the right place for physical demonstrations, but Matt still kind of wished he could have the contact. Nothing ever seemed quite as bad when Derek was holding him. “I heard,” Derek said, scowling. “He doesn’t have a leg to stand on.”
“I want to believe that,” Matt said with a sigh, “but if he’s reporting back to the Dean, who knows?” He leaned in to press his shoulder against Derek’s, relishing the tiny bit of warmth that the contact brought him. It may have been his imagination, but it seemed like Derek leaned into it, too.
“Hey, um, Matt?” A mousy-looking omega with enormous black-rimmed glasses cleared her throat to get their attention. Matt grasped for her name; Jean, he thought after a moment. She was a Computer Science major that Jesse had recruited to help with their clandestine investigation. “I’ve got, uh, some information for you. For the, um, alpha…studies project?” She gave a nervous glance toward Derek.
“It’s okay,” Matt said, “Derek knows, and he’s on our side. What have you found out?”
She gave Derek another suspicious look, but went on. “Jesse gave me a few names that he needed information on. I was able to get into the student records for most of them, and, well, here it is.” She handed him a thin folder. “Every one of them I could find in the database had disciplinary problems, and not just little things, either. Arrests, suspensions…these guys are bad news. Honestly, it’s got me feeling a little nervous. Please don’t tell anyone I helped you.”
“Of course,” Matt said in what he hoped was a reassuring tone. “Oh, but before you go—did you find anything on Paul Santos?”
Jean shook her head. “He was on the list Jesse gave me, but I didn’t find anything on him. Sorry.”
Matt gave her a wave and opened the folder, paging through the records inside. It was as bad as she’d said—almost without exception, every alpha that had been recommended for the mentor program had a volatile, violent past. Not for the first time, he wondered what Derek’s story was. When would Derek tell him what had landed him here?
And what was Paul hiding?
    
“OKAY,” said Lisa, spreading several sheets of paper out across Matt’s bed, “now, I want to preface this by saying—once again—I am not a lawyer. I’m not 100 percent sure about any of this, but at this point things are looking pretty clear. I’m going to say 98, maybe 99 percent. Anyway, here’s what we’ve got, after talking to Bethany and Vaughn: the enrollment numbers are key, like I thought. If the number of students enrolled at the merged university is less than eight percent, a number of bad things happen.
“Currently the school has to employ omega faculty at a rate at least equal to the current omega enrollment numbers; that’s one of the things that gets dropped when we hit the eight percent threshold.”
“As if eight percent wasn’t low enough,” Jesse grumbled. “I’ve already only got one omega professor, and he’s my Omega Studies prof.”
“That’s another thing that gets dropped: the Omega Studies major,” Lisa said, pointing her pen at Jesse. “Along with omega health services at the student health center—no more birth control or heat suppressants—and the student counseling center no longer has to keep an omega counselor on staff. Basically, the instant enrollment drops below eight percent, this school turns into somewhere no omega in their right mind would ever want to apply to.”
“I don’t understand this,” Matt said, frowning. “It sounds like a recipe for failure. Why would Hart Academy have agreed to any of this?”
“That’s the thing—I don’t think they did.” Lisa pulled out another stack of papers and handed it to Matt. “There were three different revisions of the contracts in there, and I think it went through a lot more changes that we didn’t see. These things are scattered throughout the entire merger agreement, a little at a time, and they keep appearing and disappearing in the revisions. Some of them are tucked away in clauses for completely unrelated things. I think someone was slipping them in under the radar, and hoping nobody would catch them.”
“Is that even enforceable?” Jesse asked, incredulous.
“Maybe not, if someone can prove that it was done with malicious intent. But that’s a big burden of proof, and chances are good that by the time anyone notices, there won’t be any omegas left at this school to make a fuss about it.”
“I know of one omega who dropped out already,” Matt said, “and one who’s going to if his alpha ‘mentor’ won’t leave him the hell alone.”
“My friend Candace is talking about it, too,” Lisa said, nodding. “I might have dismissed it as a conspiracy theory before I saw this contract stuff, but I think you’re right—I think the Omega Integration Program was designed to fail.”
“Conspiracy theory, my pert ass,” Jesse scoffed. “The more I dig, the clearer it gets: Dean Winslow and his alpha buddies—like good old Dr. Strohmeyer—were specifically recruiting alphas who would make shitty mentors. Except for Paul, every single alpha mentor I’ve looked into has had some kind of sexual harassment or anger management issue.”
Matt tapped his fingers on the edge of his desk as he thought this over. “So the alphas of the ‘good old boys’ club get these clauses written into the contract, and then they start a campaign to bully the omega students until they get fed up and leave. Then they have Maxwell back for the alphas, and…what happens to Hart Academy?”
“Gone,” Lisa said with a shrug. “Poof. All of Elodie Hart Omega Academy’s resources and assets have been transferred to Maxwell Hart, because as we all know, integration is the way of the future.”
The room fell silent for a long moment before Jesse finally said, “What can we do?”
“Well, we obviously can’t take it to the Dean,” Lisa said. “Who’s the highest-ranking omega faculty member?”
“The Assistant Dean is an omega, I think,” Matt said, chewing on his lower lip. “But we can’t go to her with most of this, since we got all our information by breaking into the Dean’s office.”
“And hacking the student records,” Jesse added.
“Right,” Lisa said. “If you admit where you got this information, you’ll probably be expelled. What about an anonymous tip to the local news?”
“That could work, but we have to package it right. You said it yourself: it sounds like a crazy conspiracy theory. We need to get everything together—all the disciplinary records, the contracts, the firsthand accounts. If we tie it up with a neat little bow and blast every news channel and paper in town, someone will pick it up.”
Jesse groaned. “How did I know this was going to involve more work?”
Matt ignored him and turned to Lisa. “Can you help me with the contract side of it? Maybe get Bethany and Vaughn to help again, too—we need to get copies of these contracts with every single one of those anti-omega clauses highlighted and summarize the whole thing in plain English.”
“Matias, you know I love you…”
Matt knew that tone, and his mouth dropped open. “You’re not seriously going to say no to this, are you?”
“Of course not,” Lisa said with a sigh. She scrubbed a hand down her face, looking unspeakably tired. “Just…has it completely escaped your notice that we have midterms in less than two weeks? I’ve been working my ass off on this as a favor to you, but I have three papers to write and a hell of a lot of studying to do. I know you’re a whiz kid, but the rest of us have to work for our grades.”
“This is important! The entire future of the school is riding on it.”
“And the school will still be here after midterms. Even you don’t honestly think that half of the omegas in the school will drop out before the end of next week, do you?” She leveled a gaze at him, and he clasped his hands in a pleading gesture. “I promise you that as soon as I finish my last midterm, I’m all yours, but until then, I need to study, Matt.”
Matt turned to look at Jesse, who shrugged. “I’m with her. All this James Bond stuff has taken its toll on me, too. I need something like a 95 on my Econ midterm if I want to get back up to a B.”
Matt sighed, defeated. “Okay. We take a break until midterms, and then we end this. Deal?”
“Deal,” Jesse and Lisa said together.




Chapter Twenty-Three
   
Derek loved the feeling of Matt’s body pressed against him no matter the time or location, but he was starting to especially enjoy the way Matt went docile and liquid when Derek pinned him against a wall. Maybe it was the contrast between Matt’s usual demeanor and his quick submission under Derek’s touch, or maybe it was just that fast, heated, against-the-wall kisses were about all they could manage to find time for lately, and his libido was making do with what his body had available to him.
He ground against Matt, their clothed erections sliding together. He wanted more, desperately—he wanted to have Matt in his bed, gasping and writhing against him every night—but their schedules were clashing in the worst way, and things had only gotten worse as Coach Cavill ramped up wrestling practice to four times a week in preparation for their first tournament of the season. Coach wanted a decisive win to show that the team was back in shape after having two of their best wrestlers suspended last year, and Derek had to admit he did, too. He was more than ready to put that whole chapter of his life behind him.
Matt broke the kiss to glance at the clock on the wall. “You’ve got to leave in four minutes, right? How’s your stamina? Please tell me it’s terrible.”
Derek chuckled, nipping at Matt’s earlobe. “With you, after not fucking you for a week? Maybe. I wouldn’t want to bet on it, though.”
“Killjoy,” Matt muttered, raking his fingernails down Derek’s back. Derek surged forward again, his cock aching with his desire. “God, I wish I could get you to myself for a little while.”
“Sorry I’ve been so busy.” Derek pressed their foreheads together with a sigh. “Coach will ease up after this tournament, though. After that, I’m all yours.”
“Hmm, I like the sound of that.”
“Actually,” Derek said, leaning back slightly to look Matt in the face, “I wanted to ask if you’d like to come to the tournament. I…well, most of the guys know I’m bi now, and I’d like to introduce you to them. If you still want that.”
“You mean as your date?” Matt sounded skeptical, but his expression was hopeful.
“Well, it’s not much of a date if only one of us is getting out of breath and sweaty,” Derek said with a small grin. “But yes, sort of. I still want to play it a little safe for a while, but I trust these guys, and I’d like them to meet you. Matt, you’re important to me; I know you want to be more open about us, and I want that, too. I just need to get there at my own pace. This is a step in the right direction, right?”
Matt didn’t move or speak for a few seconds, and Derek fought down a rush of panic. Had he said something wrong? Then his doubts vanished as Matt surged forward to crush their lips together in a kiss. “Fuck,” he breathed against Derek’s mouth, “how are you so perfect?”
“Is that a yes?”
“That’s a ‘yes, now please get your tongue as far down my throat as it will go for the next two and a half minutes.’”
Laughing, Derek was more than happy to comply.
    
