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Chapter 1: The Descent into the Frost Dome

	 

	Henry Danvers gripped the cold steel of the treatment table, his knuckles turning a ghostly white as a bolt of white - hot agony shot through his left knee. He sucked air through his teeth, desperate to keep the groan of pain from escaping into the sterile air of the Frost Dome's medical wing. He was the league's most notorious villain, a disgraced defenseman on a probationary leash, and if anyone discovered the truth about the grade - two ligament tear he was hiding, he wouldn't just be benched - he would be finished.

"Lie back, Henry," Isadora Blackstone commanded. Her voice was like a blade of ice, sharp and devoid of the hero - worship he was used to. She didn't care about his three championship rings or the scandalous headlines that had followed him from his last city. To her, he was just a broken machine that threatened her department's efficiency.

"I am fine, Isadora. I just need a adjustment," Henry lied, his voice strained. He tried to flash the smirk that usually had reporters stuttering, but the sweat beading on his forehead betrayed him.

Isadora didn't smile back. She stepped into his personal space, the scent of antiseptic and something faintly floral - jasmine, perhaps - hitting him harder than a blindside check. She placed her hands on his quad, her touch firm and professional, yet the heat of her palms seared through his training shorts. She moved his leg with a practiced, brutal efficiency, and Henry's vision blurred as the joint ground together.

"You are a liar," she whispered, leaning in so close he could see the amber flecks in her dark eyes. "This is a significant tear. You should be in surgery, not a training camp. If I tell Mahershala Thompson, you are out of the Frost Dome by sunset."

"Don't," Henry gasped, reaching out to catch her wrist. The contact was electric, a sudden spark of friction in the refrigerated room. "Mahershala is looking for any reason to void my contract. If I go under the knife now, I never come back. I need this season. I need to prove I am not the monster the media says I am."

Isadora pulled her arm away, her expression hardening. "You are asking me to risk my medical certification for a man who has spent his career breaking the rules. Why should I help you?"

"Because you hate losing as much as I do," Henry said, his voice dropping to a low, desperate rumble. "And because if you report me, you are just proving everyone right - that I am a liability. But if you fix me - secretly - you prove you are the best specialist in the world. Work with me. In the middle of the night, when the cameras are off. Please."

The silence between them stretched, thick with a tension that was no longer just about his injury. Isadora looked at his knee, then back at his face, her gaze lingering on his mouth for a fraction of a second too long. 

"Midnight," she said finally. "If you are one minute late, I call the owner."

Henry exhaled, the tension leaving his body only to be replaced by a different kind of thrumming energy. He limped out of the medical wing, trying to steady his gait before he reached the main corridor. He didn't make it five steps before he ran into Ronan Williams.

"You look like hell, Danvers," Ronan said, his brow furrowed with genuine concern. Ronan was the only one on the roster who still took his calls. "The rumors are already flying. Hunter Steele is telling everyone in the locker room that you are washed up. He is gunning for your spot on the first line, and he is not being quiet about it."

"Hunter can gun for whatever he wants," Henry snapped, though the mention of his rival made his stomach churn. "He is all talk."

"Maybe," Ronan replied, glancing around nervously. "But Everly Banks is watching you like a hawk. She told me she is worried your 'probationary' status is going to tank the team's PR before the first exhibition game. If she catches wind that you are physically compromised, she will have your bags packed herself."

Henry nodded, his jaw set. "She won't catch anything. I have it under control."

But as he watched Hunter Steele stride across the gym floor, looking every bit the pristine, healthy athlete Henry used to be, his confidence wavered. Hunter caught his eye and smirked, a predatory expression that promised war once the skates hit the ice.

That night, the Frost Dome was a cavern of shadows. The hum of the industrial cooling units was the only sound as Henry made his way back to the medical wing. The lights were dimmed, casting long, dramatic silhouettes across the training equipment. Isadora was waiting for him, her lab coat gone, replaced by a form - fitting black athletic top that left little to the imagination.

"Strip down to your boxers," she said, her voice echoing in the empty space. "We need to tape that knee and start the high - intensity stimulus. If you scream, the security guards will hear you."

"I am not the screaming type," Henry countered, though his heart was hammering against his ribs for a reason that had nothing to do with pain. 

As she worked on him, her fingers nimble and strong, the proximity became a physical weight. Every time her skin brushed his, a jolt of adrenaline surged through him, sharper than any hit he had taken on the ice. They were alone in the dark, dancing on the edge of a professional abyss.

