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Chapter 1: A New Season
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The sharp, clean bite of October air hit Larissa Michaels the moment she stepped out of her Jeep. It was a familiar scent, a specific cocktail of fallen leaves, distant woodsmoke, and the underlying, imperceptible chill of a sheet of ice waiting somewhere close by. Hockey air. A thrill, electric and warm, shot straight down her spine. It was the first game of the season, and everything felt possible.

The Hennepin County Community Arena hummed with the low-grade echo of a game just finished. The parking lot was still full, players and their families in team colors milling about, their breath making little clouds in the dusk. Navy and orange—her colors—mixed with the blue and red of the team that had just played. The Falcons. Her stomach did its usual pre-game clench, a mix of excitement and sharp, habitual animosity.

She hauled her massive gear bag over her shoulder, the weight a comforting anchor. Inside, the familiar roar of the arena wrapped around her, warmer, louder, smelling of popcorn, rubber, and that unmistakable rink smell—cold water and Zamboni exhaust. The hallway leading to the locker rooms was a river of exiting spectators and players from the early game.

And then, the current shifted.

A cluster of Falcons players emerged from their locker room door, a moving wall of blue and red sweaters, their gear bags slung like casual trophies over their shoulders. Laughing, bumping into each other, riding the high of a win or the grim focus of a loss—Larissa didn’t know the score, didn’t care. Her eyes, almost against her will, scanned for one particular pain in the ass.

There she was. Maria Hechavarría.

She was at the back of the group, helmet off, her dark hair a wild, damp mess escaping from a haphazard bun. Sweat gleamed at her temples and along the strong line of her jaw. She had a smudge of what might have been tape residue on her cheek. She was listening to a teammate, nodding, a water bottle dangling from her fingertips.

Larissa’s steps didn’t falter; she was a Cougar, marching to her den. She fixed her gaze straight ahead, preparing the customary icy ignore, the practiced look of utter indifference she reserved for Falcons, especially talented ones who always seemed to be exactly where she didn’t want them on the ice.

They passed within three feet of each other. The noise of the hall faded into a strange, brief tunnel. Larissa caught the scent of sweat and something citrusy—shampoo, maybe. As the distance closed, Maria’s head turned. Not a full look, just a slight, deliberate shift. Her eyes, dark and focused even in exhaustion, met Larissa’s.

It was two seconds. Three, at most.

But in that flash, Larissa saw it. It wasn’t the usual smirk of rivalry, the competitive glare. It was a look of assessment, quiet and intense, sweeping from Larissa’s own tied-back brown hair, over the Cougars jacket she wore, down to her boots, and back up. A look that felt less like an opponent scanning the competition and more like... something else. Something that didn’t belong in this gritty hallway.

And Larissa, traitorously, was doing the same thing. She noticed the elegant line of Maria’s neck, the way her sweat-dampened jersey clung to her shoulders, the surprising delicacy of her hands against the rough plastic of the water bottle. She was, objectively and infuriatingly, pretty. Beautiful, even, in the raw, just-battled way of a warrior stepping off the ice.

Then the moment snapped. Maria’s gaze lifted back to hers, and for a heartbeat, it held. Something flickered there—an acknowledgment, a curiosity that mirrored the strange one blossoming in Larissa’s own chest. Then Maria was past her, swept down the hallway with her team, the spell broken by the shout of a Falcons forward calling her name.

Larissa blinked, pushing open the heavy door to the Cougars’ locker room. The roar of her teammates washed over her—music blasting, laughter, the clatter of gear being laid out. The sacred, chaotic pre-game ritual.

“Larissa! Get in here, we’re picking the newbie’s rookie song!” shouted Kara, their captain and the one player on the team who could genuinely out-dangle her on a good day.


She forced a grin, dropping her bag with a thud. “Coming, coming. Let’s make it good.”



But as she started the methodical process of layering on armor, her mind kept skating back to that hallway. To the two-second glance that had felt heavier than a two-minute shift. Maria Hechavarría had been a thorn in her side for three seasons—a speedster with hands like silk and a mouth that could chirp with the best of them. Larissa hated her. She loved hating her. It was simple. Clean.

So why had that simple, clean hatred just gotten so... complicated?

She tightened the laces on her skates with a sharp, decisive pull. It didn’t matter. In twenty minutes, they’d be on the ice. Maria would be in the stands, or already gone, and Larissa would be here, in her element. She was a Cougar, and they had a game to win. The playoffs were a long way off, but in a five-team league where only the strong survived, every shift of every game counted.

Still, as she taped her stick, the image persisted: messy dark hair, a gleaming jaw, and eyes that had looked at her not just as an obstacle, but as a woman. It was the most disconcerting check she’d felt all year, and she hadn’t even been on the ice.
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Chapter 2: First Game
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The hot shower had long since washed away the sweat and the grime of the game. Larissa’s muscles hummed with a pleasant, post-exertion ache, the kind that usually promised a deep and satisfied sleep. She’d scrubbed the smell of the rink from her skin, replacing it with the clean, simple scent of her own soap. She was tucked under her favorite comforter, the darkness of her bedroom soft and complete.

They’d lost. 6-2 to the Might.

It should have been gnawing at her. The Might were... fine. Solid. But they were the fourth wheel in a league of five, the team you beat to pad your stats, one that never really threatened the top tier. The Cougars had been flat. Sloppy passes, lazy backchecking, a power play that had all the coordination of a dropped bag of sticks. Kara had been quiet on the bench, her frustration a silent, palpable cloud. They’d deserved to lose.

And yet, lying here, Larissa couldn’t summon the fury. The familiar, churning disappointment was absent. Its place was a strange, quiet stillness.

Why aren’t I angry?

She stared at the faint pattern of streetlight through her blinds, tracing it on the ceiling. Was she taking it less seriously? Had she, at twenty-eight, finally chilled out? The thought was almost alarming. Hockey wasn’t just a thing she did; it was the spine of her year, the source of her highest highs and her most productive frustrations. To not care about a bad loss felt like a betrayal of her own identity.

Maybe she was becoming a better person. More mature. Able to see the bigger picture, that it was just one game in a long season. She tested the idea. It felt foreign, like trying on someone else’s coat. It didn’t fit.

A flicker in her mind, persistent as a gnat. Not a missed defensive assignment. Not the weak wrist shot their goalie should have had. Not Kara’s disappointed face.

It was the hallway.

The citrus-and-sweat scent cutting through the popcorn air. The precise moment Maria’s head had turned. Not the full-face challenge of a rival, but that slight, deliberate shift. The dark intensity of her eyes, stripped of the usual competitive gleam, just... looking. Assessing in a way that had nothing to do with forechecking systems.

Larissa rolled onto her side, punching her pillow into a new shape.

Why was that the replay her brain chose? The game film from tonight was a disaster, full of teachable moments and errors to dissect. But her mind kept skipping back to the two seconds before the puck dropped. To the way Maria’s sweat-dampened jersey had clung. To the surprising delicacy of her fingers against the water bottle. To the flicker in her eyes that had mirrored the weird, unwelcome curl of heat in Larissa’s own stomach.

It was just a look. She was probably just zoning out, tired after her game.

But it hadn’t felt like zoning out. It had felt deliberate. Specific. And Larissa’s own traitorous gaze had been just as specific.

She sighed, the sound loud in the quiet room. Was that why the loss didn’t sting? Had some part of her been preoccupied, carrying that strange, charged moment with her onto the ice like a secret? Had she been playing while a background thread of her mind was still tangled up in the hallway, wondering what that look meant, if she’d imagined it, if Maria was thinking about it too?

