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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S VISITOR
 
    
 
   Custom tailored suit. 
 
   Check.
 
   Flawless, panty dropping five o’clock shadow. 
 
   Henrik ran his thumb down the hard line of his chin and smirked to himself. 
 
   Check.
 
   The ladies in Newark were in for a treat tonight. Usually, he just crashed after games—part of the constant refueling process required of a professional hockey player. As the newly appointed captain, it was his job to set a positive example for the guys now. Every win counted in their eighty-two game season, and discipline was key. 
 
   At least that was the sermon his coach continued to preach at him. 
 
   Responsibility. Teamwork. Blah. Blah. Ugh.
 
   However, tonight was the season opener, and they’d won decisively against their bitter rivals, the New Jersey Devils. In celebration—because he always looked for a good excuse to celebrate—he planned to ignore the advice of his coach in order to get shit-faced and make good use of his second greatest talent. He’d be lectured for it tomorrow, but it wouldn’t be the first time he showed up for practice hung over and satisfied.
 
   He slipped his wallet into his back pocket and paused at the mirror for final inspection. Admittedly impressed, he straightened the collar of his navy sports coat. He’d cropped his signature Swedish blond locks short enough to tuck behind his ears. It was his beginning of the season ritual, and it made his blue eyes pop in contrast. That’s what the caramel-haired beauty he’d entertained during his pregame interview had told him, anyway. 
 
   After effectively admiring himself from every angle, he had no choice but to agree with her. Humility had never been his strong suit. In his opinion, he’d finally achieved perfection. Except when he turned his cheek, his eyes narrowed, focusing on the tiny, puckering cut at the corner of his lip. His teeth snapped together.
 
   Derek Deroty would pay for his intentional attempt to take him out of the game tonight. He might have to wait a couple months until their next scheduled slaughtering, but the bastard would eventually get what was coming to him.
 
   A high stick to the nose, or maybe he’d finally just drop gloves with the prick.
 
   For now, he’d just accept it as a battle wound. The girls would love it. 
 
   A light but persistent knock broke the silence. He immediately rolled his eyes, turning away from the mirror. Austin forgot his keycard. Again. He’d forget the days of the week if Henrik weren’t around to kick his ass in gear every morning. 
 
   He searched the counters, but found nothing as he made his way over to the door. It was probably in his gym bag. He bent down to laugh at his best friend through the peephole when—
 
   “Fuck.” 
 
   It was a woman. 
 
   His head fell against the door as he held back the groan that wanted to follow the mumbling. Why were women so intent on taking all the fun out of the hunt? He at least wanted to have a few drinks first, swap some stories with his teammates who would be mingling among the crowd, and then, as the night drew to a close, he’d start his pursuit. Showing up at his door was equivalent to throwing prepackaged meat to a caged tiger. 
 
   He jerked the door open, prepared to shoo away his visitor like a stray pigeon before making a beeline for the elevator, but then she turned.
 
   “Henrik.”
 
   Vibrant green eyes shined up at him, a familiarity he hadn’t expected to find. 
 
   “Leila?” He choked out the word, his hand grasping the door handle like a life preserver. He blinked twice, attempting to convince himself that the disheveled hot mess in front of him was real.
 
   Leila tugged harshly at a strand of her auburn waves spraying across her bare shoulders and down her back. Her normally flawless, porcelain skin was flushed, and he recognized the volatile glint in her eyes. She wasn’t just pissed. Leila Blakely was on the fuck off side of irate. 
 
   It was definitely real. 
 
   He straightened his shoulders, and then tested his voice before he spoke. “What the hell do you want, Blakely?” 
 
   What did she expect from him? Her scumbag boyfriend had taken a cheap shot at him no more than two hours ago. He still had a little built up aggression brewing inside of him too. She wasn’t there to apologize on Derek’s behalf, he knew that. Sympathy wasn’t part of the Blakely genetic code. He knew that fact firsthand, because his best friend, who knocked heads together for a living, happened to be her older brother. 
 
   “Invite me inside,” she instructed, tucking the wisp of hair behind her ear before running those long, delicate fingers down her throat. 
 
   The gesture almost distracted him, but the sound of her voice set his nerves on edge. Only an idiot would be fooled by the glistening threat of tears in her eyes. He wasn’t about to be lured by the lamb to the wolf’s den. Leila projected an image of sophistication and innocence, but it was all a show. The hologram in front of him was a shell hiding the reality he knew all too well. 
 
   The real Leila wore Converse and ratty hockey shirts. She cursed like a sailor on shore leave, and she was tougher than half the men he knew. Her façade melted away as her temper started to hit its peak. So, after all these years, Leila finally wanted to talk to him. 
 
   Too bad he didn’t give a fuck.
 
   “I’m actually headed out for the night,” he said, looking past her toward the elevator. He wanted a drink and a sexy woman writhing underneath him later. He deserved it. He’d worked non-stop the past eight weeks, performing two-a-days in preparation for the season. All he wanted was one last night out. 
 
   No hockey. No commercials. No interviews. 
 
   Just good ol’ fashioned dirty fun.
 
   Leila rolled her eyes at him, though, and pushed past him into the room. 
 
   “Excuse you?” He was angered by her bold move, but most of all, annoyed that he couldn’t stop himself from watching the way the hem of her dress swayed against her thighs. 
 
   How could it be so short without revealing something? 
 
   “I require your assistance,” she said flatly, her chin set. “Shut the damn door.”
 
   It had been years since he’d seen this side of her. Well, not since she started dating that spawn of Satan, Derek. She was always so prim and nauseatingly proper when she was around him. “Well, you’re barking up the wrong tree, cupcake. Why don’t you go ask your boyfriend for help?”
 
   She bit the inside of her cheek. It was quick, and someone else might not have noticed it, but Henrik knew her too well. He’d spent too many hours dissecting the nuances of her every reaction, searching for the real emotion trapped within her chilled exterior, not to recognize the fire she desperately tried to barricade behind that smile. “He’s busy,” she stated, her tone acidic.
 
   Suddenly intrigued, he flung the door shut.
 
   Surely, Leila wasn’t upset with her perfect little golden boy. 
 
   “Busy doing what, exactly?”
 
   She shrugged, attempting to appear casual, but her hand clenched into a fist. It was one of her tells, which meant she wasn’t going to hold it together for much longer. “His other girlfriend,” she said, her exasperation finally consuming her, “or at least that’s the impression I got from the voicemail the slut left on his machine.”
 
   Henrik grinned. 
 
   It was a bullshit move, but he couldn’t help himself. He absolutely hated that asshole. They’d been rivals since the Junior World Championship almost a decade ago, their feud running much deeper than just a few on-ice antics. He hated Derek on a much more personal level. He’d finally get what he deserved now. The idiot should have known better than to screw over the little sister of the league’s most deadly enforcer. There would be hell to pay, and Austin would enjoy exacting revenge on his little sister’s behalf.
 
   He had to give it to Leila, though, going back to the situation at hand. Any other woman who just found out her boyfriend of two years was cheating on her would probably still be off crying in her Baskin-Robbins. 
 
   Not Leila Blakely. She was too stubborn for that weak shit.
 
   “If you’re looking for someone to kick his ass, you should call your brother. I’m certain he’ll be more than happy to oblige you.”
 
   She hummed for a moment, the thought apparently entertaining. “That isn’t why I’m here.” There was something in her tone that he couldn’t quite identify, but then she smiled back at him. 
 
   Vengeance. 
 
   Yes. This was the Leila he knew.
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest, his curiosity kindled. “I’m listening.”
 
   “If I wanted his ass kicked, you’re right, I would have called Austin. If I wanted a shoulder to cry on—”
 
   “You would have called my brother,” he finished for her.
 
   “Exactly. I’m not in the mood for crying.” She crossed her legs, bringing his attention back to that damn hemline again. “Now, why do you think I came to you?”
 
   His throat tightened at the thought. She couldn’t be serious. His exploits weren’t exactly a secret. He never hid the fact that commitment was on the bottom of his list of priorities in life, but this was Leila.
 
   The Leila.
 
   They weren’t exactly on a friends with benefits level. Hell, they weren’t even friends. She was his best friend’s little sister. 
 
   Scratch that. 
 
   She was his best friend’s stuck-up, pain in the ass little sister, who voluntarily dated his arch nemesis.
 
   “You realize you hate me, right? The last time we saw each other, you refused to acknowledge I was even in the room.” 
 
   She cocked a daring brow at him. “If liking you was a requirement, you’d never get laid.”
 
   He pursed his lips. She had a point.
 
   He shook his head, trying to keep even the thought of what she suggested out of his rallying thoughts. “There is one minor fact you seem to be forgetting.” He paused, unable to keep his eyes from raking down her body. He didn’t remember her figure ever being so intoxicating. Actually, that was a lie. He’d always been aware of her. He just knew better than to let his thoughts linger too long. He felt almost drunk as his eyes trained on every perfectly proportioned curve. “Guys have rules about sisters.”
 
   She stepped forward, a slow smile forming on her lips as her fingers played with one of the pearls on her necklace, which just so happened to be at eye level with her cleavage. “So, it’s not that you’re not attracted to me?”
 
   Damn. She was good.
 
   He bit his lip, a sure sign he was nervous, which was ridiculous, because women didn’t make him nervous. “It’s not just Austin, you know. Drew will kill me. You know he’s in love with you.” 
 
   Everyone and their mother knew his little brother had a thing for her, and she was no exception. She was off limits any way he looked at it.
 
   She intentionally licked her glossy pink lips before quirking a smile at him. “You want me to drive to Manhattan and sleep with your brother?”
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest in return. “No,” he said flatly, suddenly feeling a flash of hormones as his breath tightened in his throat. “I was just making a point.”
 
   “That?”
 
   “You’re asking a lot,” he half stuttered before clearing his throat. 
 
   She smirked, her voice velvety in a way he never thought possible. “I’m offering you sex, no strings attached. Heaven forbid I be so cruel.”
 
   “We aren’t strangers who stumbled upon each other in a bar, Leila.” He wondered if she could hear the urgency in his voice—the panic that started to set in. 
 
   “I know that. I could go out tonight, take home some random guy, but that isn’t what I’m after. I came to you because I’m thinking the exact same thing you are right now.”
 
   “That being?”
 
   “Fuck Derek Deroty.” She grinned, stepping toward him, leaning just close enough to eye the tiny, pink cut on his lip. “He gave you a cheap shot tonight, did he not?” 
 
   Henrik’s eye twitched at the thought of it. He hated that she was right. He had been thinking that exact thought. Oh, he wanted Leila, always had. She was beautiful enough to make him question his loyalty to his best friend and smart enough to know he’d never been worth her time. But the thought of having her, compiled with the fact that she was doing it just to piss Derek off, made it that much better. 
 
   She reached up and touched her fingers to the cut, and he had to make an effort not to flinch, or worse, release the sigh that threatened to escape. “He smiled after he hit you,” she whispered, grazing her thumb across the bottom of his full lip. “The same shit-eating grin he smiled at me before he left tonight.”
 
   He caught her hand as her fingers tugged his lip down, contemplating what was right and what he’d inevitably end up doing anyway. She was forbidden fruit, and he, after all, was just a man destined to drown in his own temptation. 
 
   “Don’t worry.” He let his breath intentionally brush against the skin of her wrist. She wasn’t the only one with a few tricks up her sleeve. “He’s going to regret that in more ways than one after tonight.”
 
   It was wrong. There were so many rules against dating sisters, and ‘no one night stands’ was on the top of the list. He’d been warned on multiple occasions. Threatened, even. Leila would never be an option for him.
 
   Except she was here, and he was touching her. Rules no longer applied. The temptation was too much. The old saying ‘you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink’ didn’t apply to him. He’d drink every time.
 
   That was why she came here. That was why she chose him.
 
   He let go of her wrist and lifted his hand to her temple, hesitating only a moment before brushing a strand of her scarlet hair away from her eyes, which rounded in anticipation. His fingertips lingered, causing her breath to falter, and it unwound what little was left of his inhibition. 
 
   It was reckless and irresponsible, but that was his middle name. Besides, he couldn’t comprehend a thought that didn’t involve making her lose her breath. In an almost instinctual gesture, he cupped her chin in his hand and tilted it up. Her lips parted, releasing the most delicate whine he’d ever heard. He planned on waiting for her to make the first move. This was her rodeo, after all. But again, his own eagerness won out, and he touched his lips to hers without thinking twice about it.
 
   Soft. Perfect. Leila. 
 
   He lingered just long enough to ignite a twist of desire for her that he’d spent four years trying to sedate. Her breath came out ragged against his lips as her eyes brimmed with disappointment. She was worried he’d changed his mind. The thought almost made him laugh. 
 
   He took a step back, unbuttoning his jacket before throwing it on the couch behind him. “Don’t worry,” he easily explained, “I’m just getting started.”
 
   Something akin to excitement flashed across her face, and he had her on her tiptoes, her hand latched around his neck, before she could even finish her next breath. She gasped into his mouth as his hands wrapped greedily around her delicate waist.
 
   Logic, rationality, and common sense crumbled easily under the weight of the attraction that pulled him toward her. She wasn’t just any woman; she was years’ worth of self-deprivation confined into one beguiling bundle of warmth and perfection. Her fingers brushed against the buttons of his shirt, and he took the opportunity to entangle his hands in the long sweep of hair dangling down her back. 
 
   He’d always wanted to do that. 
 
   As soon as he deepened the kiss, parting her lips long enough to taste the sweet seduction he’d desired for too long, he whipped her around and pinned her against the wall. A new, powerful urge erupted inside him. 
 
   Four excruciating years he’d longed for her.
 
   To know her touch, and feel even a hint of that unrelenting passion she used to curse his very existence. 
 
   It caused him to touch her body rough and demanding one moment, and then tenderly the next as he fought against his own eagerness. Tonight, this one, small flash in time, would be his only opportunity. Tomorrow, she’d be like all the others.
 
   A memory.
 
   He forced himself back long enough to catch his breath. He noticed the look in her eyes, the one she’d never admit even if it killed her, and he knew her memory would be the one to finally haunt him.
 
   Clouds formed in her brilliant green eyes, the brown flecks swirling with the craving they both felt. He hadn’t realized that he’d moved her, that he’d picked her up and swerved around the couch. Her lips ravaged his throat as his shaky hand sought out the doorknob to the bathroom. He shut and locked the door behind him, setting her down on the sink.
 
   She shot him a crooked smile to ask about the change in scenery. He shrugged. “Just in case your brother decides to come back early. Austin is my roommate, remember?” 
 
   He should have been alarmed by the complete lack of guilt he felt at the mention of his best friend. However, in that moment, with Leila’s shiny lips smiling at him for maybe the first time ever, Austin was just the name of some guy he knew. Her hands were already busy when his lips found hers again. She yanked desperately at his shirt, and he discarded it quickly before setting his sights on her dress. Now that she was here, the countless fantasies he’d harbored finally coming to fulfillment, he found himself wanting to slow down, to savor every second. 
 
   He maneuvered the zipper of her dress down as the lavish kisses down his shoulder steadily slowed. Her fingers traced his shoulder blade. She inspected the sleeve of tattoos that decorated his entire left arm. “This is new,” she whispered, her breath rushing across his skin like fire on water.
 
   “How would you know?” he challenged, and the look they exchanged said what neither of them would. 
 
   Their mutual hatred didn’t mean they hadn’t each been acutely aware of each other for the past four years. 
 
   “They’re hideous,” she proclaimed.
 
   His smiled widened. “Uh-huh. That’s why you’re still touching them, right?”
 
   She looked down to see her fingers absently tracing the outline of the emblem that represented their college logo. She pulled her fingers back, and he laughed. “I don’t mind,” he whispered, dropping his forehead down to hers. “I was actually hoping to get a taste of yours. If I remember correctly—” He pushed her hair over her shoulder, revealing the tiny string of hearts, descending in size, that led from behind her ear down her neck. “Yep, there they are.”
 
   He kissed them then, each of the four pink hearts in turn, before dropping down to the nape of her neck. Leila could pretend to be a prim and proper socialite all she wanted, but she’d never convince him. She’d always be the girl with hearts, sitting in the stands and wearing that worn-out jersey. Her bright, innocent eyes taunting him, a constant reminder she was everything he wasn’t allowed to desire.
 
   She sighed, and his primal instincts threatened to take hold of him, enhancing his desire to claim this prize that fate had given him. He grabbed her hips and pulled her down from the sink as his fingers traced the inside of her thigh.
 
   He paused, his jaw going slack with shock as he realized she wasn’t wearing any panties beneath the dress. She pushed up on her tiptoes to meet his ear, and this time it was Leila who laughed. “I was prepared to seduce you if necessary.” 
 
   Henrik bit the inside of his jaw, bundling the fabric of her dress between his fingers. “Damn. I would have really liked to have seen that.”
 
   “That’s what you get for being easy.”
 
   He growled, though he had to admit he enjoyed when she provoked him. That had been their thing all along, the one and only social interaction she allowed to transpire between them. A battle of wit and ego, deciding who could insult or ignore whom the best. It was time the tables turned. He’d finally prove that she wanted him too.
 
   “You’re one to talk.” He smiled back at her, and his hand slid from under her dress.
 
   She watched him, dazed, as he finished with the final inches of zipper on her dress and let it drop seamlessly to the floor. Her hands trembled along his bare chest, inching their way down until they lingered along his waistline. He watched her intently as she tugged at the button and zipper of his pants. 
 
   She was exaggerating her innocence for his benefit. He was sure of it. As the fabric fell away and her hands found him again, the thought was instantly lost to him. 
 
   He pulled her away, moving them to the wall, where he pinned her between his arms. She gasped at the gentle way he kissed her, the rough edges suddenly smoothed away. His skin was hot, burning, and bloomed damp when she bit desperately at it. The air was ripe, thick, and tasted of her delicious, fruity scent with each gulping breath he took.
 
   Whatever this woman did to him, he welcomed. Whatever she demanded of him, he wanted to give. Leila slipped her bra away, suddenly naked against him. He wrapped his long arm around her waist and heaved her easily up until her backside pressed against the wall. He looked at her, watching her eyes for even a hint of indecision. He found none. 
 
   She yelped violently, her shrill scream catching in her throat. Her fingers clawed desperately at his neck. He could see the shock, the pain mixed with pleasure on her face. His temple fell against hers, until they were eye to eye. 
 
   “Leila.” His voice was suddenly ragged and desperate.
 
   What the hell did he just do? She wasn’t just pretending to be innocent.
 
   “Don’t stop.” Her breath was shaky against his neck. Tears. Those were definitely tears on her lashes.
 
   “But…Leila—”
 
   “No.”
 
   Shit. Austin was really going to kill him now. For real kill him.
 
   The sudden reality and depth of his betrayal finally started to sink in. Austin warned him that Leila was off limits, and now he understood why. He’d make the news for this. Death by big brother. Probably on national television too. That was Austin’s style. A little public humiliation with your ass beating.
 
   Leila’s breath hitched against his neck, her desperate fingers latching tighter around his bare shoulders. Life would never be the same after this—it couldn’t. He broke the man code, and he would pay the price. He should feel shitty, and scared, but he couldn’t even bring himself to care. Not right now. As Leila’s vulnerable whine echoed in his ears, he thought maybe not ever. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S VENGENCE
 
    
 
   Trapped between crying, cursing herself, and ecstasy, Leila sucked in a breath to hold it all in. Her lips stilled against his neck, her hands clasped around Henrik’s shoulders for dear life. 
 
   Henrik.
 
   Shit. It actually happened, and it happened with Henrik. 
 
   She’d lost her mind this time. That satanic answering machine with its chippy, nasal voice. Not a single ounce of sadness entered her body upon the realization that her so-called boyfriend cheated on her. Not even a drop. It was pure anger that captivated her. She suddenly saw the world in red flashes, and it was either get out of the house, or demolish his pussified Corvette with a hockey stick. 
 
   She didn’t necessarily want to go to jail, so she left. She walked the streets, pacing out her aggression and cursing Derek to damnation. Yeah, she was probably really lucky she didn’t go to jail. 
 
   When the haze finally faded, she found herself at the Regency. She could have lied and told herself she’d come for Austin. That would have been a natural reaction—seek out your big brother for comfort. Leila wasn’t one for natural reactions, apparently. She stepped foot inside those sliding glass doors for one reason only. 
 
   Henrik. She wanted Henrik. Hell, she’d always wanted Henrik. 
 
   He turned his cheek, and she knew it was his silent way of checking if she was still alive. She’d never felt this alive in her life. She tucked a piece of his blond hair behind his ear. She’d hate him for it tomorrow, but right now, she just wanted to pretend the Henrik in her dreams was real. 
 
   He shifted beneath her, and she winced. She hadn’t thought this through at all. Next thing she knew, his lips smiled against her. “Sorry,” he barely said aloud. “Trying to take it slow. Not easy.”
 
   She nodded, wondering if he could see how much effort she took not to move. Every part of her screamed. It was embarrassing. 
 
   Suddenly, his hand steadied on her hip. Her fingers instantly embedded in his shoulders again. He kissed her neck, willing her to relax, and her body followed his direction flawlessly. Definitely embarrassing.
 
   “I’ve got you,” he assured her.
 
   She couldn’t help but smile. His accent was more prevalent. Maybe that meant he was nervous too. She really hoped he was nervous too. 
 
   He moved again, and again. Conscious thought was an impossibility. She’d never felt this way, completely consumed by the present. It was ridiculous how one simple move of his hips could erase her thoughts and numb her heart. It had to be the end, but as the sensation continued to roar throughout her body, there was more. Much more. 
 
   She was lost in him. Henrik’s lips, his painted and sculpted body, engulfing her from every angle. He guided her, washing away the nerves and the pain, replacing it with something much more powerful. Something she’d never forget.
 
   She wasn’t sure how it happened, but he still held her limp body firmly around him. Her legs shook with weakness as his weight pinned her against the wall. Her breath was ragged and sharp, her mind fuzzy. He set her feet gently on the floor, but her legs collapsed beneath her. He followed her down, kneeling between her thighs, and she could feel his gaze on her. Roaming her body, taking her in. 
 
   Slowly, the fog of lust drifted from her eyes, her body floating down from the high. He reached up and pushed her scarlet curls away from her eyes, his own clouded with questions. “You dated Derek for two years,” he managed to stutter out.
 
   Her head fell against the wall, her chest still heaving as she rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t remind me.”              
 
   She didn’t want to talk about it. Admitting she wasted two years of her life on a piece of lying scum wasn’t exactly on her to do list, especially with Henrik.
 
   “Leila.” His voice was suddenly firm and serious. “I just took—”
 
   She jerked up straight, a flash of the former anger she felt lashing through her. “What do you want me to say? I wanted to wait until I was married to have sex. Having standards doesn’t give him the right to cheat on me.”
 
   His brows drew together. “Of course not. That’s not what I meant. I just wish I would have…known.” 
 
   Having finally caught her breath, she attempted to stand, only to find her legs still too weak, so she sat back down. “You would have said no?”
 
   He leaned away from her, studying her tight features. “No, but maybe the bathroom at the Regency wouldn’t have been my first choice of venue.”
 
   She snorted at the absurdity of his suggestion. “Because where you take some girl’s virginity is that important to you.”
 
   It was cruel, but it was Henrik. He deserved cruel. However, it didn’t stop his jaw from gaping. “I thought we determined that you weren’t ‘some girl,’ and even if you were, I do have standards.”
 
   She gave him a ‘yeah, right’ look.
 
   “They may be a little lower than yours,” he spat back at her, “but I’m not a total asshole.”
 
   Leila finally gained enough strength to stand. “You had sex with ninety percent of the girls in my dorm my freshman year of college. You remember that? In fact, if I recall correctly, you visited two different girls on my hall in one night.”
 
   He stood too, folding his arms over his chest. “They weren’t virgins,” he growled down at her. “And they weren’t you. Though, if I remember correctly, you were too stuck up to even say hello to me.”
 
   “You mean I didn’t stop to fawn at your feet on your way down the hall to screw the second girl for the night? Forgive me for my insensitivity.”
 
   “They called me. You know, very similar to the way you showed up at my door tonight.”
 
   She grabbed her bra from around the faucet handle, mad at herself.
 
   She had to stop pretending. Henrik would never be anything more than a skirt-chasing asshole, just like Derek would never be a gentleman. Men weren’t capable of perfection.
 
   “And you didn’t disappoint,” she snapped over her shoulder, turning away from him to fasten her bra.
 
   “That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”
 
   She turned around in circles, searching for her dress. “It’s not.”
 
   He snatched the flimsy fabric off the floor before she could reach it and pointed it at her. “You’re not playing fair. You don’t get to come here and proposition me, and then look down on me because I said yes.”
 
   “Give me my dress so I can leave.” She jutted her chin out, trying to hold it together.
 
   “I took your virginity, Leila.” He spoke the words slowly, exaggerating each syllable. “Why don’t you show some emotion about that for just one moment?”
 
   “Why?” she scoffed. “What difference does it make? There are no knights in shining armor. There are assholes like Derek who lie about their escapades, or openly promiscuous pricks like you. I simply chose the lesser of two evils.”
 
   She held her hand out for the dress, and trembled despite her best effort to control it. He tucked it underneath his arm. “And you think I’m callous? Do you even hear yourself?”
 
   She stepped forward and ripped the dress out of his arms. “I’ve lost all faith in the male species. I guess that’s what four years of college with you, and two years of dating him will do to a girl. You should feel honored.”
 
   He watched her as she put on the dress, his jaw clenching tightly. It only spiked her anger. He didn’t have the right to judge her after everything he’d done. She glanced at the tiny silver watch on her wrist and sneered at him. “And look, it’s still early. You may still have time to go two for two tonight.”
 
   Heat flushed his face, and an air of satisfaction swelled over her. She grabbed the doorknob, but Henrik’s hand covered hers first. 
 
   “Wait. Did you hear that?”
 
   “Let go,” she said, shoving him back. 
 
   She pulled the door open, but he quickly shoved his entire body against it, slamming it back shut. Seconds later, Leila heard it too.
 
   “Hey, Ryley!” the voice bellowed into the room. “I thought you were coming out tonight.”
 
   Leila sucked in a sharp breath. This wasn’t bad. It was catastrophic. Only one person in the world got to call Mr. Arrogant, Henrik Rylander, by his childhood nickname, and that was only because her brother was the size of a yeti. 
 
   Henrik held his finger up to his lips, pleading with her to stay quiet. He looked terrified. She really wanted to roll her eyes at him. Like he was the only one who’d get a lecture out of it. 
 
   “Sorry, man, I fell asleep,” he insisted, yelling through the door. “I was just about to get in the shower.”
 
   “Well, you really missed it tonight—” Austin began, rambling incoherently about the happenings of the evening. He was drunk. Thank God. His words slurred together, and he sounded tired.
 
   Henrik quietly locked the door. “What are you doing?” she mouthed, pushing away from him. 
 
   She realized too late that he was still naked, and took a few more cautious steps away from him. He grinned.
 
   “Stalling,” he whispered back, “unless you want to walk out there together like this.”
 
   She picked up his underwear and threw it at his smug face.
 
   “That’s what I thought.” He paused long enough to slip them on. “He’s wasted. He’ll pass out in a matter of minutes.”
 
   Austin stopped talking, and the room went quiet. Henrik walked over and flipped on the shower. “You’ll be out of here in thirty minutes, tops.”
 
   “Great,” she mumbled, going to sit in the corner of the bathroom as far away from Henrik as possible. She didn’t need his perfect abs and cryptic body art staring her in the face. She slid down the wall, noting the ache in her thighs. A quick reminder of what had transpired. 
 
   She lost her virginity. In a bathroom. To the reigning man-whore of the east coast.
 
   Awesome.
 
   Her head fell in the palm of her hands as she sighed. The strap of her dress fell off her shoulder, but she didn’t care. Why should she? She’d been completely naked in front of Henrik just minutes ago. Naked. He’d seen her naked, and they had—
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit.
 
   She cried, silently, but she could feel the tears leaking down her cheeks. 
 
   “Leila—”
 
   Henrik’s face was white. His stupid, perfect face. If that wasn’t enough, he was going to act concerned. He wasn’t concerned about her, he just wanted out of this situation without his best friend kicking his ass. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, but a knock resounded on the hotel room door. It sounded urgent. 
 
   Leila jumped up. She could hear Austin stumbling out of bed. She rushed past Henrik and pressed her ear to the door. Sighing, Henrik followed suit. It sounded like Michael, one of Henrik’s teammates, but he talked in a rush, so it was hard for her to be sure.
 
   “Where is Henrik? Callen got in a fight with some idiot in the stairwell. The cops are threatening to take him in if he doesn’t calm down.”
 
   She looked up at Henrik, but he shook his head. “Idiot,” he mumbled under his breath.
 
   “Just go,” she insisted, her eyes looking anywhere but at him. “And take Austin with you.”
 
   It would be easier that way. No awkward conversation. No listening to Henrik pretend he cared. No chance of her brother deciding he needed to piss. 
 
   Henrik bit his lip, thinking. “Stay here,” he said quietly, placing a hand on her hip. “I’ll pawn your brother off on someone down the hall. I’ll drive you home.”
 
   Now Austin yelled for Henrik.
 
   She vehemently shook her head. “No, just go and get him out of here.” 
 
   He tightened his hand on her hip. “I don’t feel right leaving you when—”
 
   “That’d be a first,” she snapped, whirling away from his touch.
 
   He paused. Hurt.
 
   She should have kept her mouth shut. He didn’t need to know why she hated him. At least—not why she started hating him. 
 
   It was history. It was over. Actually, it never even began.
 
   Henrik’s eyes narrowed as he studied her expression. She knew it looked spiteful. It was her customary Henrik response look. 
 
   “Fine,” he spat back at her. “Be miserable by yourself.”
 
   He jerked the door open and pushed through it. He didn’t even bother to look back, like nothing had even changed. 
 
   Because it hadn’t. It was Henrik Rylander. Of course it hadn’t. She waited until the door clicked shut before she cried. 


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S CRASH DOWN 
 
    
 
   Henrik felt like a seven year old longing after an ice cream truck the way he gazed at the bundle of red lace in his bottom drawer. He’d come in the room to raid his condom stash, but realized too late that in his haste of unpacking a couple weeks ago, he had thrown his souvenir into the same hiding spot. 
 
   He didn’t know what he expected to find or feel when he got back to his hotel room that night in Newark. He knew Leila would be gone, unwilling to risk the chance of Austin finding out about their tryst in the bathroom, but a part of him had felt disappointed.
 
   The feeling was undeniably foreign. He’d never felt disappointed to find out one of his conquests had left without notice. It made him uneasy. 
 
   He’d been exceptionally quiet the remainder of the night, listening as a sobering Austin rattled on about Callen’s run-in with the cops. It wasn’t until he lay down, rolling onto his stomach, determined to make himself sleep, that his hand slipped underneath his pillow, coming in contact with the unfamiliar fabric. He pulled it out, unsure what he’d uncovered, but it had only taken a second for the reality to sink in. 
 
   Leila left her panties.
 
   His pulse started a slow and steady thud in his ears.
 
   She left the panties she’d voluntarily removed because she’d planned to seduce him. 
 
   He could practically feel her breath on his neck, her fingers clinging desperately to his back. He clenched his eyes, determined to focus.
 
   Why? Why would she do that?
 
   They hadn’t left on good terms. He’d been in the middle of an argument with her when Austin showed up. He couldn’t comprehend what could have happened in those five minutes she was alone in his room to make her want to do such a thing.
 
   Leila Blakely was pure evil. She didn’t require a logical reason to torture him.
 
   He hastily shoved the evidence of his betrayal back under the pillow, his heart rate and libido panting wildly as he tried to pretend everything was normal. 
 
   Nothing was normal now.
 
   As his hand gripped the delicate lace, he fought not only to find sleep, but also to muster a thought that didn’t involve her image. He lay there deep into the morning, silently fearing nothing would ever be normal in his life again.
 
   It had been less than a month since their encounter, but he’d been thinking about Leila all night. Maybe it was the blatant contrast between her and the lackluster date waiting for him in the living room.
 
   Or maybe it was because he hadn’t heard a peep from Leila, not even a pass-along hello from Austin. Girls always called, or at least left a desperate voicemail or two. He wasn’t accustomed to being shafted, and the thought of it wasn’t sitting well with him. Mainly, he had questions for Leila that he wanted answered. 
 
   “Hey. There is a grouchy old man on the phone for you.”
 
   He whirled around to see his date, the buttons already undone on her blouse, holding his cell phone out for him. 
 
   “You answered my phone?” It was obvious, but he was annoyed and wanted her to hear the disdain in his voice. 
 
   “The number wasn’t in your phone,” she replied, completely unaffected by his retort. “I was just curious.”
 
   In other words, she was making sure it wasn’t another woman. He shut the drawer without retrieving the condoms. This girl wasn’t worth the headache. “Give me the phone,” he huffed, stalking into the kitchen for privacy. He rubbed the tips of his fingers against the pain that was slowly forming behind his eyes. “Yes?”
 
   “Sir, it’s Carl. We have a code red.”
 
   Carl, his eighty-something year old doorman, agreed to be his first line of defense against extra company in exchange for a couple playoff tickets last year. A code red meant there was another woman downstairs requesting to come up to his apartment. 
 
   “Who is it?” he whispered, turning around so the brunette behind him couldn’t hear. At this point, though, he’d be happy to piss her off and get her out of his apartment. “The blonde?”
 
   “No. She’s not one of the usual girls. She’s wearing a jersey.”
 
   That didn’t sound right. No woman he brought to his place would be caught dead in a jersey. None of them even liked hockey, just the fact that they knew he played it. It never really bothered him until now.
 
   “What kind of jersey?” he inquired, running a hand absently through his hair. 
 
   If it was a Rangers jersey, then it was just a fan. It happened from time to time. Hockey fans were resilient. No matter the precautions he took to keep his address out of the spotlight, they’d always find him eventually. 
 
   “I’m not sure.” He could practically imagine Carl straining his eyes around the corner from his desk to check. “It’s green.”
 
   Henrik paused in thought. His Rangers jersey definitely wasn’t green, but that wasn’t the jersey that flashed in his mind at that moment. A raw flush of hormones shot through him, causing his back to snap suddenly straight. “North Dakota, by chance?” His voice dropped a register.
 
   “Yeah,” Carl considered. “I think so.”
 
   “My guest wouldn’t happen to be a feisty redhead, would she?”
 
   “She was a little rude,” Carl grumbled. “She was asking for Mr. Blakely, and then your brother, but when I told her they were both gone, she finally said she would settle for you, but she wasn’t happy about it.”
 
   “Leila.” He said it loud, just loud enough to bring attention to himself. When the brunette turned around, her eyes narrowing at him, he smiled. “Send her up, Carl.”
 
   “Who was that?” The woman leaned back on the couch, her feet propped up on his coffee table. A poor attempt to bring attention to the fact that she’d hiked up her skirt while he was on the phone. He walked to the door and swung it open. “I apologize—” he paused, realizing he didn’t remember her name “—but I’m going to need a rain check.”
 
   She sat up, eyeing him suspiciously. “Who is Leila?”
 
   He contemplated it for a moment, deciding which answer would get her out the quickest. “It’s my wife. She’s on her way up.”
 
   Her face hardened. “You’re not married. I Googled it.”
 
   She remained on the couch with her arms crossed over her chest like a three-year old about to have a tantrum. He rubbed the bridge between his eyes again. “Okay. So, she’s not my wife. But there is another woman on her way up here, and apparently I want you to leave so badly that I lied to you about her being my wife to get you out of the apartment. Either way, I’m an asshole.”
 
   She stood, but made no attempt to leave. “I want to know who she is.”
 
   Thank God he hadn’t slept with her.
 
   “Honestly?” He took a few steps forward. “She’s my best friend’s little sister, and my little brother’s first crush. I slept with her a while back. I’m hoping she just drove two hours because it was so great she wants to do it again.”
 
   She eyed him curiously, as if she didn’t believe him. “You’re serious?”
 
   “Hence, the door—” He showcased it like a prize on a game show. 
 
   She gawked at him a few more seconds, his words slowly sinking in. “You asshole!”
 
   “Thank you,” he breathed. “Finally.”
 
   The onslaught began then, the usual melody of cursing and declarations of ill will. He was too busy glancing down the hallway to really pay attention. The elevator dinged. She would cross paths with Leila on her way out. The brunette brushed by him, still diligently cursing in his direction. He nodded graciously, moving out of her way. She made it all the way down the hallway before Leila stepped into view. 
 
   Cut off jean shorts were barely visible beneath a faded Fighting Sioux jersey.
 
   It was Leila. It was the Leila he knew. The final layers of her Derek-induced transformation stripped away.
 
   No make-up. Long curls pulled back into a lopsided ponytail. 
 
   His adrenaline kicked into overdrive. She stopped in front of him, glancing back over her shoulder toward the brunette, who was now gone. “You’re disgusting.” She set a small black bag down next to her. 
 
   He leaned casually against the doorframe, grinning like he wasn’t wearing just a pair of briefs. Funny how all that self-doubt that tried to seep in vanished. This was better than a random text or cryptic message unknowingly passed on by her brother. “You’re the one at my doorstep for the second time. I must not be that bad,” he teased, noting how his mood had done a complete one-eighty in the past five minutes. 
 
   “Screw you.”
 
   He shouldn’t provoke her, but it was the only way he could get an honest response out of her. Plus, it amused him. She had come back. He hadn’t felt this accomplished since the draft.
 
   “I’m here to see Austin. Do you know where he is?”
 
   He pretended to think it over, entertained by the notion that she was using her brother as an excuse to see him again. He made sure to shoot her a cocky smile before he responded. “I’d probably do a better job at telling you what he’s doing, rather than where he’s doing it.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Your nasty habits are rubbing off on him.”
 
   He leaned forward, smirking. “I was under the impression they’d rubbed off on you.”
 
