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Power Play

Sophie Fournier, Book Five

K.R. Collins


To my family.


Chapter One

And that’s how it’s fucking done. 

Lexie’s text is accompanied by a link to an article: Indianapolis’s Young Stars Sign Matching Contracts 10x10. Lexie dragged Chad Kensington into her contract negotiations and demanded they be paid equally.

Sophie texts back.

Good for you. 

She means it. Sophie was the first woman to re-sign, and her team undervalued her. The contract Lexie signed is what Sophie deserved. Her term and salary are much lower. She was told to be grateful she was re-signed at all.

This will mean a resurgence in questions about her contract. With so few women in the League, reporters jump at every opportunity to compare them. And, knowing Lexie, she’ll jump at the opportunity to measure herself against Sophie. At least it’ll be a break from talking about another disappointing season.

Sophie made history in 2014 by winning the Maple Cup. It was Concord’s first Cup in franchise history, and she did it alongside Elsa Nyberg. They were the first two women drafted to the North American Hockey League and the first two to win the League’s most coveted prize.

The following year saw a second-round exit. Last year they made it to the Conference Finals, but they lost in five games. This year will be their year again. They locked up Teddy and Kevlar last summer, and Elsa’s negotiating her contract now. They have a strong core. They’ll win another Cup.

She isn’t sure how much longer she’ll last if she doesn’t.

Growing up, her dream was always to play in the NAHL. She fell in love with hockey the first time her brother took her on the outdoor pond with him. The NAHL became her ambition as she watched the Montreal Mammoths lift the Cup, year after year, in their historic Cup run. Her mémé spoke of the players in reverent, hushed tones. She bought Sophie her first jersey and took her to her first professional game. She saw the way the whole city loved their team and told herself one day it would be her lifting the Cup. And she has.

But once isn’t enough. She has a Maple Cup ring, proof of the achievement. She has NAHL records and scoring titles and a sandwich named after her at the arena, but she also has two disappointing seasons, and people are looking for someone to blame. Sophie, as the captain, is an easy target. So is the coach.

She and Coach Butler haven’t always been on the same page over the years. He’s a demanding man who knows how to wring the best out of his players. He’s blunt and brash and, in his opinion, is always right. He’s a contrast to Sophie who grew up learning to moderate herself. On the ice, she can be dynamic but off it she’s composed and calm to the point of being boring. The difference in personality has put her and her coach at odds in the past, but this season they have the same goal: win the Cup and silence the doubters.

Sophie’s phone buzzes with another text from Lexie.

You should come train with me. You might learn something.

There isn’t enough room for anyone else next to your ego.

Lexie sends her a couple of laughing emojis.

Next summer. I’ll even let you crash my Cup party.

Sophie rolls her eyes.

*

Lexie isn’t content heckling Sophie via text. She does a bunch of interviews after she signs her contract, and she pokes at Sophie in every single one.

“Sophie Fournier is the only other woman to sign a contract extension, and yours is much better than hers,” Carol Rogers from After the Whistle says. “You haven’t had nearly the same success she has. How did you convince the front office to give you this deal?”

“Everyone knows Concord lowballed Sophie, and she let them. It meant I wasn’t going to use her as a comparable. Indy drafted Kenny and I together and put us on the same line. We negotiated together. We’re equals.”

“You two have certainly become synonymous with Renegades hockey. Do you worry with your contracts Indy won’t have the room to sign Steele next year? Is this the beginning of the end of the red, white, and blue line?”

“There’s room for the players we need.”

Sophie watches and reads everything Lexie does and uses it to compose her counternarrative.

“Your contract is back in the news,” Ed Rickers says over the phone. Sophie can hear the smile in his words. “Do you regret signing it?”

“No, I’m proud to be a Concord Condor. Being the first woman drafted into the NAHL means I’ve navigated many other firsts. I’m glad Lexie was able to sign a good contract.”

“And yours?” Rickers prompts.

“It was a good contract for me.” I’m being paid to do what I love. Is there anything better? “And it was a good contract for the team. We had the space to extend Teddy and Kevlar last summer, and Elsa’s signing her extension this summer. I want to be a Condor for life, and I want to keep this core together.”

“Are you suggesting Engelking’s contract will hurt her team?”

“I was talking about my contract, not Lexie’s. I know I make an easy target, but I did think before I signed. Was the money or term as high as Dmitri Ivanov’s or Lexie’s or Kensington’s? No. But money wasn’t my only consideration. Concord has become my home. I want to make my career here.”

Rickers reads between the lines of her answers, adds a journalistic flair, and publishes an article propping up Sophie’s team-friendly deal and predicting how long until Lexie and Kensington’s contracts sink the Renegades.

It doesn’t take long for Lexie to call her. “So, I’m a selfish, money-grubbing bitch?”

“And I’m a spineless, desperate one.”

“I really pissed you off, didn’t I?” Lexie sounds happy because she’s a hyper competitive freak. “That or you don’t want to admit how shitty your contract is.”