The thought was ridiculous. Infuriating. Maria Hechavarría was a Falcon. A pain in the ass with great hands and a faster mouth. Larissa’s feelings about her were supposed to be simple and clean: a sharp, professional hatred that fueled her compete level. It was a cornerstone.

Now that cornerstone felt cracked, and in the fissure, something confusing was growing.

She closed her eyes, willing sleep to come. But the image was there, etched on the back of her eyelids: messy dark hair, a gleaming jaw, a look that had seen her not as #13 for the Cougars, but as Larissa. A woman.

Maybe she wasn’t a better person. Maybe she wasn’t chilled out. Maybe she was just distracted. And the most disconcerting part of this whole disconcerting night was the tiny, reluctant realization that she didn’t entirely mind.

The loss was a problem for tomorrow’s practice. The hallway... that was a problem with no clear solution. It was just a feeling, lingering on her skin long after the shower, warmer and more persistent than any post-game frustration had a right to be.

Sleep finally began to pull her under, not to dreams of tape-to-tape passes or slot shots, but to the echo of skates on concrete and the memory of a glance that had lasted a second too long.
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Chapter 3: Practice
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The sharp, percussive sounds of Thursday afternoon practice should have been a tonic. The crisp thwack of tape on tape, the grinding scrape of edges biting fresh ice, the bark of instructions from the coaches—it was the familiar music of correction. Of getting better.

Larissa drove her legs hard through a skating drill, feeling the burn in her quads. Her body was responding, but her mind kept drifting like a puck on a slow line change. She’d execute a cross-over turn with precision, and in the half-second of recovery, her brain would flash an unwanted image: the line of Maria’s neck, the damp tendrils of hair stuck to her skin.

Focus.

“Heads up, Michaels!” Kara’s voice cut through the din as a pass came harder than expected. Larissa fumbled the reception, the puck skittering off her blade. She chased it down, a flush of irritation warming her cheeks.

“Sorry,” she muttered, not meeting Kara’s eyes.

“All good. Just be ready,” Kara said, her tone more concerned than critical. Their captain was observant, but Larissa’s one bobble wasn’t enough to raise a real alarm. Not when the bigger picture was fraying at the edges.

Practice was better than Tuesday’s debacle of a game, but it was patchy. The energy was there in bursts, punctuated by lapses. A few of the usual faces were absent. Jess, their second-line center, had a “family thing.” Morgan, a solid defensive defenseman, was “under the weather.” It was early in the season for the commitment cracks to show. Larissa didn’t like the trend. A team that thought it could coast on talent alone was a team that finished third and got bounced in the first playoff round. If they even made the playoffs at all.

As they gathered at center ice for final stretches, Larissa caught the tight set of Kara’s jaw. She saw it, too.

“Alright, listen up,” Kara said, voice echoing in the near-empty rink. “Better today. Not great, but better. We looked like we remembered how to pass to the same-colored jersey.” A few weak chuckles. “But we’ve got to want it. All of us. Every practice. This isn’t a given.”

She paused, her gaze sweeping the circle of tired, sweaty faces. “Look. I know starting 0-1 sucks. I know life gets in the way. But we need to get our heads right. So.” She clapped her gloves together. “My friend Jeanette is having a thing tonight at her place in Uptown. Nothing crazy. Just some people, some food, some... non-hockey-related conversation. I think we should go. Blow off some steam as a team. Get our minds off the loss and back on each other.”

A murmur of interest rippled through the group. Offers of parties were always met with approval.

Larissa’s instinct was a hard, internal no. The idea of making small talk, of pretending to be sociable when her thoughts were a tangled mess about a rival player, felt exhausting. She’d rather go home, maybe watch game tape to punish herself, and brood in peace.

“You in, Larissa?” Kara’s eyes found hers. It wasn’t just an invitation; it was a challenge. A captain’s test. Are you still with us?

The weight of the team’s expectation—of Kara’s quiet disappointment if she said no—settled on her shoulders. She was a leader, too, by example if not by title. Hiding in her apartment wasn’t leadership. It was surrender to a distraction she refused to name.

“Yeah,” she heard herself say, the word feeling oddly distant. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

“Good.” Kara nodded, satisfied. “I’ll put the address in the group chat. Seven-ish. Don’t bring your bad vibes, just your appetites.”

The locker room after was steamy and loud, the mood lifted by the prospect of the night out. Larissa showered quickly, the water sluicing away practice sweat but not the restless buzz in her nerves. As she dressed in her civvies—jeans, a soft sweater—the other women chattered around her about what to wear, who might be there, whether Jeanette’s famous artichoke dip would make an appearance.

Larissa half-listened, her fingers tightening the laces on her boots. She was going to a party. A normal, team-bonding party. It was the right thing to do. The responsible, team-first thing.

So why did it feel like she was stepping into a different kind of game, one where she didn’t know the rules? The hallway glance had been a singular, isolated moment. A fluke. It meant nothing. Tonight was about the Cougars. About resetting.

But as she zipped her jacket and headed out into the chilly evening, the memory of that glance followed her, a persistent shadow. It had been a problem with no clear solution. Now, it felt like a secret she was carrying into a crowded room, and she had no idea how to keep it contained.
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Chapter 4: The Party
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Larissa stood back from her apartment’s full-length mirror, giving herself a final, critical once-over. The simple black jeans and the deep burgundy sweater that clung in a way her hockey gear never did would have to do. She’d applied a little more makeup than usual—just enough mascara and a swipe of lip tint to feel like she’d made an effort, not that she was trying. It was for the team. For morale. She repeated the mantra as she grabbed her keys and phone, finally heading out the door a solid fifteen minutes later than she’d intended.

The drive to Uptown was short, the streets slick with a recent drizzle. She found parking a block away from the address Kara had sent. The house—a cozy, well-lit bungalow with music spilling from its open windows—was already buzzing. She could hear the low thrum of conversation and laughter as she walked up the path. 7:15 p.m. Fashionably late, or just socially reluctant. She couldn’t decide.

Pushing the door open, she was hit by a wall of warmth, the scent of garlic, spices, and perfume. Jeanette’s place was packed, a cheerful chaos of people draped over furniture, clustered in doorways, holding red plastic cups. Larissa spotted a knot of navy and orange near the fireplace—Chloe and a few other Cougars had just arrived, shedding their coats. Perfect timing to blend into the herd.

“Michaels! You made it!” Kara called from across the room, raising a bottle of beer in salute. Larissa lifted a hand in return, allowing herself to be swept into the social current.

The next hour passed in a pleasant, if superficial, blur. She camped by the formidable spread of snacks, making serious inroads into a bowl of tortilla chips and the legendary artichoke dip. She talked hockey shop with their goalie, Becca, then pivoted to listening to Megan from defense dissect the latest season of some reality TV show. She laughed at a story, nodded at another, her responses automatic.

It was easy, because the crowd was familiar. This was the ecosystem of the league. She recognized faces from the other teams—the Owls, the Might—women she’d battled on the ice and could share a beer with off it. There were nods, brief hellos, the easy camaraderie of shared, niche dedication. A lot of the women here, she knew, were like her. Gay, bi, queer. It was an unspoken understanding that made the space comfortable, a party within the larger party.

She was leaning against a doorjamb, sipping a seltzer, listening to Jeanette talk about her new pottery hobby, when she felt it. A subtle shift in the energy at her back, a cool draft from the front door cutting through the warm, perfumed air.

Larissa’s gaze drifted past Jeanette’s shoulder, through the archway that led into the kitchen.

The world narrowed to a single, impossible point.

Maria Hechavarría was shrugging off a leather jacket by the kitchen island, handing it to a smiling woman Larissa didn’t recognize. Her hair was down, a cascade of dark waves that looked intentionally messy, not rink-wild. She wore tight, black jeans and a simple grey henley that hugged her frame. She was laughing at something, the sound swallowed by the room’s noise, but the ease of her smile was clear.