   “Forget it. Tell him I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
   She whirled around to leave, and suddenly, he was in the hallway behind her, grabbing her elbow. “Wait.”
 
   She flinched at his touch, the sensation setting off a chain reaction in her that sent her elbow flying as she twirled to get out of his grasp. He stood behind her, his hands in the air. 
 
   “What’s up with you? You almost took my head off.”
 
   Leila looked around, her face cold. “Don’t touch me. Who knows where your hands have been tonight.”
 
   So, she was mad about the brunette getting on the elevator. 
 
   He wasn’t going to lie. He felt satisfied knowing it had sparked even a small amount of jealousy in her. It was at least something.
 
   She turned to leave when the elevator dinged again. His younger brother Drew stumbled out, laughing as he pulled a girl along with him, obviously drunk off his ass. Drew was drunk off his ass a lot lately. 
 
   Leila’s back jerked straight, and he decided to act on instinct. He grabbed her by the waist, quickly pulling her inside his apartment before slamming the door behind them.
 
   Brothers and their fucking impeccable timing. 
 
   They were face to face now, their noses almost close enough to touch. He knew he should move, allow her out of his grasp, but he waited for her to show the first indication that pinned up against his door wasn’t where she wanted to be right now. 
 
   She breathed heavily, her eyes dark with worry. “Is Drew about to—”
 
   “Don’t ruin his night,” he interrupted, knowing where the conversation would go.
 
   If Drew caught one glimpse of Leila, his date would be over. He was sure of it. Her face turned stern, but he continued. “That’s the first date he’s been on in months, and I practically forced him to go.”
 
   Leila’s eyes softened. The only time he ever noticed it was when someone mentioned his brother. He was man enough to admit it made him a little envious.
 
   “I shouldn’t have come here.” Her head fell back against the door with a resounding thud. 
 
   The gesture exposed the smooth skin at the nape of her neck. His mind instantly went in the gutter and drained down every licentious ditch after it. “But since you’re here,” he cooed, biting his lip. 
 
   Leila’s eyes widened as if she noticed for the first time that a half-naked man was pressed suggestively up against her. She immediately shoved him away, putting at least five feet between them before she scolded him. “I’m actually trying to have a serious conversation with you.”
 
   He turned, unamused. “About what? My brother? Drew will be fine as long as he doesn’t know you’re here. He actually sounded like he was looking forward to his date this time.”
 
   Leila gaped at him. “Just goes to show how little you actually listen to him,” she grumbled to herself. “In fact, I’m not sure you have the capability to hear anything that anyone says to you. You keep your head so far up your own ass it’s a wonder you can stand upright.”
 
   “What does that even mean?”
 
   “It’s thirty degrees outside tonight, and I’m wearing shorts,” she snapped. “Does that seem odd to you?”
 
   He paused, gazing at her, confused. He hadn’t considered the weather. He’d been too preoccupied with the skin the shorts revealed to worry about anything else.
 
   “And do you actually believe I chose to wear your godforsaken jersey on purpose?” She held the front of the jersey away from her body as if it were covered in toxic waste.
 
   “You used to always wear that jersey,” he stated with certainty. She used to wear it to games, switching between it and her brother’s, but she always wore his number the most. He’d kept track.
 
   “Just take a second and look at me, Henrik.” Her eyes pleaded with him now, and the erratic state of her appearance slowly started to sink in. “I haven’t slept in days. I can’t remember the last time I had an actual meal, and I am seconds away from completely losing what little sanity I have left. I came here for help, and you just proved why I asked for you last.”
 
   Her voice was weak. She had circles forming under her eyes. 
 
   He’d been too focused on himself and what he wanted even to take the time to realize she hadn’t come for him.
 
   What girl traveled with just one half-empty bag? No girl did that.
 
   He felt like an idiot. Leila came to him for help, and for the second time in a row, he screwed it up. 
 
   She tugged her black bag tighter around her back and stepped past him to the door. Her cheeks flushed a brazen red, her breathing unsettled as she paused at the threshold. Slowly, she turned back, her green eyes intense with her internal battle.
 
   “I can’t take another second of watching you walk around in the shadow of your own stupidity,” she said. “It’s time you woke up and realized there is more to the world than what lands at the end of your dick.” She took a moment to catch her breath, indecision flashing across her face before she continued. “Your brother is gay.” 
 
   That same look captured her eyes again, the soft glow she reserved just for Drew. “He’s not in love with me. He never has been. We hung out so much because I was the only person he trusted enough to tell the truth. So, no, I really doubt he’s enjoying that date you forced him to go on.”
 
   She shot him one more long, pointed stare before she slammed the door in his face.
 
   Gay. She definitely just said Drew was gay.
 
   Henrik stood there, and then stood there some more. His brain was suddenly on information overload, and his hormones blocked his ability to process it at a socially acceptable rate.
 
   Drew told him he didn’t want to go on the date. He told him he didn’t understand his type. He needed to stop trying to help.
 
   Henrik collapsed. His hands covered his face.
 
   Shit. Drew was gay. 
 
   He blinked back tears and guilt. Of course Drew was gay.
 
   His world catapulted upside down, or maybe it righted itself for the first time. 
 
   Of course. Drew. How the hell did he miss that? 
 
   He was officially the worst big brother in existence. If that wasn’t enough, all the things Leila accused him of being all these years were actually true. Years’ worth of her unrelenting comments flooded his mind. Maybe he really was a self-serving, narcissistic jerk. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S ADVICE
 
    
 
   The following morning Henrik sat alone in the locker room at Madison Square Garden. The first to arrive for practice, he already had his gear and skates on. He needed a quiet place to think, to make some attempt to sort through the thousands of thoughts streaming through his clouded head. He leaned back against the wall beneath his locker and stared at the empty room, which would soon be bustling with energy.
 
   The rows of neatly stacked sticks and tape, the sounds of skates being sharpened to exact measurement, and the empty bins, which in just a few short hours would be filled with the foulest smelling laundry in existence. This was his life; it always had been, since he was old enough to walk. 
 
   Eat. Sleep. Hockey. 
 
   It was the mantra he lived his life by, and occasionally—or, well, frequently—he added girls into that equation. However, since last night, he’d been forced to deviate from that mind track. He suddenly had so much more to consider. 
 
   “Oh,” a bewildered voice echoed through the empty room. “Sorry, I didn’t know anyone was here yet.”
 
   Samuel O’Dell, the latest rookie on his team, stood in front of his locker with his headphones around his neck. He must have been singing, going by the sheepish look plastered on his face, but as usual, Henrik had apparently been so wrapped up in himself he hadn’t noticed. 
 
   “What are you doing here this early?” he asked Sam, trying to make an authentic attempt at conversation. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d spoken to Sam off the ice.
 
   “Coach wants me to work on my slap shot for the power play in case I need to fill in for Callen one night,” Sam explained. He set his bag down next to his locker, studying Henrik intently. “What are you doing here this early?”
 
   He sat up a little straighter, rubbing his hand down his face, considering his answer. Instead, he asked, “Do you think I’m selfish?”
 
   Sam’s eyes narrowed, caught off guard by the question. “Umm, no. I mean, you led the Eastern Conference in assists last year. You’re like the least selfish player I know.”
 
   He shook his head, letting Sam know he’d misunderstood his question. “I wasn’t talking about on the ice. I meant like here in the locker room. Am I selfish?”
 
   Sam didn’t answer.
 
   Bad sign. 
 
   “You can be honest. I’m looking for a reality check, here.”
 
   Sam rubbed his hand through his shaggy, unkempt hair, a nervous habit. Henrik knew he didn’t want to insult his captain, but he obviously had something to say. “Hell, I don’t know. You’re usually out of the locker room right after the games, and you only hang out with Austin.”
 
   He felt his mouth go slack. “I hang out with more guys than Austin.”
 
   It wasn’t until he read Sam’s expression that he realized his tone was harsh. He sucked in a breath, calming his natural instinct to argue, and held his hands up in surrender. “I apologize. Please, continue.”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong,” Sam rushed, “you’re an amazing captain. When we’re on the ice, and especially at practice, you always give the best advice. I’ve already learned so much from just the things you yell at me in passing out there.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “But when we’re not on the ice—”
 
   “I’m a selfish asshole.”
 
   Sam winced. 
 
   “It’s all right Sam. It’s the truth.”
 
   Sam looked apologetic. “You’re still a good captain.”
 
   As if that somehow made being a shitty person okay. It wasn’t okay. None of it was okay.
 
   He stood, stretching out his muscles. Sam continued to study him as he hung up his gear. “That the only thing bothering you?”
 
   He wasn’t sure he wanted to discuss it yet, or even if he should, but Leila’s words kept running through his mind. The more he considered it, her accusations were right on point. There was more to the world than his datebook, and as he looked over at Sam’s youthful, expectant face, he was instantly reminded of Drew. His heart sank a little at the thought of his brother, and everything he’d endured in silence, especially the past year, just because he was too self-involved to notice. 
 
   It was time he started to give a little effort, he decided, and he would start with Sam. “How about I moan about it while I help you with that slap shot?”
 
   “Really?” Sam sounded utterly shocked by the offer, which only made Henrik feel worse. 
 
   How the hell did an inconsiderate bastard like him manage to become captain?
 
   “Yes, really,” he sighed. “Get suited up, and I’ll meet you out on the ice.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, he skated next to Sam as they made loops around the goal, and then figure eights down the middle of the ice to warm up. After his muscles started to burn, he slowed and motioned for Sam to come down toward the goal. He spent the next half hour giving Sam his undivided attention while he taught him the secret to a deadly slap shot. After a round of shots hitting directly on target, Sam turned to him, smiling triumphantly. “All right, now it’s your turn.”
 
   “You sure you want to listen to my troubles?”
 
   “Entertain me,” Sam instructed, skating away to retrieve the pucks he’d shot.
 
   He propped his chin on the top of his stick, considering where he would even begin. “Have I ever introduced you to my little brother?” 
 
   As the words left his mouth, he realized he should already know the answer to that question. He should have introduced them by now, but that was another problem for a different day.
 
   “I’ve seen him around once or twice.” Sam nodded. “He comes to most of the games.”
 
   “That’s because he lives next door to me,” he explained. “I pay his rent, so he can focus on paying off his student loans. At least, that’s the argument I used to get him to New York. Mostly, I just wanted to keep an eye on him.”
 
   Sam laughed. “Isn’t he just a couple years younger than you?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, sighing. “But he was only twelve when we moved here from Sweden, and even though he’s an adult now, I still feel responsible for him.”
 
   Sam nodded, casually shooting pucks back toward his feet. “That’s only natural.”
 
   “Is it also natural to mistake his sexuality, and ruin his life?”
 
   Sam, absently practicing his handling skills, dropped the puck off the end of his stick. “What?”
 
   “My brother is gay,” he explained. “I had no idea.”
 
   “And you have a problem with that?”
 
   “No. That’s the thing,” he replied quickly. “I have no problem with it whatsoever. I’ve taken care of the kid my whole life. I’ve done everything for him. I don’t fucking care if he’s gay. My problem is I found out last night from someone else.” He collected a few pucks and lined them up for Sam, frustrated as he tried to organize his thoughts. “Now that I think back, I realize Drew’s been trying to tell me for years, and I just never took the time to listen to him.”
 
   “Well, it’s not too late to talk to him about it,” Sam suggested.
 
   “Maybe,” he sighed, “if he doesn’t hate me by now.”
 
   “You’re his brother. I’m sure he doesn’t hate you.”
 
   He looked skeptically at Sam. “I set him up on no less than twelve dates last year. All women.”
 
   Sam half laughed. “Okay, so maybe you should buy him a gift. You know, smooth things over.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’m sure I’d just screw that up too.” 
 
   He took a hard shot at the goal, his annoyance with own actions evident. Sam must have noticed as well. “Is that the only thing bothering you? Because I honestly believe that once you talk to your brother, everything will be fine. He obviously wanted you to know, and since you’re cool with it, shouldn’t everything be good?”
 
   He smirked at Sam as he began to practice his slap shot again. “You’re perceptive, kid.”
 
   “So, stop avoiding the question, and just tell me your real problem.”
 
   He thought for a long moment, unsure if it was a wise idea to confess such a secret, but it might be good to finally get it off his chest. “Well, I guess you could say I’m having a girl problem.”
 
   Sam froze mid-swing and stood up to gawk over at him in disbelief. “You? Girl problems? What is it? Too many dates and not enough days of the week?”
 
   “It’s a little more complicated than that.” 
 
   “All right, let’s hear it, then.”
 
   He studied Samuel, deciding whether or not he should even speak it out loud. More importantly, should he risk Austin finding out about his indiscretion? It would mean the end of their friendship, he was certain of it. He hadn’t been joking with Leila when he said guys had rules about sisters. “I slept with one of my friend’s family members,” he stated slowly, analyzing how it sounded.
 
   Sam’s eyes rounded to the size of saucers. “You slept with Austin’s sister?”
 
   “What? No. I didn’t say Austin.” He panicked, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. “I definitely didn’t mention his sister.”
 
   “Oh, c’mon, Henrik. It’s blatantly obvious your only real friend is Austin, and trust me, I’ve seen his sister. I met her at the Devils game a while back. She is like ‘oh my God’ kind of hot.”
 
   “It’s not Austin’s sister,” he insisted, but there was an edge to his voice.
 
   “Okay.” Sam gave him a teasing wink. “For the purpose of this conversation, we’ll pretend it is not Austin’s sister.”
 
   He eyed him, but Sam just continued to smile back at him. “So, what’s the deal? Are you afraid your friend, who isn’t Austin, will find out about it and never forgive you?”
 
   Henrik’s scowl covered his entire face. He couldn’t believe he was so transparent. “I guess that’s part of it. It’s just a lot more complicated than I originally planned. Honestly, I thought we’d hook up, go our separate ways, and on the occasion when we did run into each other, it would be something I teased her about. Like—you remember that time we hooked up in the bathroom at the Regency in Newark?”
 
   Sam smirked. “The bathroom at the Regency, huh? Classy.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it gets worse, smart ass.”
 
   Suddenly intrigued, Sam spun around, his expression expectant. 
 
   “She was a virgin,” he said reluctantly, knowing how horrible it made him sound. 
 
   “Wait a second,” Sam tried, but stopped to give himself a moment. “You took your best friend’s little sister’s virginity in a bathroom at a hotel in Newark.” Sam was starting to look like he finally understood why he was having a bad day. “Oh, Austin is so going to kick your ass!”
 
   “Damn it, rookie. Keep your voice down.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said, wincing. “But it’s true.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’d deserve it.” 
 
   And Henrik meant it. He was the last person who should have received that honor. He was honest enough to admit that even if he had known, it probably wouldn’t have made a difference, but he would have done things differently. He wasn’t sure what, exactly, but it definitely wouldn’t have included the bathroom wall.
 
   “Maybe Austin won’t ever find out,” Sam offered. “If she lives in Newark, it’s not like you’ll run into her that often.”
 
   Henrik laughed, though he wasn’t amused. “Oh, did I mention how she showed up at our apartment last night?”
 
   Sam stopped what he was doing, his voice sympathetic. “Yep. You’re screwed. And not in the good ‘virgin in the bathroom at the Regency’ kind of way either.”
 
   Henrik playfully smacked him on the back of the head with his blade. “No shit, Sherlock,” he growled. “She obviously needs help after her breakup with her boyfriend, or my apartment would have definitely been the last place she would have shown up. I don’t know how to be that kind of guy, though.”
 
   “What? The helpful kind? The ‘show concern for someone other than yourself’ kind?”
 
   The look he shot Sam could have set water on fire. “Sorry,” Sam conceded. “Go on.”
 
   “I don’t know how to be there for her and not make it obvious that something happened between us.”
 
   Sam snorted, rolling his eyes. “That’s easy. Just be her friend. Do something nice for her.”
 
   “Friend?” He was sure he looked as confused as he felt. “Something nice?”
 
   “I know that might be a foreign notion to a guy who dates more girls than there are ice cream flavors, but it’s an actual, socially acceptable concept.”
 
   He scrunched up his nose at the thought. He’d been Leila’s acquaintance, her opposition, and most recently her lover, but he wasn’t quite sure if friend could be added to that list. It didn’t sound horrible, though he was pretty sure friendship didn’t involve trading sexual favors, but he didn’t know if he was capable of it. Besides, she hated him.
 
   “You look like I just advised you to swallow a celibacy pill,” Sam said with a laugh. “I’m not suggesting you swear off all women. Just the one.”
 
   He knew that. In fact, Leila probably expected him to continue his playboy lifestyle, but it didn’t sound that exciting anymore. At least, not with the prospect of Austin going Lorena Bobbitt on him at the first hint of his betrayal. 
 
   “Henrik,” Sam whispered, “you don’t have, you know, feelings for her, do you?”
 
   The words quickly brought him out of whatever stupor he’d fallen into, and he immediately reprimanded his young friend with another slap to the back of the head. This time a little less gentle. “That’s a dirty word,” he barked. “Don’t let me hear you say it again.”
 
   “What? Feelings?”
 
   Henrik awarded him another slap, this time to his shoulder as he skated around him. “Now, shut it and shoot. You want to be on my power play line, I want to see a slap shot that will make the goalies’ knees shake.”
 
   Happy to have his captain’s full attention, Sam let it drop, and Henrik was thankful. He’d wanted time to think, but he wasn’t willing to think about that.
 
   Ever. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S INSULT
 
    
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Henrik glanced over his shoulder at his younger brother, his beach blond hair stuck out in varying directions, and his nose wrinkled in confusion. The scene probably appeared odd to Drew. It wasn’t like he woke up to find him in his apartment on a regular basis, let alone wearing an apron and cooking breakfast like he was the Martha Stewart of Midtown.
 
   “Morning skate isn’t until noon,” he explained, turning back to the eggs in the skillet in front of him. “I thought I might do something nice.”
 
   Food was nice. Everyone loved food, especially when they were upset. 
 
   He would feed Leila, and leave. That was the goal for the morning. Do something thoughtful and friend-like that didn’t involve him having to open his mouth and ruin it. 
 
   “Henrik,” Drew sighed. “I thought we talked about this already. We’re okay. You don’t have to do anything nice or prove anything to me.”
 
   He did a double take before he realized Drew thought the eggs were for him. He smiled, more than a little relieved. Everything really was okay between them. 
 
   He’d taken Sam’s advice and had a pretty long conversation with Drew after the game. Drew forgave his cluelessness, despite having every right to never speak to him again. He forgave him for a list of other brotherly crimes he hadn’t even realized he’d committed. He had rap sheet a mile long.
 
   Overprotective. Invasive. Flaky. Self-absorbed. The list went on and on. 
 
   He definitely wasn’t getting the big brother of the year award, that was for sure. 
 
   He wanted to feel incredibly guilty about the entire situation, but Drew wouldn’t allow it. “Every time I wanted to get angry with you, and be mad about you overstepping your brother boundary, I’d remember you’ve been the only reliable father figure I’ve ever had in my life,” Drew told him, fighting back tears. “So, I realize it’s only natural that sometimes you push me past my comfort level, and extend your control a little too far. It’s what a good parent would do, and I’ve learned to deal with the fact that you try to be both brother and father to me.”
 
   He cried too. Manly tears, but there was definite water in the eye area. His brother meant the world to him. He was the only family he had left. 
 
   “I’m sorry you had to hear about one of the biggest self-realizations of my life from someone else,” Drew continued, digging the knife deeper into his chest. “The brother in me wanted to tell you, but the son in me was afraid I’d disappoint you.”
 
   Shit. If he didn’t stop thinking about it, he’d cry again.
 
   “This isn’t just for you,” Henrik tried to explain, breaking a few more eggs into the sizzling skillet. “I got the feeling I wasn’t exactly the most gracious host when Leila showed up the other night. In fact, she made that point very clear to me.”
 
   “So, instead of apologizing, you’re making her breakfast?” Drew smirked at him, because that sounded like something he would do. He’d never really been good at apologizing, or talking about his emotions. Actions spoke louder than words, or at least was the norm growing up in the Rylander house.
 
   Like the fact that Drew didn’t have to say he was still upset over the sudden death of their mother. He’d refused to play hockey, or even put on a pair of skates since she died. He still suffered, and it was obvious. 
 
   “I’m just trying to be nice,” Henrik said over his shoulder. “And food is my strong suit.” 
 
   The Good Samaritan routine would be impossible. He underestimated Drew’s protectiveness toward Leila. Even though he’d been wrong about the reason for it, because they apparently really were just friends, it didn’t mean it still didn’t exist. They were brothers, after all, and overstepping boundaries ran in the family.
 
   “I guess you have a point. Breakfast has always been your specialty.” Drew leaned over his shoulder, wafting the smell toward himself in appreciation. “I may have to let you piss her off more often.”
 
   “With my track record, I don’t foresee that being an issue.” He couldn’t remember a time since their first encounter that didn’t end with her proclaiming his damnation to the world. It was kind of their thing.
 
   “Speaking of your track record,” Drew’s eyes suddenly depicted the same suspicion as his tone, “this un-Henrik-like gesture isn’t the beginning of some kind of revenge attempt at Derek, is it?” 
 
   He shot a look over at his brother, who gazed expectantly at him. “You think I’d try to hook up with Derek’s ex over a cheap shot during a regular season game?”
 
   Drew dramatically rolled his eyes. “You know your beef with Derek is more than just a well-deserved stick to your mouth, which I’m sure you’d been running since the puck dropped, so don’t bullshit me.”
 
   Straightening his shoulders and focusing on the eggs, he nodded. He hated Derek for a lot more than just that one cheap shot. “No. This has nothing to do with Derek.”
 
   Drew started to stick his finger in the array of ingredients on the counter, but Henrik quickly reprimanded him with a quick tap on the wrist.
 
   “Good,” Drew responded, rubbing his hand as he shot Henrik a dirty look, “because Austin would kick your ass, and so would I. You know—with Austin’s help.”
 
   He snorted, trying to appear casual. “Why do you always assume I have some kind of agenda to get in a girl’s pants? It’s just eggs, Drew. Everybody has to eat.” 
 
   “When has it ever been just eggs with you?” Drew poked him playfully in the ribs. “You know Leila is off limits. Besides, she was a complete mess when she showed up here. She doesn’t need your eggs and ‘hey girl’ line-dropping ass over here hitting on her just so you can get back at Derek.”
 
   The certainty he heard in his brother’s voice struck a nerve. “Your opinion of me is really that low?”
 
   Drew sighed, giving him a sympathetic grin. “You realize we’re neighbors, right? We share a wall.”
 
   Henrik instantly grimaced, and Drew laughed. “I’m not judging you, but it’s my best friend we’re talking about, here. Forgive me for being cautious.”
 
   Henrik stared at the bubbling grease in the skillet and sighed. Even his own brother didn’t trust him enough to do the right thing anymore. 
 
   When had that happened?
 
   So, he brought a couple women home every now and then. That didn’t mean he’d lost all sense of moral righteousness. He broke his man code and slept with his best friend’s sister. He knew it was wrong.
 
   He hadn’t pursued her in some preplanned, heartless scheme like Drew was suggesting, though. Leila had shown up at his door commando, for crying out loud. 
 
   Commando.
 
   He was a man, not a saint.
 
   “Fine,” he said slowly, his hand shaking as he set the spatula down, and took off the apron. “You make her feel-better eggs, since obviously I am incapable of doing something nice without it ending in an invitation to my bedroom.”
 
   Drew shoved the apron back at him. “Henrik, I was just making a point.”
 
   “That I am an untrustworthy bastard. Message received.” 
 
   “That’s not what I meant. She just doesn’t need another complication in her life right now.”
 
   He knew Drew read the volatile look on his face, because he winced and immediately started backtracking. “Okay, I didn’t mean to say it like that.”
 
   He held up his hands in surrender and threw the apron on the counter. “Don’t worry, this complication is going home.”
 
   “Henrik—”
 
   “No, you had your say.” He grabbed his sweatshirt off the table and headed for the door. He couldn’t help but think about Leila, standing there with that look of desperation and fury on her face that would forever be cemented in his memory. Then he remembered the panties. The panties she left just for him. So he wouldn’t forget. 
 
   Drew had it all wrong. Leila wasn’t a mess because of Derek. She wasn’t some heartbroken and vulnerable damsel in distress. She knew exactly what she wanted when she showed up that night. She’d always been that way. Strong. Independent. Something was definitely going on with her, and she needed their help, but keeping him away from her wasn’t what she wanted right now. He had her panties in his room to prove it.
 
   He paused in the doorway, turning around to look back at his brother. “You know, maybe you should ask Leila what she needs instead of just assuming it for her. I heard assuming everything is what shitty brothers do.”
 
   Drew ran a tired hand through his hair. “I never said you were a shitty brother.”
 
   “You didn’t have to.”
 
   He slammed the door as he left, angrier with himself than with Drew. It was his own fault his brother and everyone else thought those things about him. 
 
   He abandoned his mother, smothered Drew, and betrayed Austin. 
 
   All he had left was Leila. He had to get it right with her. 
 
   Only, he had no idea how to do that.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S THANK YOU 
 
    
 
   The Midtown skyline was breathtaking, or maybe it was the cool November chill in the air that made it hard for Leila to breathe. She’d crashed at Drew’s apartment for the past two days, confused about how to even begin living her life again. She’d shoved her black bag into the bottom drawer of the night stand in Drew’s guest room, determined to do the same with the memories that filled it. She could avoid reality for a while. 
 
   Reality was overrated, except when Henrik Rylander was involved. Then, fantasies had a lot to live up to all of a sudden.
 
   She pulled the oversized shirt she’d stolen from Drew tighter around her shoulders as she pushed her billowing hair away from her eyes. The wind in the city was treacherous, and it instantly caused that familiar homesick pain in her stomach. The wind in Minnesota had a mean bite too. It had been almost a year since she’d been back to St. Paul to see her parents, not because she didn’t miss them, but because Derek would never take the time to go with her, not even in his off-season. 
 
   She would go back. Just not yet. 
 
   She refused to show up at their house an emotional wreck. They didn’t deserve to have that kind of burden placed on their shoulders. She had to get her life back together. 
 
   Find a job. Get an apartment. Be free.
 
   When she finally made it back home, she wanted to do it on her own two feet and prove she didn’t need help. 
 
   She almost laughed at the thought as Drew’s shirt fell off her shoulder again. She had to get out of the apartment and at least go buy herself some new clothes. Showing up at Derek’s to retrieve hers was out of the question. She could do that much, she assured herself. Shopping was supposed to be fun. 
 
   Then why did such a simple task sound so daunting?
 
   She stood at the corner, waiting for the crosswalk signal. The city bustled and chirped with horns and sirens. Everyone had somewhere to be, and they were in a hurry to get there. When the signal turned, she didn’t move. Instead, she stood there, allowing the cold to bite her cheeks so she could pretend she felt something again. She reached up and touched her nose. 
 
   Numb. Just like the rest of her.
 
   A gust of wind blew, bringing her attention and dulling willpower back to the signal. The seconds ticked down, and she only had ten left to decide if she wanted to turn around and go back. She might have done just that if it hadn’t been for the scene she’d walked in on in the kitchen that morning. She could smell the scorched eggs all the way down the hall, and she knew Drew could barely make cereal, let alone attempt an actual meal, so she’d been concerned. Drew dumped the black eggs in the garbage when she walked in, the smoke from the skillet thick in the air. She was surprised by the explanation he gave her. 
 
   Henrik made her eggs. Feel-better eggs, no less. 
 
   Just as the last seconds ticked away on the signal, she darted across the street, eliciting a few honks from impatient motorists. If it hadn’t been for those eggs, she might have turned around. She needed to talk to Henrik, though, and since he’d apparently left the apartment in a huff, she knew exactly where she’d find him. 
 
   The team’s morning skate ended two hours ago, and the gym he and Austin liked to frequent on their off days was a half block down the street. It was common knowledge that the best way for an athlete to work out his issues was with a little hard-earned sweat. 
 
   She was disappointed to find he had already been to the gym and gone. The girl at the front desk said she’d missed him by twenty minutes. She found herself on the sidewalk again, looking around, wondering where an upset hockey player might go after a workout, and that was when her eyes fell on the bar across the street. 
 
   There was only one other logical step in his routine. After listening to Austin complain about the new training diet they were trying out the previous day, it only made sense that Henrik would do what came naturally to him. 
 
   Rebel.
 
   She crossed the street and entered the bar, only to find it empty. She walked up to the bartender, his graying hair thick and polished as he busied himself assembling silverware sets at the counter. “Are you a Rangers fan?” she inquired.
 
   The bartender looked up, his interest piqued. “Do I look like an idiot? I run a bar in New York. Of course I’m a Rangers fan.”
 
   “Good. Then you can tell me if you’ve seen one today.”
 
   The man studied her for a moment, and then smiled. “Any particular reason why a pretty thing like you is looking for one?”
 
   She shot him her most charming smile. “He made me feel-better eggs this morning, and I just wanted to tell him thank you.”
 
   The old man laughed and pointed to the partition that separated the bar from the restaurant in the back. “He’s in his usual spot. Back table to the left.”
 
   “Thanks.” She smiled and made her way through the bar into the restaurant. She found Henrik, leaned back in a chair, his feet stretched out in the seat across from him. He absently watched the TV on the wall and circled his fork in the empty plate of something she was positive wasn’t on his new training diet. He still wore his workout clothes, a Rangers hoodie and a black pair of sweatpants. 
 
   The boy could stop traffic wearing a potato sack. She hated that he could manage to look so handsome without trying. He probably picked those clothes up from his floor that morning, but sadly, no amount of wrinkles could deter your attention from those vibrant, blue eyes that today looked grumpy and misguided. He was catnip for ovaries. 
 
   “Henrik,” she whispered, catching his attention. 
 
   He immediately sat up, bringing his feet down. “Hey.” 
 
   It was obvious he hadn’t expected to find her there, and his surprise made her oddly sad for him. Or maybe it was guilt she felt for yelling at him the other night, and divulging her best friend’s secret. Either way, she needed to make it right.
 
   “I didn’t mean to bother you, it’s just—I wanted to say thank you for the eggs.”
 
   He half smiled, and she was ashamed by the giddy feeling that crept into her chest. “Drew told you?”
 
   “He almost burned the place down. He really didn’t have much of a choice.”
 
   His smile grew, and it took a lot of effort for her not to return it. She wanted to hate him—in fact, she needed to hate him. It was the only emotion she was capable of anymore, and she couldn’t let it go. “I also wanted to apologize for screaming at you the other night, and outing Drew like that. That was definitely wrong. I’ve slept since then, and I realize I may have been a little harsh.”
 
   “You were a little harsh.” He scooted to the edge of his seat. She flinched, annoyed that such a simple gesture set her on edge. “But you were right. I wasn’t exactly helpful, or welcoming. At least, not in the way I should have been.”
 
   “It’s not your fault,” she admitted, looking away from him as her embarrassment finally flooded her cheeks. “I mean, what were you supposed to think after the last time I showed up at your door?”
 
   “About that…” he started, but she threw up her hands. 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.” She could barely think about it without her face turning twenty different shades of red, and then her stomach turning to knots.
 
   “Leila—”
 
   “Not yet,” she amended, knowing how stubborn he could be. She wasn’t ready to talk about it, or stop pretending it was just some ridiculous fantasy she’d conjured up after downing a half bottle of wine. “I just wanted to thank you for the breakfast I didn’t get to enjoy, and apologize for the way I acted the other night.”
 
   He blew out a breath, causing his lush lips to round into a pout that almost made her change her mind. “Okay. Well, you’re welcome for the eggs, and I deserved the criticism, so your apology isn’t necessary.” 
 
   He was studying her, and she could feel it. It wasn’t sexual, nothing like it had been at his apartment the night she showed up. No, this time he evaluated more than just her physical features, and that made her nervous. “How about a truce?” he offered, flashing his best megawatt smile. “Come to my game tonight. I’ll get you a ticket. You can sit with Drew.”
 
   She immediately panicked. “That’s a bad idea.” 
 
   This was her first time out of the apartment, and she still felt a nagging urge to turn and run back. Something about being outside, in the public view, made it all seem so real. It caused an empty ache deep in her core. Not to mention the physical toll it seemed to take on her body. The doctor had warned her to be careful and not push her limits. She didn’t want to black out and wake up alone and scared again. 
 
   “I’d like it if you came,” he said softly, leaning forward to catch her line of vision. She winced, knowing he’d noticed the tormented looked etched across her face. “Just think about it.”
 
   She nodded, trying to calm her fears. “Well, first I need to go buy some clothes. Drew’s going to kick me out if I keep stealing his stuff.”
 
   “Where are your clothes, Leila? Why did you show up at my place freezing to death in those shorts and my jersey if it wasn’t to drive me crazy?”
 
   She gave him a pointed look. She’d told him she didn’t want to talk about it. She needed time to get her own thoughts and emotions in order before sharing them with anyone else.
 
   He merely rolled his eyes at her, though. “Fine,” he conceded. “Go buy some clothes. Come to my game.”
 
   The confidence in his voice made her back snap straight. Always so self-assured. “You say it like I’d be there to watch you. You do remember my brother is on your team too. If I go tonight, it will be to watch him.”
 
   He scoffed, shooting her that familiar, superior grin. “When have you ever been to a game to see Austin?” 
 
   She might have laughed if it weren’t so close to the truth. She wrinkled her nose at him as if to say what he suggested was disgusting. He only laughed. 
 
   Cocky bastard.
 
   “It’s nice to know I didn’t permanently scar your ego,” she spat. 
 
   She remembered why it was so difficult to be around him, and why she avoided it for so long. Henrik somehow managed to be irresistible even when he was purposefully being a jerk. It was an intricate part of his allure. He could always make you want what you knew you could never actually obtain.
 
   He grinned at her and stood, and she felt her breath hitch. He was tall, the memory of him looming over her, his lips brushing against her skin came like a flash, and she had to turn away from him to regain her composure. “Come on, I’ll walk with you,” he told her, oblivious to her reaction. “I need to head back to the Garden anyway.”
 
   She merely nodded, stumbling away from him like a newborn foal. She followed far behind him as he went to pay his bill, avoiding the temptation to get too close, afraid of the memories it might elicit. When he finished, she hurried to the door, eager for some fresh air, and pushed it open. She flinched when the wind rushed in, stinging every inch of exposed skin.
 
   “And add a jacket to that list.” 
 
   She peeked over her shoulder just in time to watch him slip his sweatshirt off, revealing the sleeve of tattoos down his left arm beneath his t-shirt. He’d always been so clean cut, and she was admittedly curious as to what inspired the design she’d been so desperate to get a closer look at that night. She practically had to force herself to look away so she wouldn’t stare.
 
   “No, Henrik,” she fumbled, moving further out onto the street. “I’m fine. I’ll buy a jacket first.”
 
   He pushed the sweatshirt toward her, cupping his hands around hers with authority. “Then just appease me until you do,” he instructed, his voice rough, but light. “You know how much I like it when you wear my clothes.”
 
   Even with the teasing in his voice, she wanted to refuse. He wasn’t allowed to be nice to her. She couldn’t hate him if he was nice. “Thank you,” she stated begrudgingly. “I’ll give it back to you.”
 
   “No need. I have about a hundred of those. Just add it to your collection.”
 
   She shook her head, laughing now. “Just because that jersey has your number on it, doesn’t mean it belongs to you.”
 
   He shrugged, smirking sideways at her. “Same difference.”
 
   “Are you really that stuck on yourself?” She groaned, slipping the sweatshirt over her head. 
 
   It was still warm, and smelled of him. It was just to help fight off the chill of the wind, she promised herself, but she was already inhaling his scent again before she even finished her thought.
 
   “Confidence is everything.” He grinned over at her. 
 
   She rolled her eyes dramatically, but couldn’t help but laugh. It was in that moment she first forgot about the looming uncertainty of her future, even if it was only for a moment, and it made her heart feel a little lighter. 
 
   Feel-better eggs apparently worked. 
 
   As they walked down the street, their easy banter continuing, she wasn’t ready to admit that maybe it wasn’t the eggs that made her feel better.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S GAME
 
    
 
   The rink was chilly and musty, a familiarity Leila had grown to love. It was either learn to love it, or spend her entire childhood in misery. She’d seen every ice-covered piece of property in the western hemisphere over the years. A revolving door of teammates who all looked the same. Nameless faces that changed every season. Austin skyrocketed through the ranks so fast she stopped trying to remember the name of the team, let alone his friends.
 
   Then, freshman year of college, it all changed. She spent the entire morning studying for her first mid-term, because she promised Austin she would attend his game that afternoon. She hadn’t been to any of his college games, since living five hundred miles away had been an acceptable excuse, but now that she was on campus, her brother expected his biggest fan to make an appearance. 
 
   So she had thrown on a jacket, grabbed a book off her shelf, and started across campus to the rink. It started off as any other night of hockey. She found a seat center ice, across from the home team bench, propped her feet up, and prepared to enjoy two hours of reading and random cheering, depending on if Austin was having a good night. 
 
   The team hit the ice, a blur of green helmets and cage masks. She spotted Austin and waved in her customary fashion. It wasn’t until halfway through warm-ups that a different player caught her attention. 
 
   She was reading when she heard someone frantically yelling in her direction. “Heads up!” 
 
   She put her book down just in time to see a puck clang off the metal seat in front of her, and miss her face by mere inches. “Sorry about that,” the same voice called out, though it hadn’t sounded apologetic in the least. She turned around to watch the guilty player remove his helmet. 
 
   Henrik Rylander.
 
   She had no idea who he was at the time, only that he was breathtakingly gorgeous in that ‘make you drool like an idiot’ kind of way. It was before the tattoos and the Armani suits. He was just a bright-eyed, overgrown kid, with a smile so charismatic she immediately forgot he’d come two inches from giving her a concussion. His smile widened, and she realized too late that she was gawking instead of responding like a normal person. 
 
   “It’s okay,” she finally managed, feeling a blush flush her cheeks. “I mean—I’m fine.”
 