“We’ve been over this. It was the best they offered. I would’ve signed for twelve years if they asked. But there’s a difference between what I feel and what I say. It’s called having a filter.”

“It’s called being a liar. Did you tell Nyberg she should accept the first shitty offer to keep the front office happy?”

“After your signing, I’d say she’s looking at twelve years, twelve million since she has a Cup and an Alain Benoit to her name.”

“Are you going to bring any of this fight into the season?”

Lexie hangs up before Sophie can answer.

*

Elsa signs a four year, eight million a year contract.

Sophie’s phone buzzes, probably Lexie gloating so she ignores it. It keeps buzzing, a phone call not a text. It’s Elsa. Sophie almost knocks her phone off the counter in her haste to answer.

“Hi.” Sophie’s cheeks stretch wide with her smile. “You’re staying.” Part of her worried with their recent struggles and how often Elsa and Coach Butler butt heads that she’d want to go somewhere else.

“Of course. You and me.”

“Condors for life,” Sophie finishes. She can’t help the niggling doubt. “Only four years?”

“Our contracts expire together. You and me,” she repeats. “We sign together next time.”

*

Sophie celebrates Elsa’s new contract with a new tattoo. On one hip she has 2013-2014 to commemorate their Cup winning season. On her other hip is her first tattoo. It’s a pair of crossed hockey sticks. In the space to the left is her number, 93. To the right, there’s open space. It was reserved for her NAHL number or maybe her draft selection. But she kept 93 when she made the jump, and she doesn’t want to immortalize being selected last out of 224. For years, her tattoo has been unbalanced, but now she knows exactly what to put there.

“A thirteen?” Brian asks. “That’s it?”

Like all the kids on their street growing up, Brian played hockey. He didn’t like the hockey part as much as he enjoyed using chalk to create rinks for them to play on. At “center ice” he always drew detailed replicas of the NAHL logos. He’s a trusted friend and a talented artist and the only person she’ll allow to ink her.

“Yep.”

He shrugs and motions for her to lie down. “Will I be doing a matching one?”

“It’s not like that. It’s a hockey thing.”

Elsa committed to four years and promised Sophie more than that. They’ll be teammates for their whole careers.

*

“Only four years?” Colby asks at dinner. “Didn’t she see Engelking’s contract? She could’ve pushed for more.”

Sophie’s mom sighs but she doesn’t ban hockey talk from the table the way she did when Sophie and Colby were kids.

“Our contracts expire at the same time.” Sophie loads her plate with home-cooked food. “We’re signing together next time.”

“Like Engelking and Kensington?”

Sophie wrinkles her nose and Colby laughs, because he’s a jerk.

“You shouldn’t tie yourself to another person like that,” her dad says.

“Pierre,” her mom begins as if she can defuse what’s sure to be a fight.

“Engelking and Kensington will sink each other and their whole franchise. You’re smarter than that.”

“I’m not tying my life to her. It’s not like we’re getting married. I’m linking our careers. Every great center has an elite winger. Stucki and Figuli. Johansson and Brindle. Elsa is mine. We never play as well as we do when we’re together.”

“It’s a bad idea.”

It’s my life. You don’t get to tell me how to live it.

“Mrs. Jackson’s tearing up her backyard to put in a butterfly garden,” Sophie’s mom says brightly. Her smile is strained.

Sophie breaks her staring contest with her dad. “It sounds pretty.”

“She could use some help. Her arthritis makes it hard for her to garden, but she wants someplace to sit outside when the weather is nice.”

“I’ll stop by after my run tomorrow and see if I can help.”

Another silence falls, but Sophie’s mom cheerfully breaks it again. “Where’s Charlotte tonight? She knows she’s invited to family dinner, right?”

“She had a work thing. Sofe, she says she’s sorry she missed you.”

“The three of us should go out sometime this week. Invite Brian and his wife.”

“So you can fifth wheel it?”

Her mom brightens. “Darlene’s son is home from university for the summer. You could invite him.”

Her dad clears his throat as he loads his plate up again. He’s never approved of distractions in Sophie’s life. Her entire focus had to be on hockey to make it to the NAHL. She can’t afford to slip now that she’s here.

“It’s okay, I don’t need someone.” She doesn’t want anyone, but she knows better than to say that to her mother.

Her mom’s smile falters. “Do you have a date to Jeffrey’s wedding? Maybe Dylan could go with you.”

Dylan Fontaine is an accounting major who works for his uncle’s tax firm during the summer. It’s probably where he’ll work full-time after he graduates. They’ve said hi at the grocery store, but they haven’t had a real conversation since they were kids.

“I’m bringing Colby. There’ll be free food and a bunch of NAHL-ers. He’ll love it.”

“Will Teddy be there?” Colby asks.

“All the North American guys will be there. Elsa sent a present but she’s not making the trip out from Sweden. Kuzy and Peets are staying in Russia. No one’s heard from Spitzer since the season ended, but he’s probably catching up with his family in Germany.”

“Teddy’s wedding is next summer,” her mom says. “Maybe you’ll have a date for that.”

“Maybe,” Sophie says.