Then, as if pulled by a wire, Maria’s eyes lifted from her friend and scanned the room. They moved past the cluttered counter, over the heads of a laughing group, and landed, with unerring accuracy, on Larissa.

The laughter died on Maria’s face. The easy smile vanished, replaced by a look of pure, stunned recognition. Her dark eyes widened, just a fraction.

Larissa froze. The seltzer in her hand felt suddenly alien, her own body a statue. All the sound in the house—the music, the chatter, the clink of bottles—muffled into a distant roar, like listening from underwater. The crowded space between them, once full of anonymous bodies, felt utterly empty. A direct line.

Impossible. The word screamed in Larissa’s head, even as the evidence stood twenty feet away, looking just as poleaxed as she felt. Maria. Here. In this safe, Cougar-adjacent space. The hallway had been a fluke, a passing moment. This was a collision.

She couldn’t move. Couldn’t blink. Could only stare back, her carefully constructed evening shattering into a thousand silent, sparkling pieces around her.
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Chapter 5: The Number
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The world snapped back into hyper-focused detail. The glitter in Jeanette’s eyeshadow. The bass line thumping from the speakers. The cold condensation on the seltzer can in Larissa’s paralyzed hand.

And Maria’s eyes, dark and wide, locked on hers from across the kitchen.

It was Maria who moved first. A slow, deliberate blink, as if clearing a lens. Then, the ghost of a smile touched her lips—not the easy laugh from a moment ago, but something more tentative, curious. She gave a slight, almost imperceptible tilt of her head, a question.

Okay. You can either stand here like a scared deer or you can be a person. Larissa’s fight-or-flight instinct, usually reserved for the ice, fired. She chose a third option: awkward advancement.

She excused herself from Jeanette with a murmur she hoped was coherent and took the ten steps across the threshold into the kitchen. The noise seemed to part for her.

“Hechavarría,” she said, her voice thankfully steady, though she could feel the heat blooming high on her cheeks. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Michaels,” Maria replied, her tone matching Larissa’s—light, testing the waters. Up close, Larissa could see the subtle shimmer of highlighter on her cheekbones, the precise line of her eyeliner. She looked incredible. “I could say the same. I didn’t have you pegged as Jeanette’s pottery-appreciation type.”

“Team bonding,” Larissa said, lifting her can a little. “Captain’s orders. What’s your excuse?”

“Friend of a friend,” Maria shrugged, nodding toward the woman who’d taken her jacket, now laughing with a group by the fridge. “Lena over there is tight with Jeanette. I’ve been dragged to a few of these.” Her gaze was steady, analytical, but the sharp competitive edge was absent. It was just... looking.

“Small world,” Larissa said, the words feeling profoundly inadequate for the seismic shift happening in her ribcage.

“In this league?” Maria’s smirk was more pronounced now, familiar yet softened. “Tiny.”

A couple of others—a woman from the Owls and her girlfriend—descended on the snack table beside them, and the moment fractured into something more general. They were pulled into a wider conversation about the upcoming schedule, the state of the arena’s showers, and the brutal cost of new skates. Larissa participated, her laughter a beat too quick, her contributions a hair too enthusiastic. She was painfully aware of Maria’s presence beside her, the space between their arms humming with an invisible current.

For the next hour, they orbited. Larissa would chat with Kara by the fireplace, her eyes tracking Maria as she talked animatedly with Lena near the back door. Maria would be getting a drink, her gaze finding Larissa across the room as if checking a compass point. It was a dance without touching, a conversation without words.

Finally, a lull. The Owls player and her girlfriend went to hunt down more beer. Lena was pulled into a heated debate about the best pizza place in Minneapolis. They were left, semi-alone, by the abandoned chip bowls.

Larissa’s mouth went dry. Her heart was a frantic drum solo against her ribs. This was it. The risk was monumental. It could be professional suicide. It could be the most embarrassing moment of her adult life.

She took a sip of flat seltzer for courage that wasn’t there.

“So,” she said, forcing a casualness she didn’t feel. “Since it’s such a small world... and we’re apparently at the same parties...” She met Maria’s eyes, which had narrowed with amused anticipation. “Maybe we should... compare schedules. Or something. Outside of rink hallways.”

Maria raised an eyebrow. “Compare schedules?”

“Yeah. You know.” Larissa gestured vaguely with her phone. “To avoid further... startling collisions in kitchens.”

A slow, genuine smile spread across Maria’s face. It transformed her, lighting up her eyes and carving a dimple in her cheek that Larissa had never seen before. It was devastating.

“Are you asking for my number, Michaels?” Maria asked, her voice a low, teasing murmur.

Larissa held her ground, the blush now a full-blown inferno on her face. “I am. For strictly logistical purposes.”

Maria held her gaze for a long, thrilling second. Then she gave a tiny, conceding nod. “Sure.”

She plucked Larissa’s phone from her hand, her fingers brushing Larissa’s in a touch that felt electric. She typed quickly, her brow furrowed in concentration, then handed it back. “There. Now you have my schedule.”

Larissa looked at the new contact: Maria H., followed by a ten-digit number. It was the simplest, most terrifying thing she’d ever seen.

“Thanks,” she said, her voice barely above the music.

“Don’t make me regret it, Cougar,” Maria said, but the old chirp had no bite. It was a promise, a challenge of a different kind.

Then Lena called her name, and with one last, lingering look, Maria was pulled back into the flow of the party.

Larissa stood rooted to the spot, her phone burning in her hand. A giddy, disbelieving laugh bubbled up in her chest. She contained it, but the feeling erupted inside her, bright and effervescent. She floated back to her teammates, a grin plastered on her face that she couldn’t have wiped off if she tried.

For the rest of the night, she was the life of her little corner of the party. She told funnier stories, listened more intently, her earlier distraction replaced by a buzzing, radiant focus. The 6-2 loss to the Might felt like a story from another season. The cracks in the team’s commitment were problems for another day.

All she could think about, cradled in her pocket like a stolen treasure, was a name and ten digits. And the memory of a dimple, appearing just for her, in a crowded kitchen.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6: The Date
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The booth at Giordano’s was a red-vinyl sanctuary, tucked into a dim corner away from the bustling Friday night crowd. The air was thick with the scent of baking crust, tomatoes, and garlic. Larissa, having arrived first, fidgeted with her silverware roll. When the hostess led Maria back, a fresh wave of that familiar, nervous heat washed over her. Maria looked effortlessly cool in a green sweater that brought out the warmth in her eyes.

“Sorry I’m late,” Maria said, sliding in across from her. “Parking is its own competitive sport around here.”

“No worries,” Larissa said, grateful her voice didn’t squeak. “The menu says the pizza takes forty-five minutes, so we’re on its schedule, not ours.”

“Perfect,” Maria smiled, that dimple making a fleeting appearance. “Gives us time to talk without the pressure of imminent food.”

They ordered a small spinach deep dish—a compromise, a sharing—and two beers. The initial minutes were a careful volley of pleasantries: comments on the restaurant’s Chicago kitsch, the unseasonably warm fall, the horror of preseason dryland training. Then, as the first sips of beer eased the remaining stiffness, the conversation dove deeper.

It started with sports, as it always would with them. Larissa mentioned her lifelong obsession with being the first on the ice, the last to leave.

Maria nodded, swirling her beer. “My dad,” she said, her tone shifting into something more reflective. “His philosophy. If you weren’t the best at something, you were last. Second place was just the first loser.” She said it matter-of-factly, without visible resentment, as if stating the weather. “It got me here. To a level where I could play at and after college. But it also means I... don’t really have an off switch.”

