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		Chapter 1

		

		The Equipment Room Standoff

		

		

		Jane pushed through the heavy double doors of the Scotiabank Arena locker room on her first day with the team. The metallic clang reverberated through the space thick with the sharp scent of sweat-soaked gear, rubber from fresh tape, and the underlying chill drifting from the ice surface beyond. Her voluptuous form moved with an optimistic bounce. Powerful curvaceous hips swayed and thick skater thighs strained the fabric of her new uniform pants with every step. Her full pouty mouth set in a determined line that threatened to break into her signature lopsided grin at any moment. The relentlessly optimistic energy she carried masked the hidden vulnerability of familial rejection over her career path. A quiet ache tightened her chest as she scanned the room for her place among strangers. She set her bag on an empty bench and pulled her gloves from the strap. The family had dismissed every practice she attended and every game she won as a waste of time that would never pay off. They wanted her in an office or behind a desk. She had packed her bags anyway and driven to Toronto with nothing but her gear and the need to belong somewhere that valued what she could do on the ice. This room held rows of taped names and half-dressed players adjusting pads. One forward nodded in her direction. She returned the nod and forced the grin wider to cover the tightness in her ribs. Her attention pulled to the captain near the center of the room. The tall woman turned from a conversation with an assistant. Sinewy back muscles shifted under her jersey with the motion. A narrow waist and subtle hips defined her athletic stance. Small firm breasts rose steadily with each breath. They shared no relationship beyond new teammate and captain. Jane knew the team confronted the objective of capturing the PWHL championship trophy by winning the finals series ending in five weeks. Failure meant losing all sponsorship funding and seeing the team dissolved. The pressure settled immediately as rumors of Reese Caldwell's influence as a bitter ex-girlfriend and rival league player rippled through the air. Leaked information already threatened to trigger her suspension and fracture focus before the season truly began. Reese had played against them twice already this year and always seemed to know their setups in advance. Jane pushed the worry down and laced her skates tighter. After the initial team talk the players filed out through the tunnel. Jane stepped onto the ice last. Her blades bit into the surface with a clean scrape. The cold bit at exposed skin around her gloves and along the collar of her jersey. She joined the first drill. Sticks tapped pucks in rhythmic patterns. Blades scraped with precision as they ran transitions across the neutral zone. She took the right wing position and watched the left side gap widen every time the defense pinched forward. A forward in the drill caught the loose puck and broke away clean. They reset and ran it again with the same result. During the next reset she skated over to the captain. "The left side leaves us open on quick transitions, Captain. We could shift the positioning for better coverage without losing speed."

		The captain's jaw clenched with that visible tic. Her cold possessive demeanor surfaced as she replied, "We follow the formation that got us here. Adjustments come from me."

		Jane held her ground on the ice. Her thick skater thighs braced against the stop. "The data from last season shows transitions are our weak point. A small change could tighten it up before the finals."

		The captain turned her full frame toward Jane. "You play the system until you earn the right to change it."

		Sticks clashed in the background as other players continued the drill. Teammates glanced over but kept moving. Voices rose above the hum of the rink. Jane's full pouty mouth formed the next words with careful optimism. "I came here ready to win that trophy. Small adjustments win series."

		The captain gestured sharply toward the bench area. "Equipment room. Now."

		They skated off the ice and down the short hallway. The captain pushed open the door to the small equipment room. The door closed behind them. The small room felt cramped with shelves of helmets, padded gear, and sticks casting long shadows under dim fluorescent lights. The concrete floor remained cold beneath their skates. Jane leaned one hip against a low shelf of gloves. The captain stood between her and the door. Her athletic frame blocked the narrow path back to the rink. The argument picked up without the audience. Jane crossed her arms and the fabric of her jersey pulled across her curvaceous hips. "I earned my spot on this roster. I want the same things the rest of you want."

		The captain stepped in closer. Her sinewy back muscles flexed under the jersey as she planted her feet. "This team operates under my direction. You learn the system first before you start rearranging it."

		Jane's thick thighs shifted under the uniform pants. She met the captain's stare. "The left side is a hole. We fix it or we lose games we should win."

		The captain's narrow waist tensed. She leaned forward to make the next point. "You do not know what this team has already survived. You do not get to walk in and rewrite it."

		Their faces came close during the debate. Breaths mingled in the confined space. Heat radiated from the captain's sinewy frame and filled the narrow gap between them. The air thickened with unspoken desire that made Jane's thick thighs shift restlessly and her pulse hammer at the base of her throat despite the professional boundary. The captain's small firm breasts rose and fell faster under the jersey. Her eyes locked with an intensity that pulled at Jane's optimistic mask and exposed the vulnerability beneath. Jane's full pouty mouth parted. A lopsided grin tried to surface but died under the weight of that stare. The championship pursuit suddenly stood in jeopardy from the start as this unexpected attraction complicated every thought of the five-week deadline. Jane's powerful legs braced wider against the shelf. "I am not here to cause problems. I am here to contribute."

		The captain did not yield the space. Her jaw worked through another tic. "Contributing means listening first. Everything I have built here stays protected."

		Jane felt the pull of the captain's athletic command. The narrow waist and streamlined silhouette filled her vision. She shifted her weight and the concrete pressed cold through her skate boots. The captain's presence dominated the room in a way that made Jane's own curvaceous hips feel suddenly exposed under the uniform. She wanted to reach out and adjust the captain's collar, to close the last inches, but the professional line held her back. The captain's gaze dropped for a fraction to Jane's straining thighs then returned to her eyes. The tension coiled tighter in the dim light. Sticks on the shelves rattled when Jane's elbow brushed the edge. A noise sounded in the hall. A teammate's voice called for extra tape. "Anyone in equipment? Need more white tape out here."

		They stepped apart without resolution. Both stepped back with flushed cheeks and unresolved tension hanging between them as they returned to the locker room. The central objective now shadowed by this first spark. Jane walked to her bench and dropped onto it. The captain moved to the far side of the room and began re-taping a stick with sharp, precise pulls.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 2

		

		The Gear Shelf Collision

		

		

		Jane unlaced her skates and peeled off the damp socks, toes curling against the grated floor. The locker room emptied fast after practice, cleats clacking toward the exit tunnel. She glanced across the benches. Queenie taped that stick like it owed her money, strips snapping tight under her fingers. Jane's thighs ached from the drills, fabric still clinging where sweat pooled at the creases. She grabbed her helmet from the rack, needing to check the chin strap before heading out. Footsteps faded. The door to the hall swung shut with a hydraulic sigh. She pushed into the equipment room first, flipping the light switch. The fluorescents buzzed to life, casting yellow pools over stacks of pads and dangling laces. Leather creaked under her palm as she adjusted the helmet on a shelf. Footsteps behind her. The door clicked shut. Not the hiss of the pneumatic closer. A deliberate push. Queenie stood there, shoulders filling the frame. Her jersey hung loose over the damp undershirt, outlining the ridges down her back. Jane set the helmet down. "Forgot something?"

