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            PROLOGUE

          

          Turbine

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, you.” I grinned, holding up my phone screen to display Val, my boyfriend of three years, on a video call I’d been itching to get on since I’d gone to bed last night. “I was afraid you wouldn’t answer. It rang a few times.”

      Val smiled, but it was thin, a weak, frail thing that put me on edge immediately. 

      “What’s wrong?” My smile fell. I’d seen him play last night, an incredible game that had gone the closest an NHL game could go, with no injuries to Val’s teammates, and a stark contrast in the score that ended up being 6-1, in favor of Val’s team. 

      There was no reason for him to look like that. Like he hadn’t slept since we last spoke, like his coach had run him ragged well past the breaking point, like someone had died. 

      My eyes widened. “Your mom, is she⁠—?” 

      Val shook his head. “Mom’s fine, Bran. Nothing’s wrong. Nothing like that, at least.”

      “Then tell me.” I held onto my phone with both hands, something telling me to brace myself for a torrent of hurt. “Val, you look horrible.”

      “Thanks,” Val joked weakly, running a shaking hand through his hair. 

      “You’re shaking.”

      Val clenched and unclenched his hand and took a deep breath, closing his eyes to visibly pull himself together. I’d seen him do it a hundred times, and I hated every one of those times. I tried to tell him that he shouldn’t close himself off like that, shouldn’t shut himself down for someone else’s benefit, but it was like trying to convince an orca to put on some heels and dance the salsa. 

      “Brandon,” Val started again. 

      I blanched. “Who?”

      It was me, obviously. Brandon Turbine. My teammates and friends all called me Turbine. My mom and grandma called me Brandon. But only Val ever called me Bran. 

      To hear “Brandon” from his lips, all official and disconnected, made me sick to my stomach, made the blood drain from my face—and not in the good way. 

      “This isn’t working, Bran,” Val sighed, raising his gaze back to me through the screen. 

      I felt my muscles seize up. “What do you mean? What isn’t working?”

      “Us. Like this.” He gestured between us, brows furrowed and tense like I was causing him more stress than he needed. “It’s not working anymore. I don’t think it ever did.”

      “Wha—you’re joking.” I laughed, but it sounded as brittle as it felt. “Val, you’re stressed. It’s okay. But whatever is going on isn’t bad enough to make you think we aren’t worth it.”

      Val’s gaze hardened. “Bran, I’m serious. I told you being drafted to different teams wasn’t going to work in the long run. It was childish to think we could make it work long-distance. Not after…” He trailed off, and red dusted his cheeks. 

      “Not after our teenaged horniness,” I finished for him, unimpressed. 

      We’d spent our fair share of time steaming up the locker rooms at school after hockey practice, or making out under the bleachers, or ditching prom to spend the night in the back of his truck under the stars. 

      But that didn’t mean what we had was superficial. It had been three years, god damn it! 

      “We’re passionate,” Val allowed, like he was being gracious in conceding that one miniscule point. “But I told you when I got my letter⁠—”

      “You told me a bunch of horse shit, Val,” I interrupted, unable to stop the rage simmering in my gut. “We got drafted to different teams. So fucking what? We’ve made it this far, haven’t we?”

      “It hasn’t even been a year, Bran.”

      “And it’s working!”

      “It’s not!” Val hissed, eyes sparking darkly in the dim light of wherever the fuck he was. “We’re on the phone all the damn time. Talking about our games, having fucking phone sex⁠—”

      “And what’s wrong with that?” I grip my phone harder with my left hand so I can wave my right in my anger. “We’re communicating.”

      “We’re pulling at straws! It’s long distance. We haven’t seen each other since the pre-season started, and that was after weeks and weeks of flying back and forth for practices. I ache all the time, and these phone calls don’t fix that!”

      “And you think breaking up will?” I challenged.

      Val huffed, and when he straightened his shoulders and adopted the posture of an uptight dick wagon, I already knew it was over. 

      “I’m sorry, Bran, but I can’t do this anymore.”
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      Three years later…

      “There’s a newbie,” Hayden murmured, elbowing me in the ribs with their sharp as fuck elbow. 

      “Ouch! Fuck. What was that for?” I rubbed my side, despite the pout I knew was on my face. 

      “I just passed Coach in the entryway. There’s another player.” 

      “Wait, there’s another player?” Cage interrupted, butting in between Hayden and me with an eager grin. “Is he a forward? I think we could use someone better than Turbine here to make our line better.” He winked at Hayden, who snorted. 

      I scowled. “I’m right here!”

      “Yeah.” Cage shrugged. “Sorry, dude, but you need to work on your back shots. You’re embarrassing our line. We were second string last weekend.”

      “That’s not on me, dipshit.” I shoved him back, glad that I had twenty pounds on the guy. “You’re the one who drank a gallon of beer the night before the game.”

      “He’s not wrong, Cage,” Hayden said, pulling their pads on over their black compression undershirt. “You could barely stand, and you were sweating buckets. We’re lucky Coach is letting us back on first string tonight with how badly that went.”

      “And he’s bringing in a new guy.” I smirked, pulling my jersey over my pads as everyone in the locker room did the same. “So he might take your spot.”

      Cage gasped, light eyes widening with genuine panic. “What? No! You can’t just⁠—”

      “Alright, gents, let’s hurry it up! We have five minutes to get onto the ice, and I wanted to introduce to you your new teammate, who will be watching this game from the stands with Lex.” 

      Coach Carter had entered the locker room, and by his side was…

      “Val.”

      I didn’t remember opening my mouth, but the breathless word was definitely said in my voice. Everyone in the locker room turned to look at me, so it hadn’t been quiet. Even Coach Carter sent a frown my way.

      “Yes. Very good, Turbine. Thanks for introducing him. This is Val Argent. He’s going to be joining our offensive line since Tim took off to the Turnpikes. He’s a good player, so make him feel welcome, then get your asses on the ice!” 

      He slapped a large hand on Val’s shoulder, but Val paid him no mind. Instead, his dark eyes were boring into my soul, stripping my skin away from my bones like he had years ago when we were horny teenagers hiding behind our local ice rink in Sweetwater Bay’s finest neighborhood. 

      I could still feel his strong grip on the back of my thigh, the sting of his nails against my scalp when he came down my throat. Too many memories flashed past my eyes, but still, Val stared at me, gaze dark and heated as he took me in where I stood. 

      I shook my head, forcing the scowl back on my face as I lifted my head and bore my gaze into Val’s. I couldn’t let him see me weak. Not after everything he put me through. Three years had gone down the drain in one night, all because he said so.

      Well, not today, Argent. Not fucking today. I was going to show him exactly how unbothered I was at his newfound presence. And why the hell he agreed to a draft like this was beyond me. 

      Really, I knew that there isn’t much space for choice when it comes to NHL trades—especially mid-season—but Val certainly didn’t deserve my benefit of the doubt. 

      I just had to hope that he turned around and left as quickly as he came.
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