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Line Chemistry

Sophie Fournier, Book Seven

K.R. Collins


Chapter One

Sophie consults the map on her phone and decides this shelter is a good one to stop at for the day. She could push to the next one, try to make it before the sun goes down, but she doesn’t need to. She isn’t like the other hikers on the Appalachian Trail, aiming for Katahdin with a countdown in her head.

She pitches her tent, because the extra work is better than sleeping in the shelter and risking a mouse crawling into her sleeping bag. She makes dinner, a Mountain House meal. The man at the sporting goods store judged her for buying them in bulk. Real hikers dehydrate and carry homemade meals.

Sophie isn’t a real hiker. She eats her beef stroganoff and doesn’t have regrets.

As she cleans her dishes, a loud trio of guys descend on the shelter. They play a vicious game of rock-paper-scissors to determine camp chores. The one who wins smugly reclines on his backpack. He tugs his dirty bandana down, but his hair stays in place thanks to sweat and the grease from going without a shower for days at a time.

He catches Sophie staring and waves. “Do you want to chill with us?”

Sophie didn’t wander into the wilderness for the company, but it’s been two weeks alone with her own thoughts. She leaves her tent platform for theirs.

The guy who invited her lays out his sleeping pad and gestures for her to sit beside him. “I’m Sloppy Seconds,” he says. “This is my second time on the trail.”

The guy cooking looks up with a smirk. “We let him think that’s how he got his name. I’m Three-Sec, because anything’s safe to eat if it’s only been on the ground for three seconds.”

“We let him think that,” Sloppy Seconds says. It’s his turn to smirk, and he dodges his friend’s half-hearted swing.

Sophie smiles as she leans back and watches them. The third in their group assembles the tent, and he waves before he snaps the tent poles together. “I’m Orion.” His shirt is tucked into the back of his shorts, and he has red marks on his shoulders from where his pack straps rubbed his skin. “I like stars.”

Both his companions roll their eyes. Sloppy Seconds loosens the ties on his boots and groans. “It’s been a long fucking hike, and we still have the hardest stretch to go.”

“The Whites.” Orion casts his gaze up at the sky. “Fuck Mount Washington. Fuck Lafayette too.”

Three-Sec stirs their dinner, contemplative. “I would totally fuck Lafayette. You know, if he wasn’t dead and shit. French people are hot. I’d fuck a Canadian too. They’re like knock-off French people.”

“Dude!” Orion glares at his friend. Then, to Sophie, “I’m sorry for him.”

“Sorry or sorry?” Sophie plays up her accents and grins. The sex jokes, the chirping, even the smell, it reminds her of the locker room.

She set out on the Appalachian Trail because she needed a break from being Sophie Fournier, first woman in the North American Hockey League and captain of the Concord Condors.

Last season, she was on pace to have a season the likes of which the NAHL had never seen. She set one record, and she had her eyes set on more when she tore her ACL. She was sidelined by injury, forced to watch rather than participate in the rest of the season.

She was unable to play, but she still had responsibilities. She was still the captain, and her team used her as a barometer. She was still the spokeswoman, not only for her team but for the entire league, and she did interviews and puff pieces, whatever was needed.

When the season ended, a second-round exit against Quebec, Sophie decided she had earned herself a true break. She packed a bag and headed into the woods where cell reception is spotty. She didn’t have to watch other people play hockey and answer questions about how it made her feel. She didn’t have to report to her parents’ house for hours of hockey drills with her dad.

She was able to be Sophie, without any of the external pressure she usually faces. It’s time to return, though, and catch up on everything she missed. There is a new season on the horizon, and she has a list of things to accomplish.

The shortlist: reclaim her point streak record from Chad Kensington, remind the league the Fournier era is far from over, impress her coach, and win the Maple Cup.

*

Sophie emerges from the woods and returns to a world with indoor plumbing. Her first order of business is a long shower, as hot as she can stand it. Next, she checks in on what happened while she was avoiding all hockey, world, and personal news.

The Indianapolis Renegades won the Maple Cup. It makes them the first team with a woman to do it since Concord in 2014. Alexis Engelking is the only American woman currently in the NAHL. She’s also the highest drafted out of the six women in the league. She’s loud, she’s brash, and she’ll barrel over anyone who stands in the way of what she wants.

She should text Lexie to congratulate her. Sophie is the one who has tirelessly campaigned for the women of the league to support each other. They’re scattered across divisions and conferences, but with a small number of them, it’s important to be united.