		Queenie didn't answer. She crossed the concrete in two strides and shoved Jane back against the gear shelf. Metal rattled, a cascade of loose pucks tumbling to the floor. Jane's shoulders hit first, then her hips wedged into the edge. Queenie's body pinned her there, narrow waist slotting against the swell of Jane's hips. Heat poured off her through the layers. Jane's breath caught. One of Queenie's hands clamped Jane's jaw, thumb digging into the hinge. Her mouth crashed down, lips hard and demanding. Tongue pushed in, tasting salt and the faint mint of her gum. Jane gripped Queenie's jersey at the ribs, knuckles whitening. The kiss ground deeper, teeth nipping Jane's lower lip until it stung. Queenie's free hand yanked at Jane's waistband, fingers shoving inside the pants and long underwear. Rough fabric scraped Jane's skin. Those fingers found her clit, stroking in firm circles that dragged slickness with each pass. Jane's knees buckled. Her thick thighs trembled, muscles jumping under the pressure. She gasped into Queenie's mouth, full lips parting wide. The shelf dug into her spine. Pads shifted overhead, threatening to topple. Queenie broke the kiss, eyes dark under the lights. She dropped to her knees, concrete grinding against her kneecaps through the pants. Jane's pants bunched at her thighs. Cool air hit her skin. Queenie hooked one leg over her shoulder, thick skater thigh draping heavy. Her mouth latched on, tongue licking flat and broad over Jane's pussy. Jane's hands flew to the shelf, fingers curling around a stack of gloves. Queenie's tongue circled her clit, then plunged inside, deliberate strokes building suction. Jane's hips jerked forward. Wet sounds filled the room, mixing with her ragged breaths. Pressure coiled low, thighs clamping Queenie's head. Orgasm hit sharp, ripping a choked sound from Jane's throat. She gripped the shelf harder, rubber grips squeaking under her palms. Her legs shook until spots danced in her vision. Queenie pulled back, lips shiny. Jane hauled her up by the collar, mouth sloppy on hers. Taste of herself lingered. Jane spun her around, bending her over the low bench nearby. Queenie's hands braced on the wood, ass lifting. Jane shoved her pants down just enough, exposing pale skin and the dark crease between. Two fingers slid in from behind, thrusting deep into tight heat. Queenie's narrow waist arched, small breasts flattening against the bench through her shirt. Jane's thumb pressed Queenie's clit, rubbing in time with the thrusts. Queenie's breath hitched, elbows locking. Jane curled her fingers, hitting that spot inside until Queenie's hips bucked back. "Fuck," Queenie muttered, voice rough against the bench. Jane leaned in, chest to her back. Sweat beaded on Queenie's neck. She pumped faster, thumb grinding circles. Queenie shuddered, walls clenching around Jane's fingers. A low groan escaped her, muffled into her arm. They slid to the floor in a tangle. Jane landed on her back, concrete cold through her shirt. Queenie straddled her, knees bracketing Jane's hips. She yanked Jane's pants lower, aligning their pussies. Wet folds met, clits bumping. Queenie gripped Jane's hips hard, nails digging crescents into the soft flesh over bone. She ground down, rhythm starting slow then snapping faster. Jane's thick thighs spread wider, heels scraping for purchase. Friction built, slick skin sliding. Queenie's subtle hips rolled with control, possessive hands pinning Jane in place. Jane's hands roamed up, squeezing those small firm breasts through the shirt, nipples hard points. Pressure mounted, breaths syncing in gasps. Jane came first, back arching off the floor. Queenie followed seconds later, grinding through it with a hiss. They stilled, chests heaving. Queenie rolled off, sitting up against the bench. Jane lay there a beat longer, pussy throbbing, thighs slick. The air hung heavy with leather, rubber, and sex. Jane tugged her pants up, fabric sticking. Queenie did the same, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. No words. Jane's fingers fumbled her zipper. Vulnerability prickled under her skin, that old family ache surfacing like a bruise. Why push this now, with the championship five weeks out? One slip, and Reese Caldwell's rumors could blow it all up. Queenie stood first, grabbing a roll of tape from the shelf. She retaped her stick in silence, motions precise again. Jane pushed to her feet, legs wobbly. She straightened her jersey, smoothing the hem over her hips. The shelf rattled when she brushed it. Queenie's jaw flexed once, that tic. Jane headed for the door. Hand on the knob. She paused. Queenie didn't look up. Jane twisted the handle and stepped into the hall. The locker room sat empty now, benches cleared. She grabbed her bag from her spot, slinging it over her shoulder. Footsteps echoed behind her. Queenie emerged, stick under her arm. They walked out side by side, not touching. The arena's chill tunnel swallowed them. Distant Zamboni hum vibrated the walls. Jane's phone buzzed in her bag. She ignored it. Queenie peeled off toward the players' exit. Jane kept walking, thighs chafing with each step. The five-week clock to the finals ticked louder in her head. Sponsorships hung by a thread. One leaked whisper from Reese, and eligibility reviews would start. She zipped her jacket higher. Queenie vanished around the corner. Jane pushed through the double doors to the parking lot. Wind bit her face. Her truck sat under the sodium lights, frost already glazing the windshield. She scraped it off with her glove, ice chunks clattering to the asphalt. Headlights swept past. Another player heading home. She slid behind the wheel, engine turning over rough. The dashboard clock glowed 8:47 p.m. Practice tomorrow at dawn. Jane gripped the gearshift, knuckles pale. The wiper fluid spritzed, streaking blue across the glass. She pulled out, tires crunching salt. Queenie's taillights weren't in sight.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 3

		

		The League Office Warning

		

		

		Queenie's phone vibrated against her thigh the second she fired up the Jeep's engine. She fished it out of her pocket, the screen glowing harsh in the parking lot dark. Email from the league office. Urgent meeting. Tomorrow, nine sharp. Both captains and rookies flagged. She tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. The engine growled low as she backed out, tires grinding over salt-crusted asphalt. Jane's truck taillights had vanished ten minutes back. Good. Space. She needed it. Streetlights blurred past on Bay Street, sodium yellow cutting the night fog rolling off Lake Ontario. Her stick lay across the back seat, blade wrapped fresh in white cloth tape from the shelf. Fingers still smelled like Jane's skin, that mix of salt and whatever soap she used, clean like hotel shampoo. Queenie flexed her grip on the wheel. Jaw muscle jumped once under her ear. Reese Caldwell. Had to be. That bitch wouldn't quit until the whole roster scattered. Home was a third-floor walk-up off King West, concrete stairs echoing her boots. She dropped the stick by the door, kicked off skates into the hall closet. Fridge hummed open. Leftover pad thai from Pai, cold noodles sticking to the fork. She ate standing at the counter, scrolling game footage on her tablet. Minnesota's forecheck from last playoffs. Weak on the right boards. Her notes app filled with scribbles. Sleep came late, sheets twisting around her legs. Dawn cracked gray through the blinds. Alarm blared Nickelback, some old practice pump-up track she forgot to swap. Coffee brewed black in the Keurig while she taped her ankles, white strips pulling tight over the old bruise on her shin. League office sat ten minutes north, glass tower on Front Street West near the CN Tower's shadow. She parked in the underground lot, badge beeping her through security. Elevator hummed up to the fifth floor. Jane waited in the hall outside conference room B. She leaned against the wall, thumbs hooked in her belt loops, those thick thighs planted wide like she owned the floor. Jersey fresh from the wash, hair still damp. Queenie's pulse kicked in her neck. She nodded once. Jane pushed off the wall, full mouth twitching toward that grin but not committing. "Captain," Jane said. They filed in behind the official, a guy named Harlan with a PWHL lanyard and a polo stretched over his gut. Table gleamed fake mahogany, chairs the kind that squeaked on casters. Water glasses sweated rings on coasters. Harlan sat at the head, flipping open a folder stamped confidential. "Grant, Blair. Thanks for coming quick." He slid a printout across to Jane. "Rookie, this concerns you direct."

		Jane scanned the page. Her fingers tightened on the edges, knuckles spotting white. Queenie leaned over, enough to catch words: unauthorized contact, eligibility query, sourced from player testimony. Reese's fingerprints all over it. Harlan cleared his throat. "We've had tips. Intimate team interactions crossing lines. Fraternization rumors pre-season. PWHL code's clear. No personal entanglements that risk focus. Your spot's provisional, Grant. One more flag, and we review suspension. Finals five weeks out. Can't have distractions."

		Jane's chair creaked as she shifted. One knee bounced under the table, boot tapping the leg. "Sir, it's bullshit. Reese Caldwell's stirring shit 'cause she got cut last year. No proof."

		Harlan's pen tapped the folder. "Proof or not, leaks hit our desk. Sponsors watch. Toronto Thunder's funding ties to clean image. Blair, you run this squad. What's your read?"

		Queenie's back straightened, sinewy muscles pulling under her tee. She met his eyes square. "Jane's clean. Stats from juniors: top scorer, clean penalties. Reese fed you garbage. Check the timestamps on those tips. All post-curfew when half the league's out drinking. My team's locked in. Blue line's tighter than last year 'cause of her speed."

		Harlan's pen stopped. He eyed the folder again. "Captain's vouch carries weight. But watch it. One verified incident, and we're talking bench time through playoffs. Dismissed."