   “Good.” He grinned, already skating backward toward the goal. “Maybe you should watch the game instead of your book.” He winked at her, and a lump formed in her throat. 
 
   She tried desperately hard to read her book that night, but Henrik was a constant distraction. A six-three center, he was faster than any she’d seen play, and he had three assists, two of which were to Austin, by the end of the second period. She’d been mesmerized by Henrik that night, and as she glanced around the rink at Madison Square Garden, her heart racing in her chest, she was beginning to think maybe nothing had really changed. 
 
   “Are you ready for your lecture?”
 
   Leila turned in her seat to look at Drew, who eyed her suspiciously. They sat fifth row, straight across from the Rangers bench. She’d caved and gone to the game after Drew spent the entire evening begging and coercing her with promises of ice cream and popcorn. 
 
   Junk food was her Achilles heel. It had absolutely nothing to do with wanting to watch Henrik play. Not even a little bit.
 
   “Which one, professor?” Leila groaned, knowing what would come next. 
 
   Drew wouldn’t be happy about the egg situation. Drew was her best friend, but better yet, he knew Henrik’s exploits better than anyone else. He would put up a fight against any kind of favorable behavior Henrik displayed toward her. 
 
   He was a milder, less volatile version of Austin. Equally as annoying when he wanted to be, though.
 
   Drew glared at her as he set the box of popcorn between them. “The one that states emotional, vulnerable best friends of mine should not be hanging out with this best friend’s promiscuous, it’s-not-going-to-make-you-feel-any-better brother.”
 
   She snorted, but not for the reason Drew thought. At one point she actually considered admitting to Drew that his lecture was too late, but she didn’t want to cause a disturbance in the middle of a game. 
 
   Making the highlight reel would be embarrassing.
 
   “You act as if I don’t know Henrik at all,” she told him instead, trying to avoid eye contact. Drew was exceptionally perceptive when it came to her, especially when she was in distress, and right now, her life was absolutely catastrophic. 
 
   “Oh, I know you know him. It’s just—he has ways of making girls forget the things they know.” He shot her a knowing look that was almost accusatory. 
 
   “Really?” she asked with a smirk. “Do tell.”
 
   Drew threw his elbow into her side, unamused. 
 
   “I’m just kidding.” She laughed, because again, she knew the answer to that all too well now. Henrik’s talents far outreached just those he displayed at the rink. A thought that continued to haunt her every time she closed her eyes.
 
   “Well, I’m being serious. He made you eggs this morning, Leila. You actually believe he did that out of the goodness of his heart?” He turned all the way around in his seat, the neck of his oversized jersey drooping over his shoulder. She smiled back at him. 
 
   Drew was a miniature version of his brother, a little more polished and less battle worn from years of hockey. She knew her friend was trying to look out for her, and she appreciated it more than she could say. 
 
   “Let me answer that for you,” he continued gruffly. “No. I love that idiot more than anyone, but when it comes to girls, my brother doesn’t have a heart. He’s like the Tin Man.”
 
   “Do you actually believe an egg sandwich can make me forget I hate him?” she asked, patting his hand, which lay on the armrest between them. 
 
   “It’s what’s attached to the egg sandwich that causes the memory loss. Trust me. I share those genetics. I know the power they hold.” 
 
   “Speaking of that—” she began, trying a different approach, “—you should know the walls are paper thin at your place, which means I can totally hear the game you’ve been laying down the past couple of nights.” 
 
   Drew scowled at her. “You’re changing the subject.”
 
   “Yes.” She smiled ruefully at him. “I’m changing the subject. Now, what is his name? And when do we get to meet him?”
 
   Drew turned back around, crossing his arms over his chest, focusing his attention on the ice. “The game is about to start.”
 
   This time it was her turn to interrogate. “I don’t think so, buddy. You do not get to sit here and lecture me, and then turn tail and ignore me when I ask you a question. Now, what is his name?”
 
   “The relationship is new.” He sighed, glancing over at her. “And you guys are intrusive, judgmental, and not to mention about ten different types of crazy. I’ll tell you his name at the wedding.”
 
   “We are not crazy,” she pouted, chucking a couple pieces of popcorn at him.
 
   “So just intrusive and judgmental, then?” 
 
   She wanted to deny it, but she couldn’t bring herself to lie. It was true about all of them. Somehow, without even realizing it, they’d become this sort of misfit family over the years, tighter than any exclusive club, and it caused them to be extremely protective of each other. Entrance to their inner circle wasn’t given lightly. It was earned. 
 
   Derek never stood a chance, not with the two-headed beast that was Drew and Austin analyzing his every move. Not that it would have worked out anyway. Their relationship had been doomed way before Derek fabricated his first boys’ night out scheme. 
 
   It only made sense for Drew to be wary of opening himself up to the same scrutiny that ran off every guy who ever looked in her direction. “Well, you’re one to talk,” she scolded him playfully.
 
   “Hey,” he laughed, “I at least tried with Derek. I even pretended to be nice to him the last time I saw him.”
 
   “And the thirty times before that?”
 
   “I was tolerable toward him,” he said, then smirked. “Most of the time.”
 
   “He deserved it.”
 
   The lights went out, the regular pregame introductions started, and they stood up with the rest of the rowdy crowd, allowing the energetic atmosphere to consume them. “You won’t tell Henrik I’m dating someone, will you?” Drew yelled above the crowd.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “It’s not that I’m intentionally hiding it from him, because if he asked, I wouldn’t lie. However, this is Henrik—”
 
   “He’s too concerned with his own shit to even think to ask—” she finished for him. 
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “Look—” she placed her arm around her best friend’s shoulder, pulling him toward her “—I won’t ruin your next brotherly bonding moment. I officially have a leash on my blabbermouth. Just promise me that I can be there when you finally tell him.”
 
   “You better be there,” he instructed, his eyes growing dark. “You’re not running off anymore. These past two years without you felt like ten. This is your home. We are your family. You belong here with us.”
 
   She laid her head on his shoulder, sighing. He had no idea how much she needed to hear that right now. 
 
   The game started, and both Austin and Henrik seemed to be having a good night, but that was usual for them. They always excelled when they played together, which was why Leila got the pleasure of watching them win two national titles while in college. They’d been separated during the draft, Henrik going to Calgary in the first round, and Austin coming to New York in the early second. It didn’t take long for Austin to work his way up from the fourth line, and when he became the Rangers leading scorer, he made the request for a leading assist man in the league. That spring, the management traded for Henrik just before the trade deadline, and the Rangers made it all the way to the conference finals that year. 
 
   She smiled as she watched her brother and Henrik speed down the ice next to each other. To think, the day she watched them graduate, she actually thought she’d seen the last of Henrik Rylander. Drew leaned over and whispered in her ear as the crowd jumped to their feet after a great save by the goalie. “Seriously, Leila. What’s going on between you two?” 
 
   Leila turned, confused. “Between who?”
 
   “Between you and Mr. Can’t Focus On The Game over there.” Drew gestured, pointing toward the ice.
 
   Henrik, first in the long line of players sitting on the bench after their line change was the only one not watching the game. No, Henrik looked directly across the ice at her. Her cheeks heated with embarrassment. 
 
   “I know all of Henrik’s looks,” Drew explained, his gaze contemplative. “That one, I don’t recognize.”
 
   “You’re reading too much into it,” she tried, but she had to admit, she didn’t recognize it either. It was intense and analytical, making her wonder if maybe he was simply trying to figure out the same thing she was right now. 
 
   What the hell was she doing here?
 
   Not just at the game, but in New York in general. Was she running away, or making a pathetic attempt to move on? Either way, she was failing at both. She dropped his gaze, afraid he might see the truth in hers, not that it wasn’t painfully obvious. She was an erratic mess who didn’t have a clue. She was pretty sure everyone knew by now.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S GIFT
 
    
 
   Henrik rubbed a tired hand over his face, frustrated by the usual media scrum surrounding him at his locker after the game. He’d shot the overtime winning goal, so unfortunately, that meant he was the hot commodity for an interview. He’d asked them to repeat the same question twice, because he was too busy thinking about Leila to pay attention. 
 
   She’d come to the game.
 
   He knew Drew planned to drag her out of the apartment one way or another, but he wanted to think it had something to do with their conversation earlier that day. He wasn’t sure why he cared, but he did. There was no point lying to himself about it. For some unfathomable reason he wanted her there tonight. He’d felt it as soon as he spotted her, that rush of adrenaline hitting his system. It usually only happened after a goal, or right before a fight, but tonight all it took was her presence. It was very similar to how he felt that night after opening his hotel room door to find her standing there all leggy and vulnerable, scowling at him. 
 
   He wasn’t willing to let that sensation go quite yet. It made him feel alive, or maybe it just made him feel something. Either way, he wanted more. Craved it.
 
   He graciously waved off the remaining questions and made a beeline for the showers. It was the fastest exit he’d made from the locker room in years, and even then, he was too late. As he walked out of the door toward the waiting area for family and friends, only Drew stood waiting for him. 
 
   The disappointment must have been evident on his face, because his brother glared at him. “Nice to see you too,” Drew scoffed, a tight frown on his boyish face. 
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Austin is showing her around. They’re going to meet us at O’Riley’s.”
 
   “All right. Let’s go.” He slung his bag over his shoulder, and that’s when Drew noticed it. The puck clenched in his hand. Drew grabbed his wrist, turning his palm over to reveal the tape around the side that showed the date and score of the game. 
 
   “Is that what I think it is?” Drew inquired, the accusation obvious. 
 
   “I hit the game-winning shot in overtime,” he explained casually, but he could already tell his brother saw through his façade.
 
   “You’ve hit loads of game-winning shots, but I don’t see hockey pucks commemorating them anywhere. What were you planning on doing with that one?”
 
   He scowled. 
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” Indictment was thick in his tone as they squared off toward each other. 
 
   “What?” he asked, offended.
 
   “A game puck? Cliché much?” Drew’s jaw was clenched tight, and it was obvious it had gone past mere annoyance now. “You’re one of the hottest bachelors in New York, and definitely the most accomplished at it. Do you think I’m going to step back and say ‘go for it, tiger’?”
 
   “It’s just a hockey puck, Drew. It’s not like I bought her a bouquet of condoms.”
 
   “I don’t want to have to keep telling you this,” Drew warned, bringing himself up to look him dead in the eye. “I don’t want your pucks or your eggs anywhere near her.”
 
   Drew gave him one more daring stare before turning around to stalk off. Unwilling to concede, he waited until Drew was about five feet away before taking aim and hitting the wall just in front of him with the puck. 
 
   Gaping, his brother whirled around, but before he could say anything, he had him under the arm, dragging him back so they could have a private conversation while his other teammates started piling out of the locker room.
 
   “Why are you trying to—?”
 
   “Cock block you?” Drew interjected, jerking himself away.
 
   “That wasn’t what I was going to say!”
 
   “Well, that’s what I’m trying to do,” Drew shot back. “I thought I made myself very clear. She’s my best friend. You’re not pulling your usual bullshit on her.”
 
   He was absolutely bewildered, mostly because Drew didn’t have a clue. Giving Leila a puck wasn’t part of his usual tactics. Hell, he didn’t need tactics, or lines, for that matter. He simply showed up, or invited them over, and well, that was it. 
 
   Game over. 
 
   Score one for the home team. 
 
   That may have been his original desire when she showed up, but it hadn’t been what he thought when they handed the puck to him during their post-game roundtable. 
 
   “I’m just trying to be nice to the girl, all right?”
 
   “In order to get in her pants,” Drew finished. “C’mon, I’ve seen you run game a million times, and it’s never been because you wanted a new friend.”
 
   “You know what—fuck you, Drew.”
 
   He was furious. He didn’t deserve an actual shot with Leila, but constantly throwing it in his face, and then not even trusting his word, was starting to push the limit with his patience. 
 
   “Honestly, Henrik, I don’t mean to sound so cruel—”
 
   “Then just stay out of it.”
 
   “Normally, I would. You and I both know Leila would be the first in line to kick your ass if you tried something on her,” he said simply. “But that isn’t the Leila we know right now. Whatever happened between her and Derek was bad. She’s hurting, and I can’t be sure she’s in the appropriate state of mind to make rational decisions.”
 
   “Hooking up with me being an irrational decision,” he stated for clarification. When Drew didn’t respond, he merely continued. “Look, everyone knows Leila hates me, for whatever psycho reason girls make up. I know that, all right? I also know she’s your best friend, and she’s my best friend’s sister. So, it doesn’t matter how much I despise the prick who screwed her over, I’m not trying to get back at him by getting in her pants. So please believe me when I say I’m not trying to sleep with her.”
 
   “Then what are you doing?”
 
   That brought him up short. He stared, dumbfounded, at his little brother like he’d just asked him an unsolvable equation. “I don’t know,” he admitted honestly. “But whatever it is, I’m doing it with good intentions.”
 
   That was the truth, and it was as far as he had allowed himself to think it through. He just wanted to give her the puck in the hope it would make her smile. 
 
   Drew’s mouth opened to respond when footsteps echoed behind him, and Austin yelled down the corridor at them. “Hey, there’s the man of the hour!”
 
   Henrik turned to see Austin and Leila walking back toward them down the hall. “Thanks,” he replied, effectively ignoring Drew, who muttered warnings at him under his breath. “I thought we were meeting you at O’Rileys.”
 
   “I forgot my keys,” Austin announced, setting his bag down. “You guys can go ahead if you want. Leila and I will catch up.”
 
   “Okay,” Drew agreed eagerly, but Henrik rolled his eyes at him.
 
   “No, that’s all right. We’ll wait.” 
 
   Drew was only trying to keep him as far away from Leila as possible. He’d already lost that battle. However, Drew had effectively ruined his good mood, so now he would make him regret allowing his faith in him to slide so easily. 
 
   “All right, I’ll be right back,” Austin said before running back into the locker room, leaving him alone with Drew and Leila. 
 
   “I’m glad to see you made it tonight,” he told her, pretending Drew wasn’t shooting daggers at him as he stepped closer to her.
 
   Damn, she smelled good. Familiar. Lilacs. 
 
   “Well, it’s not like Drew gave me much of a choice.” She smiled, eyeing her friend with annoyed appreciation. She leaned toward him and whispered as if it were a secret. “He bribed me with junk food.”
 
   He smiled, and it wasn’t the fake kind he normally used when talking to girls. No, this smile was completely genuine. He couldn’t contain it, not when she made so much effort to look exceptionally ordinary. She’d left her long sheath of red hair down and sported one of Austin’s oversized jerseys in an attempt to blend in with the regular crowd. 
 
   Blending in wasn’t possible for someone like her. Even without trying, she’d been the first person he spotted when he stepped on the ice. It had always been that way.
 
   “What’s that?” Leila inquired, noticing the puck on the ground to her right. She bent down to pick it up, reading the writing along the tape. “This is from tonight.”
 
   “Yeah,” he explained, his smile widening. “I was going to give it to you as a memento, but the fun patrol over here thought your panties would immediately fall off if I did, so he forbid it.”
 
   Drew shot him a deadly look right before Leila scoffed. “Drew? Seriously?”
 
   “I didn’t say it like that,” he retorted, his face desperately trying to hide the contempt he felt.
 
   “Well, I guess it’s nice to know I’m not the only one receiving one of Drew’s infamous lectures.” She sighed, still shaking her head at her best friend.
 
   “You too?” Henrik asked, surprised. 
 
   Again Leila leaned in as if speaking only to him. “Apparently, you’re irresistible,” she whispered with a smile. “And I’m too innocent to know better.”
 
   He smirked back at her, his body reflexively closing the gap between them. “Well, according to my brother, I don’t possess a single moral attribute, so I would inevitably coerce you into my bed at some point.”
 
   “You know—” Drew droned, crossing his arms “—it’s not nice to mock someone while they’re standing right here.” 
 
   Leila didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, she kept her eyes trained directly on Henrik. “I don’t exactly feel like going out to eat.” 
 
   Normally, he would have taken that comment out of context, but her eyes looked tired, and her voice was soft and worn. Tonight had taken a lot out of her, even if he still didn’t understand the reason. It offered him the perfect opportunity either way. 
 
   “You wanna skip O’Riley’s? Pizza and beer at my place instead?” He could practically envision Drew’s now murderous face behind him, and it made his smile grow. Drew should have just left it alone. He would have given her the puck and gone home, satisfied that his simple gesture might have brightened her day. 
 
   No harm. 
 
   No foul. 
 
   Now he would take what he really wanted. He wasn’t going to hit on her like Drew predicted, but he would get her alone, and that would be enough to make him happy and ruin his brother’s night.
 
   “That sounds so much better,” she answered, tucking her hair behind her ear as if relieved of some great burden she’d been carrying. “Care if I wear Drew’s ratty sweat pants?”
 
   He was close enough to touch her now, her chin tilted up at him, offering him the perfect view of her luscious pink lips. Getting her alone sounded better and better. “Not if you’ll lie and tell Austin I really ate brussel sprouts and a protein shake.”
 
   “It’s a deal.”
 
   Something leaped inside of him, but only a pussy would assume it was his heart—like he had one of those anyway—so instead, he merely ignored it. He quickly grabbed his bag and motioned her forward before Austin could ruin the moment. “My car is in the garage out back.” 
 
   He started walking behind her, until he finally remembered his brother. He paused, reached over to take the puck from her hand, and turned to give it to a stunned Drew behind him. “Wait. You better keep this,” he told him, his lips curling into a mischievous smile. “I wouldn’t want her to succumb to any latent desires on the way to the car.”
 
   “You know there is a bathroom just around the corner,” she added over his shoulder, and it was then he realized she was in on the joke. 
 
   Drew’s lecture must have struck a nerve. He wondered if he had managed to insult her using the same loving tone as he’d used on him. Either way, he fought back laughter. “Oh, c’mon,” he chuckled, playfully knocking his elbow against hers, “the bathroom? I’m a little classier than that.”
 
   The look they exchanged made him ready to throw her over his shoulder and pack her out of there. “Oh. Sorry,” she laughed, a hint of blush touching her cheeks. “Then I guess you better let Drew keep hold of it.”
 
   Drew was utterly irate. His cheeks flushed scarlet, and his hands knotted into fists at his sides. “I hate both of you,” he bit out, apparently unamused by their antics. “And Austin isn’t going to be happy about this,” he added, yelling after them as they turned toward the door.
 
   Henrik chose to ignore him, because it served him right. He made it a point to flip his brother the finger over his shoulder as he led Leila out of the building.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S INTERROGATION
 
    
 
   Leila stood at the entrance to the living room, her plate of pizza in one hand and bottle of water in the other, staring at the scene in front of her. Henrik, who’d opted for just a pair of shorts when he changed out of his suit, was sprawled out in the middle of the couch, already enjoying his beer.
 
   In a normal apartment, this wouldn’t be an issue, but Henrik and Austin’s place was the typical bachelor pad. Despite their hefty paychecks every month, they still had only one piece of furniture in the living room, and she was pretty sure that couch was the same one from their dorm room back in college. Not to mention the ping-pong table that doubled for a kitchen table. That was simply embarrassing. 
 
   “Why are you just standing there?” he asked, pointing at the TV. “Rachel is about to break up with Ross again.”
 
   She cleared her throat, attempting not to look directly at him. “Could you, you know, choose an end of the couch?”
 
   Henrik’s smirk made evident what she already suspected. His choice of seating had been strategic. “I don’t bite.” He grinned, patting the spot directly next to him.
 
   She cocked a brow at him. “I’d have to disagree.”
 
   He almost choked on his beer, covering his mouth as he coughed it down. “Yeah, I guess, technically, you’re right.”
 
   She sauntered over and begrudgingly squeezed into the small space between him and the arm of the couch, making it a point not to come in contact with any part of his body. He was tempting enough without her reveling in the scorching thrill his touch would surely induce. He glanced over at her, displeasure apparent on his face. “What?” she inquired, leaning further into the couch. 
 
   He glanced at the bottle of water in her hand. “No beer?” 
 
   “I’d prefer if one of us keep our thought processes working appropriately.”
 
   “Or what?” His crooked smile was unnerving, or maybe exhilarating. She couldn’t quite decide with her pulse thrumming so loudly in her head.
 
   “Just enjoy your beer, Henrik.”
 
   He turned back to his television show, though he continued to smirk as if he’d accomplished some unknown goal. If it was to have her crawling out of her own skin, he’d succeeded. She felt like a cat floating on a spindle. She would eventually crash and drown a very ghastly death.
 
   She decided to just ignore him, or at least, she did her very best to ignore him. It was difficult, though, and the close proximity made it nearly impossible. Not to mention his lack of clothing, especially covering his arms. The intricate designs that laced down the one nearest her was practically calling her name. She forced her attention elsewhere. She couldn’t risk falling for Henrik’s tricks, and it wasn’t just because Drew had forbidden it. 
 
   She was tired. The game had taken more energy than she had to give, and now she was paying the price. A deep-rooted pain formed behind her eyes, a feeling that was growing all too familiar.
 
   She set her plate of pizza on the floor by her feet and decided it would be best to just stick with the water. She leaned back into the couch and tried to pretend he hadn’t already scooted another inch in her direction.
 
   They were halfway through their second show when he finally spoke up, breaking the lingering silence that buzzed between them. “You’re allowed to look,” he stated evenly, never taking his eyes off the TV. “You don’t need my permission, though when it comes to your eyes on my body, it’s safe to always assume you already have it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she stuttered, acting as if she hadn’t been stealing glances at him out of the corner of her eye. 
 
   He merely held out his arm in her direction. “Go ahead,” he assured her. “Ask me. I see it on your face, so go ahead and say it out loud.”
 
   She started to deny it, his audacity bringing out her natural instinct to rebel against anything he suggested, even if he was right. However, her curiosity was bound and determined to eventually win this one. “Why? I mean, I’m not one to judge. I have tattoos, too. But why—”
 
   “So many?” he finished for her.
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “I started with this one,” he explained, pointing to the Swedish flag on his bicep. “I got it right after college when I went back there to play the summer before the draft.”
 
   She slid her hands underneath her thighs to fight off the urge to place her fingers on it. “That means this one must have come next,” she guessed, trying to keep her attention focused. She admired the Fighting Sioux emblem that represented their college logo. “Austin has one too.”
 
   “We got them together the night before the draft,” he explained. “We never thought we’d be on the same team again. He was a big baby about it, though. I swear he almost cried.”
 
   “And this?” she asked, nodding toward the spiraling text that seemed to weave through the entire design, linking it all together. “What is it?” It wasn’t English, and Leila assumed it was some form of Swedish.
 
   “Something my mother used to say,” he confirmed, but turned his arm over, moving on with no further explanation. 
 
   Drew always did that too. He never wanted to discuss Sweden or his parents.
 
   “I got this one after I signed with New York,” he said changing the subject as he showcased the artwork along his forearm. “And I’m not really sure what this one means. I got it the same night I decided to stop drinking bourbon.”
 
   She was laughing when her eyes met his, but his playful smile cut it short. He was doing it again. She’d always wondered how he kept a revolving door of women with his reputation, and she was slowly starting to understand. He was smoother with his game than she’d expected. Relaxed and playful. Never trying too hard, but always offering the perfect opportunity and inspiration to make the next the move. 
 
   “You have a blank spot,” she pointed out, bringing her hand up and purposefully touching the bare skin just under his wrist to demonstrate her willpower, even if it was only to herself. “Are you saving that for when you win the Stanley cup?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   His smile was infectious, and suddenly it grew quiet as they looked at each other, her fingers still on his skin. His eyes dropped to her lips, his own parting ever so slightly in response, and if she didn’t break the silence soon, she’d fall victim just like all the others. “You never answered my question, though,” she said softly, quickly removing her hand and looking away. “Why so many?”
 
   Henrik, appearing unaffected by the entire exchange, shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   It was his typical answer. She’d heard him give it a hundred times during interviews, not that she intentionally watched his interviews, but she’d catch one or two occasionally and not turn it off. The difference between her and the media was she knew he was lying. “I’m not a reporter, Henrik. You can tell me the truth.”
 
   He looked over at her and then back to the television, indecision etched across his features. “People often think because of the way I live my life, I don’t care about anything.” He looked back at her. “And they’re probably right about some of it, but there are some things that mean a lot to me.”
 
   She smiled, glancing back at the tattoos. “Like your mom and your friendship with Austin.”
 
   “Yes, those are a couple things.”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong,” she said, chuckling, “but I don’t think you have to permanently tag yourself for people to notice the full on bromance you have with Austin. Trust me, the world knows.”
 
   She couldn’t help but notice the intensity that rolled off him in waves before he shrugged and looked away. “Yeah, well, you asked.”
 
   “I did, and thank you for being honest.”
 
   He nodded, and again it fell silent. His eyes narrowed slightly, as if he were concentrating hard on whatever thoughts he was processing. “What’s wrong?” 
 
   “You didn’t ask the obvious question,” he stated matter-of-factly.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “The script.” He gestured toward the string of foreign words along his arm. “Aren’t you going to ask me what it translates to?”
 
   This time it was her turn to shrug and appear disinterested. “I figured if you wanted everyone to know, you would have written it in English.”
 
   “True,” he said, nodding, “but as I’ve pointed out on varying occasions—you are not everyone.”
 
   She peered over at him in awe, trying to decipher his intentions. He could be lying. Just another strategy in his playbook. There was something about the tone he’d used, though, a sincerity that wasn’t usually there. She decided to risk it. “Okay,” she said cautiously. “What does it say in English?”
 
   He started at the top of his arm, tracing the words downward as he spoke. 
 
    
 
   “My love is not fleeting, not a simple stirring in the soul, but rather a tidal wave, consuming only those who dare step in my path.” 
 
    
 
   Her brow rose in interest now. “Your mother said that?”
 
   Again, he nodded. “The last time being the moment right before she put Drew and me on a plane to the U.S. It was the last time I saw her.”
 
   The conversation hadn’t gone at all how she suspected. This was meaningful. This was real. Henrik offered her an opportunity, all right, but it wasn’t to his bed. “Drew doesn’t talk about her much,” she said evenly, testing the waters. “Actually, he avoids the topic entirely.”
 
   “He is still a little bitter, and angry about the entire situation. I can’t blame him. He was younger than me. It was hard for him to understand what was going on.” He paused for a moment, and she knew he was deciding whether or not he wanted to continue. He looked at the floor, his features pale when he finally continued. “My mom was sick. She was very secretive about it. I still don’t know exactly what was wrong, just that she went to the doctor a lot, and eventually it got so bad that she lost her job. Seeing as how my no-account father had abandoned us years before, that meant we lost our house. We stayed in this crappy apartment above a grocery store that let her work part-time when she felt up to it, but it wasn’t enough.”
 
   He took a deep breath, and she suspected, like Drew, this wasn’t a topic he spoke about often. “Eventually, I took it upon myself to quit hockey after school, and I got a job just so we could have food on the table. That’s when she bought the plane tickets.”
 
   Her heart ached. It made sense now why Drew never wanted to talk about his life in Sweden. “Did she talk to you about it?”
 
   “No.” His tone was stern now, tense. “I tried, God knows I did, but she continued to insist it was only for a visit. Just for the summer while school was out. Our uncle was a hockey coach, and he wanted us to come to a camp he was running.” 
 
   He looked back at her then, an expression she’d never witnessed before capturing his vibrant eyes, turning them a glossy ocean blue. “She sold our car to buy those tickets. I knew we weren’t coming back. Drew, on the other hand, he still had hope. She eventually stopped answering his calls, because he constantly wanted to go home. She told him he needed to stay here, to play hockey—have fun. It only made it worse.”
 
   “That’s why Drew quit, isn’t it?” she asserted, trying to piece together the little information she already knew into the story.
 
   “I think he thought if he quit hockey, then she’d let him come home.”
 
   “When did you lose her?”
 
   Henrik swallowed, a lump forming in his throat. “She passed away my freshman year of college. Drew was devastated.”
 
   “And you?” 
 
   She clamped her mouth shut, feeling horrible for having even thought the words. Of course he was devastated too. It was his mother. 
 
   “It’s okay,” he whispered. “It was different for me. I knew what was going on. Even though I didn’t agree with it, and I felt powerless, I understood she was just doing what was best for all of us. I had a lot of things to keep my mind busy. I had hockey, and Austin’s goofy ass dragging me out every night. More importantly, I had a little brother who needed me to at least act like I had my shit together.”
 
   She wondered then if that had been the point all along. An explanation for his actions. His lifestyle choice—the bars, the women—it was all just one big distraction. Or maybe she gave him too much credit. It was possible he was simply a soulless horn dog. It was too soon to tell. 


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S UNEASE
 
    
 
    
 
   The night eased on without a hitch. Being with Henrik was effortless. Easy. They laughed at the same stupid jokes, and got excited about the same ridiculous re-runs of their favorite shows. And Henrik kept talking. He talked about his career, what he’d do if he ever got his day with Stanley, and even about the harsh conversations with his coach about the trade rumors.
 
   Henrik told her everything. He was honest and open.
 
   It scared her. 
 
   She couldn’t be any of those things with him.
 
   “I have to admit I’m impressed,” he said, leaning back to look at the clock.
 
   Leila glanced at him. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Did you really think our siblings would leave us alone this long?”
 
   She smiled, shaking her head. “No. I’m actually kind of surprised.”
 
   Henrik looked around the room, suspicious. “Austin must have the placed bugged.”
 
   “I would be more worried about Drew.” She laughed. “He probably has a hidden camera somewhere.”
 
   “Yeah,” he nodded solemnly, “that sounds like something that pain in the ass would do. I bet if I kissed you, they’d break the door down.”
 
   She could imagine it perfectly. Henrik’s lips on her neck, brushing across her skin. “I guess your door is lucky you’re on good behavior.”
 
   Henrik snorted before taking a sip of his beer. “Who said I was on good behavior?”
 
   She shot him a glare. “Do you really want to prove your brother right?”
 
   “He’s already right, or have you forgotten about that little visit to my hotel room?”
 
   His smirk turned wicked, and she glared harder. Of course she hadn’t forgotten it. She just didn’t want to think about it, not with him sitting so close, and almost naked. The memories were too real. She straightened her shoulders, determined to end it now. “I think we can both agree our brothers need to remain clueless.”
 
   “Obviously.” He nodded, looking around the room nervously, as if he were actually worried about Austin and Drew listening in. When his inspection was complete, he scooted down the couch. Way down the couch.
 
   “What are you doing?” she practically blurted out, sinking into the corner.
 
   “Asking you a question,” he said innocently. 
 
   “Does your mouth require your ass to be that close to me?”
 
   He ignored her, his body sliding up next to her, invading her space. “My brother seems to think you’re all heartbroken about this Derek thing.”
 
   “That isn’t a question,” she pointed out, crawling up the armrest. 
 
   It was suddenly hot. Unbearably hot.
 
   “I have my reasons to believe you don’t really give a crap about your break-up.” He grinned. “Call it a hunch.”
 
   “Henrik.” It was a warning.
 
   “My brother thinks I need to leave you alone.”
 
   “I’m still waiting on the question.” 
 
   “You know my question.”
 
   And she did. That didn’t mean she would answer it. “I don’t want to be the cause of any trouble between you and our brothers.”
 
   “Do you want me to leave you alone?” he finally asked. 
 
   “There doesn’t have to be a choice.” She sighed, avoiding the question. “We may not be friends, but I’m sure we can manage to co-exist enough to share Drew and Austin.”
 
   Co-exist. 
 
   It was a thought she’d been contemplating a lot lately. The prospect of somehow living life alongside Henrik without actually being involved in his life. He was quick to catch her meaning.
 
   “Wait a second.” He moved away from her, running his hand down his face in obvious frustration. “I understand we’ve had our issues in the past, but you just said that like we’re never going to be friends.”
 
   Leila laughed, assuming he was making some kind of joke, but when he stood, his gaze glaring down at her, she realized he was actually pissed. “Henrik.” She paused, trying to find the right words to explain herself. “Let’s be honest with ourselves here. You don’t have friends of the female variety.”
 
   “Says who?” he scoffed, offended.
 
   “You have female friends?” She stood, taking a challenging position in front of him. It was time he put this ridiculous notion that they could be friends out of his head. It would only make things harder in the long run. “Ones you don’t have sex with?”
 
   “Yes,” he stated assuredly, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   “Sex of any kind,” she added, mimicking his stance. 
 
   His eyes narrowed. 
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
 
   “You know, you’re awful judgmental for someone who showed up commando on my doorstep.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him, turning away to pick up her plate from the floor and take it to the kitchen. “I’m not judging you,” she announced over her shoulder. “You’re a grown man. If you want to whore yourself out to the entire city of New York, that’s your business. I’m just trying to be realistic, here. We are completely incompatible as friends.”
 
   He was behind her, his heavy footsteps tracing hers. “If you didn’t want to be friends, why did you agree to hang out with me tonight?”
 
   Her stomach cringed at the thought. She told herself it was her only excuse to get out of dinner, but it was more than that, even if she already pushed the notion out of her mind. “I just wanted a little peace and quiet,” she suggested.
 
   “And you thought your best chance at peace and quiet was with me?”
 
   “Has anyone ever told you you’re an arrogant asshole? Oh, wait—”
 
   “Yes, I know. I got the memo. I get that I should have been paying closer attention to Drew, that I could have been a better teammate, and that I’ve shut everybody out. I’m working on it.”
 
   “You’re working on it?” She laughed. “Is pissing Drew off part of your ‘be a better brother’ effort?”
 
   “He doesn’t trust me.” His face strained when he spoke the words, his voice even in an attempt to hide the emotion his features couldn’t.
 
   “So this being friends thing—it’s to prove a point to your brother?”
 
   “No. If I wanted to prove a point, I’d just leave you the hell alone.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   He stepped closer, leaning down so close his breath brushed across the tip of her nose. “That’s the thing, there is no point. I want to be friends, just to be friends. No ulterior motive, no hidden plot line. Just you and me—friends. It’s time we complete the whole Blakey-Rylander friendship circle we have going on.”
 
   A part of her wanted his words to be true, but even if they were, she knew it would never work. “It’s too late for that,” she whispered, taking a step back. 
 
   He took a step forward, closing the distance and more. His hands rested on her hips. “Why?”
 
   She very slowly reached up, taking hold of his arms and moved him backward. “Because you said yes.”
 
   He raised his eyes in confusion, but there wasn’t enough time for him to question it, because his phone began to vibrate across the counter. She glanced over at it, a picture of a scantily clad woman popping on the screen. 
 
   The flash of jealousy that hit her system took her by surprise, and her face flushed with heat, similar to the way it had that first night when she’d stepped off the elevator and saw the half-dressed woman stalking away from his apartment. 
 
   “You have a phone call,” she announced through her teeth. “One of your other friends, I suppose.”
 
   She had no right to feel jealous, and in fact, it made her mad at herself that she did. She had no claim on Henrik, and she didn’t want one. Except, as she glanced over at the flashing screen, she could feel her pulse begin to race with a territorial thud. This was exactly why they could never be friends.
 
   His eyes flickered to the screen over his shoulder, and then back to her. “Answer it,” he challenged.
 
   Her mouth dropped open. “I most certainly will not. I am not your pimp.”
 
   The phone stopped buzzing, a voicemail popping up, but it didn’t dash the contempt she felt toward it. Henrik rolled his eyes. “You could have just said you had a problem with the women.”
 
   “I do not have a problem,” she practically gasped. “I couldn’t care less what you do.”
 
   “Yes, that scowl on your face really makes me believe you.”
 
   She forced her features to fall flat, and as if he cued it, the phone began to ring again. Her gaze fell sideways to look at the screen. 
 
   It was the same woman. Again. 
 
   She was persistent, or a gold digging trollop. She was pretty sure she knew which as she glared over at the picture on the screen again. 
 
   “Go ahead,” he instructed, turning to stomp out of the kitchen, leaving her alone with the flashing phone. “Answer it. Answer all of them if that’s what it takes for you to drop this insane idea that we can’t be friends.”
 
   She gritted her teeth, glancing back at the picture again. She blew out an annoyed breath before grabbing the phone and pushing the green button. He wasn’t serious. She knew Henrik too well. There was no way he would just let her answer all his calls and ruin his potential hookups. She’d take him up on his offer, he’d end up pissed off, and that would be the end of it. 
 
   “Hello,” she said simply, though it was loud enough that he would hear her in the next room. She hoped he was squirming in his seat.
 
   It was silent on the other end for a moment before the female voice finally spoke up. “I’m sorry. I must have dialed the wrong number.”
 
   “Oh, no, sweetie. I’m pretty sure you have the right one.” Her voice sounded snarky because she meant it to be. If Henrik wanted to play games, then she would make sure she won. “You’ve called it twice in a row now. This is Henrik’s house of regret and self-loathing. I’m his new secretary. Can I make you an appointment? When’s the soonest you’d like to be disappointed and forgotten about?”
 
   She could have sworn she heard him laugh in the next room, which only made her blood boil. He should be pissed that she called his bluff.
 
   “Excuse me?” the woman sputtered, bringing her attention back to the phone. “Who the hell is this?”
 
   She huffed, tugging at the end of one of her long curls. “Trust me. That’s a complicated question at the moment.”
 
   “Is this Leila?” the woman inquired in a high-pitched, snippy tone.
 
   She immediately narrowed her eyes as ice flooded her simmering veins. “How do you know my name?”
 
   The woman let out a frustrated grunt and hung up. She sat there staring at the phone, confused. 
 
   She rounded the corner into the living room, her voice already rising an octave. “How did that woman know my name?” she demanded.
 
   Henrik, who had returned to his seat on the couch, casually propped his feet up on the coffee table before shrugging. “That’s the kind of thing friends discuss.”
 
   “Obviously, you do want to discuss it, or you wouldn’t have told me to answer it. Was that the woman from the elevator?” 
 
   He smirked. “Still upset about her, huh?”
 
   “Henrik.”
 
   “No, it’s not the girl from the elevator.” He grinned. “Though I suspect she isn’t very fond of you either.”
 