Still, Lexie came into the league two years after Sophie, determined to be everything Sophie isn’t. She doesn’t only want to prove herself the better player, she wants to prove Sophie is bad. They trained together last summer, both of them fueled by competition and spite, but they don’t have an easy relationship.

Sophie tosses her phone aside, text unsent, and wrinkles her nose as Chad Kensington’s post-win interview autoplays on her computer. His hair is plastered to his head with sweat and champagne, messy but hiding his receding hairline. His cheeks are splotchy, and a smile stretches across his face. She wants to punch him. It should be her team celebrating, not his.

“This has been a big year for you,” The National Sports Network reporter says. “You broke Sophie Fournier’s point streak record, won the Maple Cup, and secured yourself the Alain Benoit as the MVP of the playoffs. Which of those means the most to you?”

Sophie exits the browser before she has to hear his answer.

Last season, she broke Bobby Brindle’s point streak record with twenty consecutive games where she scored a point. She tore her ACL in the twentieth game. While she was hurt, Kensington went on a heater and set a new record—twenty-one games.

If she puts up a point in each of her first two games this season, the record is hers again.

It’s selfish, everything a hockey player shouldn’t be, focused on personal success instead of team success, but she wants it anyway. As if to make up for it, she picks up her phone and calls Lexie to congratulate her in person.

Lexie picks up with a vehement, “Fuck you!”

“Excuse me?” Sophie asks.

“Fuck. You.” Lexie draws the words out as if Sophie hadn’t heard her the first time. “I win the fucking Maple Cup and what does everyone ask me? If Sophie Fournier was healthy, would you still have won? What do I have to do to get out of your fucking shadow? You better stay healthy this season. I’m going to beat you at the Winter Games and then beat you in the Maple Cup Finals. Maybe then people will finally shut up about you.”

Lexie hangs up and Sophie stares at her phone for a long minute before she gingerly sets it on the counter. Maybe it’s best to give Lexie some space.

*

Sophie arrives in Ottawa, ready for Team Canada’s training camp. She hiked and trained and laced up her skates this summer, but all of it led to this moment, when she puts on her skates for real. She shows up so early to the first practice, the Zamboni is still on the ice. She sits on the bench and watches it work.

There is nothing better than a smooth sheet of ice, unmarked and waiting for her to carve her expectations on it.

As soon as the Zamboni is gone, Sophie opens the bench door. One step and she’ll be on the ice. It’s everything and nothing at the same time. Months of hoping, waiting, planning, and it’s here. She takes the ice and opens her arms as if she can draw the whole arena into her grasp; the cold dry air, the rows of seats waiting for spectators, and the rancid combination of sweat and recycled air.

She’s home.

Up in the rafters, Team Canada’s banners hang. They’re a reminder of what her country has accomplished and what they expect Sophie and her teammates to accomplish. Stuttgart and Helsinki are up there, Sophie’s two previous Winter Games. She won gold at both.

She takes comfort in the past, in what she’s done, then she focuses on what she will do. She relishes the burn in her muscles as she pushes herself across the ice. This winter, she will represent Canada as they compete in Boston in an international display of skill and talent.

When she comes to a stop, out of breath, shoulders heaving, she has company.

Adrienne Stewart stands on the bench, her helmet tucked under her arm. She is ten years older than Sophie, and she’s been Sophie’s mentor since Sophie’s first Games in Stuttgart. Sophie was seventeen, the youngest player to complete for Team Canada in its long and storied hockey history. She was desperate to make her country proud and to prove herself to the NAHL, which still hadn’t decided if it would allow her at the draft.

Even with the captain’s C stitched to her jersey at what is now her third Games, Sophie still looks up to Stewie, but they’re closer to equals now. They both have experience and medals, and a fierce, sharp pride for their country.

“I guess I don’t have to ask if you’re ready,” Stewie says.

“You try sitting out for most of a season, and we’ll see how eager you are.”

Stewie doesn’t laugh. There’s something serious in her gaze, something set deep, like the wrinkles framing her eyes. “You know—”

Sophie’s stomach plummets. “No.”

As if Sophie’s denial gives her courage, Stewie squares her shoulders. “This is my last Games. I’m almost thirty-five. I’ll be too close to forty the next time around.”