		Jane shoved the printout back. Harlan gathered his papers, chair rolling as he stood. Door clicked shut behind him. Jane exhaled through her nose, loud in the quiet room. "Thanks. Didn't expect that."

		Queenie pushed to her feet. "League's twitchy. Reese wants blood. Come on. Strategy room's down the hall. Coaches want revised plays by noon."

		Jane followed, their boots thudding sync on the carpeted floor. Strategy room smelled like dry-erase markers and stale vending machine chips. Long table cluttered with iPads propped on stands, printouts of Ottawa's last scrimmage stats fanned out. Whiteboard filled one wall, magnetic markers capped crooked. Queenie claimed the end chair, pulling up opponent footage on the main screen. Jane dropped into the seat opposite, thighs spreading wide under the table edge. "Start with transitions," Queenie said. She tapped play. Ottawa's forwards breaking out, clean tape-to-tape passes. "They overload left. Our D gaps wide last game."

		Jane leaned forward, elbows on the table. Her finger stabbed the pause button. "Flip it. Send me high slot on the rush. My legs eat that space. Pair with your point shot. They collapse center, we thread hip checks."

		Queenie dragged the slider back ten seconds. Watched the replay. Jane's angle made sense. Aggressive. Her own defensive reads plugged the holes. "Yeah. But anchor the blue. I hold the seam here." She grabbed a marker, sketched lines on the board. X for Jane, circle for herself. Arrows snaking through the zone. "You draw, I pinch."

		Jane nodded, snatching the marker. Red ink overlaid blue. "Then cycle back. Wingers peel off me. Ottawa's third line chases slow."

		They traded markers, board filling fast. Queenie's narrow hips shifted in the chair as she stood to adjust a play. Jane's hand brushed hers reaching for the eraser. No pull back. Screen looped the new formation, digital puck tracing their paths. Clean entries. Blocked lanes. "Stats check," Queenie said. She pulled up the tablet, fingers flying. "Your juniors: 0.9 points per game on that setup. My playoffs: held 'em under two goals four times."

		Jane tapped her own screen. "Matches. Ottawa's PK kills straight rushes. This bends 'em."

		Two hours blurred into marker dust and half-empty water glasses. Queenie capped the last one, stepping back. The board hummed with their hybrid: Jane's power offense meshing her lockdown D. Workable. Tight blue line, transition traps. Finals ready. Jane stretched, arms overhead, jersey riding up over her waistband. "Solid. Coaches'll eat it."

		Queenie wiped the board clean, strokes hard and even. Harlan's warning echoed. Reese's leaks. One slip. Jane grabbed her phone from the table, screen lighting her face. "Practice at dawn," Jane said. "See you there?"

		Queenie nodded. Jane slung her bag over her shoulder, curvaceous hips swaying once as she turned for the door. Handle clicked down. She paused, half out. "Captain." Jane's voice dropped. "That defense back there. Owe you."

		Door swung shut. Queenie stood alone, marker still in her fist. The whiteboard ghosted faint lines under the fresh white. She erased harder. Dawn practice. Rink boundary next. Her phone buzzed again. Coach Voss: Good work. Run it ice time. She pocketed it. Hall empty. Elevator button glowed. Down to the lot. Jeep keys jangled cold in her palm.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 4

		

		The Practice Rink Boundary

		

		

		Jane laced her skates tighter than usual in the dim locker room, the nylon cords biting into her fingers until the knots sat square. Plastic benches creaked under her as she stood, thick thighs flexing against the pads, the chill from the open rink door already crawling up her legs. She grabbed her stick from the rack, the tape rough under her glove, and shuffled out, blades scraping concrete before hitting ice. Dawn light filtered through the high windows of Scotiabank Arena, turning the surface a pale gray-blue, empty except for the Zamboni tracks fresh from overnight. Her breath puffed white. Four a.m. practice. No one else yet. Perfect. She pushed off, poles digging in with a familiar crunch, hips rolling into the glide. Last night's strategy session replayed in fragments: Queenie's fingers on the tablet, the accidental brush, that nod at the door. Owe you. Stupid thing to say. Boundaries now. Just hockey. Championship. Five weeks. She circled the net, stickhandling a phantom puck, the motion pulling sweat under her jersey already. Family never got this, the grind before light. Dad's voice in her head: Waste of time, Janey. Get a real job. She slapped the post harder. Clang echoed. First teammates trickled in ten minutes later, bags thumping, voices low and gravelly. "Yo, Grant, you beat the sun again?" Mikey from defense, helmet under arm, grinned as she looped back. She flashed her lopsided grin, quick and gone. "Habit. Coffee run after?" He waved her off, dropping gear by the boards. Queenie appeared last, tall frame cutting through the player tunnel, stick slung over shoulder. Jane's poles dug deeper, eyes on the ice ahead. No look. Professional. Coach Harlan blew whistle from the bench, sharp trill cutting morning quiet. "Warm-ups, line drills. Power play units first. Grant, Blair, you're one and two. Sync it." Jane nodded, stomach twisting once. Sync. She joined her unit at center ice, Queenie opposite across the dots, sinewy shoulders rolling as she taped her blade one more loop. No words. Good. They bumped fists with the wingers, gloves muffling the thud, then broke into figure eights, legs pumping, air whistling past ears. First set flowed clean. Pass from wing, Jane one-timed it low corner, Queenie pinching the seam like they sketched last night. Net rippled. Harlan grunted approval. "Again. Faster cycle." Jane retrieved the puck from the crease, rubber scarred from shots, and fed it back. Bodies closed in during the next rep, Queenie's skate edging hers on the cycle, hip check light but there. Heat spiked under Jane's pads. Focus. She drove wide, hips powering the turn, puck taped back to the point. Queenie's shot wired top shelf. Clean. Teammates whooped, sticks banging boards. Break for water. Jane squirted from her bottle, cold stream hitting her chin, dripping onto collarbone. She wiped with sleeve, glancing nowhere near the captain. Mikey skated up, helmet off, hair matted. "Heard something weird. Rival scout from Ottawa called my agent last night. Asking about your eligibility, Grant. Like, specifics. Reese Caldwell's name dropped." Jane's bottle paused mid-squirt. Water pooled on ice under her blade. "What? When?" Mikey shrugged. "Dunno details. Just heads up. She's stirring shit again."

		Across the rink, Queenie's head snapped up from her own bottle. Jaw worked side to side, once. Jane felt it like a pull. Reese. Leaks. Suspension hanging. Her eligibility. The ache from family rejection twisted sharper, old emails from Mom flashing: Disappointing. Choose differently. She capped the bottle, thumb pressing the click too hard. "Thanks, Mik. I'll check it." He nodded, skating off. Queenie stayed put, eyes on her now. No avoiding. Harlan's whistle again. "Full power play sim. Two units, live checks. Go." Jane dropped low, unit spreading. Queenie took point, barking, "Screen left, Grant. Draw the penalty killer." Jane nodded, crashing net front, elbows up. Puck entered zone smooth, cycle started. She battled the D-man, stick lifting his, body jammed shoulder to shoulder. Queenie's voice cut through: "Wheel, wheel!" Jane peeled off, hips churning ice shavings, took the pass mid-stride. One-time. Goalie kicked it out, rebound loose. She jammed it home, crossbar rattling. Unit two rotated in seamless, Queenie calling adjustments mid-flow. "Pinch earlier, wing. Grant, hold the middle." Jane reset, breath sawing, sweat slicking her back. Next rep, they overlapped on the cycle, Queenie's arm brushing hers full extension, pass snapping tape to tape. Proximity hit like frostbite thaw, too warm. Jane's thighs burned from the drive, but lower, a clench she ignored. Professional. She screened hard, Queenie wiring from the half-wall. Ding off iron. Harlan yelled, "That's it. Run it twice more."