   “How did she know my name?” she repeated, each word seething out between her clenched teeth.
 
   This time when he smiled, it almost sent her over the edge. 
 
   “Tell me!” She threw his phone at him. “Or next time you can grow some balls and piss off your own mistakes.”
 
   “Don’t get mad.” He laughed, noticeably turning his phone off and sticking it in his pocket. “There was a slight miscommunication during a late night call the other night.”
 
   “What does that have to do with me?”
 
   “It was three a.m. I was half asleep when I answered,” he explained further, as though it should be obvious, “and I thought she was you.”
 
   She froze, her mouth suddenly dry. “Why would you think she was me?”
 
   He ran a hand through his hair, trying to shrug it off. “I don’t know, because I was half asleep. That’s why.”
 
   She eyed him suspiciously. “Try again.”
 
   “All she said was, ‘I really need you. Can I come over?’”
 
   She scoffed, placing her hand on her hip. “And you thought that was me?”
 
   “Wishful thinking?”
 
   “This isn’t funny.”
 
   He shot her that sorcerous smile that drove her crazy. “It kind of is.”
 
   She was more determined than ever not to let him win. “No, it isn’t. That woman has feelings, and you just disappointed her—again, apparently. Does it even bother you?”
 
   He shook his head, half laughing. “Okay, let me get this straight. First, you’re pissed that they call, and now you’re upset when I blow them off. What do you want from me?”
 
   “Nothing. That’s the point. I expect nothing from you.” She whirled around, acutely aware of the heat flooding her face, and her pulse racing. She’d let herself go too far, and she would surely pay the price for it later. She needed to leave before things got worse.
 
   Henrik was on her heels, though, and he caught the edge of her shirt before she could reach the door and turned her around to face him. “Stop. Please.”
 
   She bit her lip, her entire body trembling. “No. This conversation is over.” 
 
   They would have been nose to nose if Henrik weren’t so damn tall. “Not even close,” he growled back at her. 
 
   The handle on the door behind them started to jiggle, but neither of them moved. When Austin walked in, Drew tight on his heels, they stood off to the side, staring at the sight of them. 
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Austin demanded, his evaluating glare going between them.
 
   “Nothing,” Henrik answered, never breaking eye contact. “Just a gentle disagreement between friends.”
 
   “Gentle,” Austin scoffed. “We could hear you yelling at each other all the way down the hallway. Now, I am going to ask you one more time. What’s going on?”
 
   Her blood pumped too fast through her system. Her head felt light. Small balls of light flashed in front of her eyes, and she knew she only had minutes before everything would go from terrible to tragic. She needed to take her medicine. Lie down and rest. She spun around on her heel and headed for the door. 
 
   “Running again,” Henrik said bitterly. “Really?”
 
   She knew it was mean, but the words left her mouth before she even thought it through. “Watching me go again. Really?”
 
   She slammed the door in his face and rushed down the hallway. She had more important things to worry about right now than Henrik Rylander’s stunted feelings. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S JEALOUSY
 
    
 
   Henrik was dead tired, his muscles aching after the three-hour practice, and any other day, he would have trudged home and crashed in his bed until he lost consciousness. Except, it was pointless, because he’d already tried that yesterday and every other day this week, only to end up lying there for hours thinking about Leila. Her words haunted him, and he couldn’t quite figure them—or her—out.
 
   If she didn’t want to be friends, why did she take his offer to hang out?
 
   If her goal was to avoid dinner, then she could have easily ditched him when they got back to the apartment. She hadn’t, though. Instead, she’d helped order pizza, and they’d had an actual, meaningful conversation. 
 
   He’d never told anyone about his mother, and he wasn’t sure why he chose that exact moment to tell Leila, except it felt like the right thing to do. 
 
   The right thing. 
 
   He wondered if he even knew what the right thing was anymore. Sam told him to be Leila’s friend, to ignore his natural instinct to seek out the physical gratification he knew they could provide each other, and just be a nice guy. Leila wanted no part of his nice guy routine, though. Either that, or she saw through it completely. He couldn’t help that he was attracted to her. It took every ounce of his crumbling willpower not to touch her, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be friends too.
 
   She was jealous of the other women, or at least, she acted jealous. For all he knew, it was merely disgust, cleverly disguised as jealously. Either way, she made it obvious they could never be friends if he had other women coming around. He’d been honest about one thing, though. He didn’t care if she pissed them off. It didn’t matter to him if she ran off every last one of them. 
 
   It should, but it didn’t. 
 
   His brilliant plan to prove his disinterest in his old habits backfired. It seemed any choice he made was wrong. Of course, that made Drew pleased as punch. Austin too, even though he wasn’t as vocal about it as his brother was. He could see the way Austin smiled every time Leila barely acknowledged him, a tiny quirk at the corner of his lips.
 
   Throwing his gym bag down the hallway toward his apartment, he stopped at Drew’s door to consider his options. He could go on to his room and continue the constant rambling in his mind as he fought off rest, or he could ruin her day by showing up unannounced again. He knocked on Drew’s door before he could finish the thought. 
 
   He couldn’t hear any movement inside, but he knew she was home. Leila was always home. She barely ever left the apartment. When no one answered, after forcefully knocking for the fourth time, he took it upon himself to do the honorable thing and check on her. 
 
   One of the perks of paying for your brother’s apartment was you could demand a key. He eased the door open, only to find the living room and kitchen empty. “Hello?” he yelled, but instead of a response, he caught the sound of a muffled television. He made his way down the hallway, stopping at the door of Drew’s bedroom to peek inside.
 
   Something in his gut stung as his hand reflexively clenched around the side of the doorframe, and it made no sense whatsoever. It was Drew, lying in bed with Leila, their feet crossed together at the ankles as they lounged against a sea of pillows, watching a re-run of Gossip Girl. Drew looked up and smiled.
 
   It wasn’t his usual smile, but rather a satisfied one. He felt a little like the Hulk, as if something ugly that lived deep inside was about to spring out and wipe that damn smirk off his face.
 
   “Good morning.” Drew yawned happily as he stretched his arms out above his head.
 
   Leila peered up too, catching his eyes for just a moment, but then purposefully looked away. 
 
   Yeah, she was still pissed.
 
   He thought, for a fraction of a second, that he understood women. He’d actually convinced himself he had them all figured out. Maybe he did for every woman in the universe except Leila Blakely. It didn’t seem to matter what he did, she would just look at him with that same lackluster expression as if he went out of his way to see every girl after practice instead of sleeping like a normal person. 
 
   “Do you two really have nothing better to do on a Saturday morning?” His contempt was easily readable in his tone, but he didn’t care.
 
   Drew’s smile grew as he snuggled closer to her. “Nope. Not a thing.”
 
   Henrik pursed his lips, his arms crossing over his chest as he stared at him, that same flash of fire burning in his gut. 
 
   Okay. So, maybe Leila had a point about the women. 
 
   If this scene, his own brother, who had absolutely no interest in Leila, could prick his nerves, then he could understand how the women calling his phone might be annoying to her. 
 
   Leila reached her arms over her head, sprawling out on the giant pillows, her hair haphazardly spraying in every direction. He couldn’t quite understand how being ignored could be so damn sexy. It drove him mad. 
 
   “I’m assuming you’ll at least manage to make it out of your pajamas in time for the game tonight, right?” 
 
   “I’ll be there,” Drew droned. 
 
   “I wasn’t talking to you,” he pointed out, shooting his brother a fake smile. 
 
   Again, she glanced at him, her seafoam green eyes boring into him and then straight back to the television. “I had no intention of it.” 
 
   The heat seeped through his body, into his limbs, down to his toes. It had been almost a week since their argument, and her attitude was slowly starting to grade away his patience. He was supposed to be nice—tolerable, even—but it just wasn’t in his nature, especially when she went out of her way to be cruel. “C’mon, Leila, it’s not like you have anything better to do.”
 
   She shot up like a rocket in the bed, her arms tight at her side, and immediately he knew he should have kept his big mouth shut. “I’m most certainly do have better things to do,” she spat, throwing her long, scarlet curls over her shoulder.
 
   The sunlight beamed through the window, causing her hair to appear as if it were on fire, but it was probably just her temper that flared when he rolled his eyes at her answer.
 
   Drew sat up, anxiously watching the exchange, though he appeared more amused than anything else. It only managed to increase Henrik’s annoyance about the entire situation.
 
   Drew shouldn’t be happy about his misery.
 
   “I’m going out.” Her stare was full of steel. “So I will not be attending your stupid game.”
 
   He took a step forward, leaning over the end of the bed so he could breathe the insult straight at her face. “Didn’t anyone tell you? A date with Drew’s Zac Efron coffee mug and a book isn’t considered going out.”
 
   “Hey,” Drew barked, suddenly offended, “leave Zac out of this.”
 
   Leila, her mouth set in stone, rolled out of bed, and the full vision of her hit him like a brick wall. She wore an oversized t-shirt, and that was it. 
 
   No pants.
 
   No socks. 
 
   Nothing but long, silky legs peeked out beneath the short hemline, and when you added it with the sexiest case of bed hair he’d ever seen, it was more than enough to hike his adrenaline and his testosterone up a couple notches. 
 
   She sauntered toward him, her hand on her hip. “Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better,” she sang, bending down to grab a pair of pants off the floor. The shirt came up, flashing a pair of black boy shorts, and he suddenly lost his ability to speak. 
 
   A pillow crashed into his head, followed by a deadly glare from Drew. When he finally looked back around, Leila faced him again, her eyes narrowed. “Move, please.”
 
   Without realizing it, he’d barricaded himself in front of the door, his feet spread apart to deny her access to any exit she might attempt. “Friends support each other,” he said through his teeth. “You’re coming to my game.”
 
   “You’re right. Friends do support each other. That’s why I gave my ticket to my best friend, so he could bring a date.” She threw a look at Drew, and then turned back to him. “Now move.”
 
   He frowned, moving to the side as she stepped past him. “So, you don’t really have plans,” he confirmed as he watched her backside sway down the hallway. 
 
   “Oh, no. I definitely have plans.” She didn’t even bother turning around as she said it, and disappeared into the bathroom, slamming the door.
 
   He turned back to his brother, his face returning the daunting stare. “She really have plans?”
 
   Drew shrugged. “I guess. She offered me the ticket like she did.”
 
   The thought of Leila going out, sitting next to some guy, laughing as she pressed those soft, pink lips together, gnawed at him, and the sensation was all too familiar. He’d felt it before, the first time he’d seen her with Derek. He told himself then it was only his fierce hatred for his adversary that had triggered the instinct to protect her from him, but now he started to wonder if maybe it had always been something more.
 
   Yes. The women calling would have to stop. It was only fair.
 
   He attempted to distract himself from the thought of Leila out with another man, someone else on the receiving end of that seductive pout, by turning his attention back to Drew. “So, you’re bringing a date to the game tonight?”
 
   Drew held up his hands. “No. Definitely not a date. Just a friend. Please, don’t tell anyone he is my date.”
 
   “Okay,” he agreed, looking warily at his brother, who all of a sudden looked panicked. “You all right?”
 
   “Yes,” he sighed, hopping out of the bed. “I just don’t need you starting rumors.”
 
   That’s when he noticed his brother wore only a pair of boxers, and his annoyance instantly returned. “You know,” he said gruffly, “if I didn’t know any better, I would have thought something happened between you two.”
 
   Drew smirked, looking down at his half-naked body. Henrik gave him a quick shot to the shoulder. “It’s not funny, asshole.”
 
   “I dare to disagree,” he sniggered. “And just so you know, she sleeps in my bed every night, in case you ever get brave enough to try to use that key inappropriately.”
 
   Drew walked past him toward the bathroom. “Every night?” he clarified. 
 
   “Every night,” Drew echoed, shutting the door, leaving him alone with his sour face and haunted thoughts.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that night, Henrik sat in the Rangers locker room after his game, sweat dripping down his face as he peeled the layers of clothes and padding from his body. They’d won the game, barely, but it was enough to keep them tied with the Devils for the top spot in the Eastern Conference. Austin sat next to him, a towel draped over his face, groaning like a five year old who got a shot to the nuts for the first time. “Are you going to survive over there, Blakely?”
 
   Austin merely groaned again, pulling the towel down to shoot him an ill look. “Don’t interrupt my misery. I’m trying to rally my energy for tonight.”
 
   Henrik laughed, throwing a glove at his head. “So, can I assume your ass is not going home to rest?”
 
   “Rest?” Austin laughed. “What is this evil you speak of?”
 
   “C’mon Austin, I saw the beating you took out there tonight—”
 
   “The beating I took for you,” Austin pointed out. “I kept them off your back all night.”
 
   “And I appreciate that.” He smiled. “Like I always do. We leave early tomorrow for Toronto. You need to go home and rest.”
 
   Austin ran a tired hand down his face, looking at him as if he’d just transformed into an alien. “I’m sorry. Who are you, and what did you do with my best friend?”
 
   “This isn’t your best friend talking. This is your captain telling you to go home and rest.”
 
   Austin sat up a little straighter, and he could feel his heady assessment. “Can I assume that my dear, concerned captain will also be going home to rest this fine Saturday night?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Austin stood, taking his jersey off, but he never took his eyes off Henrik. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “Nothing is wrong with me. You know I’m right. If we win tomorrow night, that could put us in the lead for the conference title. We need the rest.”
 
   “This, coming from the same guy who once told me rest is for the weak. That rest is what airplane rides were for, and I can sleep when I’m dead.”
 
   He grinned. “We’re not as young as we once were, Austin.”
 
   “I’m twenty-three. I’m young enough, asshole.”
 
   Henrik shook his head mockingly. “You can barely move, and you want to go to out?”
 
   “If I remember correctly, last year you went out with three broken ribs, and took a girl home. I practically had to carry you on the plane the next day.”
 
   “Yeah, and it wasn’t the brightest decision I’ve ever made,” he reminded him, because that was the same game the trade rumors started. “We’re leaders on this team now. All that happened before I was captain. Look around us. We’ve got to be a better example.”
 
   “For who? The kids? You’re talking like we’re old men now. Are you going to start showing me nursing home applications next?” 
 
   He stood, looking his best friend in the eye. “Damn it, Austin. I’m just trying to be responsible, here. You’re the one who nominated me for captain, remember?”
 
   Austin stopped, his face turning solemn. “All right, all right,” he conceded, holding his hands up in surrender. “Just one thing, though, and be honest. Are we going home tonight because you think it’s what’s best for our team, or are we going home because you don’t want a certain feisty redhead we know to get more pissed at you than she already is?”
 
   Henrik pretended to be offended before stepping over to grab an eavesdropping Sam, who stood at the locker next to him, and put him into a headlock. “We’re doing it for the kids, Austin.” He laughed, patting Sam affectionately on the side of the face. “Right, rookie?”
 
   Sam looked awkwardly between Henrik and Austin, until Austin finally nodded his agreement. “Whatever. I’ll take my captain’s word for it,” he added, grabbing a towel before heading toward the showers. “But just remember. I know when my best friend is lying to me.”
 
   Henrik released Sam with a relieved huff. “He’s right, you know,” Sam whispered, maneuvering away from him. “If you keep avoiding his offers to go out, he will get suspicious.”
 
   He rubbed a nervous hand through his hair. “Trust me. Austin’s suspicion isn’t anything new.” Sam’s eyes rose, but he shrugged it off. “Long story.”
 
   “What are you going to do about it, then?” Sam asked instead.
 
   Henrik smiled that same determined grin he always used when accepting a challenge. “Exactly what you told me to do. Be her friend, even if it fucking kills me.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S TURTLES
 
    
 
   Leila’s eyes were downcast as she sat alone on the front seat of the subway. It rumbled through the underground with such determination and force that it made her tired just thinking about it. She felt exceptionally bad yesterday, and after a miserable morning of needles and pissing in cups, she knew it wasn’t only guilt. The extra rest from skipping the hockey games hadn’t been enough to stop the doctor from increasing her medication. 
 
   She stuffed the generic brown bag containing her new medicine into her oversized purse. No one needed to know about it. She didn’t want their sympathy. In fact, she didn’t need it. She had everything completely under control. 
 
   A woman across the aisle smiled at her. It was the fourth person to smile at her today. The guilt hit her again. It was cruel to keep her condition a secret, but she had no choice. Austin would overreact and Drew would mother her to insanity. Then there was Henrik.
 
   Clueless, idiotic Henrik. 
 
   She felt guilty about him too. It was a new trend. He’d been giving the whole “friends” thing his best shot the past week. Mother Theresa would be proud. She hadn’t seen a single woman in the hallway, and she even caught half an interview of his coach singing his praises. He even used the word responsible. 
 
   No one in the history of existence had ever used responsible to describe Henrik Rylander. 
 
   It didn’t matter, though. She shot him down at every corner. She even turned down the Mortal Combat marathon with extra buttered popcorn. 
 
   They couldn’t be friends. She lacked the patience for it. She would never be able to stomach his juvenile behavior as he played ‘hit it and quit it’ all over Midtown. She also couldn’t risk the chance of another tirade like the one she had with the woman who hung up on her. 
 
   It was best for everyone if she followed Drew’s advice and kept her distance. 
 
   The subway came to a screeching halt, and she stood to join the fellow patrons in the mass exit. Her head felt light. She probably should have taken her medicine at the pharmacy. She needed to get home. Quick. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She shoved open the door to Drew’s apartment, only to be greeted with the sound of bolstered cheering. She absently grabbed her head as the ache behind her eyes began to throb. She turned the corner to peek into the living room, and saw no less than ten oversized men scattered about, all their attention focused directly on the television. “Hey, Sis,” Austin announced from the couch, throwing his hand up in greeting.
 
   “What’s going on?” 
 
   She meant to sound chipper, but didn’t. Not even close.
 
   “Henrik’s idea,” Drew explained from his spot on the floor. His brows were drawn together in defiance like he just lost some ferocious battle. “Team bonding day watching the football game.”
 
   “That’s nice.” Again she tried to smile, but couldn’t even manage a fake one. “Why are they bonding here instead of his apartment, exactly?”
 
   “Because we wanted to include you.”
 
   She spun around to find Henrik behind her, a stack of pizza boxes in his arms. “You made it back just in time for lunch, and the second quarter.”
 
   She frowned at him. He wasn’t allowed to be in her apartment. Her icy attitude the last time he showed up unannounced should have made that point clear. He especially couldn’t show up looking irresistible in his faded jeans and ripped t-shirt, acting all sweet and thoughtful. Except, actually, it was his apartment, which meant he could be there as much as he wanted.
 
   Her frown deepened. 
 
   She needed to start looking for her own place. Soon. Of course that required a job and a steady income. It wasn’t like her to depend on anyone else, even if it was her brother and best friend. If only the job interview she called about last week would come through, she could move out, get some distance, and maybe a little perspective that didn’t involve the outline of Henrik’s abs through his shirt. 
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “But it’s pizza. Do you know how long I had to argue with Austin to let me break our training diet for this?”
 
   She slipped by him down the hallway toward her room. She would use the faucet in her bathroom to take her medicine before she lay down. 
 
   “Hey, wait a second,” she heard him call after her. 
 
   He’d discarded the pizza by the time he’d caught up with her at bathroom door. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” She knew better than to try to smile again, so she tried to lie better. “I’m just tired. I’ve had a busy morning.”
 
   He stuffed his hands in the front pockets of his jeans, scuffing the toe of his sock against the carpet. “Where have you been?” 
 
   “Shopping.” 
 
   “Doesn’t look like you had much luck.”
 
   “I didn’t, which is why I’m tired. So, if you’ll excuse me—”
 
   She tried to shut the door, but he caught it. “You’re tired a lot lately.”
 
   Her stomach knotted up, and she suddenly felt nauseated. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “It just seems that you’re always putting off hanging out with me,” he explained in a whisper, but she could feel the tension in his voice. 
 
   She let out a sigh. Relieved. “I’m not avoiding you, Henrik.”
 
   He smiled, a small dimple forming in his cheek. “Yes, you are.”
 
   “Not intentionally.”
 
   He stepped forward, his hand grazing under her elbow as he dropped his voice between them. “Yes, you are.”
 
   She rubbed her eyes. It wouldn’t be much longer until the flashes started, or orbs started to appear in her vision. She needed her medicine. 
 
   “Go lay down,” he instructed, his hand delicately brushing the edge of her shoulder. “Get some rest. We’ll discuss it later.”
 
   She wanted to argue. In fact, she wanted to scream at him. She hated that she wanted to give in so easily. She wanted to watch Mortal Kombat and laugh every time he dropped his voice to mimic Scorpion. She wanted to eat pizza and meet his friends. She wanted him to be human—to have a heart. 
 
   But Drew was right. He was Tin Man Henrik. 
 
   She pushed his hand away, ashamed of the adrenaline spike the small contact created inside of her, and shut the door. 
 
   “I’ll try and keep the noise to a minimum,” he added on the other side, but she didn’t respond. She stood there, her head against the cool metal, and waited until his footsteps retreated back down the hallway. 
 
   She needed to tell them. Henrik needed to understand why the playful banter and his game to break her willpower had to stop. She knew that. However, it wouldn’t be today.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Leila woke up three hours later feeling slightly refreshed, only to find the apartment completely empty. She wandered aimlessly around, looking for some sign it had housed half a hockey team earlier that day, but it was spotless. She made her way into the kitchen, deciding to eat lunch. She managed to finish an entire BLT and two sides of fries when she heard a commotion at the front door. She hurried around the corner to find it was only the boys, attempting to squeeze through the small frame at the same time.
 
   She laughed at the ridiculous sight. “Watch it,” Drew groaned, shoving his brother, only to bounce back and land against Austin. Poor Drew looked like a Hobbit trapped between two trolls as he tried to fight his way through the door.
 
   “You watch it,” Henrik shot back, pulling a load of bright yellow bags through the door behind him. “I’m the one doing all the work.”
 
   “Where have you guys been?” she inquired, eyeing the nameless bags as Henrik set them down at his feet. 
 
   “Shopping.” Austin threw himself down on the couch as if the activity had been strenuous. 
 
   Her interest was instantly piqued. Boys, especially these three particular ones, loathed even the thought of going into a department store. Something was off about the entire scenario, and she was confident it had something to do with her. “What exactly did you buy?” She leaned up on her tiptoes to sneak a peek in the bags.
 
   “That’s the best part,” Henrik told her, pulling a piece of paper out of his back pocket and handing it to her. “I was going to tell you about it this morning, but Austin thought it was best to wait until we were more prepared.”
 
   She cautiously took the paper from him, analyzing the overzealous smile plastered on his face. She slowly unfolded it and read through the bold writing down the page. The annual Rangers Halloween extravaganza was scheduled for that afternoon. Costumes strongly suggested, noted a handwritten amendment on the bottom.
 
   She eyed the yellow bags again, noticing Drew and Austin shared the same ridiculous smile. “Costumes? You realize they were probably referring to the kids, right?” 
 
   “What do you have against costumes?” 
 
   “Nothing, I guess. The kids will love it. You guys will have a good time.” 
 
   She spun around, prepared to run. 
 
   But their voices rang out in unison. “Stop.”
 
   She winced, pausing at the edge of the doorframe.
 
   “You guys?” Austin’s voice echoed behind her. “You’re coming with us.” 
 
   She turned around slowly, knowing now why they’d all shown up together. It was an intervention. She could see it in the sad way they each looked at her, as if she were a fragile piece of glass hanging on the edge of a cliff. 
 
   She pulled herself up, attempting to appear in control of herself, but it was a nearly impossible feat while wearing Drew’s decade-old Power Ranger pajamas. “Why would I come to your team’s Halloween party?”
 
   “Because it’s hosted by the Rangers organization, and it’s for our families,” Henrik explained. 
 
   “And I want to spend time with my sister,” Austin added softly, smiling at her.
 
   She folded her arms over her chest. “You just want me to get out of the apartment.” 
 
   “That too,” he confessed, getting up to walk over to her. “You’ve been to one game in the last two weeks, and even then you bailed on dinner afterward. Since then, you may have left this apartment a couple times at best.”
 
   “And your brilliant solution is to make me go with you to a Halloween party?” She looked around for Drew, hoping he would come to her rescue. Drew merely mimicked the same sympathetic smile Austin had given her. 
 
   “The bottom line is, if I have to go, so do you.”
 
   It was a damn conspiracy. 
 
   She didn’t want to go to the Halloween party, not because she didn’t want to spend time with them, but because of the same reason she hadn’t called her friend Laney, or gone to the grocery store after those cookies she loved. The thought alone was debilitating, and then to add the emotional gauntlet that was Henrik into the equation, they might as well be asking her to swim through a tsunami. 
 
   “You bought a costume for me, didn’t you?”
 
   Henrik beamed. “Just wait until you see,” he said, digging through the bags. He jerked out a shirt and green mask. “You’re going to be a Ninja Turtle!”
 
   “A Ninja Turtle?”
 
   Damn it. She loved Ninja Turtles. It didn’t matter, though. She had to get out of it. “Even if I was going to this party, which I’m not, I would never wear that. You realize I’m a girl, right?”
 
   Henrik smirked at her, holding back whatever filthy thought popped into his head. She shot him a warning glare.
 
   “I told the salesperson I needed a woman’s costume that didn’t involve the word sexy in front of it,” Austin began to explain, “because I know how your feminism flares up. This was the best I could manage.”
 
   “Apparently, we shop at the slutty Halloween store.” Henrik grinned. “Don’t worry, though. You won’t be lonely, because—” he began pulling out more green shirts and masks “—we’re going as Ninja Turtles too!”
 
   His enthusiasm was exhausting. 
 
   She didn’t want to tell Austin no. It was the first time since they were kids that they’d had the chance to spend any kind of significant time together. It was the ideal opportunity for movie-perfect, sparkly bonding time.
 
   She wasn’t feeling sparkly, though. She felt like coal. 
 
   “It’ll be fun,” Henrik urged.
 
   Fun wasn’t part of her remedial plan. Rest. Sleep. Any nameable Henrik-less activity. That was her new routine. 
 
   “You can’t say no to this face,” Drew said through the small slit in his dime shop mask. “You love me too much.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and grabbed her costume out of Henrik’s hands. “Love is a strong word right now,” she grumbled, stomping off toward the bedroom. “In fact, I hate all of you.”
 
   “Thank you for participating,” Henrik yelled after her. “You won’t regret it!”
 
   “That wasn’t a confirmation.” 
 
   “We leave at five.” His voice echoed down the hallway, but she could imagine him grinning like an idiot. Even though she tried not to, she smiled as she slammed the door shut behind her.
 
   She had to tell him.
 
   Tonight.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S PARTY
 
    
 
   Madison Square Garden could have been mistaken for an episode of Tales from the Crypt. The decoration committee must have found a sale on foam tombstones. Leila pulled her hand out of a fake spider web that clung to the boards around the rink as she skated to the side. She pushed her Raphael mask on top of her head, gasping for air. 
 
   She needed to take it slow. One lap around the rink was too much. Her head buzzed as she fought to keep herself upright. She slowly moved herself toward the bench and leaned against the railing. 
 
   Her breathing slowed, and her body relaxed. She couldn’t let herself get caught up in the excitement, but it was so easy. There were too many smiles, and too much laughter. A group of pint-sized Transformers whizzed by her, chasing a cackling Batman. She smiled too, until a different smile turned in her direction. 
 
   She was aware of Henrik. Always. 
 
   He’d started a pickup game with a group of teenagers at the other end of the ice. He played goalie while the kids tried their best shootout moves on him. He sucked at goalie—not even on purpose—so the kids were having a blast. 
 
   She intentionally looked the other way, but it was still there. That prickle of acknowledgment seeping down her spine. She focused her attention anywhere else, cursing Drew for abandoning her. Drew refused to skate, and immediately took Sam and Callen’s offer to play video games in one of the suites. So, instead, she looked for Austin, but he was busy helping his friend Michael pull his young toddlers around on a sled. 
 
   Their smiles were contagious.
 
   Leila stood back and took it all in, smiling to herself for the first time as she watched the family-filled scene unfold in front of her. 
 
   She even felt a little happy herself. 
 
   The notion seemed foreign. As she thought back over the past two years, she wondered if she’d ever been happy at all. She couldn’t remember, but she doubted it. It was as if she’d gradually fallen into this construed misconception of what being happy actually meant. Her relationship had been a production, a show she played out every day to convince herself that she was content. Looking back on it, she remembered the hundreds of nights she spent alone, the unanswered phone calls, and the clipped conversations. It made her sad. She pitied that part of herself, the part that trusted, and always gave the benefit of the doubt. She’d never know that girl again. She would never be able to look in a man’s eyes and just believe his words as truth. Her heart was too jaded for that now, still too raw from the memories. She wondered if the pain would ever truly go away for good.
 
   She flinched, jerking her shoulder around. Henrik still watched her, his eyes trained on her as he stood unaware of the ensuing game around him. A puck zoomed by his shoulder without a blink of his eyes. She wanted to turn away again, but her body wouldn’t follow her mind’s demand. There was something about him, being near him, or feeling his gaze upon her, that transformed the ragged anger inside of her into something else, offering a moment’s relief. 
 
   He absently handed his stick to someone and skated to her. He didn’t say a word. It wasn’t necessary. He simply stood beside her, turning to watch the vision displayed in front of them. She breathed for the first time, and she finally shared a little bit of the happiness that surrounded her.
 
   “I should have done this a long time ago.” She waved at the kid Austin pulled by in the sled.
 
   “What? Come to our team functions?” 
 
   She shook her head, laughing when Austin took a sharp turn, rolling the kid off the sled to his complete delight. “Break up with Derek. Spend more time with Austin and Drew.”
 
   “And me,” he added, glancing over at her.
 
   She snorted. “That’s still up for debate.” 
 
   There it was—the doubt that would plague her forever. She wanted to smile at Henrik, to admit the past couple weeks hadn’t actually been so bad having him around, and how he ignited that tiny spark of hope inside of her that maybe they could actually co-exist. Except, she couldn’t. There was too much at stake now.
 
   He rolled his eyes, obviously annoyed with her answer. “I thought we’d been having a good time lately. You know, on the rare occasion when you’re not unintentionally ignoring me.”
 
   She glanced at him, frowning at his ridiculous grin. His hair, which had started to grow out, stuck out from underneath the ball cap he’d traded in for his Michelangelo mask. It reminded her of college, all the times she’d seen him lounging in the commons area, his faded green Fighting Sioux hat hiding his bed head. The memory hurt. As much as she told herself that she hated him then, it was just a lie to save what was left of her cracked heart.
 
   “We’ve been tolerating each other,” she blew out, turning away from him. “I don’t necessarily know if that qualifies as having a good time.”
 
   It was true. The past three weeks she hadn’t done much of anything. She’d called to have the few bills that were in her name transferred to Derek, but other than that, she’d been a ghost in Drew’s apartment. Randomly walking from one room to the next, not really sure what to do with herself. Sure, Henrik had been around during that time—stopping by for lunch after practice, or a late dinner after a game. He’d even brought over her favorite movies, and left his iPad for her so she could download some books. The more she thought about it, she realized he’d been there every single day, with the exception of the five days he was out of town on road trips.
 
   “You’re in denial.”
 
   Her brows shot up, suddenly taken aback by the harsh tone he’d used. “Of what?”
 
   He crossed his arms. “Our friendship.” 
 
   “Sleeping together doesn’t make us friends,” she whispered back, using the same jilted tone of voice he’d used.
 
   They’d been lovers, once, and it didn’t go beyond that. To pretend otherwise would only be another mistake in the long list she was accumulating. 
 
   He moved closer to her, his voice a soft rush between them. “We didn’t hook up for the hell of it, Leila. You came to me for help. You were upset, and I comforted you the best way I knew how at that point.”
 
   “How gentlemanly of you.”
 
   His teeth snapped together. “Damn it, Leila.” 
 
   She tried to move, but he balled the edge of her shirt into a fist, holding her in place.
 
   “Why do you always have to be so damn stubborn with me?”
 
   She pried his fingers back, shooting a look toward Austin. He would draw attention to them if he didn’t stop. She didn’t want to have this conversation with him at all, let alone with an audience. All she wanted was to pretend she could be happy again.
 
   She could make it that way, she promised herself, eventually. She’d move somewhere, on her own, start fresh. She could do it by herself.
 
   Henrik shifted forward, now standing close enough that his chest brushed against the back of her shoulder. “Let’s say it was just sex. Even though we both know it wasn’t. Give me one good reason why we can’t be friends now.” He stepped back as Austin skated by, but then scooted even closer. “I’ve stopped accepting calls. I haven’t been out. I’ve even made it an entire two weeks without hitting on you.”
 
   “Is that some sort of record for you, or something?” she asked dryly, still looking forward, trying to deny the way his breath felt on her neck.
 
   “Well—yeah,” he admitted. “You haven’t exactly made it easy.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at him, and he grinned back at her. It was his you-can’t-stay-mad-me grin. “You look cute in green.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes. She couldn’t do this again. Not with Henrik. 
 
   “What?” He threw out his hands, laughing.
 
   She spun around, scowling at him. “That is exactly why we can’t be friends.”
 
   “Why? Because you’ve lost the ability to take a joke?” He followed after her, his every word saturated with the same unruly confidence that had turned her speechless from the very beginning. “A koala bear is cute. Bambi is cute. What’s so wrong with it?”
 
   “It’s not that.”
 
   He slid an inch closer. “Enlighten me, then.”
 
   “It’s that stupid look on your face. It’s the exact same one that you—” She stopped, realizing what she was about to admit to him. It was the same grin he gave her the first night she met him. The same night he almost gave her a concussion. She couldn’t stay mad at him then either. 
 
   A friendship with Henrik would set herself up for failure again. He wasn’t capable of friendship, let alone—“Just never mind.”
 
   “That I what?” He hurried and skated up beside her, brushing his hands against her wrist. “Leila, talk to me.” 
 
   She instantly jerked away. “No, Henrik. The simple fact is we can’t be friends.” It had already become more complicated than she ever intended. That night with Henrik was only meant to boost her ego and damper the betrayal that stung her so bitterly. If she had known what it would lead to—this reflux of emotion she thought died a long time ago, she might have just beat the hell out of Derek’s car instead. “As far as I’m concerned, we didn’t have sex that night.”
 
   He groaned, whirling in front of her so she’d have no choice but to look at him. “You can’t just pretend that night didn’t happen.”
 
   She stopped just before crashing into him, her cheeks burning as her voice unintentionally went up two octaves. “Yes, I can.”
 
   He paused, his hands grabbing her shoulders. She thought he’d surely be angry, but his touch was soft. She shook now, her pulse beating a warning in her ears. It had only taken a second for her reaction to spiral out of control.
 
   “Leila—” 
 
   White spots sprinkled before her eyes as a cold sweat broke out across her forehead. She instantly felt nauseated, and it caused her to return Henrik’s grasp. 
 
   “Leila,” he repeated as if he wasn’t sure she could even hear him. “Are you all right?” 
 
   She could see him waving off people who turned around and stared. She blinked, her hand going to her throat and face. Heat stung her features. She was definitely going to be sick. “I need some air.” Her legs threatened to buckle beneath her. “I’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   “I know a place we can go,” he assured her. 
 
   She clutched his hand and let him lead her off the ice. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S CHOICE
 
    
 
   Leila sat on the bench in front of Henrik’s locker, watching him silently panic on the floor in front of her. He tried to be super cool about it, but his eyes were dilated. He was scared, and if she was honest, she was terrified. It had never happened so quickly before, and, thankfully, she brought her medicine with her. She quickly downed it the first time Henrik turned his back. 
 
   She sipped sparingly from a bottle of cold water he snatched from the team’s personal storage. Her face was ghostly. She knew it had to be. All the former glow it had shown only a half hour ago gone, replaced by the same misery and hopelessness that had been plaguing her for weeks. 
 
   Henrik was unusually quiet. He’d taken off his skates, and scooted the toes of his socks up against the tips of hers. 
 
   “Something is going on with you.” He didn’t look at her when he said it, because it wasn’t a question. Instead, he wiggled his toes against hers.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.” She pulled her knees up to her chest. 
 
   He moved forward, close enough to see her eyes as she tried to hide. “I can’t force you to tell me. I want to be here for you, though, even if I’m not really sure what that means.”
 
   She peered over her knees at him. She should tell him. Eventually, she’d have to tell him, or at least tell someone. “Not here,” she whispered, her voice still unsteady. “I don’t want to talk about it here.”
 
   He nodded, bringing himself to his feet. “Then let’s go somewhere else.”
 
   She looked at him, doubtful. “We can’t. Austin and Drew—the party.”
 
   “They’re grown men. They’ll survive without us,” he asserted, smiling at her. He held his hand out, offering her the choice of whether or not to take it. 
 
   She studied him for a long moment. There was no over-confident grin. No mischievous twinkle in his eye. He was actually being serious for once. 
 
   He really was scared. 
 
   “Okay,” she agreed, finally, reaching up to intertwine her fingers with his. 
 
   He immediately pulled her into a hug, burying his face in the tuft of curls cascading down the side of her face. “Thank you,” he offered.
 
   “For what?” she whispered into his shirt.
 
   He took a deep breath, and she could feel him smiling, and curling his hands into her thick curls, pulling her just a little closer. “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sun hung low in the sky as the New York skyline disappeared behind them. There was something about leaving, the thought of running away, that seemed to calm the fear that had risen up inside of her. Leila leaned her head back against the seat, taking deep, slow breaths as she enjoyed the view in front of her, and more importantly, the one beside her.
 
   Henrik had thrown a black jacket over his Ninja Turtle shirt, and ditched his hat in the back seat, but he still looked like a little kid sitting next to her. His eyes were wide, full of possibility, and that frightened her a little, but in the good, ‘it feels right’ kind of way.
 
   The clouds were a deep purple, scattered across the empty horizon. She had no idea where he was taking her, and she didn’t care. She could finally breathe again.
 