"Why are you doing this, Isadora?" he asked, his voice hushed.

She paused, her hand resting on his inner thigh, just inches from the edge of his underwear. The air between them grew heavy, charged with the forbidden heat of their proximity. "Because," she said, looking up at him with a defiance that mirrored his own. "I want to see if you are actually worth the risk, Henry Danvers. I want to see if there is a man under all that armor who is worth saving."

She tightened the tape with a sudden, sharp pull, and Henry leaned forward, his face inches from hers. The scent of her was overwhelming now, a mix of clinical precision and raw, feminine power. The adrenaline of the late - night session was turning into something else - a heated, undeniable attraction that threatened to burn down the very dome they were standing in.

"I'll prove it," he whispered, his gaze dropping to her lips. "I'll prove it to everyone."

"Start with me," she replied, her voice a challenge and a promise all at once.

	 


Chapter 2: Thin Air and Thick Tension

	 

	The heavy steel door of the private recovery suite swung open with a violent clang, the sound echoing through the sterile white walls of the Frost Dome. Everly Banks stood in the threshold, her face a mask of professional fury, holding a high - resolution tablet that glowed like a weapon in the dim light. 

"Explain this, Henry," she snapped, her eyes darting between the disgraced player and Isadora Blackstone. "Because from where I'm standing, it looks like a conspiracy to defraud the entire organization. Mahershala Thompson just called me from the owner's box. He saw your gait on the security feed during the hallway walk - in. He wants a full, independent medical clearance by dawn, or your contract is voided for breach of health disclosure."

Henry felt a cold surge of adrenaline mask the throbbing ache in his knee. He was sitting on the edge of the padded table, his leg stripped bare, the angry purple bruising around his joint impossible to hide. Isadora did not flinch. She stood her ground, her fingers still pressed firmly against the lateral ligament she had been massaging seconds before.

"He is under my care, Everly," Isadora said, her voice like ice. "The protocols are specialized. If Mahershala wants a report, he will get one when the assessment is complete."

"The assessment should have been finished two days ago," Everly countered, stepping into the room. The scent of her expensive perfume clashed with the medicinal tang of the heating rub. "Hunter Steele is already out on the ice for the early bird skate. He is doing laps while you are in here hiding. The media is asking why the league's most expensive defenseman is MIA during the first week of the Frost Dome camp. If I don't have a clean bill of health to leak to the press by 08:00, you are both finished."

Everly turned on her heel and marched out, the door hissing shut behind her. The silence that followed was suffocating. 

"She knows," Henry whispered, his chest heaving. "Isadora, she knows I'm damaged."

"She suspects," Isadora corrected, her eyes burning with a fierce, protective light. She turned back to his knee, her hands moving with a desperate, practiced speed. "But suspicion isn't proof. We have six hours before the sun comes up. We are going to push this recovery into overdrive. If you want to stay in this league, Henry, you are going to have to endure more pain tonight than you did when you tore that ligament."

She didn't wait for his consent. She grabbed a fresh roll of high - tension kinesiology tape and began to wrap. The physical contact was electric. Every time her skin brushed against his, Henry felt a jolt that had nothing to do with his injury. The secret of their late - night sessions had created a pressurized chamber of intimacy. He watched the way her brow furrowed in concentration, the way her lab coat strained against her shoulders as she worked. 

"Why are you still helping me?" Henry asked, his voice raw. "You could have turned me in the moment you saw the grade - two tear. You could have saved your career."

Isadora paused, her face inches from his. He could see the gold flecks in her dark eyes. "Because I've spent my whole life watching men like Mahershala Thompson treat athletes like disposable assets. And because I saw the way you played before the scandal, Henry. You weren't a villain then. You were a man who gave everything to the game. I want to see if that man is still in there."

She stood up and moved toward the squat rack at the back of the private gym. "Get up. We are starting the eccentric loading sets. If that knee buckles, we're done."

Henry stood, gritting his teeth against the white - hot flare of agony. He hobbled toward the rack, his hand find the cold steel for support. Just as he reached for the barbell, a shadow fell across the frosted glass window of the gym door. 

Hunter Steele was standing in the corridor, his arms crossed over his massive chest. He didn't come in, but the smirk on his face told Henry everything he needed to know. Hunter was the apex predator of the Frost Dome now, and he was waiting for the moment Henry Danvers finally collapsed. 