When Benoit Delacroix, one of Sophie’s teammates in Concord, told her he was retiring, she squeezed another season out of him. They had just made the playoffs for the first time in team history, and she wanted to win the Cup with him before he was done. Stewie isn’t X. Sophie wouldn’t be asking for one more season but four.

Selfishly, Sophie wants to keep Stewie at her side. But she recognizes Stewie’s determination. She skates over so she can clasp her shoulder. “We’re winning again. We’ll send you off on a high note.”

*

Training camp is mostly familiar faces. Allison Brady, the baby from Helsinki, has grown up in the past four years. She isn’t the terrified rookie who was so nervous before the gold medal match, she and Sophie napped together. She laughs with Z and Caro, blends in with the vets as if she’s one of them.

Elizabeth Schatz is the baby this year at eighteen. She’ll be nineteen by the time the Games roll around. She has the wide-eyed look of wonder and awe common to all Team Canada rookies, but she holds herself back as if she isn’t sure she belongs.

“I’m looking forward to playing with you,” Sophie says. They’re having dinner at the hotel, a buffet set up with trainer-approved food. Schatz stops and stares, holding up the line, so Sophie gives her a little nudge. “I watched some of your games last season. You’re quick and creative with the puck. Jacobs was a good linemate for you, but Martin held you both back.”

Schatz looks one more word away from hyperventilating so Sophie doesn’t share her opinions on how Schatz’s Team Canada teammates will take her game to the next level. Sophie can do a lot with Schatz’s speed and creativity on her wing.

“Dude,” Caro says, full of judgement.

“I watched everyone play,” Sophie says. She had the time last season, but she would have done it anyway. She doesn’t play with most of these women which means she has to rely on game tape to learn their styles.

“Yeah, but you didn’t fly out to Anchorage to watch me.” Z, Kristina Zayas, pouts as she cuts in front of Sophie in line. “Emily Skelton isn’t even playing with us, and you gave her special treatment. That hurts, Sophie. You’re supposed to love us all equally.”

“I know who I love least,” Sophie says pleasantly. Z laughs and kisses her cheek before she steals the chicken cutlet off Sophie’s plate and skips on ahead.

“Everyone loves Skeletor,” Curtis mutters with a hint of bitterness.

“Were you scouting the competition?” Robbi asks. “I hear she’s the next Sophie Fournier.”

Emily Skelton is a rising star, and she’ll be a part of Team Canada at the next Winter Games. She has her sights set on the NAHL, and she has the talent to be the highest drafted woman in the league’s history. She’s good, enough to be singled out and hated for it, something Sophie knows all too personally.

Still, “She can’t be me, because I’m not going anywhere,” Sophie says. “She’ll be the first Emily Skelton. And you—” Sophie taps Schatz’s forehead. “You focus on being the first Elizabeth Schatz.”

“Captain Inspiration,” Z says loudly. “Lizzie—nah, Lizard, come sit with Aunt Z once you have your food. If you have to listen to Captain Boring drone on about the power play all dinner, you’ll lose your appetite.”

Sophie rolls her eyes, but she can’t keep the smile off her face. She finishes her first pass through the buffet and sits with Mads and Sorkin. They’re both d-women so Sophie hasn’t spent much time with them yet. As captain, she has to share her attention evenly. And as an NAHL player, she has to make sure she doesn’t favor Mads and Gabrielle, the other two NAHL players at camp.

Andrea Sorkin is a legacy kid. Her dad, Kyle Sorkin, was part of Quebec’s historic five-Cup run which tied them with Montreal for the most Maple Cup wins in a row. Her cousin Taylor plays for Quebec along with Gabrielle, but Andrea went the NAWHL route.

“Are you excited?” Sophie asks them.

“Nervous, mostly,” Mads says. Madison Plante was the first d-woman drafted into the NAHL. She plays for Santa Fe during the NAHL season, but Sophie had the opportunity to play with her at the International Hockey Tournament two seasons ago.

The IHT was the NAHL’s response to the Winter Games. The NAHL wanted an international tournament but with NAHL rules, so men and women played on the same team. But even though Sophie and Mads competed for Canada together there, it isn’t the same as competing for Canada in the Winter Games. The Games have history and weight, and from Mads’s hunched shoulders, she already feels it.

“I’m excited to see what you two will do as a pairing,” Sophie says.

“Us?” Sorkin is skeptical as she looks over at Mads. “They won’t stick two rookies together.”

“Your styles complement each other well. Mads is steady in her own zone which frees you to take risks.”