   He monitored her out of the corner of his eye. She knew he probably wanted to ask her a million questions, to pry into the source of her erratic reactions, but she couldn’t bring herself to disrupt the easy calmness between them. It was so rare. So, instead, she enjoyed the peace while it lasted. It wasn’t until hours later when they came up on a sleepy town on the outskirts of nowhere that she sat up and started asking questions.
 
   “Where are we?” She twisted in her seat, taking in every possible detail in the vicinity, attempting to pinpoint their location.
 
   “Cold Spring,” Henrik said, his eyes focused on the road. “This is where I train in the summer.”
 
   She studied the scenery outside the window, wondering what magical quality this town possessed to make him spend his entire summer there. There weren’t any bars or sorority houses.
 
   “My Uncle Gus lives here.” He smiled at her. “He was my coach growing up, and when I got traded to New York and signed my seven year contract, he and my Aunt Sarah wanted to move closer.”
 
   “They don’t like the city?” she questioned. She knew Henrik had lived in the south before moving to the Midwest for college.
 
   “They’re from Charlotte. What do you think?”
 
   She grinned over at him. “Are you sure we won’t be intruding?”
 
   “Yes, because they will never know we were even here.” 
 
   Before she could process what he said, he took a sudden, sharp left turn, cutting down a small, worn road through what appeared to be an abandoned field. She grabbed the door handle, hanging on for dear life as they started bounding their way down the rugged path. “What are you doing?” she asked, exasperated. 
 
   “My uncle’s house is up the road, but this is all his property. He always dreamed of living up here, especially because New York can provide one thing Charlotte can’t.” 
 
   She raised her eyes, too concerned with being bumped out of the vehicle to form her question into words. The car came to a sudden halt, propelling her forward before her seat belt locked and brought her slamming back. When she finally gained control of herself, he had flipped the headlights on bright. He leaned over the console toward her and pointed out into the fading light. “Up here you can have your own rink in your back yard.”
 
   Her eyes lit up. In the distance, veiled by a blanket of light snow, was a frozen pond. Normally, it would be too early in the season to skate, but the unseasonable cold had worked its magic a month early. 
 
   She couldn’t deny the hint of excitement she felt as she smiled over at him. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve skated on a pond?” 
 
   Henrik’s smile captured his entire face just before he bit his lip. “Your sophomore year. Sigma Hockey Classic. You scored three goals in five minutes.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him. The girls in her dormitory had begged her to join their team for the annual charity event. The sister of one of the school’s hockey stars had to be good, right? It was for a good cause, so she couldn’t turn them down. “You actually remember that?” 
 
   He rolled his eyes at her before opening his door. “Why do you think I went?”
 
   He got out of the car before she could respond. She couldn’t believe he remembered her playing in that game. She quickly followed him, jumping out of the car and grabbing her skates out of the back seat. He sat on the bank of the pond, pulling his skates on. She eased down next to him. “You scored eight goals in the game you played,” she said, not looking over at him. “Three in the first period, and five in the second. They asked you not to play in the third, just to keep it fair.” 
 
   She started tying her skates, but she watched him smile out of the corner of her eye. 
 
   She remembered that game like it was yesterday—the crisp air, the buzzing chatter of half the campus getting drunk in the name of curing cancer. Most importantly, she remembered Henrik. 
 
   She looked up to see him leaned over, his elbows on his knees, looking thoughtfully out at the ice. “You borrowed Austin’s Minnesota Wild jersey to wear in the game, and tore a hole through the arm during the second period.” When he looked up, challenge glinted in his eyes, along with just a hint of mischief. “So, in the third, you wore my Hurricanes jersey.” 
 
   “No, I didn’t. That was Austin’s jersey too. Abby said he brought it to me between periods.” 
 
   He stood up, shaking off the snow before grinning down at her. “When has Austin ever been a Hurricanes fan? I’m from Charlotte, remember? I saw you rip your jersey, so I brought you mine. I made Abby give it to you, because I knew you wouldn’t accept it from me.” 
 
   She stood, her hands on her hips. “I’ve been sleeping in that jersey for a good five years now.”
 
   His smile turned crooked. “I know.”
 
   He stepped out on the ice, a pleased expression engulfing him. She was still too stunned by the revelation to follow after him. She couldn’t believe he’d done something so thoughtful. All these years she’d accepted the fact that her big brother had been looking out for her, when in reality, it had been Henrik. 
 
   “Why?” she finally asked, stepping onto the ice. “Why did you do that?” 
 
   She was more than curious; she needed to know for her own sanity. They weren’t speaking to each other by that point, the rift between them already feet deep. Henrik had no reason to be nice to her.
 
   He skated down the ice, his movement fluid and easy as he made a giant circle around the rim of the small pond. “Why did you stay and sit out in the freezing cold to watch my game that night?” he shot back.
 
   She pursed her lips at him. He skated back toward her, skidding to a stop on the jagged ice, leaving them nose to nose as he leaned down over her. “That answer you’re too stubborn to admit to, well, it’s a two way street.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose. She’d watched his game because, as much as she didn’t want to admit to it, she had a crush on him, despite her greatest efforts against it. She’d practically scowled after every goal he made that tournament, sour grapes, because she knew the more attention he demanded, the longer the line of girls would be waiting for him after the game. 
 
   He rounded behind the tattered goal at the end of the pond, picking up two wooden hockey sticks, and a puck off the back of the net. He dusted the snow off before dropping the puck and shooting it toward her. 
 
   Leila stopped it with the toe of her skate, taking the extra stick as he skated past her. “Well, are there any other good deeds you let my brother take credit for that I don’t know about?” 
 
   “I don’t know about good deeds.” He smiled, easily reaching over and taking the puck from under her skate with his stick. 
 
   “What does that mean?” 
 
   She whirled around, watching him display his fancy puck handling skills as he batted it back and forth with ease. He stopped and flipped the puck up onto the end of his stick. “You remember the night we first met?” 
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest. “How can I forget the puck flying at my head?” 
 
   He smiled, flipping the puck up in the air toward her, only to watch it land exactly two feet in front of her. “I did it on purpose.” 
 
   Her mouth dropped open. “You could have taken my head off.”
 
   He laughed. “If you haven’t noticed, I’ve got good aim.”
 
   “Why would you do such a thing?” she growled.
 
   He shrugged. “The same reason any other red blooded male would intentionally shoot a hockey puck into the stands. I wanted the pretty girl’s attention.”
 
   “That’s rich,” she huffed, grabbing the puck so she could have something to do rather than look at him. It brought back too many emotions, ones she tried so hard to pretend weren’t real. “Why try and get my attention that night, only to ignore me the next day and every day after that?” 
 
   The pain felt as raw in that moment as it had that very first day. She’d spotted Henrik in the commons area the day after their first meeting. She’d smiled and waved, only to be awarded with silence, and a daunting glare from the latest girl hanging onto his arm. It had been the beginning of the end for their brief moment in the sun. 
 
   Henrik’s back went straight as he took in her words. “That isn’t what happened,” he stated curtly.
 
   “Really? Because that’s how it looked on my end. You would have thought I’d come down with a bout of leprosy when we ran into each other that next day.” Her voice was shaky at best, the truth in it, along with the residual pain that never really went away. 
 
   She positioned the puck in front of her and prepared to take out her frustration with a hard slap shot toward the goal. However, the ancient, wooden stick was heavier than the metal ones she was accustomed to, and the blade didn’t bend, sending the puck flying at an awkward angle straight up into Henrik’s unsuspecting nose. 
 
   He dropped to the ice like a dead fish, his hands cupping his face. He didn’t scream, but a litany of curse words fell from his mouth as blood started to leak down his face. 
 
   She dropped the stick, and her heart that had been thrumming in her eardrums crashed at her feet. She rushed toward him, dropping to her knees by his side. “Oh my gosh, Henrik. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
 
   He moaned into his hands, rolling onto his stomach. She tried to pull his shoulder back to get a good look at the damage, but he reflexively jerked away. “I’m okay,” he muttered through his fingers, but she could see the blood seeping through the slots and down his wrist. 
 
   She hadn’t meant to hurt him. She only wanted a momentary distraction from the swell of memories flooding her system so she could get control of herself. 
 
   “No, you’re not,” she shot back, her hand curling itself around the collar of his jacket. “Let me look at it.”
 
   He continued to mumble, unconvincingly, that he was fine. It was useless. Henrik was a hockey player, and there was an unwritten rule that they weren’t allowed to feel pain. This wasn’t a game, though, and she refused to let him suffer because of her mistake. “Come on,” she insisted, pulling him to his feet. “At least let me get you off the ice.” 
 
   He slowly agreed, allowing her to help him up to his feet and over to the bank. Once he sat down, she was able to get a better vantage point. She shucked her coat off, and took off the Ninja Turtle t-shirt from over her tank top, and put her coat back on. She rolled the t-shirt up and pulled Henrik’s hands away from his face. “Here, you need pressure to stop the bleeding.”
 
   He cursed a couple more times when she pressed the shirt against his bleeding nostrils. She held it firmly, leaning his head forward. He followed her guidance, but his eyes still remained locked on her.
 
   “That wasn’t what happened,” he moaned from around the t-shirt.
 
   “What?” she asked, having totally forgotten their argument. 
 
   He took the shirt from her hands, moving it so he could talk. “When I shot that puck at you, I didn’t know you were Austin’s sister.” He took a few quick breaths, trying to fight through the pain to talk. “He sure as hell let me know about it the next morning, though, and like I’ve told you before, guys have rules about sisters.” 
 
   She could still see the pain in his eyes, and though it was for a different reason, she was sure it matched her own. “Austin told you to stay away from me?”
 
   He tried to smile, but winced instead. “Told is a nice way to put it. More like threatened the sanctity of my manhood if I ever looked in your direction again.”
 
   Her breath caught in her throat at the thought. It would explain the sudden, drastic change in his disposition. He’d been so vibrant and flirty that night at the game, and so cold and distant the next day. Had it really been due to Austin, and some unwritten man code they all thought they had to follow?
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded, her tone cross.
 
   He pulled the t-shirt down, revealing the gash across his nose that continued to bleed. “Honestly, I didn’t think you’d even care.”
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat, because he was wrong.
 
   He was so very wrong.
 
   “We need to find you some ice, or your nose is going to be the size of Sacramento at your press conference in the morning,” she said offhandedly, trying to ignore the foreign feeling stirring inside her.
 
   “Leila.” His voice was deep, insinuating everything he needed to say in only the tone. He’d shared something with her, and now he wanted something in return.
 
   “What do you want me to say, Henrik? That I was disappointed? Bitter? None of that changes anything,” she snapped, suddenly defensive. 
 
   He was too close to the truth, leading her down a path that would only end in heartache again. It didn’t matter why he’d treated her that way, just that he did, and—
 
   “You’re right,” he said, interrupting her thoughts. “It doesn’t change anything, except for what happens now. We can be friends, Leila. All we have to do is be honest with each other.”
 
   “What else do you have left to be honest about?” she huffed, trying to keep the focus off her for as long as possible. 
 
   He pointed at her, half smiling. “I can see your bra through your tank top, and it’s distracting the hell out of me right now.”
 
   Her eyes dropped down, and she saw he was right. The outline of her pink bra was clearly visible through her thin white tank. She looked up at him and glared. 
 
   He wiped his face with the t-shirt again, his smile widening. “Your turn.”
 
   She frowned. Everything was a joke to him.
 
   “Come on, Leila. Please—” 
 
   She felt him touch her elbow, gently and briefly. He was being careful with her now, worried he might trigger the wrong reaction. It was sweet, and she hated him for it. 
 
   “I was disappointed,” she barked out, refusing to look at him. “I was bitter and angry, and any other word that led to me hating you so I could pretend like you ignoring me hadn’t hurt my feelings.” She waited a moment, before swirling around to face him. “Happy now?”
 
   He stared at her for a long moment, her admission hanging in the air. Blood trickled down his cheek onto his chin, but he didn’t notice. “You really mean that?” he asked finally, his eyes wide.
 
   “Yes,” she sighed, too exhausted to deny it.
 
   His blue eyes stilled, focusing with a determination she’d never witnessed before. “If I had known you felt that way,” he assured her with conviction that made a flash of heat rush through her veins, “I would have told Austin he could kiss my ass.”
 
   She laughed, rolling her eyes, because she didn’t know how else to respond that didn’t involve her embarrassing herself. “You would have broken your man code for me?”
 
   He stood, still grimacing. “I already did, remember?”
 
   She pursed her lips, recalling their conversation in the hotel room. “I apologize for putting you in that position. I should have never—”
 
   He stepped toward her, dropping the shirt at his feet before cupping his hands around her face, forcing her to look directly at him. “Don’t say that,” he said slowly. “You can hate me for saying yes if you want. I can live with that. But please, don’t regret it.”
 
   Her gaze dropped to the ice, her heart aching. “I don’t. I can’t.”
 
   She stood there silently, shocked by her own admission. As much as she wanted to pretend nothing happened, she wouldn’t take it back even if she could.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   When she looked up, his hand was held out to her again, and this time she didn’t pause, or think it through, but merely reacted. She stepped to him, his hands draping her hips. She involuntarily leaned into him, her arms wrapping around his back. She took in a deep, slow breath, enjoying the warmth of having his arms around her. 
 
   “You’re still not ready to talk about it, are you?”
 
   She paused, realizing her voice was lost. She’d admitted too much already. She wanted this, just this, for a little while longer. It was selfish, but the peace she felt was irresistible.
 
   “It’s okay.” He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I can wait. Just promise me that you’ll come to me when you are ready, because I want to listen.”
 
   She didn’t answer, but she returned his embrace. They stood there like that for a long time, just the two of them on the edge of the pond, forming a silent bond of friendship she never thought could exist.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S MISFORTUNE
 
    
 
   Henrik lay on his bed, his eyes closed as the throbbing pain radiating from his nose coursed through the rest of his body. It hurt. It hurt like hell. He’d never admit it to Leila, though. She sat beside him, holding a dishrag full of ice to his face, fretting. “It’s getting worse,” she said, her voice dripping with guilt.
 
   She’d ditched her coat and snatched one of her brother’s shirts to cover her tank top. “It will be fine,” he offered, though he couldn’t pretend that lying there, having her fuss over him for the past hour, wasn’t enjoyable. She got the cutest wrinkle between her eyes every time she looked at him. 
 
   “It’s broken, Henrik. I broke your nose.”
 
   Her voice was shaky at best. He hated that she blamed herself for an accident. “It’s not the first time it’s been broken,” he tried, giving her his best attempt at a smile under the circumstances. “Remember that playoff game my rookie year?”
 
   She quirked a brow at him. “Who said I watched your games before now?”
 
   He laughed, and a sharp pain shot through his face. 
 
   Damn it.
 
   “Yes, I remember it,” she admitted, half laughing as she repositioned the ice. “However, there is a big difference between getting your nose busted by a goon for being an insufferable idiot, and this.”
 
   “So, I wasn’t being an insufferable idiot tonight?”
 
   “You’re always an insufferable idiot.” Her smile was sweet. Sincere. “But I’m not a goon. I feel horrible.”
 
   He opened both his eyes and leaned up on his elbow. Slowly reaching up, he touched the tip of his fingers to hers. “Who told you that you weren’t a goon?”
 
   She sent a hard punch straight into his ribcage, laughing. “Asshole.”
 
   He laughed too, even though it made everything hurt worse. “If it means we can be friends, then you can break my face every day.”
 
   She pushed him back on the bed, repositioning his head on the pillow. “We’ll see,” she conceded, eyeing his nose again. “It’s hard to tell you no when you look like Jabba the Hutt.”
 
   He grinned, but it was worth it.
 
   “What the hell happened?” a voice bellowed, vibrating the walls around them. Henrik looked around Leila to find Austin and Drew standing in the doorway, panic plaguing their faces. “We just got your text.”
 
   He sat back up, offering them a full on view of the damage. Drew shook his head in disapproval. “Better question is what did you do to deserve that?”
 
   “Leila,” Austin groaned, moving Drew to the side to rush over to the bed. “You broke my captain.”
 
   “I didn’t break him,” she offered, frowning as she shuffled the ice in her hands. “Just his nose, most likely.”
 
   Drew made a noise of disgust as he joined Austin at the side of the bed. “Again—what did you do?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Henrik complained, darting a quick glance at Austin. “It was an accident.”
 
   “It’s true.” Leila gently urged him to lie back down, her hand guiding his head as if he might shatter any moment. “We were playing hockey on your uncle’s pond, and—”
 
   “Wait.” Drew immediately stepped around Austin. “He took you to Gus’s pond?”
 
   Henrik shot Drew a death glare. He’d accept a reprimand for stealing Leila away again when they were alone, but not in front of Austin. He didn’t need Austin prying into his intentions. “I wanted to get out of the city for a while,” he lied.
 
   He wanted to get Leila alone. He wanted to know what caused that vulnerable look in her eyes—that fear and uncertainty. Something was bothering her, and he needed to figure it out. 
 
   Austin’s face appeared above him. “My sister has a perfect shot. So, how did it accidentally find your nose?”
 
   “You were shooting with those damn wooden sticks, weren’t you?” Drew guessed, giving him a you-should-have-known-better look.
 
   “Yes,” Leila answered. “How did you know?”
 
   He could hear Drew sigh somewhere next to him. “Henrik, you should know better than to take a city girl to play pond hockey.”
 
   Leila huffed, insulted. “Says the guy who grew up in Charlotte? Ponds don’t even freeze down there.”
 
   “We played on ponds in Sweden,” Drew shot back. “That’s all we had. It’s not like we could afford rink time except for what we got during practices.”
 
   Henrik rose up to gawk at his brother. It wasn’t like Drew to mention their childhood, especially so casually. In fact, he hadn’t heard him mention it at all since their mother passed away. “You remember that?”
 
   “Of course.” He looked down at his hands. “I remember everything about home.”
 
   The room became exceedingly quiet, and noticing the conversation had gotten uncomfortably awkward, Austin spoke up. “Well, I’m calling the team doctor. He might want to look at your nose tonight.”
 
   Forcing himself to look away from his brother, Henrik turned to Austin. “It’s after three in the morning.”
 
   “You’re our star player,” Austin shot back. “Trust me, they’re going to want to know you’re over here looking like something that could walk out of Mordor.”
 
   Austin left the room with the phone already to his ear. 
 
   “I knew I shouldn’t have let you two leave together.” Drew sighed, squinting at him as if his nose were some ghastly creature that might bite him at any moment.
 
   Leila gave him a half-hearted shove. “Like it’s your decision. We weren’t doing anything wrong.”
 
   “Anything involving the two of you always ends in some form of drama,” he mumbled. “And don’t think Austin is okay with your little hangout sessions. He’s been asking questions.”
 
   Leila rolled her eyes. “I’m going to get more ice. You two can bicker among yourselves.”
 
   When Leila left, Henrik shot Drew a look. “You can’t just give me a break?”
 
   Drew crossed his arms over his chest. “You never take girls to the pond. That’s a family thing.”
 
   “Leila is family.”
 
   Drew’s eyes narrowed. “She’s my family.”
 
   “Look who’s jealous now.” He smiled, leaning back on the bed. “I don’t understand why you’re mad about us being friends.”
 
   “Friends,” he laughed. “You honestly think that is what’s going on right now? You two having a friendship?”
 
   “Well—yeah.”
 
   Drew made a face of genuine disbelief. “Make sure that doctor checks you for a concussion, because you’re crazier than I thought.”
 
   When Leila returned, Drew was still in a huff. “I’m going home. It looks like you two have everything under control. I’ll check on you in the morning before I leave.”
 
   “Leave?” Leila questioned. “You don’t work tomorrow.”
 
   “I have somewhere I need to be,” he said offhandedly, rushing to the door. “I’ll see you both in the morning.”
 
   When he was out the door, Leila turned around, puzzled. “He’s being very—”
 
   “Drewish.” He chuckled. “Trust me, you get used to it after a while.”
 
   She climbed back on the bed, crossing her legs next to him. “Put this back on your nose. The swelling is getting worse.”
 
   He flinched as the ice touched his skin, but he quickly recovered. She looked at him with that same adorable expression again. Like she cared about him too. “I like this side of you,” he commented, easing an inch closer to her.
 
   “The guilt-ridden side?”
 
   “No, more like the not-biting-my-head-off side. You’re actually kind of sweet when you want to be.”
 
   She peered down at him, frowning. “Henrik, I still think this friends thing is a bad idea. It will never work.”
 
   “But you’ll try. Right?”
 
   She pursed her lips, and he braced himself, but then she nodded. “Yes, we can try to be friends. However, when I break your nose on purpose next time, I’m going to say I told you so.”
 
   Austin walked back in, hanging up his phone. “Ice it all night, and he wants you there by seven tomorrow morning.”
 
   Henrik groaned. “He’s going to make me miss the game. I just know it.”
 
   “Either way, you have to let him examine it,” Leila informed him. “I’ll drive you.”
 
   Panic immediately engulfed him, but not because she wanted to take care of him. That part actually made him excited. It’s what surely would result from her sweet gesture that scared him. “I appreciate the offer, Leila, but—”
 
   “You’re going to let me,” she said, her voice stern as if she were talking to a child. “You can’t drive like this, and I’m not letting you take the subway. It’s my fault, so I’m taking you.”
 
   “Again, Leila, I really appreciate your offer, but—”
 
   Austin chuckled behind her. “He’s afraid you’ll tell them what really happened.”
 
   Leila’s expression fell as she looked down at him. “Why wouldn’t you tell them what really happened?”
 
   “We’re guys, Leila.” Austin was practically bursting at the seams trying to rein in his amusement. “What do you think is going to happen when they find out a girl broke his nose with a hockey puck? He’s never going to live it down.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open and she let the ice slip off his face. “Is that really the reason?” 
 
   He shot her a weak smile because he knew he couldn’t lie his way out of it with Austin there. “They’re kind of ruthless about things like that,” he tried, mustering the most pathetic voice possible.
 
   She shook her head, unsympathetic. “Be ready by six thirty.”
 
   When he opened his mouth to refute, Austin laughed. “You might as well let her go. Because if she doesn’t tell them, I will.”
 
   He shot his friend a dirty look, but Austin appeared too smug to care. He was enjoying himself. 
 
   Bastard.
 
   Austin shrugged. “Next time, don’t sneak off with my sister.”
 
   Under normal circumstances, he would have fought back. A snarky comment, or he might have even mustered up the courage for an inappropriate one. Not now. He couldn’t joke about the truth. That was just wrong.
 
   He turned his attention back to Leila in hope of changing her mind. He could always blackmail Austin into cooperation later. He gave her a pleading look.
 
   “You wanted to be friends,” Leila reminded, sticking the ice back to his nose, a little less gentle than she’d been previously.
 
   He laid his head back against the pillow and sighed. “I know,” he groaned, already imagining the horrific nicknames in his head.
 
   It would still be worth it. 
 
   Leila would always be worth it.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S MOVE
 
    
 
   Henrik made himself at home in Drew’s apartment the next morning. Of course, that was after listening to Drew lecture him about anything and everything under the sun, including the fact he’d brought breakfast with him. Apparently, providing Leila with food in any form or fashion was some kind of sin in this house. 
 
   It was just a couple bagels, for crying out loud. 
 
   Drew and Austin didn’t realize it, but he was finished following their rules. He’d allowed Austin to ruin his chances for a romantic relationship with Leila a long time ago, and he wasn’t about to let them ruin their friendship, too. 
 
   Now that Drew was gone, his fruitless effort to make him wait in his own apartment failing, he found a comfy spot on the couch and dug into his bagels. He heard the shower turn on down the hall, so he knew Leila was awake. Her words continued to haunt him, though, along with the thousands of what ifs circulating through his mind. 
 
   What if he had ignored his best friend’s warning and pursued Leila anyway? He was only nineteen at the time, not exactly in the frame of mind for a serious relationship. Would she have made the difference, or would he have just broken her heart? Scenarios flooded his mind, but somehow they all rounded back to Leila in that damn shower.
 
   The water kicked off before his thoughts finished, and he was thankful for the interruption. It was foolish to dwell on the past, and especially about things that could never happen. Or, at least, things that could never happen again. He took the last bite of his breakfast, standing to go grab a bottle of water, when he heard her voice boom down the hallway.
 
   “Drew! You’re going to be late!”
 
   She must have heard the television still on, he decided, but before he could alert her of his presence, she turned the corner. Her hair was wet and dripped down her bare shoulders as she clutched a barely there, navy towel around her. She sucked in a breath, her eyes rounding as she took in the vision of him standing before her. “You’re not Drew,” she stuttered, taking a step back and tightening her hold on the towel.
 
   He swallowed. “Guilty.”
 
   Eyes on her face. On. Her. Face. 
 
   His adrenaline kicked into overdrive, or maybe it was his tortured and abandoned libido. Either way, he could have cried.
 
   Leila’s gaze darted around, unsure of what to do with herself. “What are you doing here this early? It’s not even six o’clock yet.”
 
   A hundred different excuses and lies ran through his mind, but he decided against it. They were friends now, and that meant he could be honest. “Couldn’t sleep,” he explained while mentally shouting at himself for flinching when the slit in the towel suddenly revealed two more inches of thigh. “Obvious reasons.”
 
   She watched him intently, and he wondered what she was thinking. So for good measure, he pointed at the plate of bagels sitting on the coffee table. “I also brought you breakfast.”
 
   She peeked over the couch at the plate, and then frowned at him.
 
   “What? You don’t like bagels?” The disappointment was evident in his voice, but he was too distracted to really care at the moment.
 
   “Yes, bagels are fine. It’s just—” she paused, studying him for a moment before deciding whether or not she wanted to continue “—I was going to make you eggs when we got back.” She nervously tucked a strand of her wet curls behind her ear. “You know, to make you feel better because—” then she pointed to her nose and winced “—obvious reasons.”
 
   He sighed. His nose looked gruesome. The swelling was much worse, stretching across his right cheekbone, up into his eye. Not to mention the unrelenting pain. However, a small bit of the constant, throbbing ache dulled at the thought of her wanting to make him feel-better eggs. “Oh,” he said. “I’m sorry. I appreciate the thought.”
 
   She smiled weakly at him. “How does it feel this morning?” 
 
   He could feel her scrutiny, and practically read the guilt on her face. “Fine. It doesn’t hurt at all,” he lied. 
 
   She shook her head at him, laughing. “You’re full of shit.”
 
   “You’re right.” He grinned, touching it gently with the tips of his fingers. “But I’ll survive. Now come eat breakfast with me.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Let me go put on some clothes first.”
 
   “I don’t recall making that a stipulation.”
 
   They smirked at each other, and his body relaxed. 
 
   It was real. They were actually friends now.
 
   He couldn’t keep the constant grin off his face as he waited for her to come back, and he felt like a complete idiot for it. When had he ever been giddy over becoming friends with a girl? 
 
   Never. The thought was ridiculous.
 
   He smiled anyway, unashamed and unfazed by the scrutiny of his own self-consciousness. When she returned, beautiful as ever, he noticed something different about her. It took him a moment to realize it was the hint of freckles sprayed across her cheeks. He’d never noticed them before.
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, glancing over while she grabbed the plate of bagels. She dove into them as if she hadn’t eaten in days, and it made him smile.
 
   “You have freckles,” he told her as if she didn’t know.
 
   “I am a redhead,” she reminded him with a laugh. “It’s kind of a package deal.”
 
   His eyes narrowed at her. “I’ve never noticed them before,” he explained.
 
   “Well, normally, I wear more make-up, and it covers them. I usually don’t host company fresh out of the shower.”
 
   “Your choice, not mine,” he said with a smirk.
 
   She shook her head disapprovingly at him, but that was it. He was happy his harmless flirting no longer set off a hate-filled chain reaction that ended in them screaming at each other. It was progress. “I like your freckles,” he decided with certainty. “They’re endearing.”
 
   She snorted. “You’re really laying it on thick this morning.”
 
   Henrik shrugged, still unashamed. He eased closer to her on the couch. “I find these endearing as well.” He smiled, touching his finger lightly to her neck where the string of tattooed hearts trailed up behind her ear. He remembered those hearts, his tongue on them, his lips pressed against her smooth skin, and more importantly, the sigh it had elicited. 
 
   Her entire body went rigid, her hands clenched around the plate in her hand. “W-w-what are you doing?”
 
   “What’s wrong? You look at mine all the time.”
 
   She shot a sideways glare at him. “Once,” she barked. “I looked at them once.”
 
   This time he snorted. “Sure, whatever you say.”
 
   She eased away from his touch, her stern expression still visible. “What?” he asked again.
 
   “You have to push the limits on everything. Don’t you?”
 
   “I barely touched you.”
 
   “That’s not the point, Henrik. You don’t touch friends like that.”
 
   He cringed. At first he didn’t realize why. It was the word friend. He didn’t like the way she said it. Or rather, he didn’t like what it meant.
 
   “Who made that rule?” he tried, fumbling around for a solution. “I touch my friends all the time.”
 
   “I’m sure you run your hand seductively up the side of Austin’s neck every morning.”
 
   He raised a curious brow. “You thought that was seductive?” 
 
   He honestly hadn’t been trying anything, but judging by the scowl she shot him, his innocent gesture had been taken out of context. “Sorry, I was just—” he began, but realized no matter what he said, it wouldn’t change anything. She was right. Friends didn’t touch friends like that. “I’ll keep my hands to myself from now on.”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” she grumbled more to herself than him before stomping out of the room. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She was exceptionally quiet on the walk down to the parking garage, and Henrik knew her well enough to leave it alone. They were similar that way. Talking would only make it worse. “Keys?” she demanded, reaching her hand out. 
 
   He lobbed them over to her, but she paused, frozen in place as they hit her shoulder and fell to the ground. Henrik followed her gaze, and his stomach sank. Of all the mornings for a hot pink thong to be tied to his windshield wipers, it had to be today. 
 
   He groaned, stomping past her to quickly rip it off. He left her to throw it in the nearest trashcan, and when he returned, she hadn’t moved, not even an inch. He slowly picked up the keys and held them out to her. 
 
   She looked at him, her nose scrunched up. “Does that happen a lot?”
 
   “More than you’d think,” he sighed. “It’s annoying.”
 
   “And disgusting.”
 
   “Well, at least those looked new,” he added, turning toward the passenger side door. 
 
   He could see her gaping through the window. “You mean sometimes they’re not?”
 
   He opened the door, laughing. “I keep rubber gloves in the dashboard.”
 
   Her face was contorted when she finally opened the door and hopped in. She busied herself with the heater, her demeanor returning to normal. He didn’t know whether to be happy or concerned. A part of him wanted her to be mad about the panties, because it meant she cared.
 
   She dramatically threw her hands in the air. “I give up. How do you work this space contraption?”
 
   It took him a moment to realize she meant the car, which was odd because Austin had a G55 too, and she drove it all the time. That’s when he noticed the hint of red tinting her cheeks and her teeth tugging at her lip. She was flustered.
 
   She did care.
 
   He reached up and pushed the button she tried to find, sending the heat blasting out. “Thanks,” she mumbled, pulling out onto the street.
 
   He leaned his head back against the seat and frowned. He’d officially made it five hours before screwing up, and even though that was a record for him and friendships with girls, he wasn’t satisfied. He would have to make it up to her somehow. Dinner? A gift? He’d have to ask Jiri, one of his few married teammates, for advice on an acceptable gift for a girl who was just a friend.
 
   He cringed again.
 
   Before he could contemplate it further, Leila’s phone started ringing. He shook his head mockingly at her as the “Backstreet’s Back” melody blared through the car. She knew he hated that boy band, and she smiled despite herself. It disappeared quickly, though. She took one quick glance at the screen, grunted, and threw it in the cup holder in disgust. 
 
   “I thought that look was only reserved for me. Who’s calling you this early?”
 
   “No one of importance.” 
 
   Her posture stiffened, and her fingers gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles were practically white. He knew that reaction. There was only one person who could elicit that much hatred. “Was that Derek?” He was almost in disbelief when he said it, but he could tell he was right. “He still calls you?”
 
   “It would appear that way,” she grumbled. 
 
   The flash of anger was sudden and all encompassing. He loathed that asshole with every fiber of his being, and that was before he broke Leila’s heart. He couldn’t believe he actually had the nerve to call her. “Give me your phone.”
 
   Her head snapped over, but this time, she smiled at him. “All right, Shrek, calm down. It’s not that big of a deal. He calls sometimes, and I ignore it.”
 
   He ground his teeth, absently touching the puffy edges of his eye. “Give me your phone.”
 
   Her smile grew. “I thought you said if I wanted his ass kicked I should tell my brother.”
 
   His features set straight as he growled, “I owe him one.” He was annoyed that her anger had instantly vanished. He wanted her to hate him too. 
 
   “For what? That barely there cut on your lip during the last game?” 
 
   “Are you taking up for him?”
 
   “No. It’s just funny. You’ve always hated him. Do you realize that over half of your fighting majors in your career have been against the Devils?”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “I know why I hate him,” she explained. “Why do you?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “I just do. The guy is a degenerative spawn unleashed on society for no other purpose than to make my life hell.”
 
   Her eyes grew softer, a look he recognized immediately. It was the same one she used for Drew. The one she used when she was sincerely concerned. “What did he do to you?”
 
   “It was a long time ago.” 
 
   She didn’t speak, only glanced over at him expectantly, and he knew he would tell her. He’d tell her anything when she looked at him like that. 
 
   “It started when we were in the Junior World Championship,” he said, looking out the window. “I was living with Gus by then, but I still had to play for the Swedish National team. I’d heard about Derek before I even showed up at the tournament, but it was minor stuff. Everyone said to watch out for him, because he’d do his best to get under your skin. I didn’t think anything of it. A lot of guys do that. Except Derek had done his homework on me.”
 
   Her expression turned curious. “What did he say?”
 
   “What didn’t he say?” He gripped the door as he recalled the memory. “Called me a bastard child. Orphan. Made so many ‘I fucked your mother’ jokes I lost count. By the end of the game I had all I could take.”
 
   Her face fell. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to it than you just beating the crap out of him?”
 
   “The chicken shit wouldn’t drop his gloves with me, so I got a five minute major for fighting. He scored with sixty seconds left to win the game.” His heart thudded in his chest at the memory. Even after all these years, it ate at him. “My country lost a chance at a medal because of his mouth, or rather my inability to tolerate it.”
 
   Leila shook her head, her previous annoyance with her ex evident of her face again. It made his heart beat faster. “He still brings it up, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Every damn game.”
 
   She reached over and took his hand, intertwining their fingers. “We need to let it go. He’s a jerk, and he rightly deserves to be punished, but we need to move on.”
 
   “We?” 
 
   “Yeah.” She smiled softly. “We can help each other, like a post-Derek support group.”
 
   He laughed. “Will there be meetings? And free food?”
 
   “Maybe, but mostly it will be just us, helping each other try and figure out how to move on.”
 
   He had never considered letting the feud between them go. Probably because he never thought it was possible. But sitting there with her hand in his, her optimistic smile radiating over at him, he realized all the anger he’d felt only moments before was gone.
 
   He squeezed her hand. “That, I can do. Especially if it means you’ll forgive me for my oversight this morning.”
 
   She looked back at the road, her smile evening back out. “I wasn’t angry with you this morning, Henrik.”
 
   “Really? Because it definitely looked that way on my end.” He half laughed. 
 
   She glanced back at him, and then removed her hand from his as she started to pull into the parking garage at Madison Square Garden. 
 
   “What?” he inquired. 
 
   “It’s nothing. Let’s just get you to the doctor. From the look of your face, I suspect we’ll have a lot of time to discuss it later.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S SURRENDER
 
    
 
   As much as Leila hated to hear it, she was correct in her assessment of Henrik’s condition. Not only was his nose fractured, but he had a bone bruise on his cheek, and the swelling caused him to lose peripheral vision in his right eye. 
 
   She broke the captain. Officially.
 
   She was utterly devastated. Even on her worst day of hating Henrik, she wouldn’t have wished that on him. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Henrik, but I can’t clear you to play tonight.” It was the third time the team physician had expressed the sentiment, but in true Henrik fashion, he wasn’t going down without a fight. 
 
   “I have to play tonight. It’s the Kings. Our offense has to be clicking on all cylinders if we want to compete with their front line.”
 
   The doctor’s face turned stern. “I’ve been waving my hand next to your head for the past thirty seconds, and you haven’t even flinched. You can’t play if you can’t see what’s coming at you. You’ll just end up getting hurt worse. Missing one game is better than missing ten.”
 
   Henrik, who sat on the examination table, his feet hanging over the edge like a little kid, put his hands on his knees and huffed. “All right. Fine.”
 
   The doctor gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “I’ll let your coach know.”
 
   When the doctor left, Henrik turned around, his shoulders slumping. Miserable. “Well, looks like you were right.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she apologized, standing.
 
   She made herself walk slowly to him. She wanted to run. Most of all, she wanted to continue to fuss over him and force him to let her take of him. 
 
   “It’s just one game.”
 
   “You honestly expect me to believe that after listening to you complain for the past half hour?”
 
   Again, he shrugged. “I had to give it a shot. It’s tradition.”
 
   Hockey players and tradition. They weren’t talking about a ridiculous playoff beard. It was his health, and she hated that he wasn’t taking it seriously. What she hated even more was that she cared that he wasn’t taking it seriously.
 
   “Can I take you home now, or do they need more x-rays?”
 
   “I think they are done prodding me. For now. I just need to stop by and talk to my coach on the way out.”
 
   She nodded, the guilt still eating her alive. A few inches higher and she would have ruined his career.
 
   “Stop it.”
 
   Henrik jumped off the table and grabbed her chin, pulling it around to look up at him. “What?” She instantly darted her eyes back toward the door. Anywhere but at him. 
 
   “You’re fretting.” He smiled. “I can see it in your eyes. Stop it.”
 
   How could he read her so easily?
 
   “What if I just ruined your season? The team—”
 
   “The team can survive one game without me,” he interrupted, “so stop worrying. Look on the bright side. At least we’ll have the apartment to ourselves tonight.”
 