THE TOURNAMENT WASN’T the decisive win Coach had been hoping for, but they put out a damn good showing, and two of the top three wrestlers were from MHU: Derek in second place, and Brett in third. After the awards ceremony, Derek jogged over to where Matt waited in the stands, watching him with a huge grin on his face.
“Great job out there,” Matt said, leaning forward as if to kiss him, but pulling himself back at the last moment, a blush barely visible on his tan skin. It made Derek’s heart ache; he wanted to pull Matt close and show him exactly how he felt, but there were too many eyes on them here. “At least, I assume so,” Matt said, his smile barely slipping at all. “There was a lot of cheering, so I’m guessing that’s a good thing.”
“Thanks,” Derek said, returning the smile. For a moment he toyed with the idea of just leaning in and kissing Matt anyway, but then he reached out and caught Matt’s hand in his own, lacing their fingers together and tugging gently. “Come on, I’ve got some people to introduce you to.”
Several of the guys were clustered around Brett, clapping him on the back and congratulating him on his placing. Brett looked a little relieved when Derek and Matt showed up, taking some of the attention off him.
“Fisher!” Randall called out, clapping him on the back with one huge meaty hand. “I knew you could do it. So fuckin’ good to have you back, man.”
“Thanks,” Derek said, “it’s pretty damn good to be back.” He glanced at Matt by his side, and Matt gave him a tiny nod. “I’ve, uh, got someone I’d like to introduce you guys to.”
A chorus of “ooh”s passed through the little group, and Matt seemed to shrink under their scrutiny. Then Tony had to make it even worse by opening his big mouth. “Is this the guy? The one who recruited you for Team Dong?”
“Shut up, Tony,” Kyle said, socking him in the shoulder. He and Randall both shot nervous glances at Derek, and Derek squeezed Matt’s hand gently. Tony’s comment hadn’t been mean-spirited, just tasteless, but he was afraid that Matt might not take the sort of ribbing they all gave each other in the locker room very well.
Matt just shrugged and waved a hand dismissively. “Nah, the Team Dong recruitment drive was last year. I got a toaster oven and everything. This one was just for fun.”
The joke seemed to do the trick; a couple of the guys snickered, and the tension drained out of the group. Derek pointed at each of them in turn, introducing them. “This is Randall, Kyle, Tony, Brett, and Daniel,” he said, then cautiously wrapped an arm around Matt’s shoulder. “Everybody, this is Matt.”
Matt shook hands with each of them in turn, and he paused as he recognized Brett from his Omega Studies class. The two of them exchanged a couple of quick comments about the professor’s plans for the midterm, and the group’s conversation slipped back into the easy rhythm it’d had before the distraction of Derek and Matt appearing.
Matt smiled placidly while the wrestlers bantered—he didn’t get most of their in-jokes and wrestling references, but Derek did his best to make him feel welcome with light touches and secret smiles, and he was glad to see that his teammates seemed to be trying to include Matt in the conversation. All in all, it was a whole lot less awkward than he’d been fearing. Maybe the two halves of his life weren’t that incompatible after all.
That hope came crashing to the ground, though, when he saw Randall’s shoulders tense as he looked past Derek. Tony and Daniel both cleared their throats gently, and Derek turned to find himself face to face with the last person he wanted to deal with right now: Andy.
Andy was flushed from the exertion of his final match, and it made his scar stand out as an ugly red; Derek had to tear his eyes away from it as Andy looked down his nose at Derek, then Matt. “Derek,” he said coldly.
“Andy,” he replied with a tight nod.
Andy gave Matt another look, and the sneer on his face left no doubt as to what he thought of the omega at Derek’s side. “So this is what you’re into now, huh? I guess any hole will do if you haven’t had an omega in a while.”
Matt was practically vibrating with rage at Derek’s side, and Derek squeezed his hand again, settling him just a little. “What I’m into is none of your business, Andy. The sooner you get that through your head, the happier we’ll all be.”
Andy gave a one-shouldered shrug. “You’re right, it’s not my business who you want to screw around with when you get bored. But eventually you’re going to have to stop wasting your time and do what needs to be done. Let’s just hope it’s before word gets around too far.”
For a moment, Derek thought Andy was threatening to out him, and rage bubbled up in him before he realized that no, it was exactly the opposite. Their hometown wasn’t exactly next door, but it was a small enough place that gossip tended to spread like wildfire, and it was just backwards enough that Derek’s sexuality would be seen as a badge of shame. Small-minded people with nothing better to do would come up with salacious stories, and the fallout would hit the people they saw as closest to him: Sarah and the Paulsens.
Derek’s rage soured, and before he could turn the obscenities on his tongue into something more appropriate, Andy turned and left for the locker room. “Who pissed in his cereal?” Daniel muttered.
“I did,” Derek said with a sigh. Eventually he was going to have to explain to the rest of his team exactly what had happened between him and Andy, but he probably owed an explanation to Matt first—he didn’t want to have that discussion in front of a bunch of other people Matt barely knew. He scratched his head, scowling at the damp feeling of sweat in his hair. “Hey, I think I’m gonna go back and shower at the dorms. Good match, you guys. See you at practice.” He reached out a hand to Matt and nodded questioningly towards the door. Matt caught his hand and followed, giving the other wrestlers a quick wave as they watched him leave.
They walked along in awkward silence for a minute before Derek found his words. “Sorry about that,” he muttered.
Matt shrugged. “I’ll live. What was that all about, though?”
“Andy and I have…a history,” Derek said, his gaze firmly on his shoes.
“No shit, Sherlock,” Matt said, and Derek could practically hear him rolling his eyes. “What happened between you two?”
“It’s…” He was about to say “not important,” but that would have been a huge lie. He’d been dishonest enough just by keeping it a secret—he wasn’t about to start outright lying to his boyfriend. “Complicated. I’ll tell you some other time, I promise, but right now I really need to shower and sleep. I’ve got a paper to finish up before class in the morning, or I’d invite you in.”
“Next time,” Matt said, his voice low and full of promise. For a moment, Derek considered inviting him in anyway, but then they reached the intersection where they usually split off to their respective dorms. Derek gave a quick glance up and down the street—nobody was paying attention. He pulled Matt close and kissed him quickly, a warm brush of lips and tongue that made Matt hum softly in pleasure.
“Tomorrow night,” Derek said as they parted, carefully controlling his breath. “Dinner? Marconi’s? We can follow it up with dessert at my place.” He raised his eyebrows to make the innuendo as clear as possible. He wanted Matt so badly he could taste it.
“Sounds perfect,” Matt said with a smile, and gave his hand one more small squeeze before they parted ways.




Chapter Twenty-Four
   
The thing was, even though Matt, Lisa, and Jesse had decided to take a break until after midterms, Matt was terrible at taking breaks. Whether it was his brain or his body, he had to be in motion; he couldn’t just sit back and wait for a better time to act. Anyway, he told himself, he might as well get as much done on his own as possible—that way, once Lisa was able to do her part, they’d be able to strike immediately, contacting as many news outlets as possible before they got caught up in feel-good holiday stories for the rest of the year.
He had several hours between his last class of the day and his upcoming date with Derek, so he spent some of it making more copies of the key documents in the library. It took longer than he’d have liked, since had to keep flipping papers over and shuffling stuff around so that nobody who came to use the copiers could see what he was working on. By the time he was done, he was feeling exhausted and flustered by the effort.
The tension wouldn’t have affected him so much normally, but now he was dealing with the first symptoms of pre-heat, and everything felt intensified, from his irritation with inanimate objects when the copier jammed partway through his job, to his distracting and rapidly-growing obsession with Derek and his perfect cock.
Matt licked his lips, shaking his head to clear it. He should take his suppressants; that would be the wise thing to do. He should have taken them yesterday, but he’d been distracted by…well, by the same stuff he was distracted by today, just less so. He didn’t have much of an excuse today—he’d been going back and forth on whether to take them since the moment he woke up.
Okay, maybe Derek’s performance at the wrestling tournament wasn’t the grand gesture he’d been hoping for, but it was something. Derek was making an effort; he was taking steps to open up about their relationship, and their date tonight was at a place on Fifth Street near campus, not across town like so many of their previous ones had been. Derek wanted Matt to spend his heat with him, off suppressants, and he’d given Matt something he wanted very badly. Matt wanted Derek to have what he wanted, too.
It was probably too early in the relationship to be doing something like that, but when had Matt ever cared that much about the wise and cautious approach?
Well, he still had time—a couple days, at least—before he absolutely had to either take the suppressants or suffer through a whole heat cycle. He would talk to Derek about it tonight. Maybe not until after Derek had screwed his brains out, though, because with the state of mind he was in right now, he probably would’ve agreed to anything Derek asked. Climb up to the Commons roof in his underwear and sing the national anthem? Sure, as long as his alpha would be there.
He was so busy snickering at that mental image that he didn’t notice the footsteps behind him as he left the library—not until a familiar voice called his name. “Matt, was it?” Andy said, and a chill ran up Matt’s spine, even though the tone was casual.
“That’s me,” Matt said, keeping his spine straight and his head high. He’d be damned if he let this alpha cow him.
“I’m glad I ran into you—I wanted to apologize for yesterday.” Andy held out his hand to shake, but Matt gave it a suspicious glare as he kept a grip on his folder with both hands. It made him jumpy whenever someone’s mood seemed to do a complete 180 like that, and doubly so when it was an alpha. In his experience, people’s minds didn’t change that quickly. Andy frowned slightly and pulled his hand back, obviously thrown for a loop by Matt’s defiance, small as it was. “Anyway, I was out of line. I shouldn’t have been so vulgar, especially in front of an omega.”
Matt scoffed. “I wouldn’t worry about being vulgar. It wasn’t so much the words you used as what you were saying with them.”
“Okay, that too,” Andy said, but his tone was dismissive. “I just think maybe there’s some stuff you should know about Derek before you get too involved with him.”
“I’m already pretty damn involved.”
“So you say,” Andy mused. “But I notice you don’t say he’s your alpha. I haven’t heard him call you his omega. It’s a little strange, don’t you think?”
Matt wished he had a pen to fiddle with or something to tap his fingers on. He settled for tapping the edge of the folder against his leg. “It’s not that strange; we’re just not letting traditional roles define our relationship that way. It’s not the 1950s anymore—we can call each other whatever we want.”
“Right, of course. I’d just hate to see someone get hurt because they’re not going in with both eyes open, and I know something about Derek that I’m betting you don’t.”
Matt rolled his eyes. “Congratulations, you’ve known him longer than I have.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Andy said slowly, like he was explaining it to a child. “I mean he already has an omega.”
That made Matt go perfectly still, cold dread pooling in his stomach. “Bullshit.”
“I swear it’s true. I know because it’s my sister, Sarah.” Andy held his hands up in a placating gesture. He sounded sincere. “They got engaged last year. I just thought you should know.”
“If this is true,” Matt said, swallowing around a lump in his throat, “then why hasn’t Derek told me about it?”
Andy shrugged. “Who knows why Derek does anything? My guess is that it gets pretty lonely here without her around, so he did what any red-blooded alpha would do: found a distraction. He says they’re taking some time off, but I know Sarah’s still waiting for him.”
Taking some time off. That was somewhat reassuring. “So they’re not actually engaged anymore?”
“Maybe not. I don’t know all the details; I just know what Sarah tells me, and what she says is it’s not over. Believe me or not; that’s your prerogative. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt, especially not when my little sister is involved.”
“I have a hard time believing you’re telling me this just out of the goodness of your heart.”
The scar on Andy’s face made him look ugly and cruel, or maybe that was the way his lips curled in a sneer. His voice dripped with disdain. “You’re right, I don’t give a shit about you. You don’t seem like a bad guy, but I’m here because of my sister—if word of what Derek’s sticking his dick in gets back home, it’ll destroy her. She doesn’t deserve that. My whole family will be embarrassed because he can’t keep it in his pants. So yeah, I want you out of the picture.” Andy punctuated his statement with a jab of his pointer finger right to the center of Matt’s chest, and Matt was so startled by the sensation that he dropped the folder in his hand, scattering papers across the library steps.
“Shit!” Matt swore, scrambling to scoop up the papers as quickly as possible. He stuffed them back in the folder in a chaotic jumble, and by the time he’d grabbed the last of them, Andy was gone. He’d left without saying another word.
Matt’s relief was short-lived, though, because once he got back to his room and straightened everything out, he discovered that at least a dozen pages were missing.
Shit. Double shit. He thumbed open his phone and opened a text to Derek, drumming his fingers on his desk noisily while he considered his options. Where to start? The conversation with Andy? The missing pages? Maybe Derek could help; if Andy had the pages, Derek stood a better chance of getting them back than Matt did. But Andy’s words gnawed at him. A distraction. Is that all I am?
His fingers tapped out a message: Andy told me about Sarah.
He set the phone on the desk and watched it, his leg bouncing rapidly. Less than a minute later, it buzzed with Derek’s reply.
I’m sorry. I should have told you. Can I come over?
Matt switched his phone off and tossed it on the bed.