		Second full sim dragged longer, fatigue creeping. Jane's legs leaden by the third cycle, but she powered through, hips snapping lateral. Queenie checked her into the corner boards accidental-on-purpose, pad thudding pad, breath hot on neck for a beat before separation. "Good hold," Queenie muttered, low enough Harlan missed. Jane's full mouth parted, words stuck. She nodded instead, digging out puck, feeding back. They clicked the final entry: Jane drawing two defenders, Queenie slipping the pass for the tap-in. Whistles blew. Drill done. Teammates banged sticks, peeling off for sprints. Jane glided to the bench, chest heaving, grabbed her water. Queenie sidled up beside, casual, but stayed close. "That pinch worked. Like the board." Jane squirted water, swallowed. "Yeah. Your call on the wheel sealed it." Silence stretched two breaths. Mikey's words echoed. Reese. She twisted the cap quarter turn extra. "Heard about the scout thing?" Queenie's glove tapped the bench top, once. "Mikey mentioned. We'll handle it. Focus here."

		Jane nodded, but her thumb picked at a loose thread on her jersey hem, pulling until it frayed. Boundaries. Fragile. She pushed off for sprints, Queenie matching stride beside without planning. Blades synced, crunch for crunch. Harlan called sets: ten around the dots, poles high. They lapped together first few, shoulders brushing at turns. Jane's optimism flickered, grin threatening but held back. This worked. Almost. Sprints blurred into nausea, legs jelly by eight. She dry-heaved over boards once, spit hitting snow. Queenie handed her a spare bottle without asking, fingers grazing knuckles. No pull back. Jane chugged, cold shocking teeth. "Thanks." Queenie nodded, skating off. Practice wound down, Harlan diagramming final notes on his clipboard, marker squeaking. "Video room after. Blair, Grant, lead review. Ottawa tape."

		Jane toweled sweat, pads shedding damp thuds onto bench. Locker room chatter rose: tape guns whirring, boots unlaced. She stripped jersey, sports bra clinging, thick thighs flexing as she stepped into street clothes. Jeans strained familiar over hips. Queenie across the aisle, back turned, peeling tape from stick with precise slices. Sinewy lines shifted under skin. Jane looked away, yanked hoodie zipper. Professional. Video next. She shouldered bag, hips swaying out the door. Hallway lights buzzed overhead. Queenie's voice hit from behind. "Grant. Wait." Jane paused, bag strap digging shoulder. Turned. Queenie closed distance, narrow frame filling space. "On the rumor. Don't engage. I got Voss looping in." Jane's fingers tightened on strap. "Not my first leak. But yeah." Queenie's eyes held, jaw side to side again. "We run the drill clean tomorrow. No slips."

		Jane nodded, full mouth curving half lopsided despite herself. "No slips." Queenie held gaze one beat longer, then shouldered past toward the video room door, jersey still damp-stuck. Jane followed, boots echoing hers down the hall. Door handle chilled palm as she pushed in after. Screen flickered alive inside, Ottawa tape queued. Empty chairs waited. Queenie dropped bag by the front row, remote in hand. Jane slid into seat beside, thigh brushing armrest. Play button glowed red. First shift loaded: rival forecheck swarming. "Pause on the gap," Jane said. Queenie thumbed it. They leaned in.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 5

		

		The Video Review Session

		

		

		The screen froze on the rival's forward slicing through the neutral zone, blade marks trailing like scratches on fresh paint. Queenie's thumb hovered over the remote, the plastic slick under her grip from leftover tape residue. Jane's knee nudged the armrest again, denim whispering against vinyl. Queenie didn't shift away. "See that? Their winger hangs back two beats too long on the dump-in." Jane's voice cut low, pointer finger jabbing the air an inch from the screen. Her pen tapped the notepad between them, black ink spotting the margin. Queenie nodded once, eyes narrowing at the pixelated chaos. Ottawa's blue line bunched like they were guarding a fire drill. She hit play, slo-mo dragging the puck's bounce into focus. "Yeah. But our D's pinching up here. Leaves the slot wide for their cycle."

		Jane leaned closer, elbow brushing Queenie's on the table edge. The contact stuck, neither pulling back. Queenie caught a whiff of her shampoo, something sharp like eucalyptus mixed with rink sweat. The projector's fan whirred louder in the pause, churning stale air that smelled of burnt popcorn from the lounge vending machine down the hall. "Rewind ten seconds." Jane's thigh crossed under the table, fabric pulling taut across muscle. Queenie thumbed backward, the footage stuttering like a bad cell connection. They watched it loop three times. Jane's observations piled up first, her pen scratching arrows on the page. "If we flip the forecheck, send the weak-side wing higher. Catches 'em flat-footed on the retrieve."

		Queenie traced the screen's edge with her knuckle, feeling the static hum against skin. Jane had a point. Last season's tape showed it clear as day, Ottawa's right D always cheating low. But positioning mattered more than aggression. "That works if we hold the point. Our blue line's been soft on boards lately. Look." She grabbed the remote, froze on a turnover. Their own defenseman, Ellis, got pinned against the dasher, stick jammed useless. Jane snorted, short and approving. "Ellis. Yeah, she's got paws like snowshoes. But you slot me there instead? I can jar it loose without hooking."

		Queenie's mouth quirked, the barest tug at one corner. Jane's optimism grated sometimes, all lopsided push like she could will the puck tape-to-tape. But damn if it didn't fill gaps. The equipment room flickered in her head unbidden, Jane's hips bucking under her hands, that full mouth gasping against her neck. Queenie blinked it away, focusing on the screen's glow reflecting in Jane's eyes. "Try it." Queenie slid the notepad over, her fingers grazing Jane's knuckles. Dry skin, rough from stick tape. No flinch. Jane sketched a quick X for the wing, circling the slot. Queenie added lines for the D pairing, extending the trap. They leaned in again, shoulders inches apart now, breaths syncing with the footage's drone. "Play it at speed," Jane said. Queenie hit it. The rival forecheck swarmed, but in their marked-up version, the wing peeled high, intercepting the chip. Turnover. Clean break out. Jane tapped the pen cap against her teeth, plastic clicking. "Shit. That seals the gap. They can't cycle if we own the dots."

		Queenie nodded, grabbing a fresh sheet. She diagrammed the full sequence, her handwriting slanted and sharp, numbers for timings: 1.2 seconds to pressure, 0.8 to pivot. Jane watched, then erased a line with her thumb, smudging graphite. "No. Delay the second forechecker here. Buys the D time to rim it."

		Disagreement sparked quick. Queenie's knuckle whitened on the pen. "Too slow. Ottawa transitions in 1.4 average. We rush it, they pinch anyway."

		Jane shook her head, ponytail swinging against her shoulder. "Trust the feet. My line's faster on the forecheck than Ellis's pair. Test it tomorrow."

		Queenie held her stare, the room's AC kicking on with a low rumble, chilling the sweat spots under her arms. Jane didn't back down, that pouty mouth set firm, no grin flashing. The wound from her old coach twisted in Queenie's gut, the betrayal still sour like bad Gatorade. Mentors lied. Teammates folded. But Jane pushed without flinching, spotting flaws Queenie glossed over in the heat of drills. "Fine. Slot you on the weak side." Queenie inked the change, the pen nib scraping paper. They ran the tape again, overlaying their scribbles mentally. It clicked. The new counterplay trapped Ottawa's breakout cold, forcing turnovers in the neutral that fed their odd-man rushes. Jane exhaled through her nose, leaning back. Chair vinyl creaked under her weight. "That's our edge. Nails the transitions."

		Queenie set the remote down, fingers drumming the table once, twice. The screen looped to black, projector clicking off. Silence dropped heavy, broken only by the distant clang of a janitor's cart in the hall. Five weeks. Reese's leaks hung like a puck on the red line, one slip and Jane's suspension gutted the line. Team dissolved, funding yanked. No finals glory. "You see Voss's note on their goalie?" Jane flipped the notepad page, pointing to a scribbled stat from Harlan's handout. "She squares up slow on low shots. Pairs with this trap, we bury five-hole."