   She shot him a look.
 
   “For strictly friend-type activities,” he added. “I hear Scrabble is super fun. Especially with your clothes on.”
 
   She pushed him away to keep from laughing. He made her laugh too easily. “You actually believe Drew will still go to the game and leave us there alone?”
 
   “Of course not.” He grinned. “I meant my apartment. He doesn’t have a key to my apartment. He can’t get in if I don’t let him.”
 
   She smirked, trying not to laugh at the vision he suggested. Drew would beat the door down. Literally. “I would like to see that.”
 
   He grabbed his coat off the examination table and threw his arm around her shoulder. “I’m his big brother. He’s not going to have a choice.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That afternoon, Leila lay on her bed resting while optimistically searching through job listings in the city. Biology majors weren’t exactly in high demand. She lucked into her research assistant job in Newark. She needed something closer to her family, though. Something closer to home. Her phone beeped next to her, and bile rose in her throat. It was probably Derek again. 
 
   He’d called three times in the last week. She hadn’t told Henrik that part. He didn’t need to know. He was already too involved, and it would only make it worse. She needed a new number.
 
   She eased over to peek at the screen, pleasantly surprised to see it was only Austin, until she read the message. 
 
    
 
   Austin: My apartment. Now. 
 
    
 
   She reluctantly sat up, having a sneaking suspicion what her brother wanted to talk to her about. His practice would have ended a couple hours ago, which meant he knew Henrik wouldn’t be playing in tonight’s game. Henrik might be Drew’s big brother, but she was still Austin’s little sister, and her brother would have something to say about the opportunity Henrik’s injury would provide.
 
   She made her way down the hall and let herself into their apartment. Austin and Henrik sat on the couch, facing each other. Austin looked rather determined, while Henrik just looked guilty. “What’s up?” she asked as casually as possible. 
 
   Austin turned to Henrik, waiting expectantly. 
 
   “It has been brought to my attention,” Henrik began, shooting a sideways look at his best friend, “that a good, responsible teammate would go to the game tonight, and support his team even if he was on injured reserve.”
 
   Leila looked between the two friends, wondering what kind of conversation they’d had before Austin texted her. She’d never seen them look uncomfortable around each other. “Even if you can barely see to watch the game?” she clarified.
 
   Without looking at Austin, Henrik nodded. “Apparently.”
 
   She gave her brother a knowing look, which implied that she didn’t appreciate his meddling. She got enough of that from Drew.
 
   “It has nothing to do with you,” he stated with an unconvincing grunt. 
 
   Shit. Austin was suspicious. 
 
   Henrik made a face. A deer in headlights look. Like a man on death row. Austin didn’t notice. He just continued to defend himself. “Henrik here has been pushing for all of us to up our game lately, take our responsibilities more seriously. I merely pointed out that maybe he should practice what he preaches.”
 
   “I only said maybe we shouldn’t go out so much. A little extra rest never hurt anybody,” he complained.
 
   Austin shot him another look. “You stick to your story, and I’ll stick to mine.” He got up and started walking toward his room. “I’m going to go rest up for my game tonight, because, you know, that’s what we do around here now.”
 
   Henrik didn’t respond. He just let his friend walk out. Leila waited until Austin slammed the door to his room. “Did I miss something?”
 
   “Your brother being a pain in my ass? No, I’m pretty sure you caught the full end of it.”
 
   “What was all that stuff about resting?”
 
   Henrik shrugged. “Your brother is overreacting.”
 
   Leila crossed her arms. “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   He stood and placed his hand on the small of her back. “Look, I’d rather not discuss it with him in the apartment.”
 
   “Do you think he knows?” she whispered. “About us?”
 
   “No. Trust me, you’d know if he did.”
 
   “How?”
 
   He scooted her through the door. “Because it’d make the news.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him as he pulled the door shut behind them. Even though they were in the safety of the hallway, he stood close to her, his voice only a whisper between them. “So, since obviously I’m going to the game tonight, why don’t you join me? I bet I can score you a seat up in the box with me.”
 
   She looked at him suspiciously. “Are you scared of my brother?”
 
   “No.”
 
   It was quick. Too quick. 
 
   “Oh my God. You’re actually scared of him.”
 
   He clapped his hand over her mouth and moved them further down the hallway. She pulled his hand away, still shocked. “He’s your best friend. You actually think he’d be that upset?”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “He might yell a little.”
 
   “A little? I took his little sister’s virginity in a fucking hotel bathroom.”
 
   “Okay,” she amended. “He might yell a lot.”
 
   “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Yelling is what he would do if he knew I hit on you. What I did warrants castration. On national television. With a rusty knife.”
 
   “Now you’re overreacting.”
 
   “We’ll just have to agree to disagree. You know, with our mouths shut, because he can’t find out. Ever.”
 
   “I agree.” She tried not to laugh at his horrified expression. “He’s already mad at you, though. Why is he upset about the extra rest?”
 
   “It’s nothing.”
 
   She poked him. Hard. “Tell me.”
 
   He glanced nervously down the hall at the closed door. “Come to the game with me,” he tried again. 
 
   She opened her mouth to refute, but then he pointed at his poor, swollen eye. “You owe me, remember? Come to the game with me.”
 
   His fingers touched her elbow. It was simple, yet significant. Denying him would be impossible. “Fine,” she sighed, “but only because I want to know what’s going on between you and my brother.”
 
   “Trust me,” he answered with a relieved huff, “I’m still trying to figure it out myself.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Henrik kept his word and got her a seat with him in the Rangers box. Usually, it was reserved for healthy scratches, meaning players who are on the team just in case one of the active players was injured suddenly, like Henrik. The box was relatively empty, only five or six other people, with some management coming in and out between periods. 
 
   Henrik could still barely see, even if the swelling had receded since the morning. She frowned every time she looked at him. Even with his injury, he still managed to take her breath away, in that wounded puppy kind of way. Especially when he was dressed up, his crisp, grey dress shirt pressed perfectly. It reminded her too easily of their night together, and she had enough trouble not thinking about it without the added encouragement.
 
   The second period ended, and as everyone started to pile out to take a break, she figured it was the perfect time to ask him about Austin. She leaned over and nudged his elbow. “So, how long are going to avoid my question?”
 
   He smiled, his eyes remaining directed toward the ice below them. “As long as you were going to let me by with it.”
 
   “Well, you’ll have to forgive my curiosity. It’s just you and Austin never fight about anything. What’s going on?”
 
   Sighing, he leaned back in his seat. “Austin asked if I wanted to go out last week, and I might have suggested we just go home instead. Now, he’s giving me grief about it every time I turn around.”
 
   “Why? And don’t give me some bullshit excuse. I want the truth.”
 
   The look on his face totally said he wanted to give her a bullshit excuse. 
 
   “Austin has this crazy idea that I don’t want to go out because—” He paused, not willing to finish his statement, but she already knew what he would say. 
 
   “Because of me?” She watched his reaction, and it was clear in the way he avoided eye contact that she hit the nail on the head. “You’re not going out because of me.”
 
   She mulled that idea over for a second, and the more she thought about it, the more it scared her. They were just supposed to be friends, nothing more, not anything that would only end up complicating her life more. 
 
   “I’m going to the restroom,” she blurted out. 
 
   Run. Escape. It was always her natural instinct. 
 
   Henrik whirled around her, though, and blocked her exit. “Leila, wait. You said you wanted to talk about it, so let’s talk. Don’t leave every time things get tough.”
 
   She stood up a little straighter, her shoulders pulled back. “Henrik, I know you haven’t been out lately, and you haven’t had any girls over since that night I showed up here. I just—” she paused, taking in a calming breath “—you don’t have to deprive yourself for my benefit.”
 
   “I’m not depriving myself,” he bit out, trying to keep his voice down.
 
   “Look, this morning—”
 
   “Do you think that’s what I was doing this morning? Depriving myself and then coming over and hitting on you?”
 
   She stood her ground, though she dropped her voice too. “So, you’ve had sex since that girl I passed getting off the elevator?”
 
   Now she was the one avoiding eye contact. She didn’t want to know. She couldn’t continue to lie to herself if he answered. She would no longer be able to ignore the obvious, which was that he was Henrik. 
 
   His finger touched the tip of her chin and tilted it up. “First of all, I didn’t sleep with that girl,” he offered. “I haven’t been with anyone since you.”
 
   She barely even heard the words. It couldn’t be true. Nothing he said could actually be true.
 
   “Like I said—you don’t have to do that for my benefit,” she replied, making a poor attempt to be casual.
 
   His hand clenched at his side. “Damn it, Leila. I’m sorry for touching you this morning. I’m attracted to you. I’m pretty sure we both know that by now, and I’m not used to being a gentleman about it. I sincerely apologize. It was my mistake.” 
 
   She averted her eyes. It was all a mistake. Their night together. Their so-called friendship. It wasn’t supposed to happen. 
 
   “I need a learning curve here,” he pleaded. “Don’t push me away.”
 
   “I have to,” she bit out, the tears already glossing her eyes as she finally turned around to face him. “You’re better off just spending your time with someone else.”
 
   Her voice broke before she finished. She glanced away, but she knew he already caught the sight of tears. When she couldn’t hold it back anymore, she rushed out of the room, her hand covering her mouth. 
 
   She made it all the way downstairs and out the main entrance before she stopped. She ran head first into a crowd of people, backing up until she felt the hard concrete of the building at her back. Then she sank to the ground and curled her arms around her legs. 
 
   None of this could be real. 
 
   In real life, Henrik didn’t act like that. He wasn’t considerate and attentive. Henrik had sex with girls, and he flaunted it in her face. She was supposed to hate him. 
 
   She didn’t hate him. She was so far from hating him that she hated herself. 
 
   “Leila.”
 
   She looked up, tears blurring her vision. He stood above her, his hands shoved in the pockets of his dress pants. She snuffled, wiping the tears out of her eyes. He sat down next to her, sliding down the wall until their hips connected. No one spoke. They sat there, pretending to watch the people walk by, listening to the high screeching of cab horns.
 
   When she finally found enough courage to look over at him, he kept his eyes locked on the traffic in front of them. “Just so you know I like spending my nights at home.” He finally glanced over at her and smiled. His new, sweet Henrik smile. “And it has nothing to do with you.”
 
   She quirked a smile back. It was faint, but it was there. He was a horrible liar.
 
   “All right, so maybe it has forty percent to do with you, but the other sixty is me.” He leaned in toward her. “I’m tired of not getting any respect because of the way I live my life. I’m trying…to figure out what makes me happy.”
 
   “You weren’t happy before?”
 
   “I just know I’m happier now. Plus, the trade rumors have stopped, and my coach hasn’t given me a life lecture in about a month. I want to keep it that way.”
 
   She nodded, because she didn’t know what else to do. He wiped away the remainder of her tears with the edge of his sleeve. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for this Henrik yet. “I said we could be friends, and I meant that.”
 
   He looked down his nose at her. “Why do I feel like there is a ‘but’ coming after that?”
 
   “If you want to spend your free time at home, because that’s what you want to do, that’s fine. I just don’t want you to bail out on Austin, because you think that’s what I want. If you want to go out this week while you’re on the road, then that’s what you should do.”
 
   She had never heard herself say something so unconvincingly in her life. However, she knew she had to make sure this new Henrik 2.0 was real and he was doing these things for himself. Not because he thought it was what she wanted from him. 
 
   He pursed his lips, clearly unsatisfied. 
 
   “It’s my only stipulation,” she added, “to trying this whole friends thing out with you.”
 
   “Is there an agreement form I need to sign?”
 
   “No,” she said weakly, preparing herself for what she would say next. “I just don’t want to know about it. You know, you’re not depriving yourself.”
 
   “That’s two stipulations,” he pointed out. “Are you sure we don’t need to write all these down? Get lawyers involved?”
 
   She made a face at him. He smiled again. “There isn’t going to be anything to tell, but fine. Hook-up stories are officially off the table.”
 
   “Okay.” She nodded as if she were trying to convince herself, and that was probably right. 
 
   He elbowed her, and when she looked up, he was still smiling. “Let’s go get nachos,” he said casually. 
 
   “Nachos?”
 
   “Yeah, nachos are awesome. Austin has been making me eat asparagus and beets for a week. I really want some fucking cheese in my life.”
 
   He was changing the subject. Just like Drew. Just like a friend would do.
 
   Leila finally laughed, and the uncertainty and fear slowly started to drift away. Maybe this friendship thing could actually work with Henrik. “You realize Austin’s been sneaking over and stealing Oreos from me all week, right?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Damn. Even annoyed, he was cute. 
 
   Friends were allowed to be cute. Cute was safe.
 
   “He has an entire secret stash of food in his gym bag too,” she told him, trying to keep her thoughts focused.
 
   Henrik stood up, dusted off his pants, and held his hand out to her. “Oh, we are so eating nachos right now. And Twizzlers. Do you know how much I miss eating Twizzlers?”
 
   Leila stood and took his hand like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Probably as much as Austin misses his Oreos.”
 
   “I’ll deal with Austin later,” he grumbled. “Tonight I’m eating nachos and Twizzlers with my friend.”
 
   Leila tried so hard not to let the word friend make her stomach twinge. 
 
   Friends were allowed to make your stomach twinge. 
 
   Right?
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S ROAD TRIP
 
    
 
   Wednesday night was a typical night on the road. The team flew to a random city, checked into their hotel, had a grueling practice, and then went out for dinner. It was typical, except for all the important things. 
 
   Henrik had a new fancy face shield on his helmet.
 
   It was ugly and large. It looked like something Buzz Lightyear would wear. He absolutely hated it, but was told it was non-negotiable at least three times by the medical staff. 
 
   He also persuaded Austin to switch up their usual roommate arrangements in the spirit of team unity. So, he decided to bunk with Sam. The team dinner consisted of just that, the team only, and no teammate was excluded. He was finished with the one-track mind stigma everyone was determined to throw in his face. He could be a good captain, a better friend, and more importantly, a man deserving of a woman like Leila, even if that meant their relationship was purely platonic. He was confident that with a little self-awareness he could accomplish that much.
 
   Fully clothed Scrabble could work.
 
   “Okay, I’ve just got one question, and it’s probably going to offend you.” 
 
   Henrik rose up from his spot on the bed where he crashed as soon as he entered the room five minutes earlier. He turned to look at Sam, who stood stoically in the middle of the room, still wearing his suit from dinner. 
 
   “That’s never stopped you before,” he reminded him.
 
   “Are you rooming with me so you can talk to Austin’s sister without him knowing?”
 
   He rolled his eyes and lay back down on the bed. “Yes, Sam. You are merely a pawn in my grand scheme to get my ass kicked.”
 
   “You’re such an ass.”
 
   He took the pillow behind his head and chucked it at Sam’s grinning face. “Then don’t ask stupid questions. I’m rooming with you because for some ridiculous reason I actually enjoy your presence.”
 
   Sam caught the pillow, and waited for him to actually answer his question. 
 
   He groaned. “If I wanted to call Leila, I’d call her. I don’t need a permission letter from Austin.”
 
   Sam walked over and sat on the corner of the bed. “So, are you? You know, going to call her tonight?” 
 
   Henrik grinned back at him, glancing at the door that connected their room with Austin and Callen’s next door. “Yeah, as soon as Austin goes to bed.”
 
   Sam laughed, finally taking off his suit jacket. “So, how is the friendship thing working out for you?”
 
   He shot him a knowing look.
 
   “That well, huh?” 
 
   “It’s not like I go over to Drew’s thinking today is the day I’m going to make a move on her. I get near her, and shit just happens. I can’t help myself. It’s like embedded in my genetic code or something. I see her, and all my mind can think is ‘touch her, smell her, move just a little closer.’”
 
   “Smell her?” Sam inquired, trying not to laugh.
 
   “She’s like lilac scented heaven, asshole. Get off my back.”
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” he said and chuckled. 
 
   “I accidentally made a move on her the other day,” he admitted, and for the first time he actually felt horrible about it. “I didn’t mean to, and hell, I didn’t even realize I was doing it at the time.”
 
   “I’m going to assume by the sour look on your face that it didn’t go over well.”
 
   He let out an exaggerated sigh as he recalled the incident. “She shut me down. Hard.”
 
   Sam tried not to laugh, but failed. Henrik threw his other pillow at him. “Sorry,” Sam apologized. “But at least now you know how the other half of the world lives.”
 
   “She actually told me to go out tonight,” he confessed.
 
   “Go out?” Sam asked, surprised. “As in ‘find a woman and bring her back to your room’?” 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Do I look like an idiot?”
 
   “Just checking.” Sam arranged the pillows beneath his head, and sank back against them. “It sounds like she is just confused about what she wants.”
 
   “She isn’t confused,” he explained. “I think she knows what she wants, it’s just—”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I think she’s scared that I’m like Derek. That if she lets her guard down, I will inevitably hurt her.”
 
   It was the first time he had ever said the thought out loud, though it had been nagging at him for weeks. Leila had no reason to trust his word, and after her experience with Derek, airing on the side of caution would be expected. Except he didn’t want to be placed in the same category as Derek. Sure, he’d done his share of scumbag things, but he’d never been in a committed relationship at the time. 
 
   Relationship.
 
   It seemed like his every thought and action kept leading him back to that one original idea, and the more he considered it, the more unattainable and illogical it felt. 
 
   He wasn’t allowed to have that kind relationship with Leila. Austin and Drew barely conceded friendship.
 
   “I may be a rookie, but I’m pretty sure the entire universe knows Derek Deroty is a certified douche bag.”
 
   Henrik smiled sadly at his new friend. “Well, I hate to break the bad news to you, Sam. But up until about two months ago, so was I.”
 
   “Henrik, there is a big difference between being a little,” Sam paused, probably trying to decide the best way to insult him, “self-involved, and being an uncaring, inconsiderate bastard.”
 
   He chuckled, shaking his head. “Either way, she is determined to keep me at arm’s length.”
 
   “Are you okay with that? I mean, are you going to ultimately be satisfied with just being friends with her?”
 
   He covered his face with his hands. “What are you doing to me, Sam?”
 
   “I’m not doing anything.”
 
   “Yes, you are,” he growled, running his hands through his hair as if he might pull it out. “You’re making me confront my feelings.”
 
   “Feelings? I thought that we weren’t allowed to reference such blasphemy?”
 
   He glared at the rookie, but Sam was too busy enjoying himself. “You can go ahead and tell me I was right if you want. I really don’t mind.”
 
   He clenched his teeth. “I like her, all right? I admit it.”
 
   Sam shook his head disapprovingly. “Come on, I see the way you look at her. You more than like that girl. You admitted, when you get around her, you can’t control yourself.”
 
   “I officially hate you,” he growled. “We’re not friends anymore.”
 
   Sam laughed. “Fine. You don’t have to convince me, but you should call her.”
 
   He immediately shook his head. “It’s too soon.”
 
   “Take some advice from me,” Sam insisted. “It’s never too soon to be honest.”
 
   He thought about it, and for the first time in his life, he was scared. That was when he realized there would be no going back for him. Unknowingly, he’d let Leila under his skin, and he’d have to face the ultimate consequence if he failed. He wasn’t sure what a broken heart felt like, but a frightened one was close enough to make him know he never wanted to find out.
 
   Sam dropped Henrik’s cell phone in his lap. “Call her,” he assured him. “I’ve got a call I need make myself, and I can do it from the comfort of the hotel lobby as easy as I can here. Call her tonight, tomorrow night, and every other night after that. If you’re serious about her, then you’re going to have to prove it to her, and unfortunately for you, that takes time.”
 
   Henrik leaned his head back on the bed, running a tired hand down his face. “Unfortunately for me,” he mumbled. 
 
   Sam laughed as he threw the pillows back at his unsuspecting face.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He didn’t call Leila. He was a chicken. A big, fat, clucking chicken. And Sam reminded him of that fact every chance he got. The next night at dinner, when the waiter asked for his order, Sam interjected, “Chicken.” 
 
   When the coach asked what game they’d like to play during warm-ups, Sam called out, “Chicken!” 
 
   Every time Austin mentioned his sister, or Sam saw him with his phone in his mere vicinity, he’d start clucking and flapping his wings. 
 
   The little smartass was earning himself a car full of packing peanuts when they got back to New York, but Sam was right. He needed to talk to her. The team had the night off before their game against Montreal the next day, and he knew it was the perfect opportunity. He grabbed his cell phone, and then whacked a sleeping Sam over the head with a pillow. “Get out.”
 
   Barely conscious, Sam sat up. “What?”
 
   “Get. Out.”
 
   Sam looked around, and then spotted the cell phone in his hand. He grinned. “Well, look who found his balls.”
 
   Henrik whacked him over the head again. A little harder this time.
 
   “Okay. Okay.” Sam jumped up, laughing. “I’m going. Geez.”
 
   Henrik waited while he gathered his stuff, and went to camp out in Jiri’s room. Austin’s room was off limits. He didn’t want to raise any red flags. 
 
   He paced from the window to the door, reciting what he would say in his head, but it was nothing more than gibberish. He’d never told a girl he had feelings for her before…and meant it. He ran through his contact list and found her name. Then he just stood there and looked at it. Then he looked at it some more.
 
   He was shocked he didn’t sprout feathers. 
 
   He clicked on her name without thinking about it, and held his breath as he listened to it ring. He almost lost hope after the fifth ring, but then she finally answered. 
 
   “Hello? Henrik? Is something wrong?” Her voice was groggy and full of panic. He glanced over at the clock, noticing it was after eleven and she had probably already been asleep.
 
   “No,” he told her quickly. “Nothing is wrong.”
 
   “Oh,” she breathed, sounding relieved.
 
   “I thought—maybe—I would tell you goodnight.”
 
   “Oh,” she repeated, her concern turning to surprise. 
 
   He gauged her reaction for a moment, coming to the only logical conclusion. “Derek never called you on road trips, did he?”
 
   “No,” she replied honestly, her voice barely a whisper. “Never.”
 
   His free hand balled into a fist. “Well, I guess that’s something you’re just going to have to get used to, then,” he replied, holding back the curses about her ex.
 
   She was quiet, and that worried him. “Leila?”
 
   “You didn’t go out tonight,” she commented, more to herself than to him.
 
   Tonight was their only night off during their road trip, and she knew it. “Not going to lie. The shock in your voice is a little hurtful.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Keep calm. Be honest. “I understand that with my reputation and track record, I don’t automatically get the benefit of the doubt.”
 
   “It’s not that.” Her voice was weak, burdened. “I shouldn’t care. That’s what I was trying to tell you the other day. We’re friends, and that’s great. I shouldn’t care whether or not you go out, and you should go out and not care what I think.”
 
   “Is there some kind of friendship rule book I don’t know about? Because that sounds like total bullshit to me.”
 
   “Henrik.”
 
   “Well, it is,” he rushed, “because I promise you, Leila, I’d care. If you bring some guy over and parade him around in front of me, I will make a complete ass out of myself. Guaranteed.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   Now he laughed. “No. What’s ridiculous is how bad it bothers me that you sleep half naked in my brother’s bed every night.”
 
   “It’s just Drew.”
 
   “I fail to see your point,” he droned. “Is he there now?”
 
   He shoved his ear harder against the phone, waiting for Drew’s maniacal laugh.
 
   “No, he’s still out, but it doesn’t matter, because friends don’t think that way. If we’re going to try and make this work—”
 
   “Maybe we’re not friends,” he cut in before he could stop himself.
 
   He paced the room again, his hands in his hair. He would be bald before the end.
 
   “What?” Her voice was hurt, and he knew he had to act quickly.
 
   “Maybe,” he started, his mind racing to figure out a way to explain himself, “we should be friends who would eventually like the option of possibly being something different in the future, which means different rules apply to us.”
 
   There was a long pause. “Are you high? Did the doctor give you some kind of new pain medication for your nose?”
 
   “I’m being serious.”
 
   “You obviously don’t have any idea what you’re saying right now.”
 
   “Yes,” he gulped. “I do.” 
 
   Could he do it? Say he had legitimate feelings for her, and he wasn’t going to sleep with anyone else? He’d already said it. Actually, he was already doing that. Now he just wanted his grand gesture returned.
 
   She’d gone quiet again. The buzz on the other end of the phone was prominent as he waited for her to finally answer. She’d have to answer eventually.
 
   “You would do that?”
 
   A gush of relief fell out of him. “Again. A little insulted by the shock in your voice.”
 
   “I’m not shocked, Henrik, it’s just—we barely know each other.”
 
   “You’ve known me since you were eighteen.”
 
   “Yeah, but how much of that time did we actually spend getting to know each other, or even spending time together? We hated each other, remember?”
 
   “No. You hated me. I was under strict instructions to stay the hell away from you.”
 
   “That still doesn’t mean this is a good idea.” 
 
   “You’re right,” he breathed, unwilling to recall all the times he had to force himself to turn and walk the other direction when he saw her coming. “I may not know your favorite color yet, or even how you take your coffee, but there are some things I’m certain about when it comes to you.” He checked the door again, just to be safe. “I know you’re an amazingly loyal friend, because you and I both know Drew doesn’t trust easily. You’re supportive and caring, because I’ve watched you cheer on your brother too long. I know I’ve never felt comfortable enough to talk about my mother with anyone else.”
 
   The sound of shocked silence was deafening. 
 
   “I’m not asking for some kind of commitment in stone, Leila,” he continued. “I’m just saying it’s obvious that both of us are harboring some more-than-friend type feelings about one another that we don’t know what to do with right now. We owe it to ourselves to have time to figure it out.”
 
   Silence. Dead, suffering silence. 
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I don’t want you hooking up with anyone,” he blurted out. “The thought bothers me to an extent that is embarrassing. On occasion, you’ve implied that you feel the same about me. I mean, honestly, do you want me bringing girls back to my apartment? You running into them in the hallway in the morning?”
 
   There was a pause, and then an audible, annoyed huff. “No,” she said stiffly, “I would prefer not to have that happen.”
 
   “Then we have an understanding.”
 
   She let out sigh, obviously overwhelmed. “This is crazy.”
 
   It was more than crazy. It was real.
 
   “Maybe, but if it helps us sleep at night…”
 
   She scoffed. “I highly doubt you were losing any sleep over whether or not I’ve been hooking up with random guys since I’ve been here.”
 
   “You’d be surprised.” It had crossed his mind more than a few times. “Check my game stats for that night you gave your ticket to Drew’s friend. Zero points. Zero hits. All I could do was sit there and think about whether or not you were out with some random guy.”
 
   “I spent the evening in my pajamas combing through ads for a job,” she said, chuckling. 
 
   “Now you tell me.”
 
   She laughed again, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, you’re still the only one.”
 
   Something tightened in his chest.
 
   “It does, actually,” he confessed, knowing it was difficult for her to admit anything to him, especially when it involved her feelings. “And I was being honest when I said I haven’t been with anyone since you.”
 
   She made an almost hysterical laughing sound. “Okay, so that’s settled. Neither of us will be hooking up with anyone else.”
 
   “Just to clarify,” he smiled into the phone, “that includes no hooking up with each other, right?”
 
   “Yes, Henrik. That includes each other.”
 
   “Okay,” he breathed, probably for the first time since they started the conversation. “Good. I can totally handle that.”
 
   And he could. 
 
   “I trust you.”
 
   The emotion those three simple words evoked was astonishing. It shocked him. “Thank you.” 
 
   He smiled like an idiot and was grateful she couldn’t see the inevitably goofy look on his face. 
 
   “Just one other thing,” he added, since she was being agreeable for the first time in her life.
 
   “There’s more? Maybe we should write this down. Get lawyers involved.”
 
   “You’re cute, Blakely. Real cute. I’m trying to be serious right now, remember?”
 
   She cleared her throat. “Okay.”
 
   “Since we have this new understanding, I’m going to need you to be available next weekend,” he told her, his voice a little more chipper than he meant it to be.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To be my date for the Hockey Pays Forward Charity event the organization hosts every year. I’m required to go, and everyone brings a date.” 
 
   “Henrik. I’m sorry, but—”
 
   “We can go as friends if you want. Just don’t make me show up alone.”
 
   “No. It’s not that. I would love to be your date, but I promised Austin I’d go with him. Apparently, since his favorite wingman has been blowing him off, his datebook has suffered. However, I suspect it’s his passive aggressive way of keeping me from going with you.”
 
   He flopped back on the bed. “Austin knows me too well.” 
 
   And he did. Austin knew he’d ask her. He’d been trying to corner him for weeks, and now he’d won. He would have to talk to him. That meant he would have to admit things. Things Austin already knew. It would be ugly, and painful.
 
   “I’ll take care of it,” he finally decided.
 
   Leila laughed into the phone. “Good luck with that.”
 
   “Thanks,” he sighed, slumping down on the bed. 
 
   He would need it. He silently wondered if he should wear his new face guard. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S CONVERSATION 
 
    
 
   The team was on the way back to Manhattan, a three-hour flight ahead of them. Henrik sat in the back of the team’s private jet with Austin, Sam, and one of their other teammates, Callen, playing a game of cards to pass the time. They were halfway through their first game when Austin finally looked over at him and nudged him with his knee. “So, how long are we going to sit here and act like you didn’t ask my sister out on a date?”
 
   Sam’s panic-stricken gaze immediately shot up to him. Henrik remained calm. At least, calm on the outside. His insides took a dive to hell and back. He studied the cards in his hands. “So, you talked to her?”
 
   “This morning. Mentioned something about going to buy a dress for the charity event, and then asked if I’d talked to you yet.”
 
   “Yeah, about that…” He finally looked up and gave Austin a sympathetic slap on the back. Very casual and very calm. “You’re going to need to make other arrangements.”
 
   Austin paused, staring daggers across the small space at him. “Excuse me?”
 
   “I’m taking Leila,” he asserted with a small smile, his foot bouncing wildly beneath the table. “She’s my date.”
 
   Austin threw his cards down on the makeshift table between them, leaning forward to glare into his eyes with a fury Henrik had never witnessed from his best friend—at least, not directed at him. “Are you trying to fuck my sister, Rylander?”
 
   Shit, he felt guilty. Hurt-his-soul guilty.
 
   “Because I’m pretty sure we’ve had a conversation about this before,” Austin continued. “You know my feelings on the subject.”
 
   “Trust me, I know everyone’s feelings on the subject.”
 
   Austin shoved his shoulder gingerly to get his attention. “The difference between me and Drew is I’m asking you, Henrik.” He dropped his voice to a deadly register. “I expect an honest answer, or I’ll make you give me one.”
 
   Austin studied him, his fierce features cool and distant. Henrik worried that he looked as guilty as he felt, even though, technically, it wasn’t a lie. He wanted to sleep with Leila. Again. And again. However, he wasn’t trying to at the present time, but he couldn’t exactly explain their arrangement to Austin. 
 
   “No,” he stated with total honesty. “I’m not trying to sleep with your sister.”
 
   Austin’s eyes remained locked on him, his assessment thorough. Finally, he fell back in his seat, dissatisfied, as if he’d actually looked forward to kicking Henrik’s ass, and picked up his cards again. “Whose turn is it?”
 
   “Wait,” Sam breathed, glancing back and forth between the two of them, his nerves obviously shot. “That’s it?”
 
   “What the hell, Sam?” Henrik interjected, shooting him a dubious look.
 
   “Yeah, Sam,” Austin answered. “Is there something else I need to know?”
 
   Sam swallowed loudly. “No,” he lied. Austin looked at Sam harder, and he started to panic. “I didn’t think finding out Henrik is trying to date your sister would go over so smoothly, is all.”
 
   “Again, Sam. What the hell?” Henrik growled, glaring daggers at his confidant.
 
   “Look,” Austin half laughed. “This isn’t the first time this has happened. Henrik tried this shit back in college, and I’ll admit I was a bit of a hard-ass about it back then.”
 
   “A bit?” Henrik challenged, his tone reflecting the outright shock at his friend’s admission.
 
   “I saved you from yourself.”
 
   Henrik rolled his eyes. “You and I both know it had nothing to do with saving me. Leila was only eighteen.”
 
   “Maybe, but she’s always been able to handle your wild stallion ass, no doubt about that.” Austin’s expression smoothed out. Softened. “Your mother hadn’t even been gone a year at that point. You were damn determined to sabotage any relationship where a woman showed you any kind of affection. It wasn’t the right time. So, yeah—I intervened.”
 
   Henrik gaped at him. “You say that like making her hate me for four years was a favor?”
 
   “It was. You’re welcome.”
 
   Henrik rubbed his hand down his face, frustrated. Austin smiled, returning the pat on the back Henrik had given him earlier. “Look, it’s obvious your thoughts about my sister haven’t changed, so let’s stop pretending like the decline in your social calendar is because you’re all of a sudden Mr. Responsible.”
 
   He looked at his best friend through his fingers. “I’m trying to be both.” He sighed. “You’ve heard the rumors. Naming me captain won’t keep them from trading me. I have to do my part. I need to be Mr. Responsible.”
 
   Austin cocked a surprised brow. “Color me impressed.”
 
   “So, does this mean you’re giving Henrik permission to date your sister?” Sam asked, still a little surprised.
 
   “Have you met my sister? Trust me, my permission is the least of his worries.” He laughed, turning to look Henrik in the eye. “Just keep in mind, though, we’re roommates. I know what your ass does twenty-four hours a day. If you screw up, she will know about it. You got that?”
 
   He nodded quickly. “Understood.”
 
   “And if you try and pull some Derek Deroty bullshit on her,” he added, his face showcasing that deadly stare again, “you’ll have more than a broken nose to worry about.”
 
   Again, he nodded. He would never be Derek, but that look in Austin’s eyes still made him nervous. If there was ever a guy to steer clear of, it was his best friend when he was pissed. 
 
   “Now, whose turn is it?” Austin inquired gruffly.
 
   Sam continued to stare blankly at them as if still in shock. “What?” They both asked him in unison, though Henrik mouthed curse words at Sam. 
 
   Austin let him off easy about the date, but there was a big difference between a fancy team function and a bathroom wall. He was an asshole, not an idiot.
 
   “Nothing,” Sam asserted, waving them back to their card game, “just minding my own business.”
 
   Austin let it pass, and Henrik fell back in his seat with a thud. That was close. Too close.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The week seemed to rush by in a blur, but that tended to happen during the middle of the season. Henrik had back-to-back games on Tuesday and Wednesday, which left little time between sleeping and practice to do anything else. However, he made sure of one thing, and that was that Leila knew she was on his mind. They’d been texting each other regularly all week, and to his complete delight, she seemed to have finally relaxed. She was actually semi-flirtatious with him. Compared to the resting bitch face he was accustomed to seeing, it was a grand improvement.
 
    
 
   Henrik: Found a dress yet?
 
    
 
   Practice just ended, which meant he was free and clear with nothing on his calendar until after the event Saturday night. He left his phone sitting on the shelf in his locker, waiting eagerly for her reply as he changed clothes. 
 
    
 
   Leila: Maybe. Why so interested?
 
    
 
   Henrik: Why so secretive?
 
    
 
   Leila: Not secretive. Just curious why you’re so interested in dresses all of a sudden.
 
    
 
   Henrik: Because there are only two types of dresses. Conservative and not conservative. A guy needs to be prepared.
 
    
 
   Leila: Prepared how, exactly?
 
    
 
   Henrik: If you choose a not conservative dress, it might be wise for a guy to wear briefs instead of boxers so he doesn’t embarrass himself.
 
    
 
   Leila: You. Are. Ridiculous. 
 
    
 
   Henrik: The word you’re looking for is HONEST. So, what’s the verdict?
 
    
 
   It took longer for her to answer, but when she did, he couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    
 
   Leila: I’d go with the briefs. 
 
    
 
   Austin gave his head a shove from the locker next to him, knocking him off balance. “Stop fucking smiling so much. You look like an ass.”
 
   “How is that different from how he normally looks?” Callen said with a laugh from across the room.
 
   Henrik fell on top of his gym bag before grabbing a glove and chucking it back at Austin’s head. Then he shot Callen the finger. Callen laughed, disappearing into the shower. Austin held his hand out and helped him up. “So, can I assume you’re not joining us tonight?” Henrik smiled, and Austin smiled back. “Good boy.”
 
   “Thanks for the approval, Dad.”
 
   Austin laughed. “We can always go to dinner first. Leila can go too.”
 
   “She’s shopping with Drew,” he said, grabbing his phone and stuffing it deep into his bag, “so I have a feeling she’ll be ready to crash.”
 
   In fact, he knew she would. An all-day shopping trip meant she’d be tired. He still worried about her.
 
   “I’ll catch you afterward then,” Austin said, smiling, “because I fully expect to find you in your bed when I get home. Alone.”
 
   Henrik grabbed a towel and smiled over his shoulder at his best friend. “Naturally.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening, Henrik sent Drew a text to tell him he was letting himself in their apartment to wait for them. He eyed Leila’s room from down the hall, assuring himself that snooping would be wrong. She’d tell him eventually. It was probably something minor anyway, which was why she hadn’t brought it up since that night at the pond. She hadn’t had any other episodes since that night, or at least, not that he’d noticed.
 
   He made himself go sit in the living room. He fiddled anxiously with the remote until he heard the key turn in the lock. Leila walked in carrying a white garment bag across her arm. He shot her a smile, recalling their conversation from earlier, and she returned it. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten to know a woman well enough to have an inside joke. 
 
   It was kind of fun.
 
   His concern eased.
 
   “So, do I get to see?” he inquired, nodding toward the garment bag.
 
   “Of course,” she smiled, twirling around, “tomorrow.”
 
   “Boo. You’re no fun.”
 
   She shrugged, taking the bag toward her room, leaving him alone with his brother. Drew waited until she was halfway down the hallway to turn around. “Can we talk?” he asked quietly.
 
   There was a redness to his eyes as if he’d been crying. “Sure. What’s wrong?”
 
   “I meant can we talk, privately?” Drew looked back down the hallway again.
 
   “Okay,” he agreed, eyeing his brother suspiciously. “Where?”
 