"Ignore him," Isadora commanded, stepping into Henry's personal space to adjust his stance. Her hands slid down his hips, guiding his alignment with a firm, lingering touch that made his blood boil. "Look at me, Henry. Not him. Me."

He looked. He took in the defiance in her gaze and the way she seemed to be holding his entire world together with her bare hands. He gripped the bar, the weight of the steel biting into his palms. 

"Another set," he growled. 

The hours blurred into a haze of sweat and lactic acid. They worked in the shadows, the only sound the rhythmic clanking of weights and the sharp, urgent instructions from Isadora. Every time Henry felt like his leg would give out, she was there, her body close to his, her breath warm against his neck, whispering the encouragement he didn't deserve. 

By 04:00, the tension had reached a breaking point. Henry finished a set of weighted lunges and collapsed against the wall, his lungs burning. Isadora was right there, catching him, her hands sliding under his arms to keep him upright. 

The professional distance they had maintained was gone. The adrenaline of the workout and the looming threat of the morning had stripped away their defenses. Henry looked down at her, his heart hammering against his ribs. 

"If we lose this," he muttered, his face inches from hers. "If they find out about us..."

"Then we go down together," Isadora replied. 

She reached up, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, smeared with sweat and grit. The touch was a catalyst. Henry leaned in, his mouth seeking hers in a desperate, bruising kiss that tasted of salt and forbidden longing. It was a collision of two people who had everything to lose, a moment of raw vulnerability in a world that demanded only strength. 

The door to the gym suddenly hissed open. 

Ronan Williams stood there, his eyes wide as he took in the sight of the lead specialist pressed against the team's star defenseman. He quickly stepped inside and shut the door behind him. 

"Henry, you idiot," Ronan hissed, his voice low and urgent. "Hunter is in the locker room right now talking to Everly. He's telling her he saw you limping near the weight racks. He's trying to get Mahershala to move the medical exam up to right now."

Isadora pulled away from Henry, her face flushed, her professional mask sliding back into place even as her hands trembled. She looked at the clock. "He won't make it. The knee is still too inflamed."

"He has to make it," Ronan said, stepping closer. "If he doesn't show up in the tunnel in ten minutes, Hunter takes his spot in the morning exhibition. And once Hunter is in that jersey, Henry, you're never getting it back."

Henry looked at Isadora. The heat of the kiss was still burning on his lips, but the reality of the Frost Dome was crashing back down. He looked at his knee, then at the woman who had spent the last eight hours trying to save him. 

"Tape it," Henry ordered, his voice echoing with a new, dangerous resolve. "Tape it so tight I can't feel the bone. I'm going out there."

Isadora looked at him, her eyes searching his for any sign of doubt. She saw only the fire of a man who was done being the villain. She grabbed the medical kit, her movements precise and lethal. 

"You are more than just a comeback story, Henry," she told him, her voice trembling slightly as she applied the final layer of support. "You have to be a man who is worth the risk. Don't make me a liar."

She snapped the tape, the sound like a gunshot in the quiet gym. Henry stood up, the support holding his joint in a vice - like grip. He didn't look back as he grabbed his jersey. He had a game to play, a career to save, and a woman to prove himself to. 

The tunnel was cold, the air thin and biting as he approached the ice. Hunter Steele was already there, waiting by the gate, a predatory grin on his face. 

"Ready to fall, Danvers?" Hunter whispered as Henry stepped up beside him. 

Henry didn't even look at him. He looked toward the glass, where Isadora stood in the shadows of the bench, her gaze locked on him. 

"Not today, Hunter," Henry said, the adrenaline finally drowning out the pain. "Not today."

	 


Chapter 3: The Villain of the League

	 

	The weight of the transition settled in Henry's gut like lead. He was no longer the golden boy of the league, the untouchable star whose face adorned every billboard in the city. That man had died the moment his knee gave out in front of twenty thousand screaming fans last season. This new version of him was a ghost haunting the Frost Dome, a man defined by the "probationary" tag on his file and the secret agony hidden beneath his pads. The anxiety was a cold, physical presence, clawing at his throat as he realized there was no going back to the life he knew. He was standing on the edge of a jagged cliff, and the only person holding the rope was Isadora Blackstone.

He watched her from across the locker room. She was speaking with Mahershala Thompson, her expression a mask of professional indifference. To the owner, she was the lead specialist ensuring a liability didn't blow a hole in the team's budget. To Henry, she was the woman who had seen him at his absolute weakest, sobbing on a training table in the middle of the night as she manipulated his ruined joint. The departure from his old life felt final now. He wasn't playing for glory anymore. He was playing for survival, and the impossibility of turning back was a suffocating reality.