		Queenie grunted agreement, but her gaze snagged on Jane's hand, veins standing out from gripping the pen. Memories clawed back: those fingers thrusting deep in the equipment room, thumb circling relentless. Heat pooled low, uninvited. She shifted in her seat, narrow hips sliding against the cushion. "Tomorrow's drill confirms it." Queenie stood, bag strap biting her shoulder. Jane rose too, curvaceous hips swaying as she gathered papers, thick thighs flexing in those strained jeans. They moved toward the door, steps syncing like on-ice pivots. Jane's arm brushed hers at the threshold, skin pebbling from the contact. No words. The hall lights buzzed yellow overhead, empty except for a stray hockey bag slumped against the wall. Jane paused at the locker room turnoff. "No slips, right?"

		Queenie's jaw stayed loose, no tic grinding side to side. "Clean run."

		Jane nodded, full mouth curving that half-grin, lopsided and quick. She shouldered her bag higher, hips rolling as she started down the hall. Queenie watched the sway, the denim pull tight over curves that powered those explosive strides. The notepad burned in her grip, their new play sketched inside like a claim. "Grant."

		Jane stopped, half-turning. "Yeah?"

		Queenie closed the gap, voice dropping. "Reese corners you again, you tell me first."

		Jane's eyes held, thumb picking at a loose thread on her hoodie. "Deal. But you owe me coffee if the trap works."

		Queenie's mouth twitched again. "Black. No sugar."

		Jane laughed, low and rough. "Knew it." She pivoted away, boots scuffing tile. Queenie lingered, watching until the locker room door swung shut behind her. The hall echoed empty. She tucked the notepad into her bag, fingers lingering on the fresh ink. Tomorrow's drill waited. Voss looping in. Reese's shadow creeping. She pushed off the wall, strides eating hallway to the exit ramp. Cool night air hit as the outer door hissed open, Toronto skyline blinking beyond the parking lot. Headlights swept past, tires hissing slush. Her truck sat under a flickering sodium lamp, frost glazing the windshield. Queenie scraped it quick with her glove, ice chipping like brittle glass. Engine turned over rough, heater blasting lukewarm. She pulled onto Lakeshore, radio static before settling on some old Tragically Hip track, Gord Downie's voice graveling through speakers. The play replayed in her head, Jane's voice layering over it. Trust deepening like a fresh sheet of ice, smooth under blades. Reese's leaks? She'd bury them. Five weeks. Their counter held. But Jane's grin stuck, pulling at something guarded. Queenie flexed her grip on the wheel, knuckles paling. Coffee tomorrow. Black. She flicked the wipers, slush streaking glass. Turn signal clicked toward the Gardiner ramp, city lights smearing into streaks. Practice at dawn. Clean run. The exit loomed, brake lights flaring red ahead.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 6

		

		The Assistant Coach Brief

		

		

		Jane scraped her skate blades against the rubber mats outside the briefing room, the squeak echoing down the empty hall like a bad pass. Dawn practice had wrapped twenty minutes ago, her quads still buzzing from the new counterplay drills, that black coffee promise from Queenie tucked in the back of her mind. She nudged the door with her elbow, backpack slung heavy over one shoulder, the zipper catch digging into her collarbone. Inside, the long table gleamed under fluorescent strips, tablets lined up like soldiers next to half-empty Tim Hortons cups, steam curling lazy from one. Queenie already sat at the head, shoulders squared in her team hoodie, fingers drumming the edge of a notepad. Her eyes flicked up, held Jane's for a beat too long, then dropped back to the screen. "Morning," Jane said, dropping her bag on a chair. She slid into the seat across, thigh muscle twitching under her track pants as she stretched one leg out. The coffee scent hung thick, mixed with the faint rubber burn from the arena floors. Queenie nodded once, no smile. "Voss is running late. Traffic off the 401."

		Jane pulled out her notes, the pages crinkled from last night's scribbles in her apartment, takeout containers still piled on the counter when she'd crashed. She smoothed them flat, pencil tapping the corner. "Figured we'd start without her. That forecheck tweak from the video? We layer it with a high slot dump, force their D to pinch early."

		Queenie's pen paused mid-scrawl. She leaned back, chair creaking. "Their transitions eat that if we're not pinching ourselves. Show me."

		Jane stood, grabbed the dry-erase marker from the board rail, cap popping off with a click. The board loomed white and empty, magnets scattered at the base. She sketched quick, lines slashing for passes, circles for bodies. "Here. You collapse the point, I cycle low with backup. We flip it fast, overload the weak side." Her hips rocked as she reached high to arrow the play, marker squeaking loud. Queenie rose, circled the table slow. She took the marker from Jane's hand, their fingers brushing knuckle to knuckle, neither pulling away first. "Tighten this gap." She redrew the line, closer, bodies overlapping more. "They'll counter with a wheel. We need the stretch pass ready."

		Jane watched the adjustment, the way Queenie's hoodie rode up an inch at her waist, skin pale against the black fabric. She nodded. "Yeah. And if they pinch? We reverse through the middle, screen the net."

		They traded the marker back and forth, lines thickening, plays stacking. Jane's pulse settled into the rhythm, like finding the tape on a breakout. Last night's video clips replayed in her head, those defensive gaps glaring now under marker ink. Door swung open then, hinges groaning. Tara Voss strode in, duffel banging the frame, salt-streaked boots leaving wet prints on the tile. Mid-forties, short-cropped hair damp from the sleet outside, she carried a stack of folders under one arm. "Sorry. Gardiner's a parking lot this time of day." She dumped the folders center table, dragged a chair out. "Heard you two burned the midnight oil on video. What's the damage?"

		Queenie slid back into her seat, marker capped. "Resetting the offense. Grant's got the bones."

		Tara flipped open the top folder, pages fanning. "Good. Because Boston's forecheck is a meat grinder. They key on the cycle, force turnovers low." She tapped a stat sheet, numbers boxed in red. "Last series against Ottawa, they picked off twelve dumps. But their left D, number 22, cheats up ice every shift after a faceoff win."

		Jane leaned over the table, elbows planted, peering at the printout. The ink smelled sharp, fresh from some office printer. "So we bait her. Dump soft, draw her in, then chip behind."

		Tara's mouth quirked, one corner only. "Exactly. I've coached against her three years running. She bites on the soft one eighty percent of the time." She pulled another sheet, diagrams clipped. "Here's the tendency map. Feed it into your reset, you'll own the transitions."

		Queenie scanned the pages, her thumb rubbing the folder edge slow. "This changes the pinch timing." She grabbed a tablet, swiped to their sketch photo, overlaid Tara's map. Lines merged, plays sharpening. Jane watched Queenie's focus narrow, that jaw muscle working overtime but smoother than yesterday. She added her own tweaks, voice pitching up. "Stack this with the high slot we had. Their goalie plays big, but butterflied, she's blind on the short side."

		They bent over the table, heads close, Tara calling patterns from memory, Queenie plotting defenses, Jane pushing the aggression. The marker squeaked nonstop, coffee gone cold in the cups. Plays evolved, ambitious now, forechecks aggressive, transitions flipping fast like they'd cracked the code. Jane's optimism bubbled low, that lopsided grin threatening to break as Tara nodded at her slot overload idea. "Hold up." Tara fished deeper into her duffel, pulled a sealed envelope, League PWHL watermark stamped crooked. "This came through channels last night. Official drop on the leaks."

		Queenie took it, slit the seal with her thumb. Pages spilled out, emails printed chain-style, timestamps glowing. Jane crowded in, shoulder bumping Queenie's. The top one: Reese Caldwell's name bolded, forwarding opponent scout notes to a league exec. Not just the equipment room whisper. Patterns. Game plans from two weeks back, marked "confidential."

		"Shit," Jane muttered, stomach twisting. She traced one email thread, dates lining up with their practice slumps. Reese had fed Boston their neutral zone trap early. Deeper than rumors. Entrenched. Tara crossed her arms, leaning back. "She's been at it since playoffs opened. This ties her to the suspension nudge on you, Grant. Execs are circling, but it's thin without more."

		Queenie's fingers tightened on the page, knuckles spotting white. She slid it to Jane. "Worse than we thought."

		Jane read the chain, words blurring a second. Familial rejection ghosts flickered, that old ache of doors slammed on her gear bags back home. But here, team first. She set the page down careful. "We plug the holes. Voss, you got eyes on their scouts?"