Chapter Twenty-Five
   
Matt drummed his fingers on the desktop and eyed the bottle of heat suppressants on the corner of his desk. It wasn’t too late yet—his symptoms were starting to ramp up, but taking a double dose for a couple days would tamp them down and give him the clarity he was so desperately lacking. It wouldn’t be pleasant, halting heat this late, but it would be better than going through it without an alpha, right?
He groaned; he didn’t actually know, was the problem. He’d been late with his suppressants a couple times before—sometimes he got caught up in projects and lost track of the signals his own body was sending him—but he’d never been completely off them. Not since his first couple of heats, when he was too young to take them and his heats weren’t that bad anyway.
He picked up the bottle and shook it, hearing the rattle of pills on plastic. In his pocket, his phone buzzed again, and he pinched his eyes shut, fighting the urge to check his texts.
Derek wanted to talk, and he wasn’t giving up. Matt hadn’t said a word to him since he’d accused him of…well, he hadn’t accused him of anything, exactly, but he’d implied something. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it felt terribly important.
This was why he needed the suppressants—all his so-called intelligence was useless when his brain wouldn’t fucking work.
He set the bottle back down and put his head in his hands. He was hurt. That was the root of it, and whether he was stewing in hormones or not, it was still a valid emotion.
Derek hadn’t told him something important about his past. It was in the past, though—it didn’t matter, did it? Whether Derek had been engaged before, or married with a white picket fence and a dozen kids, what mattered was now. And he’d wanted to tell Matt about it; that had to be what he’d been referring to. The big fight between him and Andy must have been over Andy’s sister.
Sarah. What was she like? Was she pretty? Had Derek loved her? Did he still think about her? Matt had a million questions, but at the same time he didn’t even want to know. There was risk there, hidden in the answers. They could hurt him even more.
You’re just a distraction.
Derek wasn’t like him; Derek liked women, and it would be so easy for him to just forget about Matt. He could find a female omega—he could go back to Sarah—and he could settle down and forget about all the hassle and risk of being openly into men. His scholarship would be safe, his friendships would be intact, and he’d have everything Matt could give him and more.
But that small, traitorous voice in Matt chimed in to remind him that Derek wanted him. He was trying, wasn’t he? He’d taken a huge step the other night at the wrestling match, introducing Matt to his friends, because Matt had wanted him to. If he didn’t care, if Matt didn’t really matter to him, he’d have just shrugged and let Matt take his suppressants, right?
Derek wanted to be there for him during his heat, wanted to take care of him, and he’d done something hard to prove it.
Matt’s phone buzzed again. He dropped his head to his desk and sobbed.
He couldn’t fucking think.
The door opened, and Jesse and Lisa stepped in. Jesse dropped his backpack on his bed while Lisa looked around the room, her nose wrinkling. “Ugh, it reeks in here,” she said, crossing the room to throw the blackout curtain aside and crank the rickety transom window open. “I still can’t get my head around the fact that alphas actually like that.”
The fresh air helped; the day was cool and brisk, and the breeze against Matt’s face helped clear his head just a little. Jesse sighed as he looked at Matt, then looked at Lisa with a “look what I have to deal with” gesture in Matt’s direction. “He’s been like this since yesterday. You’ve known him longer; maybe you can pound some sense through his thick skull.”
Lisa came to kneel by Matt’s chair, rubbing gentle circles over his back. She glanced at the bottle of suppressants on the desk. “Still haven’t taken them, huh? How are your symptoms?”
“Fine,” Matt lied, pressing his cheek to the cool wood of the desk. His phone buzzed again, and he groaned.
“Matias, listen to me,” Lisa said, her voice gentle. “I know how it is when you wallow like this: it seems like nothing will ever get better, so why bother trying? But half of what you’re feeling right now is because you’re starting your heat without suppressants and without an alpha.”
Matt grunted dismissively. She was probably right. Ugh, why did he have to have smart friends?
“You need to make a decision, and we’re going to help you, but you’re not going to weasel out of this by whining and complaining, got it? So you have two choices: either you take your pills,” she said, pushing the bottle closer to Matt’s hand, “or you talk to him.” She pointed at the pocket where the phone was—damn it—buzzing again.
“If it would help,” Jesse said, “I can check your texts and make sure they’re stuff you want to see. And if they’re not, I can tell him off for you, because as your friend, it’s my job to be angry at idiotic boys on your behalf.”
“You just want to read my texts so you can gossip about them,” Matt mumbled mournfully into his desk.
“No gossip—scout’s honor,” Jesse said, raising one hand and waving his fingers vaguely. “I don’t actually know the scout salute, but pretend I’m doing it right now, okay?”
Matt felt a smile touch the corners of his lips, and he finally raised his head with a long sigh. He could do this. Even if he didn’t have Derek, he wasn’t alone.
He took the bottle of suppressants between shaking fingers and gave it one last look before he opened his desk drawer and tucked it in the back. “I’ll talk to him,” he said. “Not right this minute, but I’ll talk to him. Can we get some lunch and watch something stupid on TV?”
Jesse clapped his hands together joyfully. “Now you’re speaking my language!” He dove for the stash of takeout menus they kept by the door.
Lisa patted him on the back and gave him a warm smile. “I’m proud of you, Matt.”
It wasn’t a reassurance from his alpha, but it helped. He was going to be okay.




Chapter Twenty-Six
   
Derek tapped his thumbs against the side of his phone, trying his damnedest to not send another text. Matt hadn’t responded to a single one; Derek was aware he was torturing himself, but he couldn’t stop.
He typed out one more: Please, can we just talk? He hit “send” and slammed his phone down on the locker room bench with a little more force than was strictly necessary. He pulled on his shoes as the usual pre-practice locker room banter flowed around him. He wasn’t really paying attention, and the rest of the guys seemed to accept it. Nobody asked him what was wrong, and he was grateful; he wasn’t sure he could face explaining things to someone else when he didn’t even know for sure where they stood.
Once his shoes were on, he took a few deep breaths to focus himself. He had to pull it together—Coach could always tell when he wasn’t giving it his all, and he had ways of making his wrestlers pay when they didn’t have their heads in the game. Mostly involving extra laps or push-ups. He grabbed his phone to toss it in his locker, but just as he was about to slip it in his jacket pocket, it buzzed in his hand. His heart pounded in his chest as he checked the notification.
Okay, let’s talk. Tomorrow.
A few seconds later, it buzzed again: I miss you.
With just those three words, color poured back into Derek’s world. He grinned as he put his phone away, feeling light as air. It didn’t solve his problems, and he still had an uncomfortable conversation ahead of him, but he still had Matt. It was going to be okay.
Derek was stopped on his way out of the locker room by Andy’s hand on his chest. “One sec,” Andy said, smooth and casual. “I need to talk to you.”
“Make it quick—I don’t want Coach to give me extra laps.” Derek watched the last of the guys filter silently out the door; Kyle raised an eyebrow at him but said nothing.
“Your little boy-toy is in some deep shit,” Andy said once they were alone.
“Are you threatening him?” Derek asked, hands fisting at his sides. “Because if you are, we’re going to have some words.”
Andy let out a harsh bark of laughter. “No way, I’ve heard plenty of your ‘words’ already. I don’t need to threaten him—Dean Winslow is going to take care of that for me.”
Derek’s blood ran ice-cold. “What?”
“Yeah, apparently he’s been getting into some stuff he shouldn’t. I don’t know all the details, but it might be a good idea for you to distance yourself before the shit hits the fan.”
“Not going to happen. Whatever he might or might not have done.”
Andy gave him a long, appraising look. Derek felt like a bug under a microscope. “I don’t get it. What’s the appeal? Is it just that guys are easier? I mean, you never seemed to have any trouble getting it, but what do I know? Is it really that hard to get your dick wet?”
“Why do you care? Who I’m dating and why is none of your business.”
“Because it’s fucking embarrassing, that’s why!” Andy’s voice raised enough that the echoes of it in the locker room made Derek wince. “It’s bad enough that you abandoned your fiancée, but now it turns out it was just so you can fuck around with guys? You’re not even being discreet about it, either—if people back home hear about this, do you have any idea what that’ll do to Sarah?”
A pang of guilt shot through Derek; he hadn’t even considered what his choices might do to his ex-fiancée. He’d tried to help her preserve her reputation as much as possible when they’d broken it off, but it hadn’t occurred to him that what he did afterward might come back to haunt her, too.
But no, he reminded himself, he couldn’t second-guess his choices because of what they might or might not do to Sarah. She wasn’t his responsibility, and as Matt kept trying to tell him, omegas had to look out for their own interests. Sarah was a bright girl; she would land on her feet and find someone who cared about her whether or not she was “damaged goods.”
“I’m sorry, Andy. I really am. But I’m done talking about this with you.”
“And what about Sarah? You’re just going to leave her to suffer?”
“Hey, here’s a novel idea—if you care so much about helping Sarah get what she wants, why don’t you talk to her about it? You keep telling me what you want for her, but have you even stopped to find out what she wants?”
“She wants what any omega wants.”
God, was this what it was like for omegas every day? It must be exhausting. “Believe it or not, omegas aren’t interchangeable, and sometimes they want different things. You need to stop focusing on me and focus on her.”
“I am focusing on her; I’m trying to bring her alpha back before he completely
ruins her reputation and his own,” Andy hissed through gritted teeth.
Derek threw his hands in the air. “That’s it—I’m done. This is ridiculous.” He pushed past Andy, shoving him out of the way before he could react and barging through the locker room door into the gym. Rage and frustration had snapped something in him; he didn’t feel any sense of embarrassment or worry when he saw the eyes of his teammates and his coach on him. Instead he felt, for the first time, a sense of perfect calm and understanding.
“Hey, guess what, everyone?” he announced, raising his voice so that it carried through the whole gym, echoing off the walls to where a handful of students were shooting hoops on the other end. The basketball bounced away noisily into the corner as everyone fell silent. “I’m bisexual. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and decided that yeah, I, Derek Fisher, definitely like dick. It’s not just a phase, I’ve got a boyfriend named Matt I’m very happy with, and if anyone’s got a problem with that, feel free to go fuck yourself.”
He turned around to see Andy standing behind him, mouth hanging open and face red. He couldn’t help himself—maybe it was Matt’s irreverence rubbing off on him, but he gave a helpless little shrug and an oblivious smile. “Oops.”
“Fisher!” Coach barked, his voice tight with anger.
“Yeah, I know, Coach. Extra laps.” With a sigh, he jogged over to the track and started his laps, keeping his eyes forward and his head held high.