Larissa felt a jolt of recognition. “Mine never said it out loud like that. But it was implied. Every early morning practice, every long drive to a tournament... it was an investment. In greatness. Or at least, in not being average.” She traced a bead of condensation on her glass. “Played D-I at St. Cloud. Had a good run. But ‘good’ isn’t ‘best.’ There’s no pro league waiting, not really. So now, it’s this.” She gestured vaguely, encompassing the local league, the Cougars, the very booth they sat in.

Maria’s eyes lit up. “No way. I played at St. Cloud State for two years before I transferred to UMD for my last two.”

“Shut up,” Larissa breathed, a genuine laugh escaping her. “What years? We must have just missed each other.”

They compared timelines, discovering an overlap of one semester, marveling at the strange near-miss. The discovery unlocked a floodgate. They talked about favorite professors, the brutal conditioning tests, the specific smell of the old campus rink. They talked about the pressure, the exhilaration, the unique loneliness of being a woman in a sport that offered a ceiling along with the dream.

The pizza arrived, a monstrous, cheesy, saucy monument, and they attacked it with gusto, the conversation flowing as easily as the melted mozzarella. They debated the merits of different skate brands, shared horror stories of bizarre injuries, and laughed about the universal experience of trying to do normal things with hands bruised from blocking shots.

For two hours, the rivalry didn’t exist. There was no #13 and #29. There was just Larissa and Maria, two women who spoke the same rare, grind-filled language.

As the last thick slice congealed on the pan, Maria leaned back, a contemplative look on her face. “So,” she said, her tone dropping back into that low, teasing register from the party. “Big game Sunday.”

Larissa froze, a forkful of spinach halfway to her mouth. Sunday. In the whirlwind of texting to set this up, the giddy anticipation, she had completely blanked on the schedule. A cold splash of reality hit her gut. “Oh. Right. The... the game.”

Maria’s smirk was back, but it was softer now. “Yeah. The game. Cougars versus Falcons. You and me. On opposite sides of the red line again.”

The comfortable bubble of the booth seemed to thin. The world of the league, of loyalties and competition, rushed back in.

“Guess we’ll have to save the friendly chatter for after,” Larissa said, trying to match her tone.

“Or during,” Maria countered, her eyes glinting. “I’m always open to a little on-ice conversation.”

They paid the bill—splitting it exactly down the middle after a brief, laugh-tinged struggle—and walked out into the crisp night. The parking lot was brightly lit, casting sharp shadows.

They stopped beside Larissa’s Jeep. The air between them was charged again, but with a new, complex energy—part attraction, part impending competition.

Maria turned to face her, tucking her hands into her jacket pockets. “I had a really good time, Larissa.”

The use of her first name, not ‘Michaels,’ sent a shiver through her. “Me too, Maria.”

For a heart-stopping moment, Larissa thought she might lean in. Maria’s gaze dropped to her lips, then back up. But she didn’t close the distance. Instead, she took a small step back, the smirk playing on her lips.

“Good luck out there, Michaels,” she said, the old formality a deliberate, flirtatious wall.

Larissa leaned against her car door, crossing her arms, hoping she looked more relaxed than she felt. “Yeah,” she said, her voice steady. “Good luck to you, too.”

With a final, slow nod, Maria turned and walked toward her own car, her silhouette cutting through the pools of light. Larissa watched her go, the flavors of pizza and beer and unexpected connection still on her tongue.

Sunday. The Falcons. The ice would be a different kind of test. She got into her Jeep, the ghost of a smile on her face, her mind already racing two days ahead to the next time she’d see Maria Hechavarría—this time, with sticks, boards, and a scoreboard between them.
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Chapter 7: The Conflict (Big Game)
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The air in the arena tasted of ozone, sweat, and pure, unadulterated tension. From the first puck drop, the game was a war of attrition. The Falcons, riding a 1-0 start, played with a sleek, confident aggression. The Cougars, desperate to claw out of an 0-1 hole, met them with a ragged, determined physicality.

Larissa and Maria didn’t have a problem with each other. That was the strangest part. There were no big, revenge-driven hits, no slashes in the corners. When they found themselves matched up, it was pure, clean, brutal competition. A battle for inches. Larissa would win a puck battle along the boards, and Maria would be there an instant later, stick-lifting with surgical precision to take it back. They circled each other like respectful, but utterly merciless, duelists.

The problem was everyone else. The game simmered, then boiled over. A late hit from the Falcons’ enforcer, Kelly, on little Chloe. A retaliatory cross-check from Megan. The trash talk between the benches got vicious, personal. The refs lost control of the narrative. It was exactly the kind of gritty, nasty game Larissa usually lived for.

Tonight, it felt like a minefield.

She scored the Cougars’ first goal late in the second period, a laser of a wrist shot from the high slot that kissed the inside of the post. She didn’t celebrate. She high-fived her teammates quietly, and just skated to the bench, head down, avoiding the sea of blue and red on the other side of the ice. She felt Maria’s eyes on her back the whole way.

The Falcons answered early in the third. Maria wasn’t on the ice for it, but Larissa saw her slam her stick against the bench in frustration.

The game-winner came with seven minutes left, a greasy rebound poked in by Kara after a chaotic scramble. The remaining minutes were a desperate, hellish siege in the Cougars’ zone. Larissa blocked two shots with her shins, the pain a bright, clarifying fire. In the final seconds, Maria streaked down the wing, a blue-and-red blur, and Larissa dove, sweeping the puck off her tape just as the buzzer sounded.

Final: 2-1, Cougars.

The Cougars’ locker room erupted in giddy, relieved chaos. The music was deafening. Girls hugged, still in half their gear, shouting over each other about the goal, the blocked shots, the bullshit calls. The stink of victory—sweat, tape, and cheap beer someone had smuggled in—was overwhelming.

Larissa felt like an imposter. The adrenaline drained from her, leaving a cold, hollow anxiety. She showered quickly, the hot water stinging her new bruises. She dressed in the corner, her smile strained as she accepted back-pats and “Hell yeah, Michaels!”

“Drinks at O’Leary’s!” Kara announced, her face flushed with triumph. “We’re celebrating digging out of this hole!”

A chorus of agreement rose up. Larissa’s stomach twisted.

“Ah, guys, I’m gonna have to sit this one out,” she said, forcing a wince as she bent to tie her shoe. “I think I tweaked my back on that last block. Just gonna go home, ice it, and pass out.”

A wave of good-natured groans and protests washed over her. “Come on, Larissa! One beer!” “You earned it!”

“Next time, I promise,” she said, heaving her bag onto her shoulder. “I’m gonna be useless. You guys celebrate for me.”

Kara gave her a searching look, but it was softened by the win. “Alright, alright. Go heal up. We need you next week.”

“Thanks, Cap.”

She slipped out of the locker room door, the roar of her teammates muffling behind her. The hallway was empty, echoing with the distant sounds of the Zamboni. She felt a pang of guilt, sharp and sour. They’d won a huge game. She should be with them.

But her feet carried her toward the back exit, away from the parking lot full of cheering Cougars fans, toward the quieter side street where she’d parked. She texted as she walked: On my way. 15 min.

The response was almost immediate. See you there.

She got in her Jeep, her heart hammering a new, frantic rhythm. She wondered, pulling out into the night, if Maria had to do the same thing. Make up an excuse. Slip away from her own disappointed team. Did she have to lie to her friends about where she was going, who she was meeting?

And the bigger, more terrifying question settled over her as she drove toward the quiet Italian bistro they’d agreed upon: Would the game be a third person at their table? Would the shoves, the vicious chirps from other players, the sheer competitive fury of the last two hours hang between them like a shattered pane of glass?