"You look like you're heading to a funeral, Danvers," Hunter Steele said, his voice dripping with mock concern as he adjusted his shoulder pads. "Which is fitting, I guess. We all know your career is dead. You're just waiting for the dirt to hit the coffin."

Henry tightened his laces, the simple movement sending a white - hot flash of pain through his grade - two tear. He didn't give Hunter the satisfaction of a response. Hunter was circling like a shark, waiting for the moment Henry's knee finally betrayed him so he could take over as the primary defenseman.

"Ignore him," Ronan Williams whispered, sliding into the stall next to Henry. "He's just trying to get in your head. But Henry, man, you're pale. If you can't go, you need to tell someone. Mahershala is already looking for a reason to void your contract."

"I can go," Henry rasped, his voice sounding foreign to his own ears.

He stood up, the brace Isadora had applied earlier biting into his skin. The adrenaline was already beginning to flow, a dark, frantic energy that masked the worst of the throbbing. He walked toward the tunnel, every step a gamble. He could see Everly Banks standing near the entrance, her eyes narrowed as she watched his gait. She was the head of PR, and she was paid to spot scandals before they erupted. A star player hiding a career - ending injury while on probation was the kind of scandal that could burn the entire franchise down.

Isadora intercepted him just before he reached the ice. She stepped into his path, her back to the cameras and the prying eyes of the team.

"One wince," she hissed, her voice low and dangerous. "One sign of a limp, and I go to Mahershala. I don't care about our deal. I won't watch you permanently cripple yourself for a game."

Henry leaned in close, the scent of her antiseptic soap and something floral and feminine filling his senses. It was a dizzying contrast to the smell of sweat and ice. "You're the one who told me I had to be worth the risk, Isadora. This is me taking it."

Her hand reached out, her fingers brushing against the fabric of his jersey right over his heart. For a second, the professional distance evaporated, replaced by the heated, forbidden attraction that had been simmering in the dark of the Frost Dome during their secret sessions. Her eyes searched his, a desperate, silent plea for him to stay safe.

"If they find out about us, Henry," she whispered, "if they find out I've been treating you off the books... I lose everything. My certification, my job, my name."

"Then don't let them find out," Henry said, his hand covering hers for a brief, electric moment. "Watch me tonight. I'll be the villain they want, but I'll be the man you built."

He pulled away, the loss of her touch feeling like a physical blow. He stepped onto the ice, the biting air of the Frost Dome hitting him like a wall. The transition was complete. He was leaving the safety of the shadows and stepping into the glare of the lights. The unknown was terrifying, a frozen landscape where one wrong move meant the end of everything. 

He looked toward the glass, catching a glimpse of Isadora standing near the bench. She looked small against the backdrop of the massive arena, but she was the only thing keeping him grounded. Hunter Steele skated past him, intentionally clipping Henry's shoulder. 

"Last dance, Danvers," Hunter sneered.

Henry gripped his stick, his knuckles turning white. The pain in his knee was a roar now, but the fire in his chest was louder. He wasn't just a comeback story. He was a man who had been stripped of everything and had found something worth more than the league in the eyes of the woman who had saved him. 

The whistle blew, the sound echoing like a gunshot. Henry dived into the play, his body screaming, his heart racing, and his soul locked on the woman in the shadows who held his entire world in her hands. There was no turning back. There was only the ice, the pain, and the desperate hope that he was worth the risk she had taken.

	 


Chapter 4: Isadora Blackstone's Iron Rule

	 

	The Frost Dome did not just house athletes; it consumed them. The architecture was a brutalist masterpiece of obsidian glass and reinforced steel, vibrating with the low - frequency hum of the massive industrial chillers buried beneath the floor. It felt less like a training facility and more like a high - tech panopticon designed to strip a man of his ego and leave only the raw, physical machine behind. Henry Danvers stood in the center of the atrium, the weight of his gear bag pulling at his shoulder, feeling the oppressive grandeur of the place settle into his bones. This was the fortress of Mahershala Thompson, the man who held Henry's career in his calloused hands, and more importantly, it was the domain of Isadora Blackstone.