Chapter Twenty-Seven
   
When Jesse came in the door, he looked like he was about to explode. “Holy crap, Matt—you are not going to believe what your boyfriend did today!”
Matt looked up from his homework to give him a sour look. “He’s not my boyfriend, Jesse.” Probably not. Maybe. They would find out tonight.
“Mm-hmm, well, someone might want to tell him that, because he just told the whole school. The word ‘boyfriend’ was explicitly in there, as was your name.” Jesse kicked off his shoes and hopped up on his bed, his fingers flying over his phone keyboard while the screen illuminated a manic grin on his face.
Matt let his pen fall to his desk. “What? How did he tell the whole school?”
“He stormed out of the locker room at wrestling practice and announced it to his entire wrestling team, along with the fencing club on the other side of the gym, everyone lifting weights on the mezzanine, and Colby Pulaski and all his friends who were playing basketball. Colby told me, and I am currently in the process of telling the rest of the school.” His phone let out a cheery chime, and his grin widened even farther. “The entire chess club says congratulations. Also, ‘get some.’ That’s a direct quote.”
“Do I even know anyone in the chess club?” Matt asked faintly, then shook his head. “You’re sure about this? It’s not just a crazy rumor?”
“Honey, it’s all anyone can talk about out there. We’re all stressed about midterms and need a distraction to help us blow off steam.” Jesse’s phone pinged at him again, and he laughed into his hand. “Lisa says you need to check your damn email. I think she sent you an e-card or something.”
Matt turned to his computer in a daze. Derek had actually done it—he’d come out and admitted he was dating a male omega. It didn’t feel like it could possibly be real, but when he opened up his email, the subject lines that stared him in the face said otherwise. Lisa had sent him an e-card, and an incredibly dirty one at that, and he had two different congratulatory messages from people in his classes he barely knew. Apparently a whole lot more people cared about his love life than he’d realized. He smiled as he scrolled to the next message, but seconds later, the smile died on his lips.
The email was from a couple hours ago, it was marked urgent, and it was very short. “Oh, shit,” Matt whispered, sinking back into his chair.
“What is it?” Jesse asked, looking up from his phone.
“It’s Dean Winslow,” Matt said, his mouth dry. “He knows.”
    
MATT SHIFTED UNCOMFORTABLY in the chair in front of the Dean’s desk. The last time he was in this office, it had been with Derek, and it had been a much less intimidating place.
Oh god, did Dean Winslow know Derek was involved, too?
He schooled his expression and took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart as the Dean settled into his own chair and fixed Matt with a deeply disapproving look. “Mr. Guerrero, it seems we have a very serious matter to discuss.”
Matt sank his teeth into his lower lip and did his damnedest to not say a word. Fuck, he should have taken his suppressants—this close to his heat, the desire to roll over and submit to an alpha permeated everything, and while it was something he could resist if he thought about it, the Dean was an imposing alpha even at the best of times. Even knowing who he was and what he’d done, Matt still had to fight a sickening urge to please this man who clearly thought of him as lower than dirt.
The Dean regarded him with narrowed eyes and continued. “A student has made some very grave charges against you: that you broke into my office and stole some sensitive and confidential documents. I hate to accuse a bright young omega like you of misconduct, but you must understand that this is far more serious than some dare or prank. If it turns out to be true, it’s grounds for immediate expulsion, and possibly criminal charges.”
Matt nodded, his heart cold. He’d known, of course, but hearing it laid out so simply made it real in a way it hadn’t been before.
“Now, I could simply go back and have campus security pull the security footage for the last month, but I’m a believer in letting people learn from their mistakes rather than just punishing them, and involving campus security would mean my hands would be rather tied in this matter.”
If Matt’s heart had been cold before, now it turned to ice. There were security cameras; of course there were. Why hadn’t that even occurred to him? He’d been a fucking idiot.
“So tell me, Mr. Guerrero: did you break into my office last month? And if so, what did you take?”
Matt swallowed, his throat dry. He willed his brain to come up with a plausible lie—something, anything that would throw suspicion off him—but nothing came. Some animal part of him told him that was fine; just give him what he wants, it said. He’s an alpha. He’ll take care of everything.
“I’m waiting, Mr. Guerrero.”
“Mr. Guerrero is my dad,” Matt said finally, his voice breaking into a rough croak. “I’m just Matt.”
“Very well, Matt. Now are we going to speak like adults, or do I need to involve the authorities?”
“No, I’ll talk,” Matt said, licking his lips. He wouldn’t bow his head. He wouldn’t. “I…I broke into your office to find more information about the Omega Integration Program after we talked about it. I wanted to know why you were dismissing my concerns.”
“I see,” Dean Winslow said. “And what did you find?”
“Well, you could really stand to clean in here, for one,” Matt said with a weak grin, but the Dean’s frown didn’t fade. “I found the lists of alphas recommended for the mentor program. I did a little digging, and found that they all had disciplinary problems in the past.”
“I see.” The Dean fell silent for a few moments, watching Matt as he tried not to fidget. “I suppose it might look bad from the outside to have troublemakers looking out for the well-being of our vulnerable students, but sometimes leadership means making a judgment call. For the most part, these are good boys who made a mistake, and they need the opportunity to prove that they’ve learned to do better.” The Dean’s voice wasn’t as steady as it had been a minute ago; there was a slight waver there that Matt might have mistaken for heartfelt concern if he hadn’t seen all the evidence of Winslow’s calculated campaign against every omega on campus.
Somehow, that helped—thinking of the students who were counting on him, the other omegas who needed his help. This alpha wasn’t important; this alpha wasn’t an ally, even if he smelled like one. “Okay, but what about the omegas? What about Crystal O’Reilly, who dropped out a couple weeks ago because her alpha ‘mentor’ wouldn’t stop harassing her?”
“Hearsay, Mr. Guerrero.” So much for talking like equals—the Dean had already slipped back to using his last name. Or was this a step up—a measure of respect? “I assure you, there were more problems with Ms. O’Reilly’s enrollment here than a simple disagreement with her alpha. However, I do understand your concerns, and I do believe in taking ownership of my mistakes. Perhaps we can discuss some changes to the mentorship program, but discreetly. There’s no need to disrupt the lives of alphas who are behaving appropriately and making up for their mistakes, yes?”
Matt blinked at the Dean. Holy shit, the man was nervous. He had called Matt in to threaten him, but now he was negotiating. He didn’t want Matt to tell anyone what he’d found.
Matt suddenly realized that he was holding all the power.
Damn, that was a hell of a feeling.
Matt leaned forward. He couldn’t help the small smile that crossed his face as he steepled his fingers and regarded the Dean with a cool gaze. “Hmm, yes, no need to disrupt the lives of the poor, innocent alphas. Especially when they’re not the real issue; they’re just a smaller piece of a much larger puzzle.”
“I don’t catch your meaning, Mr. Guerrero.”
“I found a lot more in your office than just a poorly-run mentor program. I found several different revisions of the Maxwell/Hart merger agreements. Awfully complicated stuff, but it turns out there are a lot of people here smarter than I am—I’m just a poor little omega, after all.”
“And how many people have looked at these agreements you found?” Was he sweating? He was—tiny beads stood out on his forehead, and Matt felt positively giddy, but he tried not to let it show.
“Enough,” Matt said with a shrug. “Enough to figure out that there was a hell of a lot of stuff snuck into those agreements under the radar. Like everything that happens if omega enrollment drops under eight percent.”
The Dean’s eyes widened. There it is. He knows exactly what I’m talking about.
“At first, I couldn’t figure out why,” Matt continued, stroking his chin. “Why go through all the trouble of merging with an omega university if you don’t want omegas in the school in the first place? But you said yourself that you didn’t even want this merger. You were being crushed under the wheel of progress—the Board of Trustees forcing you to sully your school with omegas—but you saw a way you could fight back and reclaim your little alpha club. All you had to do was make life miserable for every omega on campus. And tinker with the contracts, to make sure they never came back.”
Dean Winslow’s face was red with fury, and he gripped the edge of his desk, white-knuckled. “You’ve got a lot of goddamn balls to accuse me of wrongdoing when you’re the one who broke into my office. Why don’t we get the authorities involved in this? I’m sure they’d love to hear exactly how you learned all this.”
“Oh, now you’re threatening me again?” Matt inspected his cuticles, entirely for show. He knew they were perfect. “I don’t think so. I’ve got copies of all those documents sitting with people I know I can trust, so even if you expel me, even if you get me sent to jail, that information is going to get out. I think maybe your best bet right now is to listen to some of my suggestions. Drop the Omega Integration Program and any other thinly-veiled bullying tactics, work on getting a few more omega professors hired on at this school, and maybe Channel 12 doesn’t have to hear about what’s really at stake in this merger.”
“Are you blackmailing me, Mr. Guerrero?”
“It’s Matt,” he said, leaning back in his chair as a lazy smile spread across his face. “And yeah, I really think I am.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight
   