Mads is a true stay-at-home defensewoman. She doesn’t put up big offensive numbers, but she protects her goal, and she protects her teammates. She was the first woman to drop the gloves against a man in a NAHL game. And she won the fight. They won’t need her fists at the Games, but the instincts which cause her to put her body between her team and danger? Those, they definitely need.

Mads looks around the room. Z loudly tells a story and uses her hands for emphasis. Stewie ruffles Schatz’s hair. Brades and Robbi team up to try to coax a smile out of Gabrielle. “Does it ever stop being weird? Being surrounded by the people you looked up to?”

Sorkin snorts. “Sophie is the person people look up to.”

Sophie cuts that off before Sorkin or Mads can put her up on a pedestal. “You think I’m exempt? When I first saw Genevieve Verreault towering over everyone in four-inch heels, I was terrified and intimidated and excited. She partnered with me at our first practice for a passing drill, and I was so starstruck, I missed the puck.”

Sophie laughs at the matching expressions on Sorkin and Mads’s faces. “I was convinced I’d be cut from the team, because she was my captain and a Canadian legend, and I was a mess. It was the first time Stewie had to pull me aside and remind me to breathe, but it certainly wasn’t the last.”

Sophie was high-strung at the Stuttgart Games. It was her first Winter Games, she was the youngest player by far, and she didn’t know most of the women there. She was campaigning to play in the NAHL instead of the NAWHL, and in case she didn’t have enough pressure on her, Team Canada made her an alternate captain and sewed an A onto her jersey.

She left Germany with a gold medal, a tournament scoring title, and the knowledge that even if it was only once every four years, there was a place she belonged with these women.

“Yo! Captain Boring!” Z waves at Sophie to make sure she has her attention. Next to her, Schatz’s face is bright red. “Lizard is telling us how Engelking is her role model. Should I steal you a box of tissues or prepare for a bag skate tomorrow?”

“That’s not what I said,” Schatz protests.

“Really? Because I swear I heard you say seeing Engelking lift the Cup inspired me to try and be drafted next summer.”

Despite the entire team’s attention on her, Schatz rallies to her own defense. “Everyone knew Sophie would win the Maple Cup. She’s Sophie Fournier. But if Engelking can do it, the rest of us have a chance too.”

There’s a moment of silence, before Z bursts into laughter. “This is even better. God, I love rookies.” She clasps Schatz’s face between her hands, smushes her cheeks, and plants a wet kiss on her forehead.

I love this team, Sophie thinks, then ducks her head before anyone sees her sappy expression and calls her out on it.

*

Sophie is always happiest when she’s on the ice, but it’s quickly obvious she isn’t at her best. She’s slow, both in terms of raw speed and reaction time. Neither her shots nor her passes have the precision she’s used to. She chews on her mouth guard, because it’s better than slamming her stick against the boards.

“You were out for almost a whole season.” Stewie finds Sophie after their latest practice. Well, she waits for Sophie. The rest of the locker room cleared out during Sophie’s extended shower.

When the team is around, Sophie offers encouragement. She smiles and acts as a captain and a leader and a role model. With only her and Stewie in the room, Sophie can exhale deeply and allow her shoulders to slump.

“Last season used up all my patience,” Sophie says. Lexie warned Sophie she’s gunning for her this season. She won’t be the only one. Out of every team in the league, only one lifts the Maple Cup at the end of the season. Sophie has too many things to prove to be this far behind.

She made it through last season by looking forward to this one. But now, the season is here, and she isn’t ready.

“You’ll be ready when it counts in February,” Stewie promises.

“But not for October.” Because, yes, she has time between now and the Winter Games, but she doesn’t have time before the NAHL season. What did her father always tell her? If she isn’t the best, she doesn’t get to play. And she’s far from her best.

Of course, her dad wasn’t right. Last season she was the best, and she was sidelined for most of the season, because of her ACL. She will play this season, but it won’t be the comeback she dreamed of. She won’t set a record for points scored in a single season, the way she was on pace to last season. She will play, and she will improve, but it won’t be enough, and every damn commentator, broadcaster, and blogger will report on it. The Decline of Sophie Fournier.

Stewie loops her arm around Sophie’s waist and holds her tightly when Sophie tries to squirm away. “This is why you have teammates. We’re here to help you when you struggle.”

“I’m not usually the one who struggles.”