*

After dinner, she and Colby do the dishes and then drive to their favorite ice cream stand. Sophie signs some napkins and takes a few pictures before she and Colby retreat to his car. They open the trunk and then sit to eat their ice cream, shaded from the summer sun.

“You could bring someone. You won’t hurt my feelings or anything.”

“There isn’t anyone.”

“Heads up, Mom’s going to corner you sometime this summer. She’s worried.”

Sophie groans. She has her dad on one side insisting she stay away from relationships and her mom on the other wishing Sophie will be in one. “There’s no boyfriend or prospective boyfriend in my life.”

“Girlfriend? Mom wouldn’t mind. Adoption’s a thing. She just wants you to be happy. And grandchildren.”

“I am happy. How’s Charlotte by the way? You’re Mom’s hope for grandchildren. I should tell her that when we chat.”

“Oh, no. You’re not turning this around on me. We’re talking about you.”

“What else is there to talk about?”

Colby’s quiet for a long moment, poking at his ice cream. “So, if I ask about Elsa—”

Sophie groans.

“You’re living together.”

“As teammates.”

Sophie loves Elsa, and she wants to spend the rest of her career with Elsa on her wing, but she doesn’t want to date her. Sophie’s never wanted to kiss someone before. She’s never felt a flutter in her chest when looking at another person. Until Elsa, Sophie couldn’t even imagine living with someone. They share a bed sometimes, but it’s platonic. It’s a teammates thing not a girlfriends thing.

Elsa’s different than her. She dates sometimes, but she hooks up a lot. She finds guys, sometimes women, at the bars and clubs they frequent after games. She’s always happier after those nights, an extra sparkle in her eyes. When the guys try to chirp her for her hickeys, she just smirks, proud. Sophie wants to throw up at the thought of anyone knowing so much about her personal life.

“Okay,” Colby says. “When are we doing final fittings for the wedding?”

“Saturday. You fly out the following Friday. Let me know when you land, and I’ll pick you up from the airport.”

“You’re going down early?”

“I’m in the wedding party. He’s dragging me to his stag party.”

“You’re going to a strip club?”

“Worse. Bowling. Merlin’s promised a night of cheap beer, shitty pizza, and glow-in-the-dark bowling.”

Colby laughs until she shoves him out of the car.


Chapter Two

Sophie’s summer is cut short when she flies to Washington, D.C. for training camp and the preliminary matches of the inaugural NAHL International Hockey Tournament.

Every four years, the Winter Games are played, showcasing the top talent in a variety of winter sports. The Helsinki Games, two years ago, were the first since women were allowed into the NAHL. Even though most of the European leagues were co-ed long before, there was still a fuss over whether women should play for the women’s or men’s teams.

The Winter Games Committee ruled women should play on the women’s teams and men on the men’s teams. The NAHL saw an opportunity to profit and launched the IHT. It’s international hockey but played by NAHL rules which means men and women can compete together.

This summer, they’ll play the seeding games and then the actual tournament will be held this winter. Sophie loves hockey and she loves her country, but she’d rather compete in the Winter Games every four years and be done. The IHT interrupts her summer, it’ll interrupt her season, and it takes some of the uniqueness from the Games.

On top of it all, it means she’ll have to compete against people she normally only plays with. Theo was selected to Team USA. Coach Butler will be coaching the American squad, and Sophie isn’t sure their fragile truce will survive direct competition. The first time she sees Elsa since she re-signed, they’ll be in the wrong uniforms.

Sophie checks into the hotel Team Canada’s using for the next three weeks and heads up to her room. It’s a standard hotel room, the kind she’s stayed in hundreds of times now in her career. She unpacks and then goes downstairs to see the set-up.

Meeting Room C has been taken over by couches, TVs, and two Ping-Pong tables. She turns on one of the TVs and hooks it up to her iPad so she can watch footage from the Winter Games on the big screen. She pulls up the Team USA-Team Canada gold medal match. These two teams will look almost identical in this tournament as they did two years ago.

The other countries will look different. Most of the European and Asian leagues don’t want to give up their players in the middle of the season for another league’s tournament. Dima told her the Russian leagues are sending players, because hockey is a point of national pride for his country. But neither Slovakia nor the Czech Republic can field a team made up of only NAHL players so there’s a Team Czechoslovakia.

When the internet heard about the team, they took it and ran. Someone created a fake USSR team which spawned a Team North America. Someone even made a Team Antarctica and posted GIFs of penguins sliding on their bellies into hockey nets.

Looking at the training camp invitations, Team Sweden is fielding both NAHL players and players from the Swedish Hockey League but none of the European Hockey League players are eligible. It isn’t going to be a best-against-best tournament the way the Winter Games are. It’s an ego boost for the Commissioner, nothing more.

On screen, Justin Rust turns the Team Canada defense inside out. He captained Team USA at the past two Games, he’ll most likely wear the C for the IHT, and he’s just come off a Cup win with the Minneapolis Minutemen. He’ll be difficult to stop. Will she be matched against him, trusted enough to shut him and his line down?

“You start early.”