Henry shifted his weight, and a jagged spike of agony flared in his right knee. He masked it instantly, a skill he had perfected over the last three months of grueling, private agony. To the world, he was the disgraced defenseman with a temper. To the league, he was a liability on a short leash. But here, under the cold, white LED lights of the medical wing, he felt like a ghost haunting his own life.

"Movement, Danvers. I do not have the luxury of waiting for you to find your resolve."

Isadora Blackstone stood at the end of the corridor, framed by the sterile glow of the diagnostic suite. She was a vision of severe, terrifying perfection. Her dark hair was pulled back into a knot so tight it looked painful, and her white lab coat was buttoned to the throat, a sharp contrast to the olive depth of her skin. She did not look like a woman who believed in second chances. She looked like the woman who decided when a career was officially dead.

"I was just taking it in, Doc," Henry said, his voice a low rasp. He forced himself to walk toward her, maintaining a steady gait that required every ounce of his mental fortitude. "Big place. Lot of history."

"The history of this facility is irrelevant to your current status," Isadora replied, her eyes tracking his every movement with the precision of a predator. "You are here because the league mandated a physical assessment before you are permitted to join the ice with the rest of the roster. Follow me."

She turned on her heel and entered the private exam room. Henry followed, the door sealing behind them with a pressurized hiss that made the room feel incredibly small. The air smelled of peppermint and antiseptic. 

"Shirt off. Pants down to the compression shorts. On the table," she commanded.

Henry complied, his fingers fumbling slightly with his buttons. He felt her gaze on him - not with the lustful appreciation he was used to from the fans, but with a clinical, dissecting intensity. When he sat on the edge of the table, his muscular frame dominated the small space, his broad shoulders casting a shadow over her. 

Isadora stepped closer, her proximity bringing the scent of her perfume - something sharp and citrusy - into his lungs. She began her examination, her hands surprisingly warm as they moved over his torso, checking for lingering trauma from the hits he had taken last season. Her fingers were firm, pressing into the dense muscle of his chest and abdomen. 

"Your vitals are elevated," she murmured, her face inches from his. "Are you nervous, Henry?"

"I am not a fan of doctors," he lied, his heart hammering against his ribs as her thumb brushed over his hip bone.

"I am not a doctor. I am a specialist. There is a difference," she said. Her hands moved down to his right leg. She began to palpate the quadriceps, moving slowly toward the knee. 

Henry braced himself. He held his breath, his jaw locked. 

Isadora gripped his patella, her fingers digging into the joint. She performed a sudden, sharp lateral shift of his lower leg. The pain was an explosion of white light behind Henry's eyes. He let out a choked sound, his hands reflexively gripping the edges of the table until the metal groaned. 

Isadora froze. She didn't let go. She looked up at him, her dark eyes flashing with a mixture of realization and fury. 

"A grade - two ligament tear," she whispered, the words sounding like a death sentence. "It never healed. You have been walking on a ticking time bomb for months."

"It is fine," Henry ground out through clenched teeth, sweat beading on his forehead. "I can play through it."

"You can barely stand through it," Isadora snapped, dropping his leg and stepping back. She looked at him with genuine disdain. "You lied on your intake forms. You lied to the league. If I let you on that ice, you will shatter that knee within twenty minutes of the first period. You could be crippled for life, Danvers."

She reached for the tablet on the counter, her fingers hovering over the communication app. "I have to report this to Mahershala Thompson immediately. Your training camp ends now."

"Wait!" Henry lunged forward, grabbing her wrist. The contact was electric, a jolt of pure, unadulterated heat that seemed to startle both of them. He didn't let go. He slid off the table, standing on his good leg, looming over her. "Please, Isadora. If you report this, I am done. Not just for the season. For good. No one signs a defenseman with a reputation like mine and a knee that needs a reconstruction."

"Because you are a liability!" she hissed, trying to pull her arm away, but he was a wall of desperate muscle. 

"I am a man who has nothing else," Henry said, his voice dropping to a raw, vulnerable level. "I lost my house. I lost my reputation. I lost my team. This is the only thing I have left. Help me. Fix me. I know you have the equipment here. I know you have the tech."

Isadora looked at his hand on her wrist, then up at his face. The cold professional mask flickered for a second, revealing a flash of something softer - something hungry. "You are asking me to risk my entire career for a man the world hates."

"I am asking you to see me as something more than a file," he pleaded. 

Before she could answer, the heavy door to the medical wing swung open. Everly Banks, the head of public relations, marched in with a stack of tablets in her arms, her sharp eyes scanning the room. 