“If I hadn’t played with you at two Winter Games, I’d call you arrogant. Look.” Stewie sighs. “You’ve had a shit time of it, and I know this won’t go to your head, but I’m only saying it once. You are an incredible hockey player. You at eighty percent—hell, you at sixty percent is better than almost anyone on the ice with you.”

Sophie flushes with the praise. She should deny it, demur, but she needs it too badly. She ducks her head. “Thank you. And I’m sorry for being so grouchy.”

“You aren’t. Eh, you hide it well. I noticed and Z noticed. Gabrielle too. Goalies, you know?”

Sophie knows. Goalies see everything. “Team Canada dinner tonight. All of us, one big happy family.”

Stewie keeps her arm around Sophie’s waist as they head for the hotel. “We should sit Gabrielle and Ducasse together.”

“Those aren’t the headlines we need.”

Gabrielle is the goaltender for the Quebec Bobcats, and Gabriel Ducasse is the captain for the Montreal Mammoths. Their teams hate each other. While Gabrielle won’t stir up trouble, Sophie can’t say the same for Ducasse.

“Brindle will be there.” Any levity in Stewie’s voice is canceled out by the look she gives Sophie. “Should I sit you at different tables?”

“Again, not the headlines we need. There will be no drama from me.” Sophie huffs at Stewie’s continued attention. “Yes, I looked up to him, but then I met him and—” Sophie shrugs. “Sometimes, your childhood favorites aren’t who you thought they were.”

Sometimes, the player who inspired you to play hockey doesn’t believe you belong in his league, and he uses his platform to tear you down at every opportunity.

“I grew up a Bobcats fan, so I’ve always known he was a raging asshole,” Stewie says.

Sophie laughs and allows Stewie to lighten the mood. “Maybe you’re the one who shouldn’t sit at the same table as him.”

*

Bobby Brindle, retired Montreal Mammoth and current hockey personality, plants himself in the middle of the table and draws people to him like a king holding court. Kyle Sorkin, his on-ice and now on-air rival, sits at the far end of the table with Gabrielle and his nephew, both of whom play for his former team.

Andrea Sorkin spots her dad and her cousin and sits on the other end of the table. Sophie scans the crowd until she spots Kevin Faulkner, one of her Concord teammates. His face lights up in a smile when he sees her, and they exchange a hug before they sit next to each other.

“Sorry about your point streak,” Brindle calls. His voice is too loud for Sophie to pretend she didn’t hear him, and given the subject, there’s no one else he could be talking to.

The whole room falls silent. Every gaze is on Sophie or Brindle, waiting to see the explosion. Schatz’s eyes are wider than ever. Scott Pearce smirks as if hoping to see Sophie brought low. Ducasse and Stewie set aside their dislike of each other and exchange a look as if debating whether they need to step in.

Sophie had a poster of Brindle on her wall growing up. Her first NAHL jersey was his, and her grandparents took her to an All-Star game so she could have it signed. She hopes she never disappoints anyone the way Brindle has disappointed her over the years. It was his record she broke last season, and he was less than gracious about it. He celebrated when Kensington took it from her just a few months later.

She smiles, serene and empty, one of her media smiles. “It’s too soon for condolences. My point streak is at twenty games, and I have a whole season ahead of me.” Unlike Brindle, who will never play another minute in the NAHL, Sophie isn’t done. Two games, and the record is hers again. This time, she’ll extend it until no one will ever touch it again.

“That’s a good attitude to have,” Kyle Sorkin says, jumping in, playing a new role as he defuses Brindle’s temper instead of stoking it. “How far will this one go?”

“Oh, I’m taking it one game at a time,” Sophie answers, using a standard hockey cliché.

Sorkin interviewed her after she broke Brindle’s record. On camera, he was polite, congratulatory but not over the top. Once the cameras were off, they shared a secret smile, delight at seeing Brindle’s name struck from the record book.

Sophie knows her role in the narrative, but she’s sick of sitting back and doing what she’s supposed to. She has noncontroversial down to an art form. After making waves as a woman pushing into the NAHL, she couldn’t cause any other trouble. But she’s a presence in this league, now. She earned her place, and she has the accolades to back it up. She won’t pull a full Lexie. She won’t take on the entire world, but she won’t be a passive target anymore.

“We don’t have Sweden or the US in group play this year,” Stewie says. Her voice is too loud in the quiet of the room. It’s a clumsy subject change, but Sophie goes along with it. As she told Stewie earlier, she isn’t looking to make headlines with a Team Canada fight.