Sophie turns away from the screen to see Coach Goulet, the Quebec Bobcats coach and her Team Canada coach, standing in the doorway.

She pauses the video. She draws her shoulders up even though she isn’t doing anything wrong. “I like to be prepared.”

“I’ve heard that about you.”

The way he talks, words heavy with a Quebecois accent, reminds Sophie of her mémé. Of course, Sophie would be disowned if her mémé ever heard her compare her to someone from Quebec. Her grandmother is a diehard Montreal fan.

“What do you see?” Coach Goulet sits down on the opposite end of the couch.

“Your defense is weak, they didn’t communicate enough, and Pearce wasn’t as good as his numbers suggest.”

Scott Pearce, Team Canada’s goalie in the Helsinki Games, plays for the Regina Rapids. He’s touted as an elite goaltender on a mediocre team. He’s skilled but Gabrielle’s better. Hopefully, since Coach Goulet is Gabrielle’s NAHL coach, he’ll acknowledge her worth and give her a chance at the starting position.

Goulet’s been quiet too long. Sophie offers an apologetic smile. “Weak is too strong a word. They’re offensively focused, but we don’t need them to be. Lack of offense isn’t a problem Canada has. They should stay home more than they do.”

“I was thinking of trying a Faulkner-Dubya pairing. Do you think they’ll be able to put NAHL rivalries aside to be successful?”

“They’re both professionals. Country first.”

“And you?”

Sophie’s smile is media-polite. “You don’t need to worry about me. If I’m named to the team, I’ll play my best hockey no matter who is on my wings.”

“If?”

“No one’s made the roster until it’s been announced.”

Nothing is a guarantee. It’s something drilled into her head since she was young. It’s also Coach Butler’s personal philosophy. Coming into training camp, no one is on the team—not the captain, not last year’s leading scorer, not the person with the no-movement clause in their contract. Everyone has to earn their spot, every year.

“Press play,” Coach Goulet says.

They’re almost through the second period, despite repeatedly pausing to talk through a play, when Kevlar pokes his head into the room. He grins when he spots her. “I thought I’d find you here. Already working?”

“You know me.”

Kevlar, Kevin Faulkner, is one of her d-men in Concord. He’s already in his Team Canada gear, a red hoodie with a giant white maple leaf on the front. His hat is jammed on his head, and he bends the brim as he leans against the doorway. “Can I steal you away? The guys are starting to show up. Jonny’s here.”

“Jonny?” Sophie turns to Coach Goulet and too late she realizes it looks as if she’s asking for permission. Jonathan Kellman was traded to Concord from the Denver Boulders two seasons ago. She was nervous at first, because Denver doesn’t like her, but Jonny’s been a good fit for Concord. She hopes he makes Canada’s roster.

“Go, find your teammates,” Coach Goulet tells her. “There will be plenty of time to watch tape later.”

Sophie disconnects her iPad and follows Kevlar out of the room. When he turns toward the elevators, she herds him toward the stairs and grins as he complains. “We’re professional athletes. We can handle the stairs. Here, I’ll race you.”

She sucker punches him in the stomach and then laughs as she takes off up the stairs. She beats him, easily, bursting out of the stairwell. She’s still laughing when he catches up to her. He playfully shoves her against the wall. “Cheater.”

“Not my fault you’re slow.”

“I’ll show you fucking slow,” he says, and she runs down the hall as he chases her.

She rounds a corner and crashes into—

“Jonny?” Kevlar asks as Sophie and Jonny both grunt with the impact.

“Nice to see you too.” Jonny laughs as he steps back. “What are you two doing?”

“Uh…” Playing tag in a hotel as if they’re fifteen years younger than they actually are.

The elevator dings and the doors slide open. Ducasse and Rawlings emerge, and Sophie stands taller, the smile slipping from her face. She checks to make sure her iPad survived her collision with Jonny.

Gabriel Ducasse is the captain of the Montreal Mammoths, and he was Captain Canada at the past two Winter Games. He’s a player Sophie’s looked up to. She modeled her defensive game after him. She also hates him a little bit because it always seems to be Montreal who knocks her team out of the playoffs. Still, they bonded last Games, one captain to another. This tournament, she’ll be the alternate to his captain, if that.

“Sophie,” Ducasse greets.

“Gabriel.” Her gaze flicks to Rawlings. “How was your flight?”

“It was fine.”

Rawlings is a Denver Boulder. Unlike Jonny, she doesn’t think he’s hiding a decent streak. He always has an extra slash or snide comment for her when they’re on the ice. He isn’t quite as bad as his captain, Anthony Sinclair. Sinclair will play for Team USA, and Sophie isn’t looking forward to the extra games against the man this year. In her second year, he ran his mouth until she crosschecked him in the face and broke his nose. It wasn’t one of her prouder moments, but she can’t guarantee she won’t do it again.

“Do you think we’ll be mugged for wearing Team Canada gear in the US capital?” Jonny asks, easily covering the awkward silence.