   “Let’s go to the balcony,” he said, ushering him toward to the door. 
 
   They slid silently through the glass doors that led out to the small balcony, and Drew shut them as quietly as possible. “What’s going on? Is something wrong?”
 
   “Maybe.” Drew sighed, worry creasing the lines on his face. “I think Leila might be sick.”
 
   Just hearing the words from Drew’s mouth made his stomach drop. It immediately brought back memories of the Halloween party, her face pale as he helped her off the ice. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Leila hardly ever leaves the apartment. Except, once a week, every Monday morning, she disappears for a couple hours.”
 
   “Maybe she goes shopping, or to the store. She’s allowed to have a life.” He was making excuses, and he knew it. 
 
   “She’s always tired,” he continued, his voice becoming more strained by the second. “I know you’ve noticed it too. She has headaches. I thought maybe it was just the stress of everything getting to her, but today I saw her taking medicine at lunch. She tried to hide it from me, but I saw her.”
 
   “People take medicine for all kinds of reasons.” He clenched his hands around the railing. “It could have been birth control, for all you know.”
 
   “Why would she hide it from me?” 
 
   And there was the problem. The secrecy. Henrik knew there was something Leila wasn’t telling them. She had already admitted that to him, and as much as he tried to keep it in the back of his mind, he knew Drew would never be able to stop thinking about it. It would be like reliving their last days with their mother all over again.
 
   “It worries me.” He looked like that twelve-year-old kid again, the one who constantly stood by the window, the phone always nearby, waiting and hoping what he knew wasn’t actually true. “I mean, her showing up here all of a sudden, wanting to spend more time with us. What if she’s dying or something?”
 
   Henrik hugged him. He couldn’t stop himself. He felt utterly helpless, but most of all, he shared that same fear. He tried not to show it, or even feel it, but it was still there, just under the surface. 
 
   What if he lost Leila too? 
 
   “I will talk to her, okay?” he tried, keeping his voice as even as possible. “Just don’t stress yourself out about it. It’s probably nothing.”
 
   Drew nodded, looking away to wipe the single tear from his cheek. 
 
   “Hey, where did you go?” Leila called out from inside. 
 
   Drew still looked pale, so Henrik did his best to reassure him. “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   They went back inside, and Drew did his best to look normal before excusing himself to his room. Henrik took his place back on the couch, and Leila joined him. “What’s wrong with Drew?” she asked. “He’s been acting weird all day.”
 
   He shrugged, playing it off. “I don’t know, maybe he’s upset that you won’t let me see your dress.”
 
   Leila rolled her eyes. “It’s just a dress, Henrik.”
 
   “Right now, but when you put it on, it’s a torture device.”
 
   “I’m not even going to ask about what exactly I’m torturing,” she said with a laugh. 
 
   He smiled over at her. “So, what do you want to do tonight, since I’m obviously not going to get a preview of tomorrow’s top secret look?”
 
   She shrugged, yawning. “Stay in, I guess. I’m pretty tired.”
 
   Something tugged at him from the inside, and it hurt. “You’ve been getting tired a lot lately.”
 
   She shot him a warning look. “You keep saying that.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Have you ever been shopping with Drew?” she asked, a little more defensive than the situation required. “It’s exhausting.”
 
   “Actually, I have, and yes, you’re right,” he joked back, but it didn’t go unnoticed that she avoided the question. “We can stay in. I don’t mind.”
 
   She nodded curtly and relaxed into the couch. “Want to watch a movie?”
 
   He knew he needed to let it go for now, but soon he’d have to convince her to talk about it. If not for him, for Drew’s sanity, at least. 
 
   “Depends.” He smiled, flipping the remote over in his hand. “Does it include cuddling?”
 
   “Cuddling?” She snorted while taking a black wristband and tying her hair into a messy bun on top of her head. “Seriously?”
 
   “What? You don’t cuddle?”
 
   “Yes,” she laughed. “I didn’t think it would be your type of thing.”
 
   He scowled at her before reaching over and pulling her to him. “Oh, yeah. Hugging up to a beautiful woman sounds horrible.”
 
   She laughed. “You know what I mean. Cuddling is—”
 
   “Intimate?”
 
   He held her stare for a moment, the unspoken sentiment loud between them. He started to speak, only to be interrupted when Drew reentered the room. “Hey, I’m going out for a while. I’ll be back by midnight, probably.”
 
   He turned, and for the first time, Drew didn’t scowl at the sight of him being so close to Leila, even though he had his arms wrapped entirely around her waist. Instead, he smiled.
 
   There was something definitely wrong with him.
 
   “Wait a second,” he said, letting go of Leila to sit up straight. He studied Drew, his once red eyes almost back to normal. “You’re going out, looking like that?”
 
   Drew looked down at his skinny jeans and sneakers, confused. “Yeah? What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “No one, especially you, wears sneakers to a club. And what kind of shirt is that, anyway?” He scooted to the edge of the couch, eyeing his brother skeptically. “Vancouver Giants? Really?”
 
   “What’s wrong with the Vancouver Giants?”
 
   “They’re a hockey team. You don’t wear hockey stuff.”
 
   “I wear your Rangers stuff all the time. Have you seen the number of jerseys in my closet?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s the point. You wear my Rangers stuff, because I give it to you. I’ve never played hockey for the Giants.”
 
   “What are you trying to accuse him of, exactly?” Leila asked, smiling between the two of them.
 
   “He’s not going out,” he said with certainty. “He’s going somewhere specific, and he’s not telling us.”
 
   That brought Drew up short. He looked at Leila and then back to Henrik. “Look, just because your social life has been put on indefinite hold doesn’t mean you have to start nosing around in mine.”
 
   Henrik shot an accusing glare at his brother. “You’re going out to meet someone, aren’t you?”
 
   Drew clenched his teeth and sighed. “Something like that. I just need to get out of the house for a while. I thought, considering the PDA-fest going on in here, you wouldn’t mind.”
 
   Henrik’s mouth fell open. “Do you have a boyfriend you’re not telling me about?”
 
   “For a while now,” Leila informed him with a chuckle. “We’re not allowed to meet him, so don’t bother asking about it.”
 
   “The hell we’re not allowed to meet him. Who is he?”
 
   Drew crossed his arms over his chest. “Thanks a lot, Leila. I thought you were done being a blabbermouth.”
 
   “He already figured it out.” She laughed, walking over to hug her best friend. “And you promised I could be here, remember?”
 
   “Answer the question, Drew. Why can’t I meet him?”
 
   “Because,” he said roughly, grabbing a jacket off the rack next to the door. 
 
   “That’s not an acceptable answer.”
 
   “Well, we don’t all get what we want in life. Obviously, considering I am voluntarily leaving you two here alone. Consider it a compromise. I’ll stay out of your business, and you stay out of mine.”
 
   He swung his jacket over his shoulders and headed toward the door. Henrik jumped up from the couch to follow him. “You say that like I’d try and screw up your relationship or something. I just want to know who my brother is spending his time on.”
 
   Drew held the door open and smiled back at his brother. “One day,” he promised. “But not tonight. That was his decision, not mine.”
 
   Drew closed the door, leaving Henrik stunned, staring at it. He turned around to face Leila, his nose scrunched up. “Did he just imply his boyfriend doesn’t want to meet me?”
 
   She placed a consoling hand on his forearm. “Well, you can be intimidating.”
 
   “I’m being serious.”
 
   “Give him a break. You are the most important person in your brother’s life. Meeting you is equivalent to meeting his parents. It’s a big deal.”
 
   He looked back at the door, as if somehow hoping it would magically reopen and Drew would invite them out with him. “I just want to be involved,” he admitted. “I don’t want to be left in the dark anymore.”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, the reason I know about him is because I intentionally snoop on his phone conversations.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “The kid has good game.”
 
   “Of course.” He grinned proudly. “He’s a Rylander.”
 
   She smiled before making her way back to the couch, stretching her arms over her head and yawning. “No, none of that,” he instructed, scooting in beside her.
 
   He pulled her closer, thrilled when she willingly allowed him to wrap his arms around her again. She leaned into his body and placed her head delicately on his shoulder. He smiled when she began to hum contentedly. Her big green eyes rose to meet his. “What?” he asked. “You look like you want to ask me something.”
 
   “Are you really okay with this?”
 
   “Cuddling? Definitely. I say we make this like a nightly routine.”
 
   “No.” She smiled. “I mean our situation. Is our arrangement still working out for you?”
 
   “It’s barely been a week,” he said, laughing. “Geez. Give me a little bit of credit.”
 
   “It’s not that I don’t trust you. I just wanted to tell you that if you change your mind, ever, if you could just be honest and tell me instead of—”
 
   “I’m not Derek.” He pulled her back so he could see her face flushed with embarrassment. It was time he said it, because he wanted her to know. “You have my word on that.”
 
   She nodded, snuggling into his shirt. “Thank you.”
 
   It was quiet as they got comfortable, and the beginning credits of the movie began. “Leila,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   She looked up. 
 
   “Can I ask you for something without you getting too upset?”
 
   “Too upset?” She leaned back, wary.
 
   “Can you stop sleeping in Drew’s bed?” 
 
   She snorted and lay back down.
 
   “It’s not funny.”
 
   “I know.” The corner of her mouth twitched, almost a smile. “I haven’t slept in his bed since our talk. I thought he told you.”
 
   “It must have slipped his mind,” he growled. 
 
   She sniggered, yawning again. “That sounds like him.”
 
   He cuddled in close to her, feeling better already. It didn’t take Leila long to drift off to sleep. He picked her up and carried her to her bedroom. Her eyes opened as he settled her down on the bed. “You’re leaving?” she whispered, smiling into her pillow. 
 
   “I wouldn’t want to fail my first room check.” He didn’t want to leave. Drew’s words still haunted him, but he knew better than to push his luck. “I’ll see you tomorrow for our date.”
 
   She nodded, but her eyes were already closed again. He let himself out and went back to his apartment alone. 
 
   At three a.m., Henrik woke up to find Austin standing over him, drunkenly patting him on top of the head. “Good friend,” he said, giving him another not-so-gentle pat, “you’re a good friend.”
 
   Henrik dragged himself out of bed and led a stumbling Austin down the hall, knowing he didn’t deserve his friend’s praise. 
 
   He was a shitty friend, but he was working on it.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S RESCUE
 
    
 
   “Is everything all right in there?” 
 
   The bathroom was deathly quiet. They had little less than an hour to make it to the event on time. Not that Henrik usually worried about that sort of thing, but he didn’t want to miss a minute of his first date with Leila. Anxiety bit at him. He’d spent the last twenty-four hours planning out their perfect evening, but he couldn’t wine and dine himself into her heart if he couldn’t get her out of the damn bathroom. 
 
   “No,” she snapped from the other side, her voice breaking up an octave. “Everything is definitely not all right.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “This stupid dress doesn’t fit!”
 
   He imagined her trying to squeeze into a dress, her adorable face wrinkled in frustration. He had the urge to jerk the door open to see for himself, but knew better. Drew had confiscated the bathroom at her apartment, so he’d volunteered his in relief. He had no idea that taking a shower and putting on a dress could be such a dramatic experience. 
 
   He was exhausted already. 
 
   “Didn’t you try it on in the store?” 
 
   The door flung open, revealing just enough of her face to see the deadly warning in her eyes. Then she slammed it back shut. He sighed, rubbing his hand down his face. It wasn’t the way he envisioned the night starting out. “Okay, I realize that was obviously the wrong thing to say. Allow me to try again.” He cleared his throat, trying to sound as optimistic as possible. “Let me have a look. I’m sure it’s not that bad.”
 
   The door eased open again, revealing the same small portion of her face. She wasn’t angry. In fact, she looked positively defeated. “It’s bad,” she mumbled, obviously upset by the fact. 
 
   “Let me see,” he encouraged, easing the door further open. She stepped back just enough to reveal the slinky, steel gray dress that melted over her figure as if it had been painted on by hand. 
 
   “Oh, hell no.” 
 
   Her face immediately scrunched up, her lips forming an almost perfect pout. “It’s that bad?”
 
   He blinked his eyes a couple times, oblivious to what she’d asked him. Things would go wrong with her in that dress. He wanted to prove he was in it for more than just a hookup, but right now, with his eyes everywhere but on her face, it was becoming difficult to remember why. “We are taking that thing back to wherever you bought it.”
 
   Then he would kill Drew for letting her walk out of the store with it.
 
   “Henrik, be serious.” She wiggled in a poor attempt to keep the top of the dress from falling down. She only made it worse—on him.
 
   “Trust me,” he swallowed, before taking in a deep breath, “I am serious. You can’t wear that tonight.”
 
   “I know,” she growled, “because it doesn’t fit.”
 
   “No,” he argued, “you can’t wear it because I’m going to be half drunk. You already know how I act around you when I’m sober. Can you imagine me intoxicated and you in that dress?”
 
   He wanted to show her that he could be a gentleman, that he had self-control. He wasn’t Derek.
 
   She quirked half a smile.
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I thought,” he told her. “We’re taking it back. C’mon, I know a place downtown. We’ll stop on the way, get a new dress that’ll make Mary Poppins envious, and we’ll both be good to go.”
 
   He grabbed her hand, practically dragging her out of the door.
 
   “No, wait,” she urged, resisting his hold on her. “I have to change first.”
 
   “No, you don’t. Just wear that one until we get there.” He tightened the grip on her hand. “I’m sorta positive I can behave myself until then.”
 
   “Henrik,” she said coarsely, and then turned around. The dress was completely unzipped down her back, showing a strapless, black lace bra and bare skin all the way down to the matching trim of her panties.
 
   “Well, shit.”
 
   He kicked the door shut. Then locked it.
 
   She gave him a pointed look. “Sorry,” he said absently, his eyes still trained to her backside. “Reflex.”
 
   “Just get out so I can change. We’re going to be late as it is.”
 
   He nodded, but made no attempt to change his position. “Go,” she laughed, pushing him out the door. 
 
   “Okay, okay,” he grumbled, making his way out of the room. If he had any hope of convincing Leila he could handle a sex-less relationship, he needed her out of that dress as soon as possible. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Forty-five minutes later he was in Amelia Toro, sitting outside a dressing room, waiting as the young attendant helped Leila try on a couple dresses she’d picked out. She’d shoved him into a seat and dared him to move. 
 
   He glanced at the clock on the wall for the third time, and sighed. They were definitely going to be late. They should have been there by now. She should be enjoying her second glass of wine, laughing at his jokes. Austin would send out a search committee if they didn’t get there soon.
 
   “Hurry it up in there,” he yelled around the corner.
 
   “Almost finished,” he heard Leila respond, though her voice was strained. 
 
   He got up and paced back and forth along the aisles. He pulled nervously at his stupid bow tie, but it didn’t help. Leila’s phone started to ring. She’d changed the tone to a melodramatic Boys2Men number, and it blasted from inside her purse. 
 
   “Can you get that?” she called. “It’s probably Austin.”
 
   “Got it,” he yelled back, grabbing the shiny, silver clutch from the floor. 
 
   Except it wasn’t Austin. There was no goofy picture of her brother shoving five hot dogs in his mouth flashing on the screen. There was no picture at all. It was just a number from Newark, New Jersey. 
 
   Derek. 
 
   He jabbed his thumb on the green button, ready to let him have it. He couldn’t believe the asshole still had the nerve to call her. It was too late, though. It went to voicemail. He stood there staring at it, willing the idiot to make the mistake of calling a second time, but the phone remained silent. He didn’t leave a message. 
 
   He shoved the phone back in her purse to keep himself from calling the number back. The asshole was lucky he was on a fucking date.
 
   A door creaked open, and he spun around as voices circled the corner. The attendant was first with her black on black assemble and Granny Smith bun. She smiled triumphantly at him. “She’s ready,” she announced, moving out of the way to reveal Leila behind her.
 
   His mouth left its hinges. 
 
   He forgot about Derek. Austin. The event. Life.
 
   The dress was midnight black. It wasn’t molded onto her like the other one. Its smooth lines framed her curves instead of clinging to them, but that wasn’t the part that caught his attention. No, this dress had one main attraction, and it centered on the plunging neckline, that in Leila’s case revealed more than his poor libido could handle. 
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, only to realize nothing would come out. So he shut it, and tried again. “I thought we agreed on a more conservative look,” he barely managed the second time.
 
   She rolled her eyes as she walked toward him. “We don’t have time to argue about it. I’m going to pay out. I’ll meet you at the door.”
 
   He grabbed her wrist, stopping her as she walked by. He took one more long, mouthwatering look down her body. “No, trust me,” he said through gritted teeth. “We’re going to argue about it.”
 
   Leila’s eyes darkened, and it only served to heighten his attraction. Instead of pulling away from him as he expected, she took a daring step forward, bringing them practically nose to nose. “Keep this for me, would you?” she whispered evenly in his ear, as if she were talking about a cup of tea they might have later on. “It won’t fit in my purse.” She shoved something into his hand, giving him a wry wink before twirling around to stalk off toward the cashier. “Meet you at the car.”
 
   Half-dazed by the close encounter, he glanced at his hand to find the black lace bra she’d been wearing earlier. He clenched it into a fist, fighting back the urge to yell some nasty retort back at her. Instead, he turned around, facing the young woman who helped her pick out that torture contraption she was wearing. “If she bitch slaps me tonight,” he informed her curtly, pointing the hand holding the bra at her. “It’s your fault.”
 
   The girl fought back a smile, but failed.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S TRUTH
 
    
 
   Leila smiled to herself as she stepped into the waiting town car outside the boutique. Henrik acted furious about her dress of choice, and she had to admit, it was a bit adventurous. Maybe a little scandalous too. However, it was the only option. 
 
   Literally, the only option.
 
   Now they were even. Almost. She doubted Henrik even realized how immaculate he looked in his tux and little black bow tie. His polished hair, paired with the tailored, dark suit, would make any woman forget her name. It took every ounce of willpower she could muster not to reach up and run her finger across his pouty lip and tell him exactly how she would relieve his pain later. She might have done just that if things were different, but her current state of affairs required her to settle for making him as miserable as she felt at the moment.
 
   “What?” she inquired as he slid in the car next to her.
 
   “You know exactly what,” he insisted, his voice cool and dangerous. “I am now in possession of a second piece of your undergarments, neither of which I got to remove.”
 
   “You’re actually complaining about that? Good grief. Live a little.”
 
   He gasped. “Live a little? That’s what you’re suggesting to me right now?” 
 
   His eyes dropped to her chest, and then raked back up to her eyes. Her entire body prickled as if it had been dashed with cold water—and then lit on fire. She couldn’t deny how good it felt, especially after the horrifying time she experienced in that dressing room, and even worse, the bathroom back at his apartment. “This is a sophisticated dress,” she tried to explain, straightening her shoulders as if that made her answer more acceptable.
 
   “A sophisticated date might be all right with it, but you agreed to be my date, remember?”
 
   “Did you just insult yourself?”
 
   “Leila,” he sighed, and just like that his anger turned into something else. At first, she didn’t recognize what, until his eyes found hers again, and she it saw it rooted deep in them. He was hurt. “You’re intentionally trying to tempt me. This is our first official date. I’ve waited four years for it, and damn it, I’m trying my best to be a gentleman, but it’s like you’re trying to provoke me into screwing it up.”
 
   Her heart sank to her toes as she realized how much tonight really meant to him. “I wasn’t intentionally trying to ruin it,” she tried. 
 
   “Then what are you doing?” he asked, breathless. 
 
   She bit her lip, laughing humorlessly as her eyes diverted to her feet. She hadn’t planned to tell him about it. It didn’t mean anything; she knew that. It was ridiculous to dwell on it. “Back at your apartment, when I was in your bathroom…three different women called and left some very disgustingly detailed voicemails for you.”
 
   He deflated into the seat. “They call,” his fingers grazed her hand before he took it, “but it doesn’t mean I answer.”
 
   “I know.” She nodded. “They even mentioned how long it’s been since they’ve heard from you.”
 
   He squeezed her hand tighter. “Then what is it?”
 
   “She was describing her lingerie the same time I realized I’d drastically misjudged my dress size. Then, if all that wasn’t bad enough, every dress I picked out in there didn’t come in the size I needed. I had to settle for this one by default.”
 
   “And that is upsetting to you…” he said, though by the questioning tone in his voice she could tell he was guessing.
 
   “Yes, Henrik, that is upsetting.”
 
   He gave her a dumbfounded look. 
 
   “I know it sounds stupid.”
 
   “No. It’s not stupid. Everyone is insecure, Leila. I just never thought you’d be insecure about how you looked, or especially how I reacted to you.”
 
   “It’s a new development,” she said, then groaned.
 
   “One that isn’t necessary,” he laughed, “if you can’t tell by the drool I’m trying to suppress every time I look at you.”
 
   She smiled, and despite her best effort, she felt herself blush. “I know you wanted this night to be perfect, but we’re not perfect. I don’t know how you expect any kind of relationship we have to be.” When he smiled, all she saw was that boy who stole her heart four years ago. “So, instead of trying to be a gentleman, could you just be regular ol’ Henrik tonight?”
 
   He gave her an incredulous look. “You know me.” 
 
   “I do.”
 
   “I’m handsy.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Outspoken.”
 
   She nodded in agreement.
 
   “And generally inappropriate in almost every situation,” he added. “The entire Rangers organization is going to be there tonight, along with both our siblings. Trust me, tonight isn’t the night to request this from me.”
 
   “Then this isn’t a real date,” she told him matter-of-factly, “because I don’t want some fake, play-by-numbers relationship. I did that before, remember? Look what it got me. I want to see the real you, or nothing. And if it doesn’t work out, then we’ll know we at least gave it a shot. But if we’re going to do this, and it’s real, then I want you, not you on a leash.”
 
   He watched her evenly, studying her every blink and twitch. “Have you been drinking? Because it just sounded like you said we’re dating.”
 
   She let out an audible huff. “I thought we were entertaining the possibility, you know, for future consideration.”
 
   “Future consideration, huh?” His worry melted easily into a mischievous grin. He leaned up and knocked on the window that separated them from the driver up front. “Hey, Ken,” he announced, “care to take the long way around?”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   He gave a noncommittal shrug. “You said you wanted a real date with me, and if you plan on using it to make up your mind about me later, I want to make sure I make a good impression.”
 
   She felt her breath hitch as he turned his eyes back on her. He inched closer. “You bring extra lip gloss in that little bag of yours?”
 
   Again she nodded, her body frozen in anticipation as he drew even closer. “Good. You’re going to need it if you want to convince Austin that I didn’t do this—”
 
   She sucked in a breath, but he already closed the small space between them, his lips on hers, his hand capturing her hair as he tilted her head back, allowing her to sink into him. He parted her lips with his tongue, and the butterflies in her stomach danced. 
 
   It had never been like this with Derek. 
 
   Natural. Effortless.
 
   His lips automatically set the perfect rhythm while his hand grazed down her side, clutching her hip as she leaned into him. Every cell in her body sparked with an insatiable desire that only he could contain. She gasped against his lips, holding his face with both hands as she tried to catch her breath. “How long does the long way take, exactly?”
 
   “Ten minutes at best,” he breathed, confusion rooted deep on his face. “Why?”
 
   The disappointed groan escaped her lips before she could stop it, and he smiled as she eagerly pulled his lips back to her. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Henrik still grinned like an idiot when he stepped out of the car. Honestly, she was too. She attempted to adjust her dress back into proper position. It was trickier than she thought. Henrik snorted next to her and tugged the edge of the fabric at her waist to help move it back into position. “Thanks,” she sighed.
 
   He shrugged. “It was my fault. I warned you that I’m handsy.”
 
   She looked at herself in the reflection of the blacked out car window, noting her own wild expression. Not to mention her hair. It was a train wreck. Henrik laughed behind her.
 
   “It isn’t funny.” She desperately tried to tame the stray hairs. 
 
   “It is very funny, actually.” He wrapped his arms all the way around her, pulling her back into his chest. “I still can’t believe you thought I’d want those women, or any woman, when I have the opportunity to be here with you like this.”
 
   She tried really hard not to smile. She turned around and faced him. The new Henrik really was impossible to deny. She held onto him, enjoying the moment. 
 
   “Your lips are swollen,” she pointed out, “and sparkly.”  
 
   “I really don’t care at this point.” He grinned proudly. “I’m done hiding.”
 
   She looked at him longer, and then he sighed. 
 
   “Okay, that was a lie. I’m still scared of your brother. Wipe it off.”
 
   Laughing hysterically, she cleaned his face. When she finished, he tucked her arm under his elbow, then turned her around to face the front door and the crowd that would surely be waiting. “You ready for this?” she asked. “A public display? It kind of makes it official.”
 
   He tucked a stray hair behind her ear and smiled. “I’ve been ready.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S PERFECT DATE
 
    
 
   They were late, and it was obvious. The auditorium overflowed with guests, all mingling against the dimly lighted backdrop of the stage. At least forty tables were arranged beneath the podium, double the number from last year, which to Henrik meant one thing. Double the number of people he’d be required to appease. Luckily, their arrival went relatively unnoticed as they snuck in, except by Sam, who stood at the edge of the bar by himself. He immediately walked over, a small smile on his lips.
 
   “Good evening,” he announced, holding up a shot in greeting.
 
   Sam didn’t look like himself. His normally unkempt hair was smooth and combed back, his tux flawless. A far cry from the messy-haired boy with mismatched socks he was accustomed to teasing in the locker room. “Good evening to you too,” he said, laughing. “You’re dressed to impress tonight. Where is your date?”
 
   Sam shrugged. “Late.” He downed the shot.
 
   “Wait a second. You’re telling me you didn’t even go pick her up?”
 
   “I offered,” he grunted, “but—”
 
   “You’re embarrassing him, Henrik,” Leila whispered, walking over to give Sam a quick hug. “It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   “You too. I feel like I see you every day, as much as I hear about you.”
 
   Leila turned and raised a curious brow toward him. “Oh, really?”
 
   “Oh. I mean—” Sam stuttered, realizing his mistake, “—I hear about you from your brother.”
 
   Henrik snorted. “Smooth, Sam. Real smooth.”
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbled, shaking his head, “I’m having a bad night.”
 
   “It’s all right.” He smiled, putting his arm around Sam’s shoulder. “I’ll buy you another drink.”
 
   An hour later, he was still at the bar with Leila and Sam. He was four drinks in, and swapping bad date stories with Sam, which had Leila in tears. The good kind of tears. “I’m sorry.” Leila almost spit out her ice water. “The girl actually asked you that on the first date?”
 
   Sam nodded, shooting back the remainder of his drink. “Yep. Like I had nothing better to do than walk her dog while I waited for her to get ready.”
 
   “I bet you did it too.” Henrik laughed, imagining the horrifying scenario. “You are way too nice to say no.”
 
   “I did no such thing,” he defended himself, straightening his shoulders. 
 
   “Don’t lie, Sam. You totally walked that dog, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” he groaned. “It shit all over the sidewalk too. I didn’t even care.”
 
   Leila covered her mouth, trying to compose herself. “Okay, you two have got to stop. I can’t handle any more.”
 
   As if on cue, the music died down, and someone announced for everyone to find their tables. Sam looked around the room, his face falling. “Well, I guess I have officially been stood up.” 
 
   Henrik exchanged a look with Leila, and he knew their romantic evening was officially shot. “Don’t worry,” he told Sam, “after all the speeches, we’ll get you so drunk, you won’t remember her name.”
 
   He found their table in the front corner, sitting with the highest donors. Austin sat at the table next to them, an empty chair at his side. “Where is your date?” he asked him, sinking down in the empty seat. “Don’t tell me you got stood up too?”
 
   “What? No. Decided to go stag and see what’s here. I offered my extra ticket to Drew, but he said he had plans.”
 
   “Plans,” he grumbled. “Probably out with his boyfriend he refuses to let me meet.”
 
   Austin laughed. “Do you blame him? And who got stood up?”
 
   “Sam. I promised him I’d get him good and drunk after this.”
 
   “I got it covered,” Austin assured him. “You have fun with your date.”
 
   He eyed his friend suspiciously. “You do remember that my date is your baby sister, right?”
 
   “I figure I owe you one.” He smiled. “Just one, though. After tonight, you’re back on my shit list.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Thanks a lot.”
 
   Henrik joined Leila at their table, scooting his seat up close to hers so he could wrap his arm around her. She leaned into him, and he rested his chin on her shoulder like they’d done it a thousand times. “I feel bad for Sam,” she whispered. “He really looked upset.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Austin said he’d take care of him since he’s flying solo tonight.”
 
   “Really? That doesn’t sound like my brother.”
 
   He smiled against her cheek, closing his eyes. “Yeah, well, we’re all full of surprises lately.”
 
   Soon their table filled with smiling donors, and dinner was served. What normally would have been just another night of work, comprised of forced conversations, now felt comfortable and easy with Leila by his side. He marveled at the way she glowed against the candlelight, her laughter rich and sincere. She was by far the hit of the table, and not only because she entertained the guests with embarrassing stories from his college career. 
 
   He couldn’t imagine the night going any better. After dinner, she held his hand as he led her around the room, making the necessary introductions and chatting with donors about the new changes to the youth hockey program the charity supported. 
 
   He introduced her to the director of the program, Chet Darrenger, an elderly man with thin, white hair. “The kids are looking forward to your visit next month,” Chet told him. “I really appreciate you taking time out of your schedule during such a hectic time of the season.”
 
   “No problem,” Henrik assured him. “I look forward to it every year.”
 
   “We are grateful for your dedication. We’ve benefited a lot from the Rylander family this year.”
 
   He glanced at Leila before quirking his head to the side. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know how we would have survived if not for your brother volunteering when Harold had his heart attack.”
 
   His eye rounded at the news. “Wait. Drew’s volunteering? Since when?”
 
   Chet involuntarily scratched his brow. “Well, Harold got sick back in September. Drew took over his two beginner and intermediate training classes in October. Surely, he told you?”
 
   “I’m starting to think my brother doesn’t tell me anything anymore,” he grumbled, giving Leila a knowing look. 
 
   “So, Drew’s playing hockey,” Leila asked for clarification, her hand intertwining with his because she understood the magnitude of what Chet was telling them. 
 
   “Yes. He’s amazing,” Chet said with a laugh. “I’m surprised Henrik hasn’t been sending scouts to the pickup games on Thursday nights. The kid has got some impressive skills.”
 
   “He’s playing pickup games?” He shot Leila another look. “I guess now we know where he’s been creeping off to at night in his sneakers.”
 
   “I wonder why he didn’t tell us.”
 
   “I don’t know,” he sighed. “I’m glad to hear it, though. Chet’s right. Drew was amazing at hockey. It’s a shame he gave it up.”
 
   “Well, you’re welcome to join anytime,” Chet encouraged. Someone called for him from the bar, and he gave them a wave. “I’ll see you next month for sure, though.”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   Chet left them alone, and Leila must have realized he suddenly had a lot of his mind, because she pulled him over to the side. “Want to skip out of here early?”
 
   “Are you asking if I want to track down my brother and finally shake some truth out of him?”
 
   She grinned, running her finger up the front seam of his tux jacket. “I meant more like us, continuing our date someplace with a few less distractions.”
 
   He eyed her. “You’re not going to let me ask Drew about the hockey thing, are you?”
 
   “He will tell us when he’s ready.”
 
   “But he’s playing hockey again! Do you know how long I’ve waited for this? You saw him at the Halloween party. He wouldn’t even put skates on. He stayed in the suite with Sam and Callen, playing video games.”
 
   “I understand it’s a big deal, but obviously, this is something Drew needs to do on his own. Whatever is changing in his life right now is working, so just trust in that, and in Drew.”
 
   He screwed up his face. He wasn’t accustomed to letting his baby brother cope on his own. He’d always been there, every step of the way, prepared to catch him if he happened to fall. Now, Leila suggested he do nothing.
 
   “I know it’s a difficult concept for you.”
 
   “More like impossible,” he groaned. “However, I think maybe I could be swayed this one time, depending on your proposal for our after dinner activities.”
 
   She shot him a quick, brilliant smile. “You know that ice cream place in East Park? 16 Handles?”
 
   “That’s my favorite place.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   He threw his arm around her, hugging her close to his side before glancing over at the bar where Austin stood with Sam and a group of other guys. “Tell your brother nothing.”
 
   Leila zipped her lips and threw away the key as they snuck through the crowd and out the back door. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   LEILA’S CHOICE
 
    
 
   “You realize we look crazy, right?”
 
   Henrik shoved another giant spoonful of ice cream in his mouth, shrugging. “It’s New York. We fit in.”
 
   Leila looked around, grinning to herself as she watched the unruly city patrons rush by them. He was probably right. They sat on a park bench, dressed to the nines, eating ice cream in the middle of December. It didn’t make any sense, but that was what she liked about it the most. He’d given her his jacket, but she still shivered as she twirled her spoon around in her cup. 
 
   “What are you thinking about?” he inquired around a mouthful of peanut butter blast.
 
   Apparently, his tux didn’t come with table manners. She took a small bite off her spoon in response and swallowed. “Nothing in particular. Just everything.”
 
   “Well, that qualifies for elaboration,” he instructed, scooting closer to her on the bench. 
 
   She sighed and nodded before leaning into him. She was comfortable there with their shoulders connected. Safe, and dared she say, loved. All things she didn’t realize were missing in her life. “I was thinking about Drew,” she admitted, “and how he seems to be moving forward in his life. I guess it’s made me think about myself a little.”
 
   Nerves twirled in her stomach. It was time she told somebody. She couldn’t go on pretending forever. They all needed to know about the medicine, and the clinical study. Drew would be too emotional, and Austin too protective. Her best option was Henrik. 
 
   “Would this be referring to that conversation you keep avoiding with me? Because Drew’s been asking questions, and pushing me to talk to you about it.”
 
   She stared at the ice cream. “I know. Trust me, he’s been asking me questions too.”
 
   Drew practically kept a running tally of her every move. Noting her every absence. Clocking her every nap. It was cruel not to tell him. 
 
   “He’s worried about you, and I think you know why.”
 
   “Drew is afraid of losing me,” she said, setting her cup of ice cream down next to her. “He’s always had that fear. He was a complete mess the year I graduated. It wasn’t until you told me about your mom that I really understood it.”
 
   “Should he be concerned about that now?” Henrik sat his ice cream down between them. “Should I be?”
 
   She reached over and took his hand. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “He’s seen you take medicine. He’s been—” 
 
   “I’m not dying, Henrik.”
 
   He let out a gush of air. “Then what is it? What happened between Derek cheating on you, and you showing up here?”
 
   A small smile formed on her lips before she nervously bit her bottom lip. She reached forward and kissed him, soft and gentle. “You,” she whispered, “you happened.”
 
   His breath staggered out in a half laugh. “I thought you said you didn’t come back for me.”
 
   A car pulled up behind them and honked. Leila knew it was their driver, but she turned anyway. 
 
   “Come on, let’s go home,” she said, standing.
 
   He didn’t move. “Answer me first.”
 
   She looked at him, her body preparing herself for the confession. “I’d rather show you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You remember that black bag I showed up with at your door?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She smiled, laughing nervously. “Then come on, let’s go home so I can show you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Leila stepped out of the car in front of their apartment building, her breath already caught in her throat. It was time. She was finally going to tell Henrik. She wanted it to be different, to be already out on her own, have herself put back together, but she was running out of time. 
 
   “Go on up,” he whispered, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. “It’s cold. I’m going to pay Ken, and I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   She nodded and headed for the door, which Carl held open. She was relieved for the moment of privacy. She needed time to put her thoughts in order. She’d imagined a thousand different scenarios in her head, none of them like this, and it was causing her to panic. At that moment, she had everything, even if physically she had barely anything to her name. The comfort her family provided the last two months had been unbelievable, and for the first time she included Henrik in that assessment. 
 
   She needed Henrik. She never thought she’d say that, but it was true. 
 
   Her thoughts raced as she stepped into the elevator. Her palms turned clammy and her mouth dried out. How could Henrik continue to have such a drastic effect on her after all these years? Eventually, you would think she’d become immune to him, but even the thought of seeing his face again in a few short minutes spiked her heartrate. 
 
   She continued to prepare her speech in her head, each pass through becoming more rambled than the first. She was so caught up in her thoughts that it took a moment for her to register the harsh voices booming through the opening elevator doors.
 
   Drew’s volatile warning came first. “I wouldn’t tempt me, asshole. It’s taking all the restraint I can muster not to clock you. I might suggest toning down your attitude a notch.”
 
   “I said I want to see her.”
 
   Leila instantly clutched her hand around the railing inside the elevator as she lost her breath. It was Derek. Just the sound of his voice sent a wave of cold chills down her spine, causing the hair to prickle along her arms. 
 
   “And I told you no,” Drew answered, matching his snarling tone perfectly. 
 
   “Don’t make me—” Derek started, but the elevator ding distracted him from his thought.
 
   Without thinking twice, she stepped out, her hand already clenched into a fist. Calling her and leaving voicemails was one thing, but showing up at her door unannounced and threatening her best friend was something she absolutely would not allow. She stood in the hallway, her features hard and cold as she confronted her ex for the first time since she found out. 
 
   His brown hair had grown out the way it usually did during the winter stretch of the season, and he wore the faded jeans she’d bought him. This time last year she might have returned his smile, pleasantly surprised by his sudden, unexpected appearance at her door. That was last year, though.
 
   She had no more smiles for him.
 
   “Leila.” And just like that, he flipped a switch. Gone was the menace in his voice he possessed only moments ago, replaced by that same gentle breathlessness he always used for her. She actually thought the no-count, trash-talking goon was his hockey alter ego. She’d convinced herself the Derek she knew was the real him. 
 
   She was naïve. 
 
   It had all been a show for her benefit. He never meant a single word he spoke. The promises were only lies, and the flowers just another prop in the theatrical production that was their relationship. He’d used her. He needed someone to substantiate the façade he portrayed every day, to help make him appear to be that nice guy everyone wanted to know. 
 