“Germany is looking good,” Sophie says. She glances at Scott Pearce, subtle enough to be missed by most, but she catches his scowl. Johanna Achenbach, one of the goalies on the Team Germany roster, is his NAHL backup.

“Maybe for you,” Ducasse says. He’s the men’s captain which means he and Sophie have a lot of joint promos and photoshoots in their future. “Our group is weak this time around. Sweden, Germany, and China.”

“You can’t dismiss Sweden so easily,” Dubya, a d-man with the Boston Barons, says.

The conversation shifts to this year’s schedule and the other teams’ rosters. It’s a good reminder that everyone in this room is Canadian and they, in theory at least, all get along. When dinner turns to drinks in the lounge, Sophie steers clear of Brindle. She avoids most of the men, actually: Brindle, Pearce, Rawlings.

She ends up with Eldon Carruthers. He wouldn’t be her first choice for company, but he looks a familiar mix of awed and overwhelmed, and she remembers her first Games vividly enough not to leave him on his own.

Carruthers was the first pick of Sophie’s draft. She’s certain someone will snap a picture of them and write a pithy article about the first overall pick and the last. She uses every game and competition against Carruthers as a measuring stick. But it doesn’t matter that she has two gold medals and this is his first games or that she has a Maple Cup and Seattle is still the joke of the league. She can’t change their draft order.

Her only hope is her long list of accomplishments will prove women aren’t a gamble or a liability and that she’ll see a woman drafted first overall in her lifetime.

“This is something else, eh?” Carruthers asks. His gaze lingers for a moment on Brindle and Sorkin, two of Canada’s past stars, then he looks over at Ducasse, the top player of this generation. “Does it ever get easier?”

Sophie is only twenty-five. She isn’t nearly old enough to be Carruthers’s mentor, but this is her third Games, and so maybe she is. Or maybe it’s because they were both drafted to teams at the bottom of the league, and she clawed her way into the conversation, into contention, then to a Maple Cup while Seattle still flounders.

She knows the weight of a franchise, and she knows the heavier weight of a country’s expectations. She clinks their glasses together. “It doesn’t get easier, but you never do it alone.”


Chapter Two

With Team Canada, Sophie has Stewie and Z to help her wrangle the team and shoulder the expectations. She has Robbi and Mads, steady and unshakable, to keep the team grounded. And she has Gabrielle, the goalie with ice in her veins who can steal a game if the rest of the team falters.

Sophie has even more support in Concord, these teammates she’s played with, day in and day out for years now. She has Kevlar and Theo who hug her when she needs it and shake her out of her own head when that’s what she needs instead. There’s Merlin who cracks jokes to lighten even the tensest locker room. There is the Manchester Crew; Bechs with his youthful joy of hockey and Golly with his eagerness and Spitz who watches them like a proud older brother.

There’s Jonny who will drop the gloves to defend her, and Teddy, her goalie, who will be at her side, loyal and committed no matter how impossible the task before them.

And then there’s Elsa.

When Sophie first saw Elsa at a U-Tourney in Zurich, she knew she wanted to play with her one day. She never expected it would be in Concord as NAHL teammates. But they are. They have been teammates and roommates, friends and fighting. They have won the Cup and lost in the playoffs. Elsa has moved out and moved back in. She and Sophie may not always live together or get along, but Elsa is a constant.

Condors forever.

It was a promise made when they were high off winning the Maple Cup. It was a promise Sophie tattooed onto her body, adding Elsa’s number, 13, to the tattoo on her hip. It was a promise Sophie doubted after a disastrous season which ended with their coach fired and Elsa moving out of their shared house.

They have two years left on their current deals which means next summer they could begin contract negotiations. Elsa said Condors forever, said they would negotiate together because last time, Sophie was undervalued by her team. They would sit across from Mr. Wilcox, their GM, a united front, and demand term and matching no movement clauses.

It’s everything Sophie wants.

She may even get it.

Sophie slides out of bed, careful not to wake Elsa up as she does. International flights and jet lag means they haven’t seen each other since returning home. Sophie was asleep when Elsa came in and now it’s Elsa’s turn to be asleep.

Elsa stirs and makes an unhappy sound as she reaches toward the warm spot Sophie left behind. There’s barely enough light to see, only what trickles through the gap in the blackout curtains. It’s enough for Sophie to see Elsa’s frown. She tucks a pillow into Elsa’s arms and smiles as Elsa curls around her prize.