“D.C. doesn’t care about hockey. If they did—” Their team would be better. She cuts herself off before she says the last part. She wouldn’t put it past Rawlings to drop an anonymous quote to a reporter on how Sophie disrespects other hockey teams.

“If they did?” Jonny prompts.

Sophie’s smile is bland as she answers. “There would be more snow.”

“Oh really?” Kevlar’s grinning, and he slings an arm around Sophie’s shoulder as if to say I know you’re deflecting.

“Don’t say that to Alstead,” Ducasse tells her. “LA almost won the Cup last season and they didn’t see any snow.”

Carl Alstead, aka the Goalie Killer. He’s picked up a reputation over the years for taking goalies out, something he claims is incidental to the way he plays. Last season, Gabrielle Gagnon was in the talks for the Clayton, the trophy awarded to the top rookie of the year, when Alstead took her out mid-February. He crashed her net, and she missed the rest of the season. Gabrielle and Alstead are both at camp. Sophie’ll have to keep an eye on them.

And, while she’s keeping the peace, she’ll have to keep an eye on Madison Plante as well. She’s a d-woman who debuted with Santa Fe last season. It was only a week after Alstead took out Gabrielle when he crashed Santa Fe’s net. Madison dropped her gloves and then dropped him. It was the first time a woman fought a man in the NAHL. Sophie held her breath for days after, worried about what the league would do.

They did nothing. The rule saying men and women can’t fight is an unofficial one. She’s sure Madison was lectured by everyone from her coach to the Commissioner, but they couldn’t suspend her for something that wasn’t technically against the rules. Even Lenny Dernier couldn’t fault Madison since she was standing up for her goalie. It’s the first rule of hockey: always protect your goalie.

Sophie leans into Kevlar’s side. “Have you seen Elsa’s latest vacation pictures? She went to a wildlife refuge.”

“Is that why the group chat is full of baby tigers?” Kevlar asks.

Sophie grins. “Have you seen the video where she’s feeding the tigers? I have every one saved on my computer. Come on, I’ll show you.”

She waves to Ducasse and Rawlings and then leads Jonny and Kevlar back to her room.

“You have videos?” Kevlar complains. “How come I don’t have videos?”

“I guess Elsa likes me best.”

Jonny laughs. “Was there ever any doubt?”

Sophie smirks, unable to help her smugness. She opens the door to her room and pauses when she sees Gabrielle lounging on one of the beds. It makes sense that she would have a roommate since she isn’t the only woman on Team Canada, but she didn’t think it all the way through.

“Um,” she says. Should they go to Kevlar’s room instead?

“As long as you don’t fuck, I don’t care,” Gabrielle says and then flips the page in her book.

“Ew.” Kevlar wrinkles his nose.

“We’re looking at baby tigers,” Sophie says. “You want in?”

Gabrielle raises perfectly sculpted eyebrows. Sophie shrugs off her judgement, because the tiger cubs are cute, and the videos are all narrated by Elsa, and she misses her roommate. Finally, Gabrielle sets her book on the nightstand. “I’m not moving.”

They take their shoes off by the door and then pile on Gabrielle’s bed. Sophie makes sure she’s closest to Gabrielle, because she’s played with her enough to know she doesn’t like being touched unless she’s in her gear. Sophie keeps a few inches between them, doing her best to respect Gabrielle’s personal space, and happily leans into Kevlar as she pulls up the first video.

They’ve moved from tiger cubs to Elsa pretending to butt heads with a rack of antlers when there’s a click and the door opens.

Madison Plante steps through and she stops in the doorway when she sees them all on Gabrielle’s bed. Her gaze darts from person to person until it lands on Sophie. “I can go?” she offers.

“Come in,” Sophie says. Of course, all three of them would stay together. It’s that or one of them would be on their own. Sophie waves her hand. “Put your bags down wherever. Uh, I’m Sophie.”

There’s a beat of silence before Jonny bursts out laughing. Sophie climbs over Kevlar so she can shove Jonny off the bed. He just hits the ground and keeps laughing. “I’m Sophie,” he says in a high-pitched voice and then laughs so hard he starts crying.

Kevlar, grinning, says, “I’m Kevin Faulkner. Kevlar to teammates. The idiot on the floor is Jonny.”

“I’m Gabrielle.”

They all turn to her. Jonny’s head pops up like a prairie dog surveying its surroundings. “Gabs? Gabby? Big G?”

“Gabrielle,” she repeats.

Madison is looking spooked again, but she steps all the way into the room and closes the door behind her. “I’m Mads.”

“Is this where we go around in a circle and say our favorite color?” Kevlar asks.

Sophie rolls her eyes. She catches sight of the clock. “It’s time to get ready for team dinner.” No one moves so she lightly pushes Kevlar’s shoulder. “That means leave so I can get naked.”

Both guys scramble to their feet. Sophie’s still smiling as the door shuts behind them. “We’ll hang out in one of their rooms after dinner.”

“It’s okay,” Mads says. “It’s nice not having an empty room.”

Gabrielle makes a disagreeing sound.