Matt got back to his room feeling like the king of the fucking world. He’d done it: he’d stood up to the Dean, and nothing bad had happened. Oh, there was plenty of opportunity for fallout from what he’d done, and he was expecting more utterly terrifying visits with the Dean in the near future, but he still had the ace up his sleeve: copies of all the documents proving the Dean’s wrongdoing, both physical and digital. Lisa had helped hook him up with some one-on-one time with the document scanner in the law library, and now all it would take him was a couple of keystrokes to send a pile of damning evidence to anyone he wanted. It was all stored off school servers, and well out of reach of Dean Winslow.
So he was feeling pretty much invincible when he walked into his dorm room, but when he saw what was waiting for him inside, the self-satisfied grin fled from his face.
Derek sat cross-legged on his bed, looking up at him eagerly as he walked in the door. Matt felt like the air had been punched out of his lungs; the obvious longing on Derek’s face was enough to make him want to throw himself into the alpha’s arms, no matter what had happened between them.
Jesse let out a sigh of relief when he saw Matt. “I’m so glad you’re back! How did it go? Are you expelled? Are the cops on their way?”
Matt shook his head. “No, it was…fine. Surreal and terrifying, but I think it’s going to be okay.”
“That’s great to hear, and I’m really looking forward to hearing more details, but—oh gosh, would you look at the time? I just realized I have somewhere to be for the next one to two hours or until you text me and tell me it’s safe to come back. Very important, I couldn’t possibly miss it.” Jesse was shrugging into his jacket as he talked, grabbing his keys and phone off his desk in a rush. “Have fun, kids,” he called cheerily as he slipped out the door.
Derek dropped his head, snickering gently, and Matt had to fight the urge to launch himself across the room and plaster himself against the alpha’s body now that they were alone. Heat was already making him desperate and stupid, and it had barely even begun.
“I heard you made a big announcement today,” Matt said, picking lint off his own shirt just to give his restless hands something to do.
Derek sighed. “Yeah. I probably should’ve talked to you about it first—sorry. I’m not…well, I’m not exactly sure what we are right now. I really hope I haven’t fucked things up too much.”
Matt echoed Derek’s sigh and dropped onto the edge of Jesse’s bed, scrubbing a hand through his hair. “I’m not exactly sure what we are right now, either. I want to be that—to be your boyfriend,” he said, nearly stumbling over the word, “but I need to know that you’re all in. I need to know that you’re telling me everything. I can’t handle hearing big revelations about your past from other people before I hear a word about them from you.”
“You’ve got every right to be upset, and I’m sorry,” Derek said, wiping his palms on his jeans. He looked anxious and uncomfortable, and Matt wanted to wrap his arms around him and tell him everything was going to be okay. “I was an idiot for not telling you, and I promise I won’t make that mistake again.”
“I feel like I ought to point out that you still haven’t told me anything.”
“Right,” Derek said, half-mumbling. “Okay. So…um, Sarah is Andy’s little sister. Sweet omega girl, couple years younger than me. Andy worried about her a lot, how she’d get along with alphas in the real world, so he convinced me to court her to save her from that.”
“Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t, huh?”
“Exactly. We were together for a little over a year, but didn’t see each other a whole lot. I…guess I loved her, in a way. Andy and I had been friends so long that she was almost like a sister to me. We got engaged last year, but when I tried to Mate her afterwards, she just…started crying.
“She was scared. I realized that she didn’t want me. She’d been going along with it because she cared about me and her family was pushing her into it, but she didn’t want to Mate me, or marry me.
“So I walked away. I broke things off, and tried to stay quiet about why. I hoped that it would give her some time to sort herself out, but Andy heard about it and lost it. He confronted me about it at school, and we had a fight. He…I lost control. I nearly killed him. A few more punches, a little more force, and I could’ve killed my best friend.” Derek’s voice broke, and Matt finally gave in to the urge to go to him. He sat next to Derek on his bed, one hand resting gently between Derek’s shoulder blades.
“I almost lost everything,” Derek continued, quieter, shoulders hunched. “My fiancée, my friend, my wrestling scholarship, everything. And then I almost lost you because I couldn’t bring myself to tell you. You were so amazing, but you were suspicious of alphas by default, and I didn’t know how to tell you that I’d done exactly the sort of thing you’re always complaining about. I didn’t even get punished for it, not really. I was off the wrestling team for a couple months, had to make a lot of apologies, but for the most part, everyone was willing to forgive and forget. Alphas will be alphas and all that.”
“That’s not your fault, though,” Matt said, gentle. “You’re not responsible for their reactions.”
“I know,” Derek said with a sigh. “I almost wish I had been punished more. I feel like…there’s been no closure, you know? Just this awful thing that happened, and it slowly slipped away into the background because nobody cared enough to make a bigger deal of it. Sarah’s problem hasn’t been solved, Andy hates me for it, and I’m just going on like nothing ever happened…except not completely, because people are terrified of me now. Afraid I might snap and beat them to a pulp over the tiniest infraction, because they don’t know what really happened.”
“Maybe you should tell them the whole story,” Matt suggested, rubbing small circles between Derek’s shoulders.
Derek looked at him for a moment, wide-eyed, then his expression softened. “You know, I think you’re right. I guess I’ve been just as eager as everyone else to put the whole thing behind me and not think about it. If I want to move on, I need people to know what actually happened.”
“I’ll help you any way I can,” Matt said, leaning his head gently on Derek’s shoulder. “You have my support, whatever you decide to do.”
Derek slipped a finger under his chin, tilting his face up, and the warmth Matt saw in Derek’s expression took his breath away. “Thank you,” Derek whispered. “Right now all I want to do is to kiss you. Can I?”
Matt slid his hand to cup Derek's face. He nodded, his heart thudding in his chest. “Please,” he said, pulling Derek’s face towards him.
Derek’s lips were firm against his, a hot wet press of barely-contained desire. Matt parted his lips obediently, letting Derek take the lead and thrust his tongue into Matt’s mouth, flicking over the ridges on the roof of his mouth until Matt was gasping wetly into the kiss.
Matt barely registered the movements of his own body as he worked his way into Derek’s lap, but then he felt the hard ridge of Derek’s cock pressing up against his backside, and everything slipped into perfect focus. He buried his face in Derek’s neck and breathed deep, letting the scent of pure, strong alpha wash over him. He licked and nipped, tasting the salt of his alpha’s skin until Derek was completely undone beneath him, begging for more, strong hands gripping Matt’s hips hard enough to leave marks.
Matt stripped them both and grabbed a condom from the box under his bed. He relished the sound of Derek’s hitched breath as he rolled the condom on him, but it was nothing compared to the broken sob Derek let out as Matt slowly sank down onto his cock.
Derek sank his teeth into Matt’s shoulder when he came—not a Mating bite, not hard enough to leave a mark, but the sharp pain of the bite drew a ragged shout from Matt’s throat, and he couldn’t be bothered to give a fuck about who heard it. He came hard, pinned between Derek’s cock and his teeth, the knot filling him so full he thought he might die of it. Oh, but what a way to go.
When they sagged together on the bed afterwards, Derek tracing idle patterns across Matt’s back while they waited for the knot to go down, Matt sighed, full of contentment. “Don’t freak out on me,” he murmured, tucking his head under Derek’s chin, “but I think I’m in love with you.”
Derek’s cock throbbed within him, the friction of the knot making him gasp again. “Don’t freak out on me,” Derek said, his voice soft, “but I’m definitely in love with you.”
Maybe a small part of him was freaking out, but overall, Matt couldn’t think of anything better.




Chapter Twenty-Nine
   
“So, what’re you going to do now that omegas own the school?” Jesse said, thumbing down the volume on the TV as the commercials came on. He was snuggled comfortably up to Paul’s side on the ridiculously luxurious couch in Matt and Jesse’s dorm room. As much as Derek loved his single room, there seemed to be some pretty obvious perks to rooming with a rich kid. Derek looked down at Matt, draped over his chest in a mirror of the other omega’s position, and smiled. He had to admit it felt good, being open about their relationship. Sure, he still had some fears about it, but there hadn’t been any immediate fallout from his coming out, and if anyone decided to make a big deal out of it now, he had Matt at his side to help him fight it.
Matt snorted softly, his arm tightening around Derek’s waist. “Omegas don’t own the school. I’m just going to make sure we don’t get shit on as much as we were.”
“Fine,” Jesse said, waving a hand lazily in the air, “what are you going to do now that we’re not being shit on as much as we were? What new policies do we have to look forward to? Beta escorts for new alpha students? Sensitivity training for alphas?”
Derek ran a hand through Matt’s hair, and Matt made a low hum of pleasure. When he spoke again, his voice was lazy and sleep-roughened. They’d all had a stressful week preparing for midterms and apparently blackmailing the Dean, and Matt was dealing with heat on top of it; Derek couldn’t begrudge him an early night. “Honestly, I’d rather see more policies that keep our designation out of anything where it doesn’t directly matter. Stop disclosing it to professors on enrollment records, take it off our student IDs, that sort of thing.”
Derek frowned. “Designation isn’t on our student IDs.”
“Sure it is,” Matt said with a yawn. “It’s in your ID number—after the first dash, there’s an A, B, or O.”
“No way,” Paul said, blinking. “I never noticed that.”
“Go on, check it.” Matt shrugged and dug awkwardly in his pocket, doing his best to stay plastered to Derek’s side. “I noticed it the first time I saw Jesse’s ID—we’re both Os.”
All four of them dug their student ID cards out of their wallets and checked the numbers. “Huh,” Paul said simply. “Guess you’re right.”
“Wait a second, there,” Jesse said, snatching the card from Paul’s fingers and gaping. “John? Your name is actually John?”
“John Paul Jimenez Santos, actually,” Paul said, grabbing the card back. “It’s kind of a mouthful, but John Paul is, like, one of the most common Filipino first names—we love our popes, and we love breaking American computer systems with multiple-word names.”
“American brains, too,” Matt said with a grin. “The ‘two last names’ thing got me accused of fraud once.”
Jesse took a long, exaggerated look at Paul’s face, turning it left and right in his hands. “Hmm, I like Paul better. You don’t look like a John to me.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Paul said with a grin. “I started going by Paul in freshman year because there was another John Santos here. He was a real asshole, and people were always mixing us up because nobody could figure out how to call me ‘John Paul.’”
Matt pushed himself off Derek’s chest, suddenly rigid and awake. “Holy shit.” In an instant he was across the room, digging through the chaos on his desk. It only took him a moment to find what he was looking for: a photocopy of a handwritten list of names. He skimmed down it with one finger and then started laughing hysterically. “Jesse, that’s it. Here it is: John Santos.” He held up the list, his finger on one name about two-thirds down.
Jesse’s mouth dropped open, and he started laughing, too. “Oh god, that is it—they got the wrong guy!”
Paul looked at Derek questioningly, and Derek only shrugged. Matt sometimes left him in the dust when he got off on a tangent, but he always came back around eventually.
Matt dropped into his desk chair, chuckling. “You said ‘was’—does he still go here?”
“No,” Paul said, shaking his head, “I heard he got into some trouble over the summer. Arrested for assault or date rape or something gross—I didn’t pay too much attention, since I never knew the guy very well. Just knew he wasn’t worth knowing.”
“That would do it,” Matt said. “Someone recommends a John Santos for the program, and when they go to find the guy, they grab the only name that matches.”
Paul’s brow furrowed. “What on earth are you two talking about?”
Jesse’s laughter echoed through the room, clear as a bell. “Oh, honey, have we got a story to tell you…”




Chapter Thirty
   
Two days later, Dean Winslow resigned.
Matt’s jaw just about hit the floor when he heard the announcement. There was no scandal, no big reveal; the Dean just quietly resigned, leaving the Assistant Dean in charge of the school. There wasn’t an accompanying announcement about the end of the Omega Integration Program, but Matt figured that was something that could be worked out in time. He prepared a motivational “hang in there” speech for the next Omega Alliance meeting, and after talking things over with Derek, Lisa, and Jesse, made plans to talk with the new Dean about changes to the program after the chaos of the resignation and midterms had settled down. It chafed at him, after everything, to have nothing better to do than sit and wait, but he had to admit that he had plenty of other things to occupy him in the meantime.
Well, one thing in particular. Midterms weren’t a huge concern to him—none of his classes had been particularly challenging so far, and he didn’t need more than a couple hours to study. No, the thing that was occupying pretty much all of his waking thoughts these days was Derek.
Derek, with his broad shoulders and toned abs and perfect smile. Derek, who had proudly declared his feelings for everyone to hear, and who was continuing to do so despite his fears about the consequences. Derek, who smelled like autumn leaves and sunshine and sex, all wrapped up together in something deep and spicy and unmistakably alpha. God, Matt found himself getting hard sometimes just remembering the way Derek smelled. But maybe that was the heat talking.
The bottle of suppressants still sat in the back of his desk drawer, unopened. Matt’s symptoms were starting to get more than a little distracting, and after a quick talk and a lot more sex, both he and Derek had talked to their professors about rescheduling as many exams as they could for earlier in the week so that they could spend the worst days of Matt’s heat together.
As a result, Matt finished his last midterm early Tuesday morning, and he spent the rest of the afternoon getting ready for a date. He had a long, hot shower, lazily stroking his cock but not letting himself get off, letting his scent thicken with arousal until it was almost torture.
Yeah, tonight was going to be good.
At about quarter to six, he rounded the corner on Westlake Avenue, heading towards the cluster of bars and restaurants on Fifth that catered to the college crowd, whistling cheerfully as he planned out the evening in his head. First they’d have an early dinner, then a few drinks to loosen them both up, then maybe some making out in an alleyway on the way back to Derek’s room…
His brain was half-scrambled with heat, which may have been why he didn’t notice Andy behind him until he heard the alpha’s voice slurring in his ear. “Matt Guerrero. Look at you, all dressed up. Night out with your boyfriend, huh?”
The scent of alcohol rolled over Matt in waves; Andy was drunk out of his mind. Underneath that scent, though was something else, something darker, woven through Andy’s alpha scent so tightly he could barely separate them in his mind: the heavy scent of cold rage.
“Yeah,” Matt said, keeping his voice as steady as possible. “We’re meeting for dinner in a few minutes.”
“Are you,” Andy said, his tone mocking. He leaned forward and his nostrils flared; Matt felt exposed, like Andy could tell everything about him just by scent. Everything important, anyway. “I don’t get it. You don’t smell like anything special, just some omega slut. What is it about you that he’s so fucking crazy for? You some kind of dick sucking champion? Do you do him?”
“It’s none of your goddamn business,” Matt hissed, edging away from Andy and glancing around. The street was deserted. Fear clutched at his heart, and he considered raising his voice in the hopes someone would hear.
“Yes it fucking well is!” Andy closed the distance between them and slammed a hand into the wall behind Matt’s head. “He had everything! He had an omega, he had a future, and he just threw it all away. Didn’t care what it would do to her, didn’t care what it would do to my family. Soon as anyone back home hears about his little perversion, my little sister’s gonna be damaged goods, and for what? For some cheap piece of ass who doesn’t know when to keep his fucking mouth shut.”
Matt was a second away from proving Andy’s point by making a crack about how cheap he wasn’t, but a car drove by, derailing his train of thought. Matt thought about yelling, about waving his arms and flagging the driver down, but he was rooted to the spot by the invisible weight of the alpha confronting him. After they both watched the car disappear around the corner, he finally took a deep breath and said, as calmly as he could manage, “I don’t know what you want from me, Andy.”
“I want…I want you to fucking disappear.” His hand shot out, lightning-quick, and grabbed a fistful of Matt’s hair, yanking him hard to the side.
Horrified, Matt felt like he was watching from outside his body as he sagged against the brick wall behind him, his legs turning to jelly. It was purely a display of dominance—there was nothing sexual about it—but his heat-addled mind only registered the sensation, the pull of it and the scent of alpha all around him. He gasped, unable to form words.
Andy’s face twisted in a disgusted sneer. “Jesus, you like this, don’t you? Fucking pervert—all it takes is an alpha’s hand on you and you’re ready to go.”
“No, I—” Matt gasped again as Andy jerked his head to the side. He staggered, barely catching himself. He wanted. He hated himself for it, but his cock was growing thicker, aching with his desire. It was just hormones, he told himself—just heat making him weak and stupid—but he couldn’t do a damn thing to stop it.
“You’d go right down to your knees for me if I wanted you to,” Andy mused, his voice thick and slurred. “Disgusting. Is this what he likes? Would he fucking…would she have…” Andy trailed off, his brow furrowing in concentration. Finally, he seemed to reach some sort of conclusion and shook his head. “Nah. Come on—be a good little omega. We’re going for a walk.”
Matt opened his mouth to scream, but all that came out was a broken-off moan as Andy pulled him away from the wall and shoved him roughly into an alleyway. He marched ahead, stumbling and gasping, as Andy guided him…somewhere. He couldn’t tell where they were going, but it was the wrong way—it was away from his alpha.