She had Maria’s number in her phone and the taste of a hard-won victory in her mouth, but for the first time, Larissa had no idea which one would matter more.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 8: Food
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The bistro, “Vinny’s Corner,” was nestled on a quiet block halfway across the city, a deliberate no-man’s-land between Cougar and Falcon territory. It was exactly as advertised: a low-lit, casual bar with checkered tablecloths, the scent of garlic and yeast hanging in the air, and a low hum of quiet conversation. Larissa claimed a corner booth, her back to the wall, and tried to calm her racing pulse.

She didn’t have to wait long. The door opened, letting in a gust of cool night air, and Maria walked in. She’d changed out of her gear into dark jeans and a soft-looking grey hoodie, her hair still damp, either from sweat or a shower. She scanned the room, her eyes finding Larissa instantly. She didn’t smile, but the intensity from the rink was gone, replaced by a look of quiet focus.

She slid into the booth across from Larissa. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Larissa echoed, her voice a bit tight. “You found it.”

“Told you I’d been here once. Lost a bet, had to buy the winner a meatball sub.” Maria picked up the laminated menu, her eyes scanning it. “It’s good. The food, I mean. The bet was stupid.”

The waitress came, and they ordered a carafe of house red and a basket of garlic knots to start. The silence that followed was thick, but not hostile. It was the silence of two people assessing the fallout.

Maria was the one who broke it. She looked up from tracing the wood grain of the table. “Hell of a game,” she said, her tone even. “You guys needed that one more. You fought for it.”

Larissa nodded cautiously. “It was a battle.”

“Your goal was a snipe. Top shelf, where your mom keeps the good china.” A faint, approving smirk touched Maria’s lips. “Clean. No celebrating, though. I noticed.”

The observation, so specific, made Larissa’s cheeks warm. “Didn’t feel right,” she admitted. “With... everything.”

“With us,” Maria stated, not as a question. She accepted the wine the waitress poured, taking a slow sip. “Yeah. I know the feeling. Congrats, by the way. On the win.”

The sincerity disarmed Larissa completely. “Thanks.” She took a gulp of her own wine for courage. “And... sorry about the result.”

Maria waved a hand, the gesture dismissing the apology but not the sentiment. “We had our chances. You blocked my last shot.” Her eyes locked on Larissa’s. “Good play.”

“You would’ve buried it if I was half a second slower.”

“Damn right I would have.”

They held each other’s gaze, and the tension finally, irrevocably, shifted. The competition was acknowledged, respected, and placed on a shelf. A shared, understanding laugh bubbled up between them, easing the last of the stiffness.

From there, they found a rhythm as natural as a tape-to-tape pass. The garlic knots arrived, and they talked over each other, tearing into the bread.

“So Kelly is an absolute menace,” Larissa said, shaking her head.

“She’s a goon, but she’s our goon,” Maria countered with a grin. “Megan’s cross-check was textbook, though. I’m gonna have a bruise.”

“Serves you right for screening our goalie so effectively.”

“It’s called ‘net-front presence,’ Michaels. Look it up.”

They ordered entrees—lasagna for Maria, chicken parm for Larissa—and the conversation flowed around the game and then far beyond it. They talked about terrible movie remakes, their mutual hatred for running as cardio, and the one coach they’d both had who used incomprehensible fishing metaphors for every play. Maria confessed a secret love for reality baking shows. Larissa admitted she listened to true crime podcasts to fall asleep.

“It’s the calm voices,” she defended, as Maria laughed. “Not the murder!”

“Sure, sure. Next you’ll tell me you have a favorite serial killer.”

“I do not! I have a favorite narrator.”

The carafe of wine emptied. The plates were cleared. The noise in the bar softened around them, wrapping their corner in a private, warm bubble. Larissa realized her cheeks hurt from smiling, and the hollow anxiety from the locker room was a distant memory.

Maria leaned back, swirling the last inch of wine in her glass. Her gaze was warm, open. “I’m not really ready for this to be over,” she said, her voice a low, intimate rumble. “I live like ten minutes from here. You could... come back for a nightcap? I make a mean cup of tea. Or, you know, have more wine that isn’t house red.”

The invitation hung in the air, simple and profound. Larissa felt a thrill shoot through her, part nerves, part sheer, undiluted want. Her cheeks flushed a deep, rosy pink, but she didn’t look away. She didn’t hesitate.

“I’d like that,” she said, her voice steady with a certainty that came from somewhere deep in her gut. “A nightcap sounds perfect.”

She didn’t care if it was tea, wine, or just the chance to be in Maria’s space, to extend this feeling. No matter how far it went tonight, she was all in. She was already moving, reaching for her jacket, her heart singing a victorious, joyful tune that had nothing to do with the score of the hockey game.
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Chapter 9: The Shower
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Maria’s apartment was both exactly what Larissa had expected, and nothing like it. It was in a renovated brick building, the kind with exposed ducts in the ceiling and big, industrial windows that would be flooded with light in the morning. It was clean, but lived-in. A hockey bag was tucked neatly by the door, a pair of running shoes kicked off beside it. A bookshelf was crammed with a mix of novels, biographies, and thick sports science textbooks. A framed print of the Chicago skyline hung above a comfortable-looking, slightly worn sofa.

“Home sweet home,” Maria said, flipping on a few lamps that cast a soft, warm glow. “Make yourself at home. Tea’s still on offer. Or I have beer, or... actually, I think that’s it.”

“Tea’s great,” Larissa said, her voice echoing a little in the open space. She felt a thrilling kind of shyness, standing in the center of Maria’s life like this. She hovered near the sofa, unsure whether to sit.

Maria nodded and moved into the small, open kitchen, filling an electric kettle at the sink. The familiar, domestic sound was both calming and intensely charged. Larissa watched the line of her shoulders under the grey hoodie, the efficient way she moved.

The kettle clicked as she set it on its base. Maria turned, leaning back against the counter, and crossed her arms. Her expression was suddenly a little hesitant, a flicker of vulnerability that Larissa hadn’t seen before.

“So, full disclosure,” Maria began, her gaze dropping for a second before meeting Larissa’s again. “I kind of... bolted. After the game. I was sweaty and pissed off and just wanted to get out of there. So I haven’t actually showered yet.”

The admission was so ordinary, so human, it made Larissa smile. “Oh. That’s... totally fine. I don’t mind.”

“I mind,” Maria said, a small, self-deprecating smile touching her lips. “I feel gross. So I’m gonna hop in really quick before the tea’s ready. If that’s okay? Won’t be long.”

“Of course,” Larissa said, meaning it. “Take your time.”

Maria pushed off from the counter, but instead of heading towards what Larissa assumed was the bathroom, she took two steps closer. The air in the apartment seemed to thicken, the hum of the kettle growing distant. Her dark eyes were serious, intent, holding Larissa’s captive.

“Or,” Maria said, her voice dropping to that low, intimate murmur that made Larissa’s spine tingle. “You could shower with me. If you’d like.”

The offer hung between them, simple and seismic. There was no coyness, no game. It was a clear, direct question, full of heat and a quiet hope.

A slow, undeniable smirk spread across Larissa’s face. All the wondering, the anticipation, the nervous energy of the night coalesced into a single, sharp point of want. There was no hesitation, no second-guessing. This was where the tape had been leading since that first glance in the hallway.

“Yeah,” Larissa breathed, the word full of certainty. “I’d like that.”

Maria’s answering smile was brilliant, relieved, and hungry all at once. She didn’t say another word. She simply held out her hand.

Larissa took it. Maria’s fingers were warm and strong, calloused from her stick, and they laced through Larissa’s with a firm, possessive ease. She led her across the apartment, past the sofa and the bookshelf, through a doorway into a short hall.