"Isadora, I need the preliminary clearance for Danvers," Everly said, her tone clipped. "The media is already circling the Dome. Hunter Steele is out there telling anyone who will listen that Henry is too soft to handle the Frost Dome's conditioning. I need to shut him down with a clean bill of health."

Isadora did not move. Her wrist was still in Henry's grip, hidden by the angle of their bodies. The silence in the room stretched, thick and suffocating. Henry felt the sweat roll down his back, his entire future hanging on the word of the woman whose skin was burning against his.

"He is..." Isadora started, her voice steadying. She looked Henry directly in the eye, a silent challenge passing between them. "He is complicated, Everly. I need to run more tests. The standard protocols aren't enough for a player of his... intensity."

Everly sighed, tapping her foot. "Fine. But Mahershala wants him on the ice for the morning skate. If he isn't cleared by then, we have a problem."

"He will be ready," Isadora said. 

As soon as Everly left, Isadora wrenched her arm free. She turned back to the counter, her breath coming in short, shallow hitches. 

"Midnight," she said, her back to him. "The cameras in the lower recovery lab have a blind spot between twelve and three. If you miss a single second, if you complain once, I go straight to the owner. Do you understand me?"

"I understand," Henry said, the relief washing over him like a physical wave.

"Do not think this is because I like you, Henry Danvers," she said, finally turning to face him. Her eyes were hard again, but there was a flush on her cheeks that hadn't been there before. "You are a project. Nothing more. Now get out of my sight before I change my mind."

Henry gathered his things and limped toward the door. As he stepped into the hallway, he ran straight into Ronan Williams. His old friend looked concerned, his eyes darting to the closed door of the exam room.

"You okay, Danvers?" Ronan asked, lowering his voice. "I saw Hunter Steele in the lounge. He is gunning for you, man. He told the guys he is going to target your right side during the scrimmage. He knows something is up."

"Let him try," Henry said, his jaw tightening. 

"Just be careful," Ronan warned. "Everly is watching you like a hawk, and Isadora Blackstone... she does not break the rules for anyone."

Henry looked back at the frosted glass of the medical suite. He could see the silhouette of Isadora standing there, motionless and regal. He knew the risk he was taking. He knew that if they were caught, the fallout would destroy them both. But as he felt the ghost of her touch on his skin, the pain in his knee seemed a little further away. He wasn't just surviving anymore. He was playing a new kind of game, and for the first time in his life, the stakes were personal.

	 


Chapter 5: The First Assessment

	 

	Henry kicked the heavy steel door of the assessment room, the sound echoing like a gunshot through the clinical halls of the Frost Dome. He did not care about the noise. He cared about the white - hot agony radiating from his right knee, a jagged reminder that his career was hanging by a single, frayed ligament. He needed to look like a god for the cameras, but in the silence of the medical suite, he felt like a ghost.

"Sit down, Danvers. You are dripping sweat on my floor and it is a biohazard," a voice commanded.

Isadora Blackstone did not look up from her tablet as she entered. She moved with a predatory grace, her dark hair pulled back into a lethal ponytail that reached the small of her back. She was the gatekeeper of the Frost Dome, the only person with the power to clear him for the ice or bury his career under a mountain of medical red tape.

"I am just warmed up," Henry gritted out, lowering himself onto the high exam table. He tried to mask the tremor in his leg, but the muscle spasmed involuntarily.

Isadora finally looked at him. Her eyes were cold, calculating, and far too observant. She walked toward him, her presence filling the small room until the air felt heavy with the scent of her expensive perfume and the sharp sting of rubbing alcohol. She didn't offer a polite greeting. Instead, she reached out and gripped his thigh.

Henry let out a strangled hiss. Her touch was electric, a searing contact that made the hair on his arms stand up, but her grip was clinical and uncompromising. 

"You are a liar," Isadora said, her voice a low, dangerous velvet. She slid her hand down to his knee, her fingers searching for the telltale swelling of a grade - two tear. "Hunter Steele is already telling the rest of the team that you are a liability. He wants your spot as primary defenseman, and he is not the only one. Everly Banks has been in my office twice this morning asking for your latest vitals. The PR department wants a miracle, but I do not deal in miracles. I deal in facts."

"The fact is I can still play," Henry snapped, his hand instinctively coming down to cover hers. 