Chapter Thirty-One
   
Derek tugged at his tie, feeling like kind of an idiot for putting it on in the first place. He felt overdressed, and it wasn’t like he needed to impress Matt—Matt liked him just as he was, and had never cared what he wore. And really, this date was about as sure a thing as he’d ever had. He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry as his mind wandered back to their plans for the evening. Hell, their plans for the rest of the week.
He’d never been with an omega in heat before; he’d read about it, sure, and he’d watched the idealized porno version of it, but the actual reality of it was something entirely new to him, and he was a little surprised by how badly he wanted it. He wanted to see Matt all strung out on heat hormones, panting and helpless before him, his eyes trusting and warm when they met Derek’s…
Derek bit his lip, his glance darting around for something to distract himself with before he found himself standing on Fifth Street with a tacky tie and an obvious hard-on. They’d get to all that later.
He checked the time on his phone: Matt was only two minutes late. No need to get anxious yet. He was considering sending a text to check up on him anyway when he was interrupted by a familiar voice. “Fisher! Fuckin’ A, man, what are you all dressed up for?”
Derek turned to see Kyle grinning at him, along with Randall and Daniel. The three of them were red-faced and slightly disheveled, obviously between one bar and the next. Derek smiled at the easy companionship between his teammates—alpha, beta, and omega, all having a good time together. It was practically an advertisement for the benefits of integrated schools, and he wished Matt were here to see it. “Date with Matt,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder at the restaurant they’d picked.
A chorus of “ooh”s rose up among the wrestlers, and Randall gave him a friendly punch in the shoulder. “You’re really serious about this ‘boyfriend’ thing, huh?” Randall asked, grinning. “You’re wearing a noose and everything.”
“Yeah,” Derek said, smiling back. “I really am.” He glanced down at himself, suddenly self-conscious. “You don’t think the tie’s too much, do you?”
His teammates howled with laughter. “You look perfect, man,” Kyle said. “You look happy.”
“He’s gonna love it,” Daniel agreed. “I’m just glad Andy took off early—he would’ve flipped his shit if he saw you like this. Dude is not taking things well.”
“What do you mean?” Derek asked, frowning.
“Oh, you know,” Daniel said with a sigh, “same old shit. Matt’s a homewrecker and you’re an asshole. Honestly, I kind of tune him out at this point.”
Randall nodded, a frown touching his face. “We all went to happy hour at Charlie’s, and he got hammered in about thirty seconds flat. Went on a tirade about alphas being run out of the school because the Dean resigned or something, and stormed off when Kyle told him to shut his hole.” In the background, Daniel quietly high-fived Kyle, and they both giggled.
Derek checked the time again. 6:07 and still no text from Matt. Worry was starting to niggle at him. “You didn’t see which way he went, did you?”
“That way-ish,” Kyle said, waving a hand vaguely in the direction of Westlake. Derek’s heart sank; he fired off a quick text to Matt and tucked his phone in his pocket.
“Are you okay?” Randall asked. “You don’t look so good all of a sudden.”
“I’m fine,” Derek said, his nose twitching. “I’ve just…I’ve got to go find Matt.”
Understanding dawned on Randall’s face. “Oh. Oh, shit, man. You need us to go with you?”
“No, it’s probably nothing,” Derek said. Please let it be nothing. “But…could you guys stay here for a little while? If he shows up, tell him I’ll be right back.”
“You got it,” Randall said with a quick salute, and Derek turned and jogged away, his heart thudding.
He turned down Westlake Avenue, half-expecting to run into Matt as he turned the corner, but the street was deserted. Where the hell was he?
Derek’s footsteps echoed off the walls around him, and he fought down the urge to call out Matt’s name. He ran to the end of the street, looking frantically around for any sign of his boyfriend. Nothing.
He needs me.
Derek stilled, willing his heart to slow down. He’d done this once before; he just had to figure out how to do it again. He breathed in deeply, trying to remember everything that made up Matt’s scent. Sweet and thick, springtime and burnt sugar. He closed his eyes, straining and—
There it is.
It wasn’t strong, just the faintest note of toffee-and-honeysuckle in the air, but it was there, and in an instant, Derek was off and running. He could feel it pulling at him, like a string attached to his heart; the other end was Matt, beautiful and perfect and shining like a beacon to his panic-sharpened senses. He turned left and then right, not even paying attention to the street signs or landmarks, focused solely on his boyfriend, his omega.
The ground under his feet shifted from sidewalk to soft grass as he entered a park, and everything intensified—Matt was close, and his scent had gone sour with fear. He was terrified, and it made something ugly and raw in Derek rear its head.
Derek burst out of a cluster of trees to see exactly the scene his overactive imagination had been painting in his terror. Matt lay on the ground, kicking feebly as Andy straddled his chest, his hands on Matt’s throat. There was a dark gleam in Andy’s eyes and an ugly grin on his face. Derek could barely recognize the man who had once been his best friend.
Derek snarled, and before Andy could even react, he launched himself at the other alpha, tackling him with every ounce of his weight. They rolled across the dirt, and the sound of Matt coughing and gasping behind him made his vision go red. Andy had fucking dared—he’d laid hands on Derek’s omega. He’d hurt him.
Derek was going to make him pay.
Andy lashed out, his fist catching Derek near the temple, and Derek responded with a punch to the gut that carried every ounce of his rage. The air left Andy’s lungs with a loud grunt, and Derek followed up with his other fist to Andy’s face. He felt the sickeningly satisfying crunch of bone—Andy’s nose breaking—and he pulled his fist back to land another blow.
Andy looked up at him in pure terror. Derek felt a strange sense of time dilating, as if the last several months had been a fever dream. It was their last fight all over again, except this time he could do it right; he could finish it.
No.
Derek let his fist drop to his side. He turned, and saw Matt, eyes wide, hand not quite covering the red marks on his throat. Andy did that, Derek thought, and felt the rage bubble up in him again before he shook his head and let it dissipate.
Suddenly it was perfectly clear: Andy didn’t matter. His omega needed him.
Derek rolled off Andy and pushed himself to his feet. Andy sucked in a shaking breath, coughed, and spat blood onto the dirt.
Pathetic.
Derek walked over to Matt, who looked up at him with wide brown eyes. He offered a hand, and Matt took it. “Let’s go,” he said when Matt had found his feet again.
Matt glanced over Derek’s shoulder at Andy, and then gave Derek a smile that was full of pride. “Yeah. Take me home, baby.”
Derek wrapped his arm around Matt, supporting him as much as he could. Behind them, Andy spat again and yelled hoarsely, “You fucking coward! You’re a pervert and a coward, and you don’t deserve to be called an alpha. Get back here and fucking finish it, you worthless faggot!”
Matt gave Derek a questioning glance, but Derek just shook his head. Together, they left the park, Andy yelling insults after them.