“You can come with me,” Sophie tells Mads. She remembers her first two years in the league. It was lonely. She always had her own hotel room; she lived with her GM and then by herself. For a time, she even had her own locker room. Things have changed, both because she’s forced them to change and because she now has Elsa. She should be better at checking in with Mads, and all the women in the league, throughout the season.

“Can I bring Lenny?”

“Of course.” Then, to Gabrielle, “You’re invited, obviously, but you don’t have to come.”

“Obviously,” Gabrielle echoes. There’s almost a smile on her face so Sophie decides they’re cool and changes into her Team Canada gear for dinner.

As they head down, Sophie wonders if she should worry about how much time they spend together. In Helsinki, she was conscious of how often she and Gabrielle were together in order to avoid a potential NAHL vs. NAWHL storyline. Does she need to be wary of spending too much time with the women on Team Canada? Does she need to track the time she spends with her Concord teammates versus the rest of the team?

She’ll ask one of the Team Canada PR people later. If this were Concord, she’d text Mary Beth or pull her aside at dinner to ask. Of course, if this were Concord, Sophie would know exactly how to carry herself.

Meeting Room A has a long line of tables at the front full of catered food. They grab plates and fill them. They’re some of the first here so they have their pick of tables. They’re joined by Lehner, Mads’s d-partner in Santa Fe, and then Kevlar and Jonny.

Mads animatedly tells Lehner about how her twin sister kicked ass at the Summer Games a month ago. She was part of the silver medal-winning soccer team. She pulls her phone out to show off a picture. As she does, Alstead walks by their table and he bumps Mads’s shoulder.

“Shithauser,” he mutters as he passes.

Mads pauses before she flips through her pictures. “She even let me hold her medal.”

“We’ll have to win you some hardware of your own, eh?” Lehner asks.

Mads is pretending as if nothing happened, and Sophie should let her. Heavens knows she’s had enough incidents in her career that she wishes people would brush over or ignore but— “Did he call you a dog?” Sophie demands, her voice low enough that it won’t carry beyond their table.

Mads looks up, surprised, as if she doesn’t know why Sophie cares. Sophie directs all her fury at Lehner because if people have been treating Mads like shit and no one’s stepped up to defend her then all of Santa Fe will be on Sophie’s list once she’s done with Alstead.

Sophie’s been on teams where pranking was elevated to hazing when it was directed at her. The worst was when a teammate put ex-lax in her drink without her knowing. She missed an entire practice because of it. When she reported it, her coach told her to be glad it wasn’t something worse. Concord’s better than Chilton, but she knows what it’s like to not be able to trust her team or her coach, any of the people she spends all her time with.

Mads sighs. “It’s not a dog thing. It’s shithouser. You know, because I’m built like a brick shithouse.”

That’s not any better. Sophie eyes Alstead, a couple of tables over, laughing with Rawlings. She’ll deal with him later. For now, Mads is poking at the remnants of her dinner, shoulders hunched, and Sophie won’t allow that.

“You’re built like a hockey player. Maybe if he was built like you, he would’ve held his own in your fight last season. Come on, time for seconds. If we’re expected to play a full NAHL season and the IHT, we need to be at peak weight entering the season.”

Sophie stands up but Mads doesn’t stand with her. She glances at Lehner and then Kevlar as if looking for direction.

“It’s best just to follow,” Kevlar advises. “There’s a reason we gave her a C after only two seasons.”

Sophie offers a winning smile. As soon as Mads stands up, Sophie links her arms together. “Tell me about your sister. Athletes run in the family?”

*

After dinner, they take over Kevlar and Jonny’s room to give Gabrielle some space. Sophie happily drops herself between Kevlar and Jonny, forcing them to cuddle her. It’s been a long summer. She’s missed her team.

Mads and Lehner take the second bed, and they sit shoulder to shoulder.

“How come this is the three-person bed?” Kevlar asks. “You and your ass count as two people so that’s like four in this bed and only two in that one.”

Sophie snatches the remote out of his hand. “Channel choosing privileges revoked.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Kevlar makes a grab for the remote, but she turns to her side, using her body to protect it. “You have a very nice ass. Can I have the remote back now?”

Lehner laughs so hard he snorts. “You’re not helping yourself.”

“You won’t be laughing when she puts one of her house shows on.”

“My house shows are awesome. And educational. How else are Elsa and I supposed to plan our dream house?”

“Oh no,” Jonny says. He and Kevlar tag team, Jonny pinning her to the bed as Kevlar wrestles the remote away. Against one, she could hold her own but against a defenseman and an enforcer, she doesn’t stand a chance.

Kevlar tosses the remote to Lehner, and Sophie eyes him, considering whether she could take him in a wrestling match. He quickly drops the remote on Mads’s lap.

“Cheater,” Sophie accuses. Still, she knows when she’s beat. She pushes Jonny onto his back so she can curl up next to him, her head on his shoulder.

“I feel like I should object to this,” he says.

“Just be glad she isn’t sticking her cold feet under your calves,” Kevlar says.

“That was one time,” Sophie says. “And you had plenty of body heat to share.”