		Tara nodded. "Already looping security footage from visitor benches. Next batch tomorrow."

		"Good." Queenie stacked the pages, tucked them into her notepad. Her voice stayed even, but the cold edge softened at the corners, gaze flicking to Jane's notes. "We run this reset at noon skate. Full lines."

		Jane pushed back from the table, marker residue smudging her palm black. She wiped it on her pants, grin flashing crooked despite the leak gut punch. "Trap's gonna work. Coffee after?"

		Queenie's mouth twitched, almost a response. "Black."

		Tara snorted, gathering her folders. "You two sync like you've been running it years. I'll ping the printer for clean boards."

		Jane watched Tara head out, door clicking shut. The room quieted, just the hum of the AC vents overhead, slush tapping the window from the lot. Queenie lingered at the board, erasing a stray line slow, her back straight but not rigid. "Reese hits again," Jane said, zipping her backpack. "We hit back with wins."

		Queenie turned, marker dangling from her fingers. "First. Always."

		Jane nodded, slinging the bag. She paused at the door, thumb on the handle. The envelope sat heavy on the table between them. Tara's voice cut from the hall. "Blair! You see the visitor log yet?"

		Queenie's head snapped up. She grabbed the pages, strides eating the gap to the door. Jane followed, boots thudding tile.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 7

		

		The Rival Leak Response

		

		

		Queenie yanked the briefing room door wide. Tara stood three steps down the hall, tablet clutched under one arm, her thumb tapping the edge like she counted seconds. The fluorescent strips buzzed overhead, casting Jane's shadow long across the scuffed linoleum. "Visitor log's got a hit," Tara said. She jerked her chin toward the locker room doors at the hall's end. "Caldwell's name twice last week. Come see."

		Queenie's grip crushed the pages in her hand. She started after Tara without a word, the stack crinkling against her palm. Jane kept pace, her boot soles sticking slight on a puddle from melted slush tracked in earlier. The air thickened with the tang of damp gear bags piled by the vending machine, that sour mix of neoprene and old sweat. Tara shouldered the locker room door. It swung in with a rubber seal pop. Inside, benches lined the walls under lockers painted team blue, half unzipped duffels spilling hoodies and tape rolls. The space hummed empty, just the drip from a showerhead left running in the back. Tara dropped her tablet on the nearest bench and dug a USB stick from her pocket. "Plugged this into the server last night," she said. She slotted it into her tablet, screen flickering to life with timestamps and IP logs. "Caldwell badged in during off-hours. Visitor pass, but she lingered by the video suite."

		Queenie spread the briefing papers beside the tablet. Email chains glowed under the lights, Reese's alias buried in forwards from rival scouts. One line caught: Rookie Grant's family ties? Dig deeper. Queenie's thumb pressed the screen edge until the plastic creaked. She traced the path back, folders nested like bad wiring. Jane leaned over the bench, elbows denting the foam padding. Her shoulder brushed Queenie's, fabric whispering. "That's my old agent number," she said. She scrolled with one finger. "She sold it months ago. Reese must've bought the contact."

		"Or traded," Tara said. She pulled up security cam stills, grainy shots of Reese in the hall mirror, ponytail slicked back, phone to her ear. "She's pinging scouts direct. Your eligibility docs, Grant. Birth cert scans, residency proofs. Thin for league action now, but pile it with game tape..."

		Queenie stacked the prints, aligning corners sharp. Reese Caldwell. Rival forward from Ottawa, second-line grinder with elbows like rebar. Ex-teammate from juniors, the one who whispered poison about line changes until the coach benched her own sister. Betrayal stuck like bad ice under blades. Queenie remembered the locker stall graffiti after, Blair's pets only, her gear slashed that night. "We screenshot everything," Queenie said. She tapped the USB. "Copy to my drive. Voss, you forward to legal?"

		Tara nodded, fingers flying. "Already drafting. League needs pattern, not one ping."

		Jane straightened, her hips bumping the bench leg. She rubbed the back of her neck where marker ink had dried in a smudge. "Pattern's building. Execs circling, like you said."

		Queenie's fingers paused on the stack. Jane's voice cut steady, no waver. That grin stayed tucked, but her stance held, feet planted wide. Team first. Always. Footsteps echoed from the hall, heels clicking tile. Sharp, deliberate. The door banged open. Reese Caldwell filled the frame. Windbreaker zipped to her chin, cheeks flushed from the cold outside, eyes darting bench to bench. She carried a clipboard like a shield, pen capped in her teeth. "Blair," she said around it. She spat the pen into her palm. "Heard you got my message. Visitor log's public record."

		Queenie rose slow, papers tucked under her arm. Her frame blocked the bench line, shoulders square. Jane shifted beside her, thighs flexing against her track pants. Tara stayed seated, tablet angled down. "Message?" Queenie said. She stepped into the doorway, filling it. The hall light haloed Reese's hair, turning strands brassy. Reese's mouth pulled flat. She glanced past Queenie's shoulder, gaze snagging on Jane. "League's sniffing your rookie. Family rejection? That's gold for residency beef. One call, and she's sidelined till playoffs."

		Jane's hand flexed at her side, knuckles spotting. Queenie caught the twitch from the corner of her eye. Heat crawled up her neck, possessive snag in her gut. Not Jane. Not this. "Your call?" Queenie said. She planted one boot over the threshold, edging Reese back a step. Hall air rushed in, carrying exhaust from a idling van outside. Reese's clipboard tapped her thigh. "Friendly warning. Toronto's soft on imports. Drop the reset plays, or I drop her docs to compliance."

		Tara cleared her throat from the bench. "Log says you accessed video feeds, Caldwell. That's tampering territory."

		Reese snorted. "Public benches. Ask your security." Her eyes flicked to Jane again. "Grant's mom called me last week. Crying about wasted tuition. You know the type."

		Jane stepped up, shoulder to Queenie's. Her breath came even, but she peeled the edge of her thumbnail with her teeth, skin going white. "My family's got nothing on this. Back off."

		Reese's laugh scraped. "Cute. Captain's pet. League loves a story." She leaned in, voice dropping. "Four weeks to title or bust. Lose your forward, watch it crumble."

		Queenie's arm shot out, palm flat on the doorframe above Reese's head. Wood groaned under the pressure. "Out. Now."

		Reese held a beat, eyes narrowing. Then she backed up, clipboard clutched tight. "Your funeral." She pivoted, heels snapping away down the hall toward the exit doors. Queenie watched until the swing doors slapped shut behind her. Cold draft swirled in, rattling a loose locker latch. She pulled back, door easing closed. Jane exhaled through her nose, thumb still at her nail. "She's bluffing the mom bit. Haven't talked in months."

		"Doesn't matter," Queenie said. She turned back to the bench, spreading the papers again. "We lock this down."

		Tara slid the USB across. "Copies done. Legal by morning. I cross-check scout comms tonight?"

		Queenie nodded. "Do it." She pocketed the drive, zipped her jacket higher. Jane's grin flickered then, lopsided and quick, aimed at Tara. "Sync like clockwork," Jane said. "Noon skate, full lines."

		Tara gathered her tablet, slinging a strap over her shoulder. "Printer's jamming again. I'll hit the lounge first." She paused at the door, glancing between them. "You two. On ice, it's like you read the same playbook before she even laced up."

		Jane's cheeks pinked slight, but she shrugged. "Practice."

		Tara's mouth quirked. She slipped out, footsteps fading toward the lounge. Locker room settled quiet again, just the shower drip and distant Zamboni whine from the main rink. Queenie folded the last print, creasing it twice. Jane zipped her backpack, stuffing notes inside. Their elbows knocked pulling gear close, accidental snag of sleeves. "Reese hits the league direct," Jane said. She tugged her laces tight. "We hit back with tape. Clean wins."

		Queenie's fingers stilled on her own bag. Jane stood there, hips cocked, that optimism hanging like steam off fresh ice. Reliance. It sat between them now, unspoken weight. She slung her bag, nodding toward the hall. "Strategy room. Run the reset boards before skate."

		Jane grabbed her stick from the rack, blade taped fresh. "Black coffee. Extra shot."