Did Elsa hold Sophie the same way during the night? They’ve shared a bed on and off since Elsa’s first season with the team. Sophie is always the little spoon, but she enjoys being held too much to complain. Elsa holds her close, protective and possessive. For Sophie, who has had to fight for every damn thing, it’s novel to be given so much affection so freely.

There was a stretch where she went without. When Elsa and her boyfriend grew more serious, Sophie stepped back. And then she and Elsa fought, and it was Elsa’s turn to pull back. But now they’re together again, and Sophie is tempted to linger in bed, draw on the comfort Elsa offers so easily.

But there’s hockey to play, and so Sophie allows herself one final look before she slips downstairs to make breakfast.

*

Today is the second day of Concord’s training camp which means the first day on ice. Sophie arrives early, but she isn’t even close to the first one there. A crowd has gathered outside the main doors even though the rink won’t be open to the public for another two hours.

Sophie parks in the back lot, digs out the markers she keeps in her bag, and heads over to mingle with their fans. They light up when they see her, eager for a touch, a look, a word of advice or her signature looped across whatever they have in hand.

She talks to as many of them as she can and allows their excitement for the upcoming season to feed into her own.

By the time she makes it to the locker room, she’s running late. She burst through the doors, and the usual hustle and bustle settles down as everyone turns to her.

“Cap!” Merlin grins and waves to her from his stall. His hair is even redder than usual which means he spent his summer in the sun or he’s started dyeing it. She’ll have to give him shit for it later. “I didn’t think you’d be here today.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Yesterday on the other hand…” She smiles.

Daniel Mathers, Matty, as Sophie called him, was the captain of the Condors before her. He began the tradition of a run through Concord on the first day of training camp. He stopped at landmarks and monuments to explain their history. And, as the team improved, fans began to line the route to wave and cheer them on as they passed.

After Matty was traded, Sophie continued the tradition. This season, with their leadership core scattered across various continents for training camps, it fell on Merlin to lead the run. Sophie sent him a map of the route with the important places highlighted and a bullet point list of important facts.

She scans the room for a reliable reporter and grins as she spots Bechs. There was a time she didn’t like him, because he was drafted with one of the picks they got from Toronto when they traded Matty. But then she actually got to know him. He brings youth and fun to the team, a perpetual rookie in her head even though his rookie season is long behind him now.

“How’d he do?” Sophie asks Bechs.

Predictably, Bechs lights up with mischief and a chance to tattle on a veteran player. “He forgot Ebenezer!”

Merlin groans as he’s ratted out.

“You forgot Ebenezer?”

Sophie freezes at the familiar voice. She turns to see Elsa in the doorway of the locker room, and she notices all the things she couldn’t see in the darkness of their room. Elsa’s skin is bronzed from a summer soaking up the sun. Her eyes, bright and blue, are full of the same excitement Sophie’s are. Her lips are curved in a smile as she mocks Merlin.

“Wasn’t today optional?” Merlin asks, dishing it right back. “Should you see Keller? Have her take your temperature?”

“Fuck you,” Elsa says cheerfully. She saunters over to her stall, on Sophie’s other side. She stops in front of Sophie, beaming and here, and Sophie curls her fingers in the hem of Elsa’s T-shirt. It isn’t nearly enough. Elsa’s expression softens as if she understands. “I wanted to be on the ice with you.”

“Oh, hell no,” Merlin says. “It is too early for this shit.”

“Welcome to Concord,” Kansas tells a cluster of new players.

Sophie doesn’t look away from Elsa. Her heart beats double-time in her chest. Elsa, who is never on time to anything unless Sophie is there to drag her along, showed up to an optional practice, because she wanted to see Sophie. She took a ridiculous flight yesterday, because she wanted to fall into bed with Sophie, in Concord, in the place they’re making their home.

Did Elsa wake up to a pillow in her arms and come to the rink to find Sophie herself? Or was her plan always to be at a practice today? Sophie has a dozen more questions. How was her flight? How was training camp? Is she excited for this season? Does she want to sign with Sophie next summer, their futures wound together?

Sophie tugs on Elsa’s shirt, barely enough to stretch it, and Elsa takes another step closer. She only has a few inches on Sophie, but it’s enough that, this close, Sophie has to tilt her head up to see her.

“Hi,” Sophie whispers. They didn’t have their reunion at home, one asleep and then the other. It shouldn’t be weird to have it here—the rink is where Sophie sees most of her teammates for the first time when a new season begins—but Elsa is different.