Mads flips through channels as they bicker and scoots closer to Lehner. He lifts his arm up and lets her tuck even closer, clearly something they’ve done before. Mads flips between Friends and NCIS until she settles on NCIS.

“Good choice,” Jonny says. “Ziva’s hot.”

“Eh.” Mads wiggles her hand. “Gibbs is hotter.”

“Tony’s clearly the hottest of the guys and Abby the hottest of the girls,” Lehner says with conviction. He ruins it by glancing at Sophie as if her opinion is law.

She shrugs. “I don’t mix murder with crushes.”

“Nah, we know Ducky’s your favorite.” Kevlar grins as he pokes her side. “You have a thing for accents.”

“Oh, yeah. Accents are what does it for me. I don’t know how I’ll make it through our Russia game.”

“Oh, Dmitri,” Kevlar says in a breathless, high-pitched voice. “Can I touch your stick? I have the softest hands in the League.”

Earlier in her career, Sophie would punch someone over a comment like that. But now, she just laughs and lightly elbows her teammate. “Yeah, that’s me.”

*

During a commercial break, Sophie extricates herself from Kevlar and Jonny. “We need to make sure we’re hydrated for tomorrow. We need ice. Lehner, you’re with me.”

He looks for a moment like he’ll say no or maybe ask why filling a bucket with ice is a two-person job but then he shrugs. He shoves his feet into his slides and follows her down the hallway.

“You do realize I’m older than you and have been in the League longer than you, right?” he asks.

Sophie waits until they’re tucked into the alcove with the ice and vending machines to push him up against the wall. “You do realize if anyone in the League fucks with the women who’ve made it, I’ll fuck them up even more, right?”

Lehner’s eyes widen. “You said fuck.”

“I’m a hockey player.” She sticks the bucket under the machine and jabs the button. “I have a plan. Do you care enough about Mads to help?”

Lehner knocks Sophie’s hand away from the button. “You think I don’t care? She’s my teammate and my d-partner. You’re borrowing her for this tournament but—”

“Good. You’re helping.”


Chapter Three

Sophie shows up to practice early, splitting off from Gabrielle and Mads so she can talk to Coach Goulet. He’s in his temporary office, papers spread out in front of him on his desk. There’s an iPad buried under the mess, but apparently, he’s a clipboard and paper kind of coach.

“What can I do for you?” he asks.

“We should practice start-and-stops today. The conditioning won’t hurt, and Alstead has a history of taking out goalies. We don’t want that reputation spreading from LA to Team Canada.”

Coach Goulet looks up from his desk, his full attention on Sophie. “You want to run the team into the ground on Day One?”

Sophie’s smile is far from friendly. “I want you to run the team into the ground on Day One. We’ll see who came to camp ready to play.”

Coach Goulet laughs. “I like the way you think. Do you have any other suggestions?”

She does but she isn’t captain here. Right now, she doesn’t even know if she’s made the roster. She doesn’t want to step out of line so she shakes her head and returns to the locker room so she can change.

She hits the stationary bike to warm up and stretch. She winces as Gabrielle easily contorts herself into all kinds of uncomfortable positions. Goalies really are born different than everyone else.

Once Sophie’s ready, she switches her sneakers out for her skates and goes to the ice. She’s the first one there, and she stares out across the smooth sheet, but she doesn’t step on it. Ducasse was right behind her in the locker room, and the first skate should be his.

“You need a minute?” Ducasse asks. He pauses next to her.

She opens the door for him. “You first.”

She feels a flicker of jealousy as Ducasse’s skates are the first to cut through the ice. She swallows it down. She’ll be the 2C to his 1C, maybe the alternate to his captain, but this Team Canada isn’t hers the way Team Canada at the Winter Games was.

“Do you want to pass a puck around?” he asks.

She grabs her stick and steps onto the ice. She skates two laps to make sure she’s ready to go. As she’s rounding the last curve, Ducasse slings a puck toward her. She catches it on her tape and then sends it back.

Ducasse is the first to flip the puck onto his blade and juggle a few times before he passes. She does a little stickhandling of her own and sends him an airborne pass. He knocks it down and corrals it with ease.

“Playing for Canada in Canada is something I never thought I’d do,” he admits.

“We’ll even play in your NAHL city.” She’s played qualifying tournaments and national tournaments in Canada. She even played in a U-Tourney there, but she’s never played in front of her country on such a big stage.

“Expectations will be high.”

“They always are for us.” She catches the puck between her legs and then sends it back. “We’ll rise to meet them.”

More people join them on the ice. Mads and Lehner show up together, Kevlar trailing behind them. Jonny’s with Rawlings, and they’re laughing as they step onto the ice. They were teammates before Jonny was traded to Concord and even though in his first game against his former team, Jonny fought Sinclair, it hasn’t ruined his friendships with any of the guys.

Fortunately, Sinclair is at Team USA training camp. Sophie completely misses Ducasse’s pass as something occurs to her.

“Uh, Fournier?” Ducasse asks. He points to the forgotten puck with his stick.