The bathroom was clean and perhaps a little pre-steamed from the kettle’s influence on the air. Maria closed the door behind them, and the world shrank to the white tiles, the large glass shower stall, and the woman standing before her.

Still holding her hand, Maria used her free one to tug gently at the hem of Larissa’s shirt. “Is this okay?”

“More than okay,” Larissa whispered, her own hands coming up to find the waistband of Maria’s hoodie. They undressed each other in a slow, deliberate dance, layers falling away to the floor—jeans, sweaters, the final barriers of sports bras and underwear. There was a reverence to it, a silent acknowledgment of the athletes’ bodies being revealed: the powerful lines of Maria’s thighs and shoulders, the definition of Larissa’s arms and core, the fresh bruises from the night’s battle blooming like strange flowers on their skin.

Maria reached into the shower and turned the water on, testing the temperature with her hand until a cloud of steam began to rise. She stepped in first, the water sluicing over her dark hair and down her back, and turned, offering her hand again.

Larissa stepped under the spray, and the world dissolved into sensation. The hot water was a shock and a blessing, washing away the last remnants of arena grit and nervous sweat. Maria was there, water beading on her eyelashes, her skin glistening.

“Hi,” Maria said softly, a droplet clinging to her lower lip.

“Hi,” Larissa echoed, her voice lost in the splash of water. The pair of them began to giggle.

Then Maria’s hands were on her waist, pulling her closer until their bodies met under the stream. Skin slid against wet skin, a gasp caught between them. There was no more game, no teams, no rivalry. There was only this: the solid heat of Maria’s body, the taste of water and, when Larissa finally leaned in, the salt-sweetness of her mouth.

The kiss was not tentative. It was a claiming, an answer to weeks of silent tension. Maria’s mouth was demanding, her tongue tracing Larissa’s lip before delving deeper. Larissa met her with equal fervor, her hands coming up to cradle Maria’s jaw, her fingers tangling in her wet hair. The water poured over them, a warm cocoon as they explored each other’s mouths with a hunger that had been building since the first competitive glare.

When they finally broke apart, breathless, Maria’s forehead rested against hers. Her hands slid up Larissa’s back, pulling her even closer. “I’ve been thinking about this,” Maria murmured against her skin, “for a lot longer than is probably appropriate.”

Larissa laughed, the sound shaky with desire. “Since the hallway?”

“Since before the hallway,” Maria admitted, her lips trailing a hot path along Larissa’s jaw. “Since you deked around me two seasons ago and I wanted to strangle you and kiss you at the exact same time.”

The confession sent a new wave of heat through Larissa. She turned her head, capturing Maria’s mouth again, pouring her own long-held frustration and attraction into the kiss. Her hands roamed, learning the landscape of Maria’s shoulders, the strong curve of her spine, the incredible dip of her waist.

Maria’s explorations were just as thorough, just as intent. Her touch was confident, mapping the planes of Larissa’s stomach, the swell of her breasts, her thumbs brushing over peaked nipples that made Larissa arch into the contact with a soft moan.

They moved together under the spray, a slow, sensual collision of slick limbs and searching hands. The soap was an excuse, a ritual. Maria worked up a lather in her palms and smoothed it over Larissa’s shoulders, down her arms, her touch firm and lingering. Larissa returned the favor, washing the sweat and loss from Maria’s skin, replacing it with the scent of clean, simple soap and her own possessive touch. It was intimate in a way that felt more profound than sex alone—this caretaking, this cleansing.

The air grew thick with steam and the scent of clean skin and unsated desire. Maria’s soap-slicked hands drifted lower, tracing the lines of Larissa’s hips, the powerful curve of her glutes. Larissa’s breath hitched as those strong fingers dug in, pulling their bodies flush once more. The water beat a relentless rhythm on their backs, a counterpoint to the frantic beat of Larissa’s heart.

“I need to taste you,” Maria growled against her neck, the words vibrating through Larissa’s very bones. It wasn’t a request. It was a declaration.

Before Larissa could form a coherent thought, Maria was moving. Her hands slid down Larissa’s thighs, urging her to part them, and then she was sinking, a graceful descent onto her knees on the shower floor. The sight was devastating. Maria Hechavarría, rival, champion, knelt before her, her dark hair plastered to her head, her eyes black with want as she looked up through the spray. Her hands held Larissa’s hips steady, anchoring her.

“Maria,” Larissa gasped, her fingers scrabbling for purchase on the wet tile wall behind her.

Then Maria’s mouth was on her, and coherent thought vanished.

It was not a gentle exploration. It was a conquest. Maria’s tongue was relentless, tracing the delicate, swollen folds with a focus that mirrored her play on the ice—intense, strategic, utterly consuming. She licked into her with a deep, savoring stroke that made Larissa cry out, her head thudding back against the wall. Every flick, every suck, was amplified by the shock of the hot water cascading over them, by the sheer, impossible reality of it. Maria’s hands moved from her hips, one slipping around to cup her ass, holding her open, while the other found the apex of her thighs, a calloused thumb circling the sensitive bundle of nerves with a pressure that was just shy of too much.

Larissa’s legs trembled. Pleasure, sharp and bright, coiled tightly in her core, winding tighter with every skilled movement of Maria’s tongue. She was hurtling towards a precipice, the world narrowing to the heat of the water and the hotter, more precise heat of Maria’s mouth. Her moans echoed off the tiles, lost in the steam and the roar of the shower.

Just as the tension threatened to snap, Maria pulled back, breathing heavily, her chin glistening. She rested her forehead against Larissa’s trembling stomach, pressing a soft, open-mouthed kiss there. “Not yet,” she panted, the words a hot brand on Larissa’s skin. “I want you in my bed when you come.”

The denial was a sweet, agonizing torture. Larissa could only whimper, her body thrumming with unmet need.

But a new fire ignited in her—a need to reciprocate, to claim Maria in the same way. With a strength fueled by pure desire, she reached down, her fingers tangling in Maria’s wet hair, and gently tugged her upward. “My turn,” Larissa breathed, her voice raw.

Their positions reversed in a slippery, heated tangle. Now it was Larissa on her knees, the shower spray hitting her back as she looked up at Maria, who braced herself with hands flat against the tile, her chest heaving. The water sluiced down the magnificent lines of her body, over firm breasts with tight, dark nipples, down the taut plane of her stomach.

Larissa didn’t hesitate. She leaned forward, her mouth finding the soft skin of Maria’s inner thigh, nipping gently before laving the spot with her tongue. Maria hissed, her hips jerking. Encouraged, Larissa moved inward, her hands spreading Maria’s thighs wider.

The taste was intoxicating—clean skin, soap, and the unique, musky essence of Maria herself. Larissa dove in with the same fervor she’d been shown, her tongue seeking and finding the same sweet, swollen flesh. She learned Maria’s rhythm quickly, the way her breath caught when Larissa flicked her tongue just so, the low, guttural groan that escaped when she sucked gently. She could feel the powerful muscles in Maria’s thighs quivering with restraint, could hear the soft, bitten-off curses raining down from above.

Larissa lost herself in the act, in the power of reducing her fierce rival to a shaking, pleading mess. She used her mouth, her tongue, the gentle scrape of her teeth, building the pleasure slowly, thoroughly, reveling in every gasp and shudder. Maria’s fingers tangled in her hair, not guiding, just holding on, anchoring herself as her knees buckled.

Larissa felt the telltale tightening, the sharp, rhythmic clenching against her tongue. She redoubled her efforts, wanting to push Maria over that glorious edge.

But Maria’s grip in her hair tightened, a gentle pull. “Larissa... stop. God, stop, or I will...”