Chapter Thirty-Two
   
Matt’s stomach growled as they got back to Derek’s room. “Ah, shit,” Matt said with a sigh, “I actually am pretty hungry.”
“We’ll order something in,” Derek said. “How does Chinese sound? Hunan Palace can deliver in about ten minutes.”
Matt smiled, leaning in to plant a soft kiss on Derek’s cheek. “Perfect, thank you.”
There was a slight hitch in Matt’s voice, a roughness that wasn’t usually there, and Derek felt the rage simmering in him again at the sound of it. There were angry red marks on Matt’s neck where Andy had choked him, and both of their clothes were dirty and grass-stained. There was a small tear in the green silk of Derek’s tie, and he scowled as he tugged it off. Bad enough that Andy had done what he did, but did he have to do it tonight?
He’d wanted so badly for tonight to be perfect.
He looked at Matt again and saw him rubbing distractedly at the marks on his neck as he looked out the window. “Are you okay?” Derek asked, resting his fingers lightly on Matt’s shoulder. Matt leaned into the touch, warm and solid against him.
“Yeah,” Matt said, then cleared his throat. “It’s a little uncomfortable, but you stopped him before he could do any real damage. I’m sure I’ll be fine tomorrow. How about you?”
Derek flexed his hand, feeling the stretch and pull of bruised knuckles. He shook his head. “I’m fine. He only got one hit in, and it wasn’t a good one.”
“What do you think he’s going to do now?”
“I don’t know,” Derek admitted. “I’m…not even sure what we should do. Do you want to report this? I can go with you to back you up.”
Matt laid a hand across his and shook his head. “Not tonight. I can’t face that right now. We can figure it out tomorrow.”
They waited for their food and then ate in relative silence, apart from Matt noisily slurping his wonton soup. He raised a defiant eyebrow at Derek, as if daring him to comment on his manners, but Derek just smiled back and took another bite of his lo mein. The hot food brought a healthy flush to Matt’s features, and the red marks on his neck didn’t look so stark and angry. Derek felt himself slowly relaxing, the tension of the evening finally starting to fade.
When Matt finally set his carton and chopsticks aside and gave Derek a warm, lazy smile, Derek couldn’t hold back anymore. He pulled Matt into his lap, wrapping his arms tightly around him and breathing in the calming scent of his omega. “I love you so much, Matt,” he murmured into Matt’s hair. “And I’m sorry. After everything we’ve talked about, after all my fears about losing control…I’m so sorry that it came to that. That you had to see it.”
“Are you kidding me?” Matt asked, incredulous. He reached up to push the hair back from Derek’s face, his touch soft and tender. “I’m so proud of you, baby. You only did what you had to do; given what he’d just done, I don’t think anyone would have blamed you if you’d killed the bastard.”
Derek pressed his lips together in a thin line. It was true, of course, but hearing it spelled out so simply by the man he loved tugged at something in him. It wasn’t quite pain, but something like it: a dull ache in his heart he couldn’t define.
Matt seemed to sense it, and he cupped Derek’s cheek gently, dragging his thumb across Derek’s lower lip. “But you didn’t. You made him stop, and then you walked away. That took strength, and I am so proud. Besides,” he added, his voice a little lighter, “I’ve got to admit it was kind of hot.”
Derek puffed out a weak laugh and looked up. Matt was watching him, his eyes shining and his lower lip caught between his teeth. “Hot?”
“Oh yeah,” Matt purred, shifting slightly in Derek’s lap. “I mean, I’m half out of my mind on heat hormones and I’ll probably deny it all later, but Derek…you took down another alpha for me. The look on your face when you charged at him…” Matt shivered a little, and Derek’s hands tightened on his hips. “I think I’m contractually obligated to throw myself at you now.”
Derek brought his lips to the warm expanse of Matt’s neck and smiled a little against the flushed skin. “You signed a contract?”
Matt gasped as Derek pressed a kiss to his throat, and his movements in Derek’s lap grew more purposeful. “Mm-hmm, in triplicate. Very formal, very official. I couldn’t possibly back out now.”
Matt arched against him as he layered kisses over heated skin, sighing sweetly with every touch of his lips. Derek slid his hands under Matt’s shirt, skimming his palms over every surface, and as Matt gasped hot in his ear, he thought he’d never heard anything more perfect. That is, until Matt whispered, “Derek. Please, baby, I need you inside me.”
“Then strip,” Derek said, forcing his voice to stay smooth and steady, even though his heart was hammering in his throat. He was drunk on Matt’s heat-scent, and he could no more deny Matt what he needed than he could run to the moon and back. He lay back on the bed to watch Matt obey, stripping his clothes off with ruthless efficiency until he was naked in front of him, his cock bobbing heavy between his legs, a drop of precum glistening at the tip.
“Beautiful,” Derek murmured, and watched Matt’s chest shudder as his breathing quickened. He really was beautiful, with dark skin and rosy nipples, all lean lines and angles. “Now come here.”
“Aren’t you going to—” Matt nodded at Derek’s fully-clothed body stretched out on the bed.
Derek reached under his pillow for one of the condoms he’d stashed there earlier and tossed it next to him on the bed. “No,” he said, folding his arms behind his head with a smug grin, “I think you can ride my cock just like this.”
“Fuck,” Matt breathed, scrambling into bed. “I had no idea that would be so hot.”
Matt dragged a hand up Derek’s thigh and over the hard bulge in his pants, and Derek let out a low hum at the contact. Matt’s exploring fingers stopped at the button on the slacks, hesitant, and Derek nodded. “That’s it, gorgeous, take what you need.”
Matt’s brow was furrowed in concentration as he opened Derek’s pants and freed his cock; he shoved the fabric aside just enough and didn’t waste time. He tore the condom open and rolled it on, then positioned himself over Derek’s hips. Derek’s eyes rolled back a little at the feeling of the head of his cock nudging at Matt’s entrance, and he nodded at the silent question on Matt’s face.
Matt shuddered uncontrollably as he sank down on Derek’s cock, and Derek had never felt anything so perfect as Matt’s body, hot and tight and wet around him. Matt let out a sigh of relief as their hips met, a faint sound like he’d been in pain and Derek was the balm. He began to move, a rapid, desperate rock of his hips, and Derek rested his hands on the tight muscle of Matt’s thighs, not guiding or directing him, but reminding him that he could if he wanted to.
It took almost no time at all before Matt was shuddering hard and gasping for air, coming without so much as a hand on his cock. His release spattered Derek’s shirt, soaking through the thin fabric almost instantly. Matt’s eyes widened when he saw it. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make a mess—”
“Shh,” Derek said, shaking his head and stroking his hands up Matt’s chest. Matt’s heart was fluttering behind his ribs, his breath unsteady. “You were perfect,” Derek said, his own heart so full it felt like it might burst. “You did everything just right. I love you.”
Matt ducked his head and smiled at him. “Love you too, baby.”
They kissed lazily, tongues tangling together without any obvious goal until Matt leaned back and nipped at Derek’s lower lip gently. Derek let out a puff of breath, his still-hard cock twitching involuntarily inside Matt, and Matt gasped, rocking his hips again just a fraction. “Oh,” Matt whispered, low and needy, “fuck, I can’t…I want your knot.”
Derek growled and rolled Matt under him on the bed. Matt gasped when his back hit the mattress, but it turned into an appreciative moan when Derek straightened up to pull off his stained shirt. His pants were a harder challenge, though, and he found he couldn’t work them down while he was still buried in Matt’s body. He pulled out and shoved the rest of his clothes off, trying to ignore the way Matt whined in the back of his throat when they were no longer connected.
When he looked back at Matt, he took in the way the omega’s chest heaved, his skin flushed and sweaty, and he had an idea. “Get up on your knees,” he said, trying to make his voice as gruff as possible. “Let me see you.”
Matt obeyed with a helpless moan, turning over to go to hands and knees. His ass was gorgeous; smooth and firm, with slight dips in the sides, and Derek couldn’t help but run a possessive hand over the curve of it. When Matt gasped and pressed back into the touch, Derek drew his hand back to lay a light, playful slap on one cheek and then the other. Matt’s scent rolled over him in waves, thick and heady and dripping with arousal.
He pressed Matt’s shoulders down into the mattress and pushed into Matt’s willing body. There was no resistance. Matt moaned low and long, quivering around Derek’s cock. His body went limp and pliant, tension unspooling with every touch of Derek’s hands.
Derek began to thrust, and his mind was disengaged, floating in a sea of pleasure, of wonder that this beautiful creature was his. Matt, so proud and headstrong, was like putty under his hands, trusting him completely to take care of his needs. “Please,” Matt whispered, licking dry lips, “more. Oh god, please, Alpha, knot me—I need it.” His words stopped at the weight of Derek’s hand on the back of his neck, and Derek’s cries took their place.
“Matt,” Derek growled as his hips snapped forward one final time, and he came harder than he ever had in his life. He felt the sudden wash of pleasure as his knot swelled and the hot vise of Matt’s body clamped down around him. Matt turned his face into the pillow and let out a wordless scream as he came again, spattering the blankets with his release, and Derek reached around to give his cock a few gentle strokes as he shook with the aftershocks.
Matt came apart entirely in his arms, babbling nonsense and sobbing gently as their racing hearts slowed. Derek stroked his back gently, murmuring soft reassurances and rolling his knuckles in tight muscles until Matt was soft and liquid beneath him. “You were so good, Matt. Such a perfect omega. You’re everything I could’ve ever wanted.”
Matt finally found his voice, weak and thready though it was. “You mean that?”
“Absolutely.” Derek pressed a kiss between Matt’s shoulder blades and licked a stripe up to his neck, where his scent was strongest. He wanted to wrap himself up in it; he settled for nuzzling over the scent gland with a light scrape of teeth that made Matt let out a hiccuping gasp. “I just want to stay like this forever.” He felt a sudden surge of panic as the words left his mouth—had that been too much? He didn’t want to come off as obsessed or too attached, but if he was being honest with himself, he did want something long-term, something permanent with Matt. Matt made him feel like no one ever had, but if he didn’t want—
Matt chuckled warmly. “I might need to get up to shower or eat eventually, but otherwise that sounds great. Let’s do forever.”
Derek sagged with relief and kissed Matt’s neck again. Matt’s scent filled his senses, and he couldn’t think of anywhere he’d rather spend forever.





   



Epilogue
Matt stood in front of the classroom, scanning the faces in this section of Omega Studies 101. Dr. LeGrain had said there were 48 students in the class this year, and Matt had been able to tell by scent alone as they filtered in that about ten of them were alphas. The students he could easily identify as omegas looked eager and bright-eyed, leaning forward in their seats and fully engaged.
What a difference two years could make.
“Hi, I’m Matt Guerrero, and I run the Omega Alliance here at Maxwell Hart.” Matt handed a few stacks of papers to students in the front row to pass back. “Omega Alliance is a group dedicated to fostering lasting relationships between omega students, teaching valuable skills, and providing assistance where there might be gaps in the university’s support structure. We meet every Monday evening, and we’re open to students of any designation—we do encourage beta and alpha students to join in the discussions, but the focus is always on omega issues. Omega Alliance is a safe space for anyone who wants to discuss or help advance omega rights on campus.”
Matt talked for about five minutes about Omega Alliance and its mission on campus, and fielded a few questions before Dr. LeGrain took over again. He hung around for a few minutes longer, watching Dr. LeGrain gesticulate wildly with her glasses. He smiled, remembering fondly when he had sat in this hall and listened to the same lecture. It hadn’t been that long ago, but in some ways it felt like a lifetime.
He slipped out the back door as inconspicuously as he could and headed back to Sanderson Hall. There had been a few more renovations since his freshman year—possibly sneakily funded by a couple of donations from Guerrero-Videla United Holdings, but Matt wasn’t looking too closely into it—and the building was a lot nicer on the inside than the still-dingy outside suggested. He’d managed to keep the room he shared with Jesse, and they’d spruced it up even more with a neon sign on the door with their room number on it.
The showers were probably Matt’s favorite thing about the renovations, though. They had spacious private stalls that could easily fit two people—one of them a six-foot-two former collegiate wrestler—and on-demand water heaters that ensured the hot water never ran out. Matt stopped in his room to grab his towel and shower caddy, and strode off to luxuriate in them, whistling a cheerful tune.
When he got back to the room almost an hour later, hair damp and towel wrapped tightly around his waist, Jesse was practically hyperventilating. “What took you so long? You realize we’re supposed to be there in twenty minutes, right?”
“I had to take a shower. I mean, I could just show up unwashed and dressed like a slob if you’d prefer.”
Jesse huffed impatiently, and Matt had to stifle a giggle. Jesse was still under the impression that he had no idea there was anything special about tonight, and Matt had been subtly tormenting him with feigned indifference for a solid two weeks. “No, no, you’re fine. Just get ready quickly, okay? I don’t want us to be late.”
Matt picked up his phone and stroked his thumb idly across the screen. “Are you guys dead-set on going to La Rue tonight? I’m not sure I feel like French—I bet I could convince Derek and Paul to get tapas instead.”
Jesse snatched the phone out of Matt’s hands, a look of panic on his face. “Damn it, Matt—don’t you dare! I wasn’t supposed to say anything, but your alpha wanted everything to be perfect, and you are this close to screwing everything up,” he said, pinching his fingers together. “Please, please, don’t tell him I told you, but he’s planning—”
“Relax, Jesse,” Matt interrupted, laughing. “I’m just joking. Do you really think I don’t know about that ring he’s been carrying around for the last month? If he wanted it to stay a secret, he should have stashed it in a drawer or something. And he shouldn’t have told you about it—I could tell something was up the instant you started vibrating with glee.”
Jesse groaned, handing Matt’s phone back. “You are the worst, Matt. Put your damn pants on so your boyfriend can propose.”
Grinning, Matt set the phone down so he could tug a brush through his unruly hair—he kept it long because Derek said he loved getting his hands in it, and Matt loved Derek getting his hands in it even more—and put on the outfit he’d picked out a week ago for the occasion. Derek wasn’t the only one who wanted things to be perfect tonight.
Jesse nodded approvingly when he was done. “You clean up well, roomie. Now get your fancy butt out the door so we can eat. Some of us are already engaged and are just in it for the food.”
Matt flicked off the lights on his way out, casting one last look around the room before he did. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the next time he saw it, everything would be different; certainly there wouldn’t be any magical transformation when Derek put a ring on his finger, but things were sure to shift and change somehow. He was more than ready for it, though—Derek had been the one who wanted to wait until he graduated and found a job, even though Matt had assured him that his trust fund would support the both of them in relative luxury. Some misguided sense of alpha protectiveness, he supposed, but the two years of waiting had at least given them more than enough time to get to know each other inside and out and be sure that their relationship was the real deal. Now Derek was finally ready to move forward, and Matt was eager to start the next phase of their life together. Sure, things might change a little, but, well…that was what college was all about, wasn’t it?
Matt smiled as he shut the door behind him and went out to meet his alpha.
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Tying the Knot
    