The moment his skin met hers, the room seemed to shrink. The friction between them was not just professional friction - it was a physical force, a magnetic pull that defied the cold logic of the Frost Dome. Isadora froze, her eyes snapping to his. For a heartbeat, the mask of the lead specialist slipped, revealing a flash of something raw and hungry.

"You have a ligament tear that has not seen a day of proper rehab," she whispered, her face inches from his. "If I report this to Mahershala Thompson, you are finished. He does not keep broken players on the payroll, Henry. He will void your contract before you can lace up your skates."

"Then don't report it," Henry pleaded, his voice dropping to a desperate register. He leaned in, the heat of his body clashing with the chill of the exam room. "Give me two weeks. Work with me in secret. I will do whatever you say. Every drill, every rep, every brutal hour of recovery. Just do not take the ice away from me."

Isadora pulled her hand away as if he had burned her, but she didn't step back. Her chest rose and fell with a sharp, jagged breath. "You are asking me to risk my certification. For what? A disgraced player who couldn't keep his temper in check last season?"

"Because you know I am the best defenseman this league has ever seen," Henry said, his arrogance returning to shield his fear. "And because you do not want Hunter Steele leading this team any more than I do."

Isadora looked toward the frosted glass door. She knew the risks. If Everly Banks or any of the other staff caught them, the scandal would be the end of her reputation. But as she looked back at Henry - at the raw determination in his eyes and the powerful, broken body sitting before her - the professional distance she had spent years building began to crumble.

"At night," she said, her voice trembling slightly. "After the facility closes. If you are a minute late, I walk. If you complain about the pain, I walk. And if anyone asks why you are in the training wing at midnight, you tell them nothing."

"Deal," Henry said.

Isadora stepped closer again, this time with a purpose that had nothing to do with medicine. She reached for a roll of heavy - duty athletic tape, her movements sharp and efficient. She began to wrap his knee, the tension of the tape mimicking the tension between them. 

"This is not a game, Henry," she warned, her fingers brushing against his skin with deliberate slowness. "I am going to break you down so I can build you back up. It is going to be the most painful thing you have ever experienced."

"I have been through worse," he replied, watching the way her lips moved. 

"We will see," she said, finishing the wrap with a sharp snap of the tape. "You think you are a man who can handle the pressure, but you have no idea what it is like when the stakes are personal. Now, get out. Before I change my mind."

Henry stood up, the support of the tape giving him a fleeting sense of stability. He walked toward the door, but paused with his hand on the handle. He turned back to see her watching him, her gaze lingering on his shoulders.

"Thank you, Isadora," he said.

"Do not thank me yet," she replied, her eyes darkening. "You have to be a man who is worth the risk, Danvers. Prove it to me tonight."

He stepped out into the hallway, nearly colliding with Everly Banks. The PR head was holding a clipboard, her eyes narrowing as she looked from Henry to the closed door of the medical suite.

"Everything alright, Henry?" Everly asked, her voice dripping with suspicion. "You were in there a long time for a routine check - up."

"Just making sure I am ready to dominate," Henry said, flashing a practiced, hollow smile. 

"I hope so," Everly said, stepping closer. "Because Mahershala is expecting a win in the exhibition game. If you fail, I cannot spin it. You will be out of the league for good, and Ronan Williams won't be able to save you this time."

Henry nodded and walked away, his heart hammering against his ribs. The pain in his knee was a dull throb now, eclipsed by the memory of Isadora's touch. He was playing a dangerous game, one where the rules were unwritten and the penalty for losing was total destruction. But as he looked back at the door, he knew he would do anything to get back into that room with her. The ice was his life, but Isadora Blackstone was becoming his obsession.

	 


Chapter 6: Beneath the Surface of the Scar

	 

	Henry watched Everly Banks walk away, her heels clicking against the polished floor of the Frost Dome like a death knell. She was more than just the head of PR; she was a gatekeeper, and right now, she was holding the keys to his execution. One slip, one wince in the wrong direction, and she would feed him to the media wolves. He could not afford to be distracted, yet the ghost of Isadora Blackstone’s fingers on his skin was a more potent narcotic than any painkiller he had ever been prescribed. He was walking a wire over a pit of fire, and the only person holding the net was a woman who had every reason to let him fall. Everly was dangerous because she was smart. She did not look for the obvious mistakes; she looked for the subtle shifts in a man’s soul, and she had clearly seen something in Henry that did not align with his public image as the league’s most hated villain.