Larissa drew back, panting, looking up. Maria’s face was a mask of exquisite agony, her lips parted, eyes squeezed shut. “Not here,” Maria managed, her voice a wrecked whisper. “I want to feel you... all of you... when I do.”

They stayed like that for a moment, kneeling and standing in the steaming water, the air crackling with suspended release. The understanding passed between them, wordless and perfect. This wasn’t a failure; it was a promise. A deliberate, agonizingly sweet delay of gratification that only heightened the need.

A slow, knowing smile spread across Larissa’s lips. She pressed one last, soft kiss to the inside of Maria’s thigh before rising, her body sliding against Maria’s in the water. They moved together in a deep, searing kiss, tasting each other on their tongues, their hands roaming over slick, heated skin, communicating a shared, desperate impatience.

The water began to cool around them, a silent signal. They were clean. They were aching. And the shower had served its purpose as a breathtaking, devastating prelude.

The real game was just about to begin.

—
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WHEN THE WATER BEGAN to cool, Maria finally turned it off. The sudden quiet was profound, broken only by their mingled, ragged breaths and the drip of water from their bodies. Steam swirled around them.

Maria reached for a towel, large and soft, and wrapped it around Larissa, drawing her close to rub the terrycloth gently over her back and arms. Larissa took another towel and did the same for her, drying the beautiful, strong lines of Maria’s body with a tenderness that felt terrifyingly natural.

Damp and clean, they stumbled the short distance to Maria’s bedroom, a trail of wet footprints on the hardwood floor. The room was dominated by a large, unmade bed. Maria pulled back the covers and guided Larissa down onto the cool sheets.

Maria’s fingers traced idle, comforting patterns on Larissa’s bare arm. “So,” she whispered into the darkness, her voice rough with sleep and satisfaction. “The tea’s probably cold.”

A laugh, deep and genuine, shook through Larissa. She tilted her head up, finding Maria’s lips in the dark for a soft, lingering kiss. “It’s okay,” she murmured against her mouth. “I got what I was really thirsty for.”
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Chapter 10: One More Round
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In the semi-darkness, Maria’s thumb brushed Larissa’s lower lip. “There you are.”

“Here I am,” Larissa breathed back.

Then they were kissing, and this kiss was different from the hungry, desperate ones in the shower. It was deep, languid, and infinitely sweet. A rediscovery. Their mouths moved together with a slow, intoxicating rhythm, tongues tangling with unhurried delight. Larissa melted into it, into the solid warmth of Maria’s body pressed the length of hers. One of Maria’s legs slid between Larissa’s, a firm, welcoming pressure, and Larissa hooked her own over Maria’s hip, pulling them impossibly closer.

Their hands began to wander, not with frantic urgency, but with a luxurious, mapping curiosity. Larissa’s fingers traced the shell of Maria’s ear, down the column of her neck, over the elegant slope of her shoulder. She palmed the heavy, perfect weight of Maria’s breast, her thumb circling a nipple that pebbled instantly under her touch. Maria’s breath hitched into Larissa’s mouth, a soft, broken sound that made heat pool low in Larissa’s belly.

In turn, Maria’s hands were a revelation. They slid down Larissa’s back, fingertips tracing each vertebra, before cupping the swell of her ass, kneading gently. One hand slipped between them, skimming over Larissa’s stomach, making her muscles quiver, before coming to rest just above the thatch of curls. The heel of Maria’s hand pressed down, a firm, delicious friction against Larissa’s clit, even as her fingers stroked through the wetness gathering there.

“You’re so ready for me,” Maria murmured against her lips, her voice thick with awe and desire.

“Only for you,” Larissa gasped, arching into the contact.

And then Maria’s fingers, those strong, clever fingers that controlled a puck with such artistry, found their way inside her. One, then two, sliding in with a smooth, perfect fullness that made Larissa cry out, breaking their kiss. She buried her face in Maria’s neck, biting down gently on the tendon there as Maria began to move. Her strokes were deep and slow, a maddeningly patient rhythm designed to unravel her completely.

“Let me feel you,” Larissa pleaded, her own hand sliding down Maria’s torso, over the tight plane of her stomach. She found her center, hot and slick, and mimicked Maria’s movements, slipping two fingers inside her with a groan of shared pleasure. Maria’s hips jerked forward, a sharp, involuntary thrust.

They moved together like that, face to face, a mirror of giving and receiving. Kissing, breathing each other’s air, their foreheads touching. The room filled with the soft, wet sounds of their lovemaking, with bitten-off moans and whispered encouragements. “Yes, just like that... God, Larissa... don’t stop... you feel incredible...”

Larissa lost herself in the sensations: the deep, stretching fullness inside her, the rough pad of Maria’s thumb circling her clit, the taste of her skin, the scent of her—soap and sex and something uniquely Maria. She matched Maria’s rhythm, curling her fingers, learning what made Maria gasp, what made her hips stutter. They built a shared tempo, a rising tide of pleasure that connected them, thrumming through their joined bodies.

They kissed through it, messy and desperate, their movements growing less coordinated, more urgent. Larissa could feel the tight, telltale coil in her own core, and she could feel it in the way Maria’s inner muscles fluttered and clenched around her fingers. They were climbing together, balanced on a knife’s edge, but the position, as intimate as it was, began to feel limiting. They needed more. They needed fusion.

As if reading her mind, Maria pulled back, her eyes glazed and dark in the dim light. “I need all of you,” she panted. “I need to taste you when you come.”

Larissa nodded, breathless, her whole body trembling with need. “Me too. I want to feel you... in my mouth.”

In a tangle of limbs and heated skin, they rearranged themselves. It was an unspoken, mutual agreement, a hungry alignment. Maria shifted up the bed, leaning back against the headboard, her legs falling open. Larissa moved over her, straddling her face, lowering herself until she was poised above Maria’s mouth. At the same time, she leaned down, her own head finding its place between Maria’s thighs.

The first touch was a lightning strike. Maria’s tongue, broad and flat, licked a searing path through Larissa’s folds at the exact moment Larissa took Maria’s clit into her mouth, sucking gently. A mutual, shattered cry echoed into the room, muffled by skin and sweat.

This was a different kind of intimacy. A deeper surrender. Here, there was no watching each other’s face, only immersion in pure sensation and the unmistakable sounds of the other’s pleasure. Larissa lost herself in the taste and feel of Maria, in the way her hips rolled up against her mouth, in the desperate, wordless pleas she could feel vibrating against her own skin. She used her tongue, her lips, the gentle pressure of her teeth, devouring her with a focus that left no room for thought.

Beneath her, Maria was doing the same, her hands gripping Larissa’s thighs, holding her in place as she feasted. Every flick of her tongue, every deep, lapping stroke, sent jolts of white-hot pleasure straight to Larissa’s core. The dual sensations—giving and receiving—created a feedback loop of unbearable intensity. The world shrank to the heat of Maria’s mouth on her and the pounding of her own heart.

“Mmmm, you taste so good!” Larissa managed to groan, between licks.

“Oooh, so do you,” Maria shot back. The dirty talk only served to turn each of them on even more.

They were a tangled, gasping symphony of need. Every groan Larissa pulled from Maria was answered with a hungry, desperate sound against her own skin. The air grew thick with the scent of sex and salt, with the wet, rhythmic sounds of their mouths, with the ragged harmony of their pleasure. It was a contest of devotion, each trying to out-give the other, to wring every possible gasp and sigh and shudder before the inevitable, shared fall.

Larissa broke her rhythm to drag her teeth gently along the sensitive skin of Maria’s inner thigh, earning a sharp, gasping moan that vibrated against her own flesh. “Fuck, Larissa,” Maria panted, her voice ragged. “Right there... don’t stop.”