		They pushed into the hall together, boots syncing on tile. The strategy room door loomed at the far end, keypad glowing red. Queenie punched the code, but Jane's voice trailed after. "Voss is right. We click."

		Queenie glanced back. Jane's pout parted slight, eyes steady. The hall stretched empty, vending machine humming low. "Always did," Queenie said. She held the door, letting Jane pass first. Lights flickered on inside, table bare except for dry-erase markers scattered from morning. Papers hit the surface with a slap. Tara's tablet pinged from the lounge down the way, but the hall stayed clear. Queenie pulled a chair, the legs scraping loud. Jane dropped beside her, thigh pressing the table edge. They sketched lines, arrows flying fast. Forecheck traps, pivot points. Reese's threat hung like fog, but the boards filled clean. Jane's marker squeaked on one turn, optimistic loop on a goal crease. "Here," Jane said. She leaned in, hip bumping Queenie's. "They overload left, we flip."

		Queenie traced the path, sinews pulling in her forearm. Perfect angle. Jane's scent cut through, soap and rubber floor. She added a check mark, precise. "Run it twice at skate."

		Jane nodded, capping her marker with teeth. The clock on the wall ticked past eleven. Hall foot traffic died, just echoes now. Door handle clicked shut behind them. Locked. Automatic after hours. Queenie stood, rattling it. Stuck fast. Jane peered over. "Keypad?"

		Dead. Building security looped late. Four hours minimum. "Trapped," Queenie said. She dropped back to the chair, pages rustling under her elbow. Jane's grin flashed full. "Strategy lock-in. Fitting."

		They waited, markers idle. Talk turned to lines, Voss's logs, Reese's clipboard tap. Hours stretched, coffee cold in styrofoam cups Jane scrounged from a drawer. Tara's voice echoed faint from the lounge, printer whirring. But the door held. Jane crossed her thighs, uncrossed. Queenie's jaw worked a knot in her gum. Outside, slush tapped the window. Night deepened.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 8

		

		The Late Night Strategy Lock-in

		

		

		Jane dragged the dry-erase marker across the board again, looping a tighter arc around the crease. The squeak bounced off the cinderblock walls. Queenie sat two chairs down, elbows planted, flipping through Voss's printed logs. Her fingers tapped the pages in short bursts, like Morse code Jane couldn't read. Tara Voss pushed through the door before it could latch full, her Vans squeaking on the rubberized floor. She carried a fresh stack of opponent stats, binder edges curling from the lounge printer. "Figured you'd burn the midnight oil here," she said. She dropped the binder central on the table, pages fanning. "Reese's bullshit today? Fuel for tomorrow's skate."

		Jane capped her marker, the plastic clicking under her thumb. Her thighs stuck to the chair vinyl, peeling free with a faint rip. "Yeah. Those leaks hit the forecheck notes dead on." She pulled the secured files closer, the manila folders Reese had tried to snatch now dog-eared safe. One staple poked through, silver glint under the fluorescents. Queenie slid the binder her way without looking up. Her forearm corded as she pointed to a grid. "Ottawa's pivots last game. They cheat right on the dump-in. Voss, your logs catch that?"

		Tara leaned in, ponytail swinging. She traced the column with a pen cap. "Every time. But since Grant slotted in..." She glanced between them, pen pausing. "Your lines sync different now. Forecheck snaps back quicker, like you read the same page before the puck drops. Reese hates it. Chemistry like that? Shreds her game plans."

		Jane's marker slipped from her fingers, rolling left. She caught it mid-table, rubber grip tacky against her palm. Chemistry. The word hung, Voss's voice casual over the hum. Queenie's shoulders stayed level, but her pen dug a half-moon into the log margin. "Practice makes it stick," Jane said. She recapped, teeth nipping the edge once. Her hips shifted, chair groaning under the weight. Voss nodded, oblivious or not, and started unpacking the binder. Stats on Minnesota's third line, Boston's penalty kill percentages. They bent over it, markers squeaking, coffee sloshing cold in the Styrofoam cups Jane had unearthed from the cabinet earlier. Black for Queenie, two sugars for Voss, plain for her. An hour blurred in arrows and eraser dust. Tara yawned behind her hand, stacking the pages. "I'm crashing in the lounge. Printer ink's low anyway. Text if the door glitches." She grabbed her tablet, screen glow fading as she waved. The door handle jiggled behind her, latch catching soft. No click this time. Jane watched the hall light slice in, then cut. Queenie rubbed her temple, sinews pulling under her skin. "Four weeks. Reese pushes suspension on you, we're down a forward." Her voice scraped low, chair legs shifting as she stood. Jane nodded, full mouth pressing flat. She gathered the files, rubber bands snapping tight. "We flip it. Like the board says." But her thighs rubbed together under the table, denim seam riding up. That first time in the equipment room clawed back, Queenie's hands firm on her hips, the bench creak under them. Family never got hockey, called it a phase till she packed her duffel for Toronto. Now this. Team first, always. Except the bench memory stuck like tape residue. Clock hands dragged to midnight thirty. Jane paced to the window, heel taps echoing. Slush pelted the glass in fat splats, streetlamps below smearing orange. She pressed her palm flat, cold seeping through. Queenie rattled the door again, keypad beeping dead. "Security rounds at three. Four hours max."

		Jane turned, back to the chill. "Lock-in. Voss nailed it earlier." She grinned lopsided, but it pulled tight. Queenie dropped into the chair nearest the board, legs stretching long. Her jersey rode up at the hem, narrow waist showing a strip of skin, pale under the lights. They pulled tablets out, screens blooming blue. More plays. Jane sketched a dump-in trap on hers, stylus scratching. "Here. You peel left, I screen the point." Queenie mirrored on her own, adjustments in red. Their chairs bumped when Jane leaned to compare, thigh to thigh through denim. Heat punched through, her pulse kicking in her neck. "Good," Queenie said. She held the tablet steady, small breasts rising with her inhale. Jane's gaze snagged there, jersey fabric thin. She yanked it back to the screen. Talk looped. Voss's logs, Reese's clipboard twitch in the hall earlier. Jane drained her coffee, grit coating her tongue. She crumpled the cup, tossing it toward the trash bin. It rimmed out, rolling under the table. Queenie fished it without a word, her fingers brushing Jane's ankle on the reach. Static sparked. One a.m. Tablets dimmed to save juice. Jane's died first, black mirror reflecting Queenie's profile. She crossed her thighs, uncrossed, seam chafing now. "Family stuff," she said into the quiet. "They bailed when I signed. Said pro leagues eat dreams." Why now? Residue from the hall fight, Reese's glare on her eligibility. Queenie's jaw knotted, chewing gum slow. "Mentors do worse." She snapped the gum once, eyes on the dark window. "Betrayal sticks longer."

		Jane nodded, picking at a hangnail till it bled a pinprick dot. The metallic tang mixed with stale coffee. Proximity clawed, four feet too close. Every shift brought soap scent, rubber floor, the faint salt of skin. She remembered Queenie's mouth then, possessive drag on her neck. Thighs clenched again. Two a.m. Queenie stood, stretching arms overhead. Sinewy back flexed under jersey, shoulders rolling. Jane watched the pull, mouth dry. "Run drills tomorrow. Voss runs point." Queenie's voice cut steady, but her gum snap missed rhythm. "Yeah." Jane rose too, hips bumping the table. Papers whispered off the edge. They bent together to grab them, fingers overlapping on one sheet. Queenie's nail scraped Jane's knuckle, deliberate or slip. Heat flooded low, denim tight across her hips. They straightened slow. Queenie held the page, knuckles white. Her eyes dropped to Jane's mouth, then flicked away. Jaw tic worked double-time. Hall footsteps thudded distant, keys jangling. Three fifteen. Jane's thighs burned from the chair, uncrossing pointless now. Every breath pulled Queenie's in sync, chests rising fall. The air conditioner kicked on, vents rattling overhead. "Four weeks," Queenie said. She stepped closer, paper crinkling between them. Her free hand hovered at Jane's elbow, not touching. Jane's pulse throbbed in her ears, full mouth parting on nothing. Keys scratched the lock outside. Beep. Click. The handle turned.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 9

		

		The Strategy Room Threshold

		

		

		The door swung in on cold-conditioned air from the hall. A janitor squinted at them, key ring dangling from his fist like a bunch of silver carrots. "You two alright? Thought the place was clear."