An omega left at the altar.
It should’ve been a picture-perfect wedding. But when Fox Avery’s fiancée dumps him days before they walk down the aisle, his storybook future is knocked far off-course, along with both types of happy ending. Now he's simply adrift—an omega without an alpha. Unmated and unwanted.
All Fox wants to do is feel sorry for himself, but somehow his sisters convince him to turn the destination wedding into a family vacation. A jilted omega and his meddling family at the most romantic resort on earth—can it get any more embarrassing?
Apparently it can—and it does, because when Fox drunkenly decides to get his V-card punched no matter what, the hunk he hits on in the hotel bar turns out to be Dustin Miller: smoking hot alpha, world renowned chef—and Fox's first love.
An alpha who never forgot.
Dustin’s only real regret in life is leaving behind his high school sweetheart to go to culinary school abroad. He always meant to come back and sweep Fox off his feet when he had more to offer, when he could provide for Fox the way he really deserved. But Fox moved on in his absence.
When the love of his life appears out of nowhere with a cheesy pickup line and the same stunning smile that's haunted Dustin’s dreams for years, Dustin is determined to make things right this time. This is the second chance Dustin never thought he'd get, and he won't let it go without a fight.
A star-crossed couple given a second chance.
Fox can’t deny he still cares for Dustin, but how can he give his heart to the man who broke it so many years ago? Dustin fears his past mistakes have created a rift too wide to cross. How can he convince Fox that he’s a changed man, and that he’ll take care of him the way an alpha should?
If the two men want to build a future together, they need to settle their past first. But when the intensity of their time together sends Fox into an early heat, passion threatens to unmoor them both. Their bodies are definitely saying yes, but their hearts are saying…maybe?
Will the wounds of the past be too much to bear, or can Dustin and Fox find a way to come together and tie the knot?
Tying the Knot is a stand-alone non-shifter alpha/omega romance with a happily-ever-after ending and no cliffhangers. It features knotting, male pregnancy, and lots of (very long and detailed) steamy scenes.




His Alpha’s Alpha
    


Ethan has been flirting with Nick, the hot alpha photographer who visits his coffee shop, for a few weeks when they make an accidental connection that throws Ethan into an early heat. With an alpha at his side, dealing with his heat should be a simple matter, but there’s just one problem: arrogant alpha Corey Masters, real estate heir, reality TV star, tabloid regular…and Nick’s boyfriend.
Nick wants Ethan, and Ethan wants Nick. Corey wants nothing to do with omegas, but there’s no way in hell he’s going to leave his lover alone with a stranger. Could there be a future for the three of them, or will two alphas be too many for Ethan to handle?
This is a non-shifter M/M/M menage romance with the heat level turned up to 11, featuring knotting, male pregnancy, and a happily-ever-after ending with no cliffhangers.




Omega On the Line
    


“Welcome to the Omega Line. This is Dean. What can I do for you tonight?”
When alpha lawyer Jason decides to call the Omega Line one lonely night, he's immediately enchanted by the voice on the other end. Dean is charming and easy to talk to, and his sinfully sexy voice gives life to Jason’s fantasies. Before long, he's making it a habit and—yeah, maybe falling for the guy a little. Or a lot. It seems like the feeling is mutual, but why is Dean holding back? Can Jason convince Dean to let go of his fears and let an alpha into his life?
This is a 16,000 word stand-alone gay romance featuring non-shifter alpha/omega dynamics, explicit scenes, knotting, and lots of dirty talk.




His Soul Desire
    


In retrospect, Sean really shouldn’t have summoned that demon. In his defense, he honestly thought the spell was fake.
Well, it turns out demons exist. See exhibit A: Gideon, the demon currently residing in Sean's living room. True, he doesn't look so much “dark lord” as “tall, dark, and handsome,” but despite his wisecracks and nonstop innuendo, his purpose is sinister. 
Sean’s soul in exchange for a favor: that's Gideon's bargain, and he won't settle for anything less. Sean may be new to the demon-summoning business, but even he can see that's a bad idea. 
So…how do you un-summon a demon? Unfortunately, the answer lies at the other end of a thousand-mile road trip, with Gideon riding shotgun. A lecherous demon makes a terrible travel companion—when he's not trying to talk Sean out of his soul, he’s trying to talk him out of his pants, and that might be just as dangerous. It’d be easy to say no if Gideon were pure evil, but the more Sean gets to know him, the more he starts to wonder if a demon could be a decent person. Between Gideon’s charm, good looks, and unexpected warmth, Sean has to keep a tight grip on his virtue.
And to make things worse, there’s another demon on their tail who will see this bargain completed at any cost—even if that means destroying them both. Time is running out in the race to keep their lives—and Sean’s soul—intact. Can Sean and Gideon find a way to work together before the road ahead becomes a literal highway to Hell?
His Soul Desire is a 50,000 word gay romance novel featuring a slacker with a heart of gold, the suave demon determined to seduce him, more accidental feelings than you can shake a pitchfork at, several irresponsible uses of magic for hedonistic purposes, and of course, a happily-ever-after ending.




Truth By His Hand
    


I never thought I’d have a sexual awakening at 34, but, well…here I am: River Burke, novice deviant and master class neurotic mess. With my laundry list of control issues, submission doesn’t exactly come naturally, but I figure if I can find the right person—someone big, buff, and crazy intimidating—maybe I can learn to let go.
And then in walks Ellison Fitch.
He’s not at all what I thought I was looking for, but with his piercing eyes, his too-personal questions, and his brilliant mind, he’s under my skin from the moment we meet. He makes me squirm in all the best ways with nothing but a look and a word, and I can see he loves that as much as I do. I thought I wanted someone to push me around, but it turns out I want someone to take me apart.
While Ellison systematically dismantles every one of my barriers, I can’t help but wonder if he’ll ever drop his for me. Does he even want to let me in, or am I too lost, too broken to fill his needs the way he fills mine? I have to know, because now that I’ve had a taste of submission at his hand, I can’t stop thinking about how good it felt to be on my knees for him.
Let’s be honest here: I’m going to let this man break me into pieces. I only hope he’ll be there to put me back together again.
Truth By His Hand is a 120,000 word contemporary gay romance with strong BDSM themes and many explicit scenes. It’s a standalone novel with a guaranteed happy ending. 




More Than Luck
LEGENDARY PAIRS BOOK 2
    


It’s never too late to play for keeps.
Drey Harper isn’t looking for love; he had more than enough heartbreak after a betrayal cost him everything five years ago. Now at 40, he’s the art director for the hit collectible card game Legendary Pairs. Between long hours at work and countless anonymous hookups, Drey’s life seems pretty full…until the day he meets Lucas Cho.
In the world of Legendary Pairs, 24-year-old Lucas Cho is a superstar. He plays for big money and parties like a rock star, and his arrogant swagger gets him what he wants, at the gaming table or in bed. But when a chance encounter with Drey in a crowded bar leaves him wanting more, all his fortune and skills count for nothing.
The company thinks Lucas’s glamorous playboy lifestyle is good for business, but it's going too far—Lucas is spinning out of control, and Drey has been sent to clean up the mess and save Lucas’s sponsorship. With a major tournament coming up and Lucas’s contract with Legendary Pairs on the line, it’s up to Drey to keep him out of the bottle and walking that line.
For Lucas, the stakes have never been higher, but the game he’s playing has nothing to do with cards and everything to do with the stoic older man who’s captured his attention. Drey knows a relationship between them is out of the question—Lucas is too young, too reckless, too broken—but the more time he spends in Lucas’s company, the more he wants the beautiful disaster he knows he shouldn't have.
More Than Luck is a 78,000 word stand-alone May/December romance with an enemies-to-lovers story, plenty of heat, and a happily-ever-after ending. It is the second book in the Legendary Pairs series, which can be read in any order.




Perfect Game
LEGENDARY PAIRS BOOK 1
    


“Hate the player, love the game…or was that the other way around?”
Research biologist Neil Parkinson had to give up a lot in pursuit of his Ph.D–his friends, his music, his home town–but the one thing he managed to hang on to was Legendary Pairs, the hyper-competitive collectible card game that has propelled so many nerds just like him to fame and fortune. With a new job in a new city, loneliness drives him out of his apartment and into The Ogre’s Den–a haven for local players, amateur and pro alike. Neil never aspired to be a professional gamer, but that was before he met Robin.
“Why even play, if you don’t play to win?”
Robin Abboud is cocky, brash, argumentative…and absolutely gorgeous. He may be a lowly caterer with a crappy car, but this game is the one place where he’s a top dog, and boy does he know it. Robin’s end-game goal is to play in the Legendary Pairs Pro Tour; he’s got the skill to do it, and from the moment he meets Neil, he’s convinced Neil does too. His flirty bravado gets under Neil’s skin like nothing else, but he runs so hot-and-cold that Neil can’t figure out if the two of them are competitors, friends…or something more.
“Don’t tell me this is just a game to you. I know better.”
When Robin convinces Neil to join him on a road trip to a major tournament, there’s more on the line than just the cash prize. Even as the two of them clash on the field of the tournament, Neil’s feelings for Robin are growing impossible to ignore. But could Robin ever feel the same way? The longer they spend together, the more Neil risks showing his whole hand. Is a perfect match in the cards for these two, or will their in-game rivalry tear them apart?
Perfect Game is a 25,000 word stand-alone romance novella with lots of heat, deliciously nerdy sweetness, and a happily-ever-after ending with no cliffhangers. It is the first book in the Legendary Pairs series, which can be read in any order.
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