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An omega in heat. His straight alpha teammate. A night they won't forget. A connection they cannot deny.

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

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

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

Cracking Ice is a 240,000 word episodic novel including enemies-to-lovers, role reversals, overpowering instincts, life-changing friendships and a love that cannot be denied.
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Forget your perfect offerings

There is a crack, a crack in everything

That's how the light gets in.

Leonard Cohen
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Infinite thanks to:

Everyone who commented, squeed and cheered me on during the years of writing this serial—especially to Alna and María Escalante.

And especially to Ash Knight, Elouise East, Susan Socci, AJ Bixler and Gema Cela Rodríguez for reading over this—your eagle eyes and love for Keenan and Carry are the encouragement for editing this monster!

[image: ]




***

[image: ]


The Hell’s Flames Line-Up (Year 5778)

GOAL KEEPERS: 

Sven Binker (Captain), #101

Simon Alarski, #26

Defence:

Bobby Moliere, #87 & Morgan Schvills, #78

Santiago Garcia, #01 & Yuri Woodman, #92

Offence:

Cartwright Johnson, #11, Keenan Avali (Assistant Captain), #5, Thomas Kiau, #87

Siuf Bauer, #08 Mike Patel, #45, Diego Tyler, #33

Staff:

Ja’in Hernandez (Coach)

Elizabeth Sari (Coach)

Jay Kalho (PR)

***
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The European Hockey League Rankings (Year 5777)

#1 RUSHING CASCADES

#2 Howling Hurricanes

#3 Fire Salamanders

#4 Turul Hawks

#5 Rippling Waves

#6 Fierce Foxes

#7 Whistling Winds

#8 Trinity Titans

#9 Hell’s Flames

#10 Flickering Fireflies

#11 Soaring Seagulls

#12 Frozen Currents

#13 Lava Rocks

#14 Northern Winds

#15 Wild Whales

#16 Centaurs of Fakeer Sea

#18 St. George’s Dragons

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was exhausting.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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