Elsa smiles and Sophie’s gaze is drawn to her mouth. Sophie’s lips tingle, and she’s tempted to touch them. They’ve kissed after big goals, on the high of winning the Maple Cup, but Sophie has kissed other teammates for the same reason. There are hockey kisses and there are…other kisses. Sophie’s never been interested in the second kind before.

But now, as she stares at the curve of Elsa’s mouth, Sophie thinks she might be. She doesn’t need the adrenaline from a big moment pumping through her veins in order to want. All she needs is Elsa, here and smiling, standing in Sophie’s space as if she belongs. Sophie wants to kiss her to say yes, you do belong here and please, don’t ever leave me.

“Hi,” Elsa says in return, still amused. She tugs on Sophie’s ponytail. “Let me do your hair before we head out. Your ponytail won’t fit under your helmet.” She makes her case as if she needs a reason to touch Sophie, as if Sophie isn’t two seconds from offering Elsa anything she wants.

“Hair?” someone asks incredulously.

Sophie snaps back to the present. She’s in the locker room, surrounded by teammates and potential teammates. This isn’t the time to have a life-changing realization about herself. She clears her throat and steps back until she bumps into Merlin. He steadies her with a hand on her shoulder and another on her hip, but his touch is fleeting. Elsa’s glare probably has something to do with it.

Sophie changes for practice, then sits so Elsa can do her hair. Elsa brushes it out, parts it, and deftly weaves it into two French braids. Sophie crosses the two braids and secures them against her head with bobby pins and clips. She turns her head one way then the other to make sure they don’t slip.

She holds her arms out and looks over at Elsa. “Do I have your approval?” As soon as the words are out of her mouth, Sophie realizes they sound like a flirtation. She flushes but no one comments or even notices.

“Always,” Elsa tells her, sincere and too much.

Sophie flees to the ice.

*

Sophie’s newfound feelings don’t disappear once they’re home. She’s the second one home which means the shoe rack is in disarray. Sophie shakes her head as she plucks Elsa’s shoes off the floor and places them on the shoe rack. “It takes less than a minute,” Sophie says, but she’s too fond and not frustrated enough to pull off scolding.

Elsa leans against the kitchen counter with a grin. Her summer muscle strains the seams of her T-shirt. She’ll always be leaner than Sophie, but it’s clear she put in work at the gym this off-season, and Sophie can’t help but wonder if Elsa could push her around. Or, even better, if Sophie would let her push her around.

There’s a long list of things Sophie lets Elsa do that no one else is allowed to, and she’s pretty sure the list is only growing.

She scrambles for something to say before Elsa notices her staring and spots the bag of carrots on the counter. “You don’t want something more substantial?”

“I was waiting for you.”

Elsa smiles guilelessly, but Sophie doesn’t believe it. “Waiting for me to cook for you, you mean.” Sophie opens the fridge to see what the delivery service dropped off.

Elsa peers over Sophie’s shoulder. Her hands curl around Sophie’s hips. Does Elsa know her fingertips brush Sophie’s tattoos? There are two of them. The first is the years 2013-2014 to commemorate when they won the Maple Cup. The second is a pair of crossed hockey sticks with Sophie’s number, 93, and now Elsa’s 13 on the other side.

“Pasta?” Sophie asks. She’s proud when her voice doesn’t waver.

Elsa reaches past Sophie and grabs the Tupperware of shredded chicken. She pats Sophie’s hip as she backs off. “This is my contribution. Now you can’t say I didn’t help.” Elsa grins and pokes her tongue out as she teases.

Sophie smiles as she takes the chicken. Is this what she has to look forward to this year? Dozens of touches, looks, comments, things which were always unremarkably normal but now have layers of possibility beneath them?

Elsa opens the pantry door to pick the kind of pasta she wants, and Sophie takes a few deep breaths. Two years ago, Sophie realized Elsa had feelings for her. One word, one hint from Sophie that those feelings were returned, and Elsa would have made a move. Sophie had feelings, but they weren’t the kind that matched Elsa’s.

Now, though…Sophie thinks about Elsa crowding her against the fridge and how easy it would have been to twist and be face-to-face. How from there it would be even easier to ask for a kiss, for a hug, for something more.

Sophie shakes herself and hunts down the pot so she can set the water to boil. Her focus needs to be on hockey.
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