“I want you to finish first,” Larissa growled back, returning to her task with renewed fervor, sucking and licking until Maria’s hips began a frantic, shallow rocking against her face. “That’s it... let me hear you.”

Maria’s answer was a guttural, broken sound, followed by a series of breathy curses as Larissa’s tongue found a perfect, devastating rhythm. In turn, Maria redoubled her efforts, her tongue plunging deep before focusing on the tight, throbbing bundle of nerves, and Larissa cried out, her own hips stuttering. “God, yes... just like that... you’re so fucking good at this,” she moaned, the words dissolving into a whimper as Maria’s clever mouth pushed her closer to the edge.

Larissa felt the orgasm begin as a distant tremor, a fluttering deep inside her that quickly grew into a seismic wave. Her rhythm on Maria faltered, her cries becoming high and thin as the pleasure gathered, coiled, and then shattered. She came with a raw, broken shout, her body convulsing, her hands balling into fists in the sheets as wave after wave of ecstasy crashed through her. She hadn’t managed to outlast Maria, but the pleasure was too great for her to care who came first.

The vibrations of her climax, the way she clenched and pulsed against Maria’s mouth, seemed to be the final trigger. A heartbeat later, Maria stiffened beneath her. A long, guttural groan tore from Maria’s throat, her hips lifting off the bed as her own release ripped through her. Larissa felt the hot, rhythmic clenching against her tongue, tasted the sharp, sweet change in her flavor, and she rode it out with her, licking and sucking gently through every last tremor.

Slowly, so slowly, the world drifted back. The frantic movements stilled, replaced by the heavy, spent weight of their bodies and the symphony of their ragged breathing. Gently, tenderly, Larissa shifted, sliding off to collapse beside Maria on the sweat-damp sheets.

They lay on their backs, side by side, not touching, utterly wrecked. The cool air from the window kissed their overheated skin. After a long moment, Maria’s hand fumbled across the sheets, her fingers searching for and finding Larissa’s. She laced them together, holding on tight.

No words were needed. The silence was full. It was the silence of a battle ended, of a frontier crossed, of two rivals who had finally, definitively, found a sweeter, more perfect way to compete. In the dark, Larissa turned her head. Maria was already looking at her, her eyes soft, sated, and full of a wonder that mirrored Larissa’s own.

Maria simply brought their joined hands to her lips and pressed a kiss to Larissa’s knuckles. It was the most intimate gesture yet. The promise of everything that had just happened, and of everything still to come.

Without saying it, each of them knew, there were sure to be more dates.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 11: Power Play
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The chill of the rink was a familiar embrace, the sharp scent of ice and cold concrete a welcome constant. As Larissa laced up her skates in the Cougars’ dressing room, the usual pre-practice chatter swirled around her—complaints about early mornings, debates over coffee, the sharp snap of tape being torn from rolls.

But for the first time in her hockey career, Larissa’s mind wasn’t on the ice. It was floating somewhere warm and giddy, tethered to the memory of Maria’s skin, her laugh, the weight of her body in the quiet dark of her apartment. A stupid, helpless smile kept tugging at her lips as she taped her stick, her movements automatic. Three days. Three dizzying, perfect days of texts that made her phone buzz with anticipation, of shared lunches squeezed between work shifts, of falling asleep with the scent of Maria’s shampoo on her pillow. The world had taken on a sharper, brighter hue.

“Earth to Michaels.”

Larissa blinked. Kara was leaning against the stall divider, already in full gear, her helmet tucked under her arm. Her expression was one of amused concern. “You’ve been staring at that tape job for five minutes. You good? You’ve been... weirdly smiley all week.”

The other conversations in the room dipped slightly. A few of the girls glanced over, curious.

The old instinct, the one forged in years of rivalry and secrecy, flared for a second. Make an excuse. Blame it on sleep. On a good podcast. She could feel the lie forming on her tongue.

But it tasted like ash. Hiding Maria, hiding this feeling that felt bigger and more real than any game, felt wrong. It felt like a betrayal of the joy that had made the sting of their first loss vanish and had fueled her through their win. Maria wasn’t a secret to be kept in the dark; she was the reason Larissa felt like she was finally stepping into the light.

She took a breath, the cool air of the locker room filling her lungs. She looked up, meeting Kara’s eyes, then letting her gaze sweep to include Becca, Chloe, Megan, the others who were listening.

“I’m good,” Larissa said, her voice clear and steady in the suddenly quiet room. “Really good, actually.” A fresh blush warmed her cheeks, but she powered through it, the truth tumbling out before she could second-guess it. “I’ve been seeing someone. It’s new. And it’s... it’s Maria Hechavarría.”

The silence that followed was absolute for one heartbeat. Two.

Then it shattered into a chorus of reactions.

“NO WAY!” Becca whooped, slapping her goalie pad against the floor.

Chloe’s jaw dropped, then split into a massive grin. “Shut the front door. You and Hechavarría?”

“The Falcon?” Megan asked, her eyes wide, but then she smirked. “Damn, Michaels. Ambitious. I respect it.”

Kara’s initial shock melted into a slow, captainly smile. She shook her head, a low chuckle escaping. “Well, that explains the distraction. And the weird, happy aura.” She reached out and gave Larissa’s shoulder pad a firm, approving shake. “Good for you, Larissa. Seriously.”

The questions and comments came fast, but they were all wrapped in a genuine, boisterous positivity that was uniquely their team’s.

“Way to go, pulling the best player off their top line!”

“She’s a real beauty, that one. Fast hands on and off the ice, I bet!”

“Does this mean we get insider info? What’s their power play look like?”

“More importantly, is she a good kisser? You can tell us, we’re family!”

Larissa laughed, the sound bright and relieved, the last knot of anxiety in her chest dissolving. She held up her hands in mock surrender. “Whoa, whoa! No state secrets! And her kissing is... classified.”

This elicited another round of laughter and good-natured ribbing. There was no judgment, no drama. Just the straightforward, slightly crude, wholehearted approval of her teammates. It was acceptance, pure and simple.

Kara clapped her gloves together, the sound cutting through the noise. “Alright, lovebirds and gossips, enough. We’ve got ice to carve up.” She looked at Larissa, her eyes warm. “You good to focus for an hour, or is your head still in the clouds?”

Larissa stood up, grabbing her helmet and stick. The familiar weight felt right in her hands. “My head’s right here, Cap.” And for the first time in days, it fully was. The secret was out, and the world hadn’t ended. It had gotten better.

As they filed out of the dressing room, a rowdy, navy-and-orange parade heading for the tunnel, Larissa fell into step beside Kara. The roar of the Zamboni finishing its lap greeted them.

“For what it’s worth,” Kara said quietly as they stepped onto the rubber matting, the cold air of the rink biting at their faces. “She’s a hell of a player. Must be a hell of a person, too, to get you looking like that.”

Larissa looked across the empty ice, imagining the blue and red sweaters that would be there in a few days, the #29 she’d be watching for. A slow, certain smile spread across her face. “Yeah,” she said, her breath making a small cloud in the crisp air. “She is.”

Kara gave her one last nod and pushed off, gliding onto the fresh sheet. Larissa followed, the sharp bite of her blades etching the first confident line of the day into the perfect white surface. The season stretched ahead, full of tough games and battles for playoff spots. But for the first time, it didn’t feel like the only thing that mattered. She had her team at her back, their support a tangible force. And she had Maria, a thrilling, complicated, beautiful challenge waiting for her beyond every final buzzer.

She took a hard turn, spraying a fine mist of ice, her heart light and her future, for once, blissfully, wonderfully unclear. Things were looking up.
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        Three best friends. One new hot tub. A night of bubbles that leads to a steam they never saw coming.
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The Hot Tub is a standalone lesbian steamy romance novella that serves up:
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	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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