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Betting on Love

The Night That Changed Everything

The bass throbbed through the walls of the Delta Kappa house like a second heartbeat, vibrating up through the soles of Liam Westbrook’s shoes and settling somewhere in his chest. He leaned against the kitchen counter, nursing a red plastic cup filled with cheap beer, watching his teammates transform into the versions of themselves that only emerged when alcohol erased the lines between discipline and chaos.

“Captain’s brooding again,” Marcus Chen shouted over the music, slapping Liam’s shoulder hard enough to make him slosh beer onto his hand. Marcus’s dark eyes glittered with the particular mischief that always preceded bad decisions. “You know, for a guy who just led us to the regional championship, you’d think you’d celebrate like a normal person.”

Liam shook his head, but a smile tugged at his mouth. “Define normal.”

“Normal is what’s happening in the living room.” Marcus gestured vaguely toward the mass of bodies grinding to a beat that seemed to have no relationship to the song actually playing. “Normal is Hunter doing body shots off that communications major. Normal is not standing in the kitchen doing math problems in your head.”

“I’m not doing math problems.”

“You’re doing something. You’ve got that look.” Marcus drained his cup and immediately refilled it from a tapped keg in the corner. “The look that says you’re calculating exactly how many hours of sleep you’ll get if you leave by midnight.”

The accuracy of that statement annoyed Liam more than he wanted to admit. “Eleven thirty, actually. Practice at six.”

“See? Math.” Marcus grinned. “You’re twenty-one years old, captain of the most dominant hockey team this university has seen in a decade, and you’re planning your exit before the party’s even hit its stride. What’s the point of being him”—he gestured at Liam’s entire existence—“if you never get to enjoy being him?”

Liam didn’t have an answer for that. He’d spent so long becoming the person everyone expected him to be—the captain, the leader, the guy who made the right choice every single time—that he wasn’t entirely sure who existed underneath all those expectations. His father, a former NHL player whose career had ended with a knee injury in his thirties, had shaped Liam’s understanding of success with the precision of a sculptor. Be undeniable. Be irreplaceable. Don’t give anyone a reason to look past you.

So Liam didn’t brood. He didn’t do math problems at parties. He didn’t wonder, at twenty-one, if he’d ever done anything truly reckless in his entire life.

“Westbrook!”

The voice came from the living room, and Liam looked up to see Tyler Hughes pushing through the crowd, his face flushed with the particular shade of red that meant he’d been drinking since before the sun went down. Tyler was his alternate captain, a hulking defenseman whose on-ice intelligence somehow evaporated entirely the moment he walked through a party door.

“Tyler. You look like you’re about to make a speech.” Liam straightened slightly, bracing himself.

“Better than a speech.” Tyler grabbed Liam’s arm with surprising strength and pulled him toward the living room. “We’ve got a situation.”

The situation, Liam discovered, was his entire team—all twenty-three of them who’d shown up—gathered in a loose semicircle around the coffee table, which had been cleared of bottles and cups. In the center sat a bottle of Jameson, three-quarters empty, and a folded piece of paper that Liam recognized as coming from the notebook he kept in his hockey bag for sketching plays.

“What is this?” He looked around at the faces of his teammates—guys he’d bled with, won with, lost with. Guys who trusted him to make the split-second decisions that could mean the difference between victory and a broken collarbone.

“This,” Tyler announced, spreading his arms wide like a televangelist addressing his congregation, “is an intervention.”

“An intervention for what? My impeccable taste in music?”

“Your love life. Or lack thereof.” Marcus had materialized beside him, and Liam shot him a look that clearly asked whose side he was on. Marcus shrugged apologetically. “They’ve been talking about it for weeks. You know how they get.”

Liam did know. He knew that his team functioned like a pack of wolves, complete with hierarchies, rituals, and a collective obsession with their captain’s personal life that bordered on pathological. He knew that every girlfriend he’d ever had had been scrutinized, evaluated, and ultimately found wanting by at least a third of the roster. He knew that his current single status had become a topic of speculation that rivaled trade rumors in the NHL.

“I’m not having an intervention about my love life. I’m your captain, not your reality TV subject.”

“Sit down, Westbrook.” Hunter McKay, the team’s star goalie, spoke from his position on the arm of the couch. His tone carried the weight of someone who’d faced down hundred-mile-an-hour slap shots without flinching. “This is important.”

Liam looked at Hunter. Hunter looked back. In that exchange was a decade of friendship, a shared history of summer hockey camps and early morning skates, of watching each other’s backs on and off the ice. If Hunter thought this mattered, then maybe—

Liam sat.

The team cheered like he’d just scored the game-winning goal.

“Okay.” Tyler picked up the Jameson bottle and took a swig before continuing. “Here’s the thing. You’re the best captain we’ve ever had. Nobody’s arguing that. But you’re also—and I say this with love—kind of a robot when it comes to girls.”

“I’m not a robot.”

“You date like a robot.” Marcus had settled onto the arm of the couch beside him. “You find someone acceptable, you go through the motions, you eventually get bored, and you move on. Rinse, repeat. It’s like watching a very handsome algorithm.”

Liam opened his mouth to protest, but the words wouldn’t come because Marcus wasn’t wrong. He dated the way he approached everything else: strategically, efficiently, with an eye toward how it would look to the people watching. His girlfriends were always pretty, always pleasant, always exactly the type of person his teammates and parents would approve of. And they always, eventually, faded into the background of his life like they’d never been there at all.
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