“Sinclair and Lexie are at Team USA training camp together.” In Sophie’s second season, she broke Sinclair’s nose after he ran his mouth one too many times. The year after, he tried the same shit with Lexie, and she speared him in the dick. Now they’re teammates. She starts laughing and can’t stop.

“Oh, shit,” Jonny says. “Do they both make it out alive?”

“She’s a bitch,” Rawlings says. “Whatever Sin does to her, she’ll deserve it.”

“Butler will keep things under control,” Jonny says.

Sophie keeps laughing. Butler likes spark on his team, and he doesn’t mind if it leads to the occasional fire. Lexie is his model player, aggressive, passionate, and ready to fight anyone, anytime, over anything. If Lexie and Sinclair are at each other’s throats, he won’t hold them back. He’ll encourage it.

“Matty will keep an eye on everyone,” Kevlar says, talking about Concord’s former captain. “Team Dad.”

“I will turn this team around,” Sophie says. She laughs again.

Ducasse skates over to them, a new puck on his stick. “I see you’ve stolen my partner.”

Kevlar looks between them with a grin. “I’m sorry, did we interrupt your hour-long warmup?”

“Shut up,” Sophie says.

Jonny leans in and then raises his voice to a loud whisper. “She spends the first half hour of every practice communing with the ice. It’s how she’s so good.”

“You’re so full of shit.” Sophie shoves his shoulder as he cackles and holds his hand up to Kevlar for a fist bump.

Rawlings gasps and slaps a hand to his chest. “Did the NAHL’s golden girl just swear?”

“I’m not a girl. And I’m definitely not golden.”

“Remember that time she broke Sinclair’s nose?” Ducasse asks. “I can’t imagine you’ve forgotten it.”

Rawlings’s bottom lip curls in a sneer as if he is remembering the incident. Kevlar and Jonny shift closer to her. Mads skates over with Lehner and though her tone is light, she’s tracking Rawlings as she says, “Are you already bored of passing?”

“Me? It wouldn’t be very in character if I was. I seem to have lost my puck though.”

Ducasse flips her their new puck. “We could play some three-on-three.”

Coach Goulet comes up the tunnel before they can argue over who has to play goalie. He looks across the ice and smiles. “Everyone is here. Good start.”

There are a few scattered laughs as they skate to the bench and take a knee to listen to the plan for practice.

They start with the same drills they’ve all done a thousand times. Personally, Sophie enjoys beginning with something familiar. She may not know everyone on her team very well, and she might not like some of the ones she does know, but hockey is the same.

The drills grow more complicated as practice progresses. Once they shake off some of the summer’s rust, they move into experimenting with different lines. She cycles through teammates until Coach Goulet announces a scrimmage. Sophie switches her jersey out for a gray one. Turner, who plays for Indianapolis, and Forbes, who plays for Milwaukee, also pull on gray jerseys.

She doesn’t know anything about Turner, but Forbes played for Team Canada at the past two Winter Games. She met him when she went to visit Travis Mollett, because Travis lived with Forbes for his first two seasons. She didn’t make the best first impression, but none of that awkwardness is here now as they play.

It takes two shifts but Sophie threads a pass through traffic to Forbes’s waiting stick and then she crashes the net for any potential rebound. Forbes shoots and the puck hits Pearce’s pads before it rebounds off Lehner’s skate and right to Sophie’s stick. She bangs the puck home and grins.

Turner and Forbes skate to her to pat her helmet, a muted celly as Pearce digs the puck out of his net.

Coach Goulet blows his whistle. “That’s it for our scrimmage.”

Ducasse glances at the clock hanging below the scoreboard. “We still have ice time left.”

“Wow,” LaJoie drawls. “You can tell time.”

Ducasse flips off his Montreal teammate.

“Goalies with Coach Sevdel,” Coach Goulet says. LaJoie, Pearce, and Gabrielle skate to their goalie coach. Everyone else crowds around Coach Goulet. He smiles, the kind of smile every player knows not to trust. “Did you have fun?”

There are a few hesitant nods.

“Good. Because now you work.”

He sets them up with a skating drill. They skate full speed until he blows his whistle and then they have to come to a controlled stop. If he thinks they’re not skating fast enough, he won’t blow his whistle until they’re working as hard as he wants.

The whistle blows and Sophie comes to a quick stop, ice shavings flying up as her blades dig into the ice. She glances at Alstead, ahead of her because he didn’t stop as fast as she did. He looks back at her and scowls.

“Be better,” she tells him.

Coach blows his whistle before he can say anything back. They skate until Sophie’s breathing hard. They keep skating until her muscles burn. By the time they’re done, everyone’s hunched over.

Coach Goulet crosses his arms over his chest. “Not bad but not good. We will need to be better in order to win.”

They have a week to practice before the seeding games. After, they have almost a whole NAHL season before they play the tournament games. They’ll certainly be in shape for the tournament itself, but they need a strong showing in the preliminary games. If they have to play this tournament again in four years, Sophie hopes it’s all in the summer.

Coach dismisses them to shower and bond as a team. Mads stays to pick up the pucks, and Sophie grabs an empty bucket and joins her.
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