Henry limped toward the locker room, making a conscious effort to smooth out his gait. The pressure in his knee was an agonizing heat, a grade - two tear that felt like it was threatening to snap with every step. He saw Ronan Williams leaning against a row of lockers, his expression grim and his arms crossed over his broad chest.

"You are playing with fire, Henry," Ronan said, his voice a low rumble that barely carried past the bench. "Hunter Steele has been asking questions about your late - night disappearances. He is looking for any reason to tell Mahershala Thompson that you are damaged goods. If Hunter gets a whiff of that injury, he will take your spot as primary defenseman before the first period is over."

"I am fine, Ronan," Henry lied, the pressure in his joint screaming a different story.

"You are not fine. You are a walking target. And if Isadora Blackstone is the one helping you, you are risking her career too. Think about that before you go back in there. She is the best specialist Mahershala has ever hired. Do not ruin her just because you are too proud to retire," Ronan warned, his eyes darting toward the hallway where Hunter Steele was currently holding court with a group of rookies.

Henry did not answer. He could not. He waited until the halls were empty and the hum of the Frost Dome’s cooling system was the only sound in the building before doubling back to the private physical therapy wing.

Inside the medical suite, the lights were dimmed to a soft, amber glow. Isadora stood by the examination table, her white coat discarded and draped over a chair. She was wearing a form - fitting black tank top that showed off the lean, functional muscle of her shoulders and the delicate line of her collarbone. She looked at him, and for a moment, the professional facade she wore like armor cracked.

"Everly was outside," Henry said, closing the door and turning the lock with a definitive click.

"I know," Isadora replied, her voice a sultry rasp that sent a shiver down his spine. "She is suspicious, Henry. She sees the way you look at me when you think no one is watching. We should stop this. We should report the injury to Mahershala and take the hit."

"I cannot stop," Henry said, stepping into her space until the scent of her skin, a mix of clinical antiseptic and something floral and feminine, filled his lungs. "I need the ice. And I need you."

The air between them charged with an electric current that had nothing to do with the therapy machines surrounding them. Isadora reached out, her hand sliding up his thigh to the edge of his training shorts. She guided him to the table, her touch intentional and searing. As she began to work on the scar tissue, her thumbs digging into the muscle with a brutal, necessary force, Henry let out a low, guttural groan. 

"Does that hurt?" she whispered, her face inches from his.

"Everything hurts," he admitted, his gaze dropping to her lips. "But this is the only thing that makes me feel alive. The pain means I am still in the game."

The session shifted from clinical to carnal in a heartbeat. Isadora was not just fixing his knee; she was dismantling his defenses. Her hands moved higher, mapping the hard lines of his body, the physical conditioning of a man who had been built for impact and endurance. Henry reached out, his fingers tangling in her dark hair, pulling her closer until the professional distance was a distant memory. He felt the heat of her breath against his skin, a stark contrast to the chilled air of the arena.

"If we get caught," she breathed against his neck, her teeth grazing his skin, "Mahershala will fire me before I can even pack my bags. I will lose my certification. You will be banned for concealing a medical liability. Is it worth it?"

"Then let's not get caught," Henry growled, his mouth finding hers in a kiss that tasted of desperation and high stakes.

It was the adrenaline of the game mixed with the raw, unfiltered need of two people who knew they were breaking every rule in the book. Henry felt the strain in his knee, a sharp reminder of his mortality, but it was eclipsed by the heat of Isadora's body against his. She was the only one who knew the truth of his weakness, and yet, she made him feel invincible. He lifted her onto the table, his hands gripping her waist as the intensity of their connection threatened to boil over.

He pulled back just enough to look into her eyes, seeing the fear and the desire battling for dominance. "I am going to win that exhibition game, Isadora. For the team, for Mahershala, but mostly so I can stay here with you. I will not let Hunter Steele or Everly Banks take this away from me."

Isadora's expression softened, her hand lingering on the jagged scar over his ligament. She took a roll of athletic tape, her movements precise as she began to wrap the joint with expert care. "You are more than just a comeback story, Henry," she told him, her voice firm. "You have to be a man who is worth the risk. Now, get out of here before Hunter finds a reason to come looking for you."

Henry stood up, testing the stability of the wrap. He felt the phantom weight of the world on his shoulders, but as he looked at Isadora, he knew he would play through any amount of pain to keep her. The Frost Dome was a cold, unforgiving place, but beneath the surface of the scar, there was a fire that neither of them could extinguish.

	 


Chapter 7: A Secret in the Shadows
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