   He was not a nice guy.
 
   No. Derek Deroty was nothing more than a cheater, a liar, and a fraud. She pointed a shaky finger at the elevator, setting her shoulders straight. “Leave. Now.”
 
   He rolled his eyes, his smile turning annoyed. “You don’t mean that.”
 
   She clenched her teeth, and she thought her heart might explode from the raw emotion coursing through it. “I’m sorry,” she drawled, her voice ragged. “Did the unanswered phone calls and ignored texts send you the wrong message? I said get the hell out.”
 
   “You’re being dramatic again.” He strolled casually in her direction, his hands in his pockets as if she hadn’t just screamed at him. “So, I made a mistake. I get it. I’ve given you your space so you can cool off. But it’s time for you to get over it and come back home.”
 
   Her mouth fell open in awe, or maybe it was disgust. She was too angry to figure out which. “Do you actually believe that’s what I’ve been doing here all this time? Cooling off?”
 
   “It’s what you always do. We get in a fight, and you run to him pouting about it, and then you get over it.” He pointed at Drew with a disgusted look on his face, to which Drew shot him a smile. 
 
   She ran her hands down her face, which felt hot and flushed. “I left you, Derek. It’s over. Permanently.” She took a breath, and without debating, she continued. “I’ve already moved on.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Drew’s dark chuckle filled the hallway as he stepped up beside him. “You were wrong this time. She didn’t run to me.” Drew leaned over, whispering to Derek as a smirk spread across his face. “You think she went out all by herself tonight dressed like that?”
 
   Derek looked between them, his mild irritation transforming to rage as Drew’s words started to sink in. “You’re seeing someone?”
 
   “Oh, not just anyone,” Drew chimed, thoroughly enjoying himself now. 
 
   On perfect cue, the elevator dinged again. Another chill ran down her spine. A different kind. A better kind that she never wanted to go away. 
 
   The elevator opened, revealing Henrik, his tux jacket swung over his arm. His smile was instant. “You didn’t have to wait on me.”
 
   A cool breeze washed over her, dashing all her former anger and resentment. Drew was right. She hadn’t run to him this time around. It was Henrik who saved her heart from breaking, mending every stitch until she couldn’t imagine anyone but him owning it ever again.
 
   As much as that thought scared her, she knew it was true. She was in love with Henrik, and perhaps she always had been. Either way, she knew there would be no going back for her now. His mother’s words rang in her mind, and she agreed with them. Henrik’s affection was a tidal wave, sudden and all consuming. All she had to do was find the courage to step in his path. 
 
   Her emotions were on full display, tears brimming her lashes. She could barely breathe as she smiled back at her savior. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” 
 
   She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Instead, she held out her hand, and he practically leaped out of the elevator to take it, pulling her tight into his side. 
 
   She buried her face in his shirt, twining her fingers in it. She wasn’t sure what the future held for them, but in that moment, she knew where she needed to be. Slowly, she turned Henrik’s body toward the hallway, and his eyes quickly followed. 
 
   His body went rigid as his eyes made contact with his adversary. His arm tightened around her back. 
 
   “Him?” Derek bellowed, his nice guy routine going up in flames. She could see it in his eyes, the loss of control slipping with each heated word he spoke. “You get pissed that I went out a couple times, and decide a better option is him?”
 
   “My decisions aren’t of any concern to you anymore,” she spat at him. Her breathing was shallow. She needed to calm down.
 
   Henrik took a step forward, his entire body shaking in anger. She tried her best to hold him in place. “No, Henrik. He’s not worth it. We’re moving on, remember? Let the past go.”
 
   His eyes caught hers, and she knew her words fell on deaf ears. “Henrik, you’re not on the ice. If you beat the shit out of him now, it’s called assault.”
 
   Something flashed in his eyes, and he smiled. “Not if he hits me first.”
 
   He grabbed her, his hands knotting in the hair at the nape of her neck, and he kissed her. It was different than before, more raw and possessive, but with enough kick to make her knees weak. As if reading her mind, Henrik wrapped his other arm around her torso, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss.
 
   In that brief moment, she belonged to him, and she could feel the thrill of it from her head to the tips of her toes. She couldn’t remember the fear and doubts, or the reservations. Even if she regretted it tomorrow, she would allow herself to get lost in Henrik tonight. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S LOSS
 
    
 
   Henrik had never felt his adrenaline at such a high. Leila kissed him back. Sure, they kissed earlier that evening, but it wasn’t the same. This time it was in front of Drew, and more importantly, Derek. He knew the simple gesture would set Derek off, and he’d meant it to do just that. A simple kiss to elicit a response out of him, except it hadn’t been simple at all. He’d never felt anything like it before in his life. Then it dawned on him. 
 
   Love. 
 
   He was in love with Leila.
 
   Before he could even decipher his own thoughts, his lips were ripped away from her. “Get your hands off her!”
 
   The pain was instant, but minor in comparison to every other sensation bursting out of him. His hand touched his nose, and he found blood on his fingertips. Broken. Again. 
 
   He took a deep breath, looking up at a panicked Leila. He wasn’t sure if it was the violence or the shock of what happened between them that had her so alarmed, but if he ever wanted to figure it out, he needed to dispose of the thorn in his side that had been plaguing him far too long. 
 
   He carefully moved Leila into the safety of Drew’s arms before turning back to Derek. He watched as fear slowly ravaged Derek’s face. It was that fear, compiled with his loss of control that sent Derek lunging forward again. Henrik knew he shouldn’t enjoy what would happen next, but he did anyway. 
 
   He grabbed Derek around his collar, making him gasping for breath before standing him up straight. He flailed, trying to unravel the grip Henrik had on him, but it was futile. Derek attempted to land another blow to the side of his shoulder, leaving his face open. A right hook to the cheek, and an uppercut to the chin, and Derek was down. Nothing more than an unconscious piece of their past.
 
   “Holy shit,” Drew breathed, rushing up next to him. “I’ve never seen you do that.”
 
   His knuckles groaned. The skin was split, but it was more than worth it. He’d wanted to do that for years. “The Devils are playing the Islanders tomorrow tonight,” he stated calmly. “Teams usually stay at the Hyatt on East and Fifth. Go tell Carl to give them a call, and let them know they have some trash to pick up in Manhattan.”
 
   Drew nodded, still in awe. He glanced over his shoulder to find Leila, but she was gone. “Where is she?”
 
   “She went inside. I think the fighting freaked her out.”
 
   He nodded, agreeing it was for the best. “Tell Carl to send security up too. He’ll come to in a minute. He can wait for his ride on the curb.”
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   He turned to go inside, but Drew stopped him, smiling. “I hope you don’t expect me to believe that was some kind of newfound gesture of everlasting friendship I just witnessed out here.”
 
   He smirked. 
 
   “Yeah,” Drew laughed. “I thought so.”
 
   “We’ll talk about it later,” he rushed, before hurrying in the door. 
 
   He made a beeline for the kitchen, then the hallway. “Leila! Where are you?”
 
   When she didn’t answer, he started searching bedrooms, and then, finally, he pushed the door to the bathroom open. She lay flat against the cold floor, her eyes closed.
 
   No. 
 
   Not Leila. Not now. 
 
   He screamed. His vocal cords ripped as he fell to the floor, pulling Leila’s head in his lap. Her face was stark white, yet her cheeks beamed scarlet. He screamed again, or maybe he never stopped. His fingers greedily searched for a pulse, and he finally breathed again when he found it, the steady but slow rhythmic beat under his shaky touch. 
 
   Drew appeared in the doorway, his face falling as he took in the scene. “Oh my God, what happened?”
 
   “I don’t know. I found her like this,” he said in a rush. “Call an ambulance. Now!”
 
   Drew disappeared as Henrik’s instincts started to take over. He grabbed the medication bottle off the floor and started reading frantically. “Take once daily—” his eyes scanned the information “—for blood pressure.”
 
   Why was she taking blood pressure medicine?
 
   He laid her head on the floor and hurried to the sink, finding a washcloth and soaking it in cold water. He brought it back and placed it on her head before lifting her up into his arms. He had to get to the hospital. 
 
   Drew met him in the hallway. “They’re on their way.”
 
   “Good. I’m taking her to meet them outside.”
 
   “Is she going to be okay?” he questioned, his voice tight. “Please, Henrik, tell me she is going to be all right.”
 
   “I don’t know, Drew. I think her blood pressure is too high, but I don’t know why.”
 
   He rushed out the front door, stepping over Derek, who was now conscious enough to groan. The elevator sounded down the hallway, and he ran for it. Carl stepped off as he ran past him. “Make sure that idiot is out of here by the time I get back,” he yelled, “or I seriously might kill him for this.”
 
   Carl nodded. It took the paramedics fifteen minutes to get there, and as the doors closed, tears started to stream down his face. “I’m going to the hospital with her,” he told Drew. “Go find Austin, and make sure he gets there.”
 
   “I want to go too,” Drew pleaded. 
 
   “I know, but one of us needs to find Austin. He deserves to know.”
 
   Drew took one long look at him, and then nodded. “I’ll call him. We can meet somewhere along the way.”
 
   Henrik started to move, but Drew grabbed him again. “If you get to talk to her, tell her I’m on my way, okay?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “I have to be there for her.”
 
   Drew was breaking down. He held on to him. “I know, Drew. You will be. We all will. I promise.”
 
   He nodded, stepping back. “Go. Hurry.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The drive to the hospital was a blur. When Henrik shut off the engine, he couldn’t even remember how he’d gotten there. Two ambulances were out front, one unloading a frail old man, while the other closed its doors and started to pull away with its lights on. He rushed through the sliding doors in front of the paramedics, headed straight for the information desk. “Leila Blakely,” he half yelled, his urgency thick in his voice. “Young, red hair. She was unconscious.”
 
   The lady eyed him for a moment, which only grated his nerves. 
 
   What the hell was she waiting on? 
 
   “Are you her brother?” she inquired, scrutinizing his appearance. “The paramedics mentioned a brother would be following them.”
 
   “That’s me, I’m Austin Blakely,” he lied, praying she wasn’t a hockey fan. “Where is she?”
 
   “Third floor. East wing.”
 
   “Why would they take her upstairs? Isn’t this the E.R?”
 
   Again the lady eyed him suspiciously. “Special circumstances,” she retorted, but he wasn’t listening. He was halfway down the hallway, attempting to decipher the signs to figure out the quickest way to the east wing. 
 
   He cursed two different elevators for their lost sense of urgency, and almost barreled over three different patients in wheelchairs. He came to the east wing entrance, only to find the double doors locked. He shook them angrily before he started beating on one, yelling to anyone on the other side who might hear him. A speaker directly to his right beeped, and a soft voice spoke. “How may I help you?”
 
   “I’m here to see Leila Blakely.”
 
   Another beep followed, and the doors stirred to life, both opening as if granting him entrance into some special, restricted haven. He immediately found the information desk and the owner of the voice on the intercom. “What room is she in?”
 
   “Three twenty-two, but you can’t go in yet,” she insisted, standing. “The doctor is still with her.”
 
   “The hell I can’t,” he hissed, whirling around to find the room. He located the door and pushed, but was met with resistance. Stepping out from behind it was a lady. She was older, her brown hair graying. “Hello,” she greeted, seeming surprised to find him there. “May I help you?”
 
   “I’m here to see Leila,” he said shakily. 
 
   She nodded. “I understand. I’m Dr. Anderson. You’re Austin, correct?”
 
   She wouldn’t be smiling if she was actually sick, right?
 
   “Yes,” he told her hesitantly. “Is she okay?”
 
   “For now.” She tucked her clipboard under her arm and led him down the hallway. “Her condition is quite serious. She needs to be more careful. I put her in the CHIPS trial study because I truly believe she is an excellent candidate. However, the medication can’t help if she continues to trigger episodes with increased stress. She is to be on complete bed rest for the foreseeable future.”
 
   “Condition? What condition?”
 
   “Preeclampsia. She assured me her brother understood the seriousness of the situation when I admitted her into my study group.”
 
   “Remind me,” he urged. 
 
   “If we can’t keep her blood pressure down, it may mean early delivery, and even then I can’t guarantee the safety of her or the baby.”
 
   “B-b-b—what?”
 
   “The child won’t survive if she delivers this soon.”
 
   “Deliver.” He was going to puke…or pass out. Maybe both. “As in, deliver a baby.”
 
   “Yes. Your sister is only fourteen weeks along.”
 
   “Fourteen weeks.” His brain moved sluggishly. “You’re telling me Leila is fourteen weeks pregnant. With a baby.”
 
   “Yes,” Dr. Anderson said, looking at him oddly. “She told me at her appointment last week that you knew about her condition.”
 
   His limbs went numb, and he skidded down the wall to the floor.
 
   “Are you going to be okay?” she asked, concern crowding her face as she bent down to look at him. “You’re starting to turn a little pale.”
 
   “Leila’s pregnant. Fourteen weeks,” he said, more to himself than Dr. Anderson. Despite millions of images and thoughts running rapidly through his mind, he was able to deduce what that meant.
 
   Leila had only ever been with him, and he had a sneaking suspicion it was probably fourteen weeks ago.
 
   “Dr. Anderson,” the receptionist announced from the down the all, “there seems to be more family on their way up to see Miss Blakely. More brothers.”
 
   He looked up in time to see Austin and Drew barreling through the double doors with the same reckless determination in their eyes. “Where is she?” Austin demanded. “Why the hell is she in the labor and delivery ward?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Dr. Anderson told him, looking around, confused. “Who are you, exactly?”
 
   “I’m Austin Blakely. I’m Leila’s brother.”
 
   The doctor shot Henrik a glare, to which he merely nodded. “He’s telling the truth,” he admitted. “I’m—”
 
   The father? 
 
   Before he could figure out what he was supposed to say, Austin demanded information again. “Why did you bring her to labor and delivery for blood pressure issues?”
 
   “Preeclampsia is a serious condition,” Dr. Anderson said curtly. 
 
   “Wait a second,” Drew intervened. “Leila doesn’t have preeclampsia. Don’t you have to be pregnant to have preeclampsia? She told Austin she was having problems with her blood pressure.”
 
   “Because she’s pregnant,” Dr. Anderson explained, running a tired hand down her face. “She assured me that you knew about the study.”
 
   “She told me she was in a trial for a new kind of medicine for her blood pressure,” Austin admitted. “Are you sure we’re talking about the same Leila? I mean, my Leila broke up with her boyfriend—”
 
   “Three months ago?” Dr. Anderson finished for him.
 
   And he could see the same realization wash over Austin’s face that had knocked him off his feet. Except Austin drew the wrong conclusion. “Deroty is going to get the ass beating of a lifetime when I catch up to him.”
 
   “Okay, wait,” Drew began to reason. “Let’s say you’re right, and our Leila is pregnant. How is she? How is the baby? Can we see her?”
 
   “She is okay for now. She’s in a room, resting. Like I was telling—” she pointed down at Henrik, scowling “—whoever this is. She is going to have to be more careful. I’m placing her on bed rest, but I’m going to keep her here for a few days for monitoring to make sure her levels even back out.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Drew assured her. “We will make sure she doesn’t lift a finger for anything from now on.”
 
   “You can go see her, but only one of you can stay the night. In one hour, I will kick two of you out.”
 
   “Got it,” Austin said as he turned to head down the hallway.
 
   Henrik remained seated on the floor, trying to collect his thoughts. Dr. Anderson bent down to look at him again. She turned her head sideways, studying him for a long moment. “You’re turning green now,” she observed with a hint of amusement. 
 
   He raised his eyes to glare at her. She bent down on her knees and sighed, smiling at him. “You’re actually Henrik, aren’t you?”
 
   He knew he looked surprised. “She told you?”
 
   Again, Dr. Anderson smiled. “I’m her doctor. I didn’t exactly give her much choice in the matter. I needed to know about the father for medical reasons, especially after her first scare.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “This isn’t the first time she’s been in the hospital. She passed out once before and woke up not knowing much of anything. So, scared, she went to her doctor in New Jersey. She didn’t even know she was pregnant until they diagnosed her. It’s rare for preeclampsia to present itself before twenty weeks, so her doctor recommended her to me. She fit all the requirements for my study on medication during pregnancy to devaluate blood pressure levels in women diagnosed with preeclampsia. I suggested she not stay by herself in case of an emergency.”
 
   His head fell back against the wall. “That’s why she came here.”
 
   “She told me her brother knew, but apparently she’s been vague on the details with him.”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   She’d been vague on the details with everyone.
 
   “Look at me,” she instructed, her voice turning stern. “If you’re going in there to cause a scene about her not telling you, I will kick you out. Stress triggers her condition, and you saw her tonight. Keeping her calm and relaxed could mean the difference between life and death for her and the baby.”
 
   “I’m not going to make a scene,” he promised. 
 
   “You’re positive?”
 
   “I love her.”
 
   It was the first time he said the words out loud, and he had to admit he liked how it sounded. 
 
   Dr. Anderson smirked. “I’m more concerned about the giant brother who apparently thinks some guy named Derek is the father.”
 
   Henrik rubbed a tired hand through his hair. “No worries. That giant brother is my best friend, and he has no clue about us. Trust me, I’m keeping my mouth shut.”
 
   “All right,” she conceded, standing. “Go on in. She’s been asking for you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK’S PROMISE
 
    
 
   Henrik stood outside the door, his hand shaking as he touched the handle. He willed himself to open it, and then stepped inside. Leila lay in bed, surrounded by monitors that beeped and pumped. The entire scene made Henrik sick to his stomach. Leila wasn’t supposed to be here, helpless against the powers of her own body. It brought back too many thoughts of his mother. The never-ending nightmare of her dying alone. 
 
   His stomach clenched at the thought, his throat tightening as he cursed himself for not trying harder. He should have been there for her. He should have held her hand, fussed at the nurses for no reason at all, and told her how much he loved her until the very last moment. It was too late, though. He couldn’t bring her back, or deny her wish and just show up to force her to allow him to take care of her.
 
   All he could hope for now was redemption. He could make sure Leila wasn’t alone, that she knew how he felt. She lay in the bed, a small, worn smile quirking the corners of her lips as she looked at Drew and Austin. 
 
   They hovered over her like two mother hens. Drew straightened her pillow, and Austin checked the monitor for any signs of distress. She still looked pale, and very weak. It was a much more severe version of the night she’d shown up at his apartment. He should have known then, and he’d never forgive himself for such an obvious oversight.
 
   Her eyes looked past Drew and found him. Her smile vanished, replaced with desperation and fear. He knew what she thought, the scenarios that flooded her mind. All of them were horrible, resulting in what was the only logical conclusion. He would leave, abandon her when she needed him most, because that was what he did to the people who cared about him. He could never blame her for such thoughts, especially after admitting his past. 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re having a baby,” Drew gushed, squeezing her hand, not even recognizing the terrified look on her face. “I definitely can’t believe you didn’t tell me! You let me drag you out for hockey games, when we should have been at home, letting me fatten you up.”
 
   She turned back to Drew and tried to smile at her best friend, but she barely managed to lift her lips.
 
   “And that’s exactly what is going to happen from now on,” Austin instructed, sitting back down at her side. “We’re going to take care of you.”
 
   Then she asked the question Henrik was sure she’d been waiting to ask since she showed up. “All of you?”
 
   Both Austin and Drew turned to look at him. Before he could even open his mouth to respond, Austin stepped forward and pointed to the door. “You. Outside. Now.”
 
   “Austin, no,” Leila tried, but he turned to her, bending down to kiss the top of her head. 
 
   “I just want five minutes with him first,” he whispered, and then turned his cold eyes back to Henrik. “Let’s go.”
 
   Henrik looked at Leila, locking his eyes with hers, his expression confident. “I will be right back. Don’t worry.”
 
   He followed Austin into the hallway, where he found him already running his hands haphazardly through his hair. “Look, Henrik. I realize this changes everything.”
 
   He stood quietly, not knowing where Austin would take the conversation. 
 
   “I don’t expect you to raise Derek’s child, or to continue whatever thing you two have had going on here lately. She should have told you up front, and there will be a time when I take up for you and tell her that. Tonight isn’t that night. I swear—if you say something to upset her, and she gets sick again, I will never forgive you.”
 
   He stood there, gaping. Of course Austin didn’t think the baby belonged to him. It was only natural for them to think it was Derek’s. 
 
   A good friend obeyed the man code. 
 
   He should tell him. He should finally be honest with his best friend. He deserved it. However, he recalled Austin’s words too clearly. Tonight wasn’t the night. He promised Dr. Anderson he wouldn’t cause a scene, and he was determined to keep his promise. The most important thing right now was Leila.
 
   “I love her, Austin. You know that. Hell, you’ve always known that.”
 
   Austin’s lips stretched tight before placing a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “I know this sucks.”
 
   “No,” he argued. “She’s alive. You didn’t see her lying there, barely breathing. You didn’t hold her in your arms, wondering if maybe it would be the last time. Leila is alive, and so is that child. That is the only thing that matters, and that, Austin, is by far the best fucking news I’ve ever heard in my life.”
 
   Austin pulled him in for a hug, attempting to squeeze the life out of him. “Leila may never love you, but by God, I sure as hell do.” 
 
   “I know.” He could only hope he still felt that way once he was free to make his final confession. 
 
   The door opened behind them, revealing Drew, who also wore a weak smile. “Leila wants Austin and me to go home and get her things since she’s going to be here a couple days, which, of course, is Leila’s code for she wants to talk to you alone.”
 
   Henrik looked back at his best friend. “You don’t have to worry about me, all right? I would never let anything happen to her.”
 
   Austin nodded. “I trust you.”
 
   Again, he felt it, just like the night Leila had spoken the words. Even after all the shitty things he’d done, his family still believed in him. It was amazing how three simple words could have so much significance. 
 
   He said his goodbyes to Austin and Drew, and stepped back in the room. Leila sat up in the bed, a nurse at her side drawing blood. He rushed over and took her hand just as she stuck her. Leila winced. “Well, your nose doesn’t look any more broken than it did the last time I saw you. I’m assuming you lied to them?”
 
   He smiled, leaning over to kiss her cheek. “I thought it was something we might want to tell them together.”
 
   The nurse removed the needle and started cleaning up. Leila still looked at him, though, her eyes flashing with light. “Together?”
 
   “Yes, Leila. Never doubt that.” 
 
   He held on to her for dear life. After everything he’d experienced in the last twenty-four hours, he was more certain than ever that he could never truly be happy without her in his life. “I will always be here for you.”
 
   She looked down at her hands, seemingly ashamed. “I was afraid you’d be angry,” she admitted. “I mean, I should have mentioned to you that night that I wasn’t on any kind of birth control.”
 
   “Maybe,” he smiled, running his hand across her cheek, “but I should have asked. It doesn’t matter now.”
 
   “We’re going to be parents.” Her features were straight. Serious. “You’re going to be a father.”
 
   He laughed. It was a little bit hysterical. “Not going to lie, but you’re probably going to have to say that a couple hundred more times before it actually sinks in.”
 
   “This is major, Henrik. This baby, it’s going to change our lives forever. Are you sure you’re ready for that?”
 
   He gripped his hand in her hair, willing her to hear the confidence he felt. “Will the thought that I’m actually going to be a father always sound shocking to me? Probably. Will I be horrible at it? Most likely. But Leila, I promise you, I will never regret you or—” he paused looking down at her stomach and then back over at the monitor “—do you know yet? Are you far enough along?”
 
   She gave a slight nod, smiling from ear to ear. “It’s early, but they think it’s a girl. I found out right before you came in.”
 
   “A girl? I’m going to have a daughter.” He shook his head at the thought. “Fucking serves me right.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, laughing. “That’s what I thought too.”
 
   He continued to laugh as he leaned over and pulled her mouth to his. Perfect. The Leila kind of perfect. “I love you. I’ve never meant something so much in my fucking life.”
 
   He felt her smile against his lips, her reassuring hand gripped tight around his shirt. “I love you too.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
   HENRIK AND LEILA’S REVEAL
 
    
 
   Leila
 
    
 
   Four days later, Leila finally made it home. She’d barely been settled in for twenty-four hours, and she already wanted to string Drew up by his ears. Technically, she was on bed rest until her next doctor’s appointment that afternoon. Drew wouldn’t allow her to set a foot on the floor. He made her breakfast—burnt and black— and lunch in bed, all while badgering her with questions about Derek, and more importantly, the details of conception. 
 
   She could fake a lot of things, but the details of conception wasn’t one of them.
 
   Needless to say, by the time Henrik arrived after lunch, he was a welcome sight. She motioned for him to shut the door as soon as he walked through it. “Lock it,” she instructed.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “What’s wrong? Your brother is what’s wrong.” She raked her hands through her hair, trying to calm her nerves. “We’ve got to tell them, Henrik. I can’t ward off his questions about Derek forever. He wants me to get a lawyer. He’s micromanaging my every move.”
 
   Henrik held back a laugh. “He’s a Rylander. You should know by now that micromanaging other people’s lives is what we do best.”
 
   “We are telling them,” she said gruffly. “Today.”
 
   He sat down on the bed next to her. “We can if that’s what you want. I’m not happy about missing your doctor’s appointment today anyway, and this way, I won’t have to fight Drew to take you next time.”
 
   “I know they will probably be upset, but we can tell them after my appointment, and I’ll have a new picture of the baby to show off. It will distract them.”
 
   “It will distract Drew, but Austin is doubtful.”
 
   “So, it’s settled,” she said, gushing out her relief. “We can meet for dinner after your practice?”
 
   He nodded, touching his black and blue nose gently. “It just started healing too.”
 
   Leila grabbed his wrist, noticing a piece of gauze taped around it. “What happened to you?”
 
   “Oh. That.” He suddenly grinned nervously. “That’s nothing.”
 
   When she didn’t smile back, he rolled his eyes. “Take it off and see, then.”
 
   She eyed him warily, but pulled the two tiny pieces of tape away to remove the gauze. It was a tattoo. A new tattoo. 
 
   Breath rushed out of her. 
 
   “It’s not a Stanley Cup, but—”
 
   “It’s my name, Henrik. You tattooed my name on you.”
 
   Again, he laughed. “It would appear that way.”
 
   She held his wrist up to his face as if he had no idea what he’d done. “You permanently labeled yourself with my name.”
 
   “Trust me, I know. It hurt.”
 
   “I thought we were taking it slow. I thought—”
 
   He cut her off with a kiss. A perfect, ‘make her forget her name, let alone the fact that he tattooed it on his body’ kind of kiss. “Damn you,” she whispered against his lips, “you’re impossible to argue with anymore.”
 
   He kissed her again. “I know.”
 
   She slowly pulled away, not because she wanted to, but because she had something specific she needed to finish telling him. “Wait.” She laughed when he didn’t move. “I have a surprise for you too.” 
 
   He looked at her expectantly. “I’m not sure I can handle any more of your surprises.”
 
   “I owe you this one,” she promised, pointing at the nightstand. “Open that drawer, and look behind the box.”
 
   He followed her instructions cautiously, pulling out the black backpack she carried upon her arrival. “I’d completely forgotten about it,” he said. “You were going to tell me about it when Derek showed up and ruined everything.”
 
   “Yes.” She nodded eagerly. “Open it.”
 
   He unzipped the bag and pulled out a stack of papers. He flipped through them. “Are these the papers from the first time you went to the hospital?”
 
   “Yes, it’s all the paperwork about the study. Find the giant card that says congratulations.”
 
   He searched through the stack, pulling out the white card with spiraling handwriting on the front. He opened it up, revealing the small, black and white ultrasound photo displayed inside. He gasped. “Is this her?”
 
   She scooted up next to him on the bed. “Yes. She was just a tiny speck. See?” She pointed at the small, round sac in the middle, smiling. 
 
   “She’s grown a lot since then.” He chuckled, glancing back at her stomach, which was now obvious in her tight-knit maternity top. 
 
   “You’re telling me. I’m going to have to go buy new pants again.”
 
   “I can take you shopping,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “We can go tomorrow, assuming you’re allowed off bed rest.”
 
   “I’d like that,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted to pick something up for her as well. You know, just to make it all a little more real.”
 
   He nodded. “I know the feeling. Maybe it would help if we could work on giving her a name. That way we have something to call her when we talk about her.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that, actually,” she admitted. 
 
   “Come up with anything good? Because, honestly, I threw a couple ideas past Sam today, and he looked at me like I was crazy.”
 
   “Wait,” she breathed. “You told Sam?”
 
   He smiled sheepishly at her. “Yeah. I kinda told him about us a while back. I needed someone to talk to.”
 
   “So, that night at the charity event when he said he’d heard a lot about me, he wasn’t stretching the truth.”
 
   “Definitely not.”
 
   She shook her head, laughing. “I’m starting to think we’re going to have to induct Sam into the family.”
 
   “I think I already have,” he admitted. “Anyone who can hold on to a secret like ours deserves it.”
 
   She nervously played with his hand as she smiled down at the way they fit so perfectly together. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
   “Lucy,” she whispered, holding his hand tighter.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You asked if I’d come up with anything good for a name, and I want to name her Lucy.”
 
   His body stilled, his hand going limp in hers as he gawked up at her. “My mother’s name was—”
 
   “Lucille,” she finished for him. “I did my research. I would love to name our daughter in her honor.”
 
   Henrik sat on the bed, stunned. “Y-y-you would do that for me?”
 
   She didn’t have to say it, because he already knew her answer. 
 
   He leaned in and kissed her. “You’re amazing. I don’t care how our brothers react to the news today. I can’t wait for the world to know about us.”
 
   She smiled. “Me too.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Henrik 
 
    
 
   That afternoon, Henrik stood outside Daddy Greens, Leila’s favorite pizza hotspot, waiting for everyone to arrive. He uncomfortably played with his watch, making sure it covered his new tattoo. It burned, but the inconvenience was necessary. For now. “Thanks for inviting me to come along,” Sam said, smiling. “I know today is a big deal.”
 
   “Big deal?” Austin questioned, shoving his hands in his pockets to keep them warm. “It’s just dinner, Sam.”
 
   “Oh, I know,” Sam tried. “It’s just great news about Leila getting off bed rest.”
 
   Henrik shook his head mockingly at Sam, chuckling under his breath. “You’re horrible at this.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I never said I was good at it,” he whispered back.
 
   “Finally,” Austin announced, pointing down the street at a cab. 
 
   Drew cautiously helped Leila out of the back seat, for which she swatted at him like an annoying fly. Once they got closer, Drew practically bounced on his heels with excitement. “Look,” he said, displaying the small piece of paper in his hands. Henrik recognized it as another ultrasound picture. “She’s beautiful! I claim immaculate conception, because this kid is too damn cute to be Derek Deroty’s child.”
 
   “Agreed,” Sam laughed from behind him, peeking around at the picture. 
 
   Henrik grabbed the picture the same time his brother froze to stare at Sam. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “Drew,” Leila said, walking up behind him. “Don’t be rude. Henrik invited him.”
 
   “You have to forgive him.” Henrik sighed, too busy turning the picture of his daughter around, trying to figure out which end was up. “My brother doesn’t have a filter.”
 
   “No,” Drew interrupted. “I want to know. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to apologize,” Sam said. “If you’ll let me.”
 
   “Wait a second.” Henrik paused, looking up. “You two know each other?”
 
   That’s when he saw it—Sam’s shirt. It brought back the faint memory of a conversation he’d heard. It was the first time he met Sam, at a team dinner, during training camp that summer. He hadn’t been listening to the conversation, too busy scheduling his next encounter on his phone. Someone asked Sam what minor league team he played for before the draft, and he’d answered—
 
   “The Giants.” Everyone stared at him as if he’d just spoken Latin. “The Giants,” he exclaimed again. “You played for the Vancouver Giants before you got drafted here.”
 
   Sam looked at him, confused. “Yeah. Why?”
 
   He whirled around to look at Drew. “You little shit. You haven’t been coming to my games to see me. You’ve been coming to my games all year to see him!”
 
   “Henrik,” Austin bellowed, stepping between them, “you don’t just accuse people of that.”
 
   “No. He’s right,” Drew admitted, crossing his arms over his chest. “And he knows he’s right. I never thought he’d actually put it together.”
 
   “You never thought I’d pay enough attention to you to put it together,” Henrik clarified, before turning on Sam. “And you. You’ve been dating my brother, and you couldn’t even tell me?”
 
   Sam sighed, looking exceptionally guilty. “I didn’t know how you’d react, or how the rest of the team would react. It’s not something you usually discuss in the locker room.”
 
   “No. You do not get an excuse.” He pointed at him. “Not after all the shit I’ve told you.”
 
   “It’s different.”
 
   “How? I opened up my soul to you that day,” he spat. “I told you about Drew, and hell, I even told you about taking Leila’s virginity. You could have at least given me a heads up.”
 
   “Henrik.” 
 
   Leila’s hand touched his elbow, and he looked up just in time to see the stunned faces of his brother and best friend turning on him. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Austin breathed, scratching his head. “Did you just say you told Sam about taking Leila’s virginity?”
 
   “This Leila?” Drew added. “This very pregnant Leila?”
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, he shot a glare over at Sam. “Thanks a lot, rookie.”
 
   An eruption of voices scattered around him, except Leila, who stepped in front of him, holding up her hands as if she were some kind of WWE referee. “Stop! All of you, just stop.”
 
   “Leila,” Austin exclaimed, his voice rising. “I want answers. Now.”
 
   “I know.” She looked at him, her smile gorgeous and untamed. “Henrik and I will explain everything in time. Right now I just want to celebrate Lucy.”
 
   “Lucy?” Drew let out. “You’re naming her after Mom?”
 
   Henrik nodded, unable to control the smile that burst onto his face at the thought. “Yeah, it was Leila’s idea.”
 
   Drew snatched the ultrasound picture back out of his hand. “So, this is my actual niece? Not just pretend?”
 
   “Yes,” he assured him with a laugh, because he knew now his betrayal would never matter to Drew. “That would be correct.”
 
   “I knew she was too cute to be a Deroty!”
 
   Leila gave Drew a not-so-gentle slap to the shoulder. He cringed, leaning away from her. “What was that for?”
 
   She shot him a pointed look. “You know exactly what. You stood Sam up the other night at the charity event, didn’t you?”
 
   Drew’s face evened back out as he looked at Sam and then back to her. “Yes, I did. He wanted to keep our relationship a secret, and I told him I needed to tell my family. We had a disagreement.”
 
   Leila hit him again. “You should have seen his sad little face.”
 
   “You know I wanted to meet them,” Sam tried, stepping around him. “It’s different for me. I don’t have the kind of support you do. Telling people is still a very frightening concept for me.”
 
   “As mad as I am at him, Sam’s right.” Henrik threw a consoling arm around Sam’s shoulder. “I can understand why he has reservations about members of the team finding out.”
 
   “And you, of all people, should understand that, Drew.” Leila hugged her best friend. “How long would it have taken you to finally tell Henrik if I hadn’t opened my big mouth?”
 
   Drew sighed before he looked over at his brother. “I guess you’re right,” he admitted, absently scuffing his foot on the ground.
 
   “I also haven’t seen you this happy in years,” Henrik reminded him. “Plus, you’re playing hockey again. I have a sneaking suspicion about who has been encouraging that now.
 
   “You know about that?”
 
   “Of course we do,” Leila said and laughed. “Mr. Darrenger told us. He said you’ve been teaching classes, and going to pickup games on Thursday nights.”
 
   “Because no one goes to a club in sneakers,” Henrik added, giving his brother an I-told-you-so look.
 
   “Yeah, well, I guess I do owe Sam that much.”
 
   Sam smiled. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust your judgment.”
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t more understanding, because you’re right. My family is amazing, and I take that for granted sometimes.”
 
   “Speaking of that,” Henrik announced, “can we go eat now, and celebrate the fact that our family is growing, and I’m having a daughter?”
 
   Drew scoffed. “Forget about you. I’m going to be an uncle!” He proudly held up the ultrasound picture again, smiling as he looked over at Sam. “Want to see my niece?”
 
   “Of course,” Sam smiled back. 
 
   Leila shot him a satisfied grin before grabbing both Drew and Sam and leading them inside. Henrik turned around to face his best friend, who still had his arms crossed over his chest, brooding. 
 
   Henrik let out an exaggerated sigh. “So? Are we cool?”
 
   Austin eyed him for a moment before grinning. He took one step forward, and with a quick flick of his finger, landed an excruciating blow to the bridge of his nose, across the still healing scar. It sent him to his knees.
 
   He cursed violently, grabbing his face as if Austin had just punched him. 
 
   It felt like he did, anyway. 
 
   “Yeah, we’re cool.” Austin smiled. “For now.” 
 
   Henrik cupped his hand over his face, praying for the stinging pain to fade. When he looked up, Austin stood holding the door open as if he hadn’t just assaulted him. “Was that really necessary?” He blinked back tears.
 
   “Oh, just wait until our next practice,” Austin said with an evil grin, “and then our next game.”
 
   Henrik managed to stumble his way by him toward the door. Austin caught him by the elbow and leaned in further, whispering, “You know, I thought I heard you talking to someone in the bathroom that night after the Devils game.”
 
   Henrik shot him a worried look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   Austin shoved him through the door. “For the sake of your nose and our season, let’s just keep it that way.”
 
   “What about our friendship?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder.
 
   Austin rolled his eyes. “You’re the father of my niece. I guess I’m stuck with you now.”
 
   “Definitely.” 
 
   He wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
   “Doesn’t mean I’m not still kicking your ass for lying to me. You’re going to need that new fancy face shield.”
 
   Henrik cautiously touched his nose. 
 
   He deserved it, but it would still hurt like hell.
 
   Cautiously allowing his best friend to throw his arm around him, they joined the others at their table. Henrik couldn’t imagine his life getting any better, and as he sat down, scooting up next to Leila, he whispered a heartfelt thank you in her ear.
 
   An ass kicking would definitely be worth it. He took off his watch, showcasing her name forever imprinted on his skin, thrilled the world could finally know how he felt about the girl with hearts.
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