		Jane nodded fast, her hangnail throbbing under the fresh scab. "Yeah, just finishing up. Thanks."

		He grunted, shuffled off, boots squeaking on linoleum till his steps faded down the corridor. Queenie pushed the door shut behind him. Click. Locked again, voluntary this time. The building groaned somewhere deep, like pipes settling after a long day. Outside the window, Scotiabank's lot emptied, headlights cutting the dark one by one, taillights winking out toward the Gardiner Expressway. Jane stayed by the table, palms flat on scattered play diagrams, the paper slick under her skin. Her thick thighs pressed together, denim seam riding up from hours of fidgeting. Queenie paced to the whiteboard, marker cap between her teeth, sinewy back shifting under the jersey as she erased a drill schematic with quick swipes. Gum snap. Pause. Snap. The sound bounced off cinderblock walls, louder now without the AC drone. Four weeks. Reese's hallway bullshit still hung there, eligibility dangling like a loose skate lace. Jane's family had bailed harder, zero calls since junior year, but mentors? That cut looked deeper on Queenie, jaw knotting every time Voss mentioned old game tapes. Jane peeled the scab off her hangnail deliberate, watched a fresh pinprick bead red. Why tell her that? Soap scent clung to Queenie's collar, the kind from arena showers, eucalyptus sharp enough to taste. Queenie capped the marker, tossed it on the sill. Turned. Her eyes hit Jane's mouth first, held a beat too long. "Voss wants us early tomorrow. Forecheck reps at nine."

		Jane's pulse kicked low, denim tight across her hips. She pushed off the table, hips bumping the edge again. Papers slid, one catching under Queenie's boot. She didn't move it. Jane stepped closer, close enough to see the gum bulge her cheek. "Yeah. Forechecks." Her voice came out gravel, full mouth dry as arena ice. Queenie's boot shifted, crunching the paper. Gum snap stalled mid-chew. She spat it into her palm, balled it in a napkin from the table. Dropped it in the trash bin with a soft thud. Her hand came up, hovered at Jane's waist, knuckles brushing jersey hem. Not pulling away. Jane grabbed the front of Queenie's jacket zipper, yanked her in. Their mouths crashed slow, deliberate drag of lips parting wet. Queenie's tongue slid in first, tasting like spearmint residue and salt. Jane's hands fisted the jacket, peeled it off one shoulder, then the other, fabric whispering down to pool on the floor. Underneath, sports bra clung tight, small firm breasts outlined sharp against gray cotton. Queenie's narrow waist twisted under Jane's grip, pulling her against the table edge. Jane's thick thighs braced wide, knees knocking the metal leg as she mouthed down Queenie's neck, sucking collarbone hollow till skin pinked. Hands shoved the bra up, exposing pale skin dotted with chill bumps. Jane's full mouth latched on one nipple, tongue circling the tight peak slow, teeth grazing just enough to pull a hiss from Queenie. The other breast got the same, sucked hard till it throbbed red under her lips, Queenie's fingers digging into Jane's shoulders, nails scraping through fabric. "Table's gonna bruise," Queenie muttered, voice wrecked low. Jane pulled off with a pop, saliva string breaking. "Good." She boosted up, ass on table edge, papers crinkling under her. Legs hooked Queenie's hips, pulling her between thick thighs that clamped vice-tight. Their mouths met again, grinding now, Jane's tongue fucking in mimic of hips rolling up. Queenie's hand dove between them, palming Jane's cunt through denim, fingers pressing seam till Jane bucked. Couch sat in the corner, black vinyl sagging from years of coach breakdowns. Jane slid off the table, dragged Queenie over by the waistband. They dropped together, Jane flat on back, head on armrest. Queenie knelt up, knees bracketing Jane's ribs, then crawled forward. Her subtle hips hovered, pussy inches from Jane's face, black leggings peeled halfway down thighs, no underwear. Wet folds glistened under trimmed dark hair, clit swollen pink. Jane's hands gripped those subtle hips, thumbs digging hipbones. She pulled down, nose burying in slick heat first. Tongue dragged flat up the seam, tasting tangy salt, clit bumping her upper lip. Queenie rocked forward, grinding slow, her own hand snaking back between Jane's thighs. Fingers popped button, yanked zipper, shoved inside panties. Two digits plunged in knuckle-deep, curling against front wall, thumb circling Jane's clit in rough drags. Jane moaned into cunt, the vibration pulling Queenie's thighs to quiver. She sucked clit between lips, tongue flicking underside fast, then broad laps covering every inch. Queenie's sinewy back arched, jersey riding up to show muscle flex down spine. Fingers pumped harder in Jane, scissoring, stretching walls slick with her own drip. Eye contact held, Queenie's gaze dark above flushed cheeks, Jane's stare up from between spread thighs. Sweat beaded Queenie's narrow waist, trickling down. Jane's thick thighs clamped outer hips, heels digging calves to hold her down. Tongue speared inside, fucking hole shallow, nose grinding clit. Queenie's fingers twisted, adding a third, palm slapping wet with each thrust. Jane's walls clenched, hips bucking up into hand, chase building low. "Close," Jane gasped against folds, words muffled. Queenie ground harder, clit dragging Jane's chin now. "Me." Her free hand braced couch back, knuckles popping white. They shattered offset, Jane first, cunt pulsing around fingers, squirt soaking Queenie's palm. Queenie followed, thighs shaking, slick flooding Jane's mouth till she swallowed greedy. Gasps filled the room, vinyl creaking under shifting weight. They rolled, Queenie sliding down Jane's body, leggings kicked off somewhere. Jane stripped her own jeans and panties, thick thighs flexing as she kicked them to the floor. Queenie straddled thigh-to-thigh now, cunts aligning slick, clits kissing. Slow grind started, hips circling deliberate, wet folds sliding together. Jane's hands gripped subtle hips again, guiding rhythm, nails leaving half-moons. Eye contact burned steady, Queenie's usual steel gone, pupils blown wide. Jane's full mouth parted on pants, lopsided grin flashing once before pleasure wiped it. Sweat slicked skin where breasts pressed chest-to-chest, small firm ones dragging nipples across Jane's fuller ones. Clits throbbed in sync, grinding building friction hot. Queenie's jaw clenched tic gone, mouth slack on a whine. Jane bucked up harder, thigh muscle bunching under slick. "Mine," slipped out, low growl from Jane's throat. Queenie nodded, once sharp. "Yeah." Hips stuttered, chase peaking again. They came locked, grinding through aftershocks, slick mixing, thighs quaking. Quiet dropped heavy after. Vinyl cooled sticky under bare skin. Jane traced a scar on Queenie's hip, old skate slice faded white. Building hummed empty, distant Zamboni whine from downstairs ice. Four weeks felt small suddenly, Reese's leaks a side drill. Queenie shifted off, grabbed discarded jacket for cover. Pulled Jane against her side, arm heavy across curvaceous hips. "Can't fuck this up. Championship first."

		Jane nodded into sinewy shoulder, eucalyptus soap faint now under musk. "Team needs us synced. On and off." Her thick thigh draped Queenie's, possessive hook. Footsteps echoed hall far off, night staff rounds. Queenie tensed, then relaxed. "Building clears at five. We leave then."

		Jane's hangnail spot itched fresh scab. She scratched it open again, red dot blooming. Possessive pull sat solid now, altering every play call in her head. Reese wouldn't touch this. Not anymore. Queenie's fingers drummed Jane's hipbone, restless. "Drills at nine. Voss point."

		Jane grinned lopsided against skin. "We got this." But her hand slid lower, cupping subtle curve, testing the yield.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 10

		

		The Post Surrender Setback

		

		

		Queenie's fingers stilled on Jane's hand, the cupping palm warm against her hip. Footsteps scraped closer in the hall, rubber soles on tile. She nudged Jane's shoulder, voice low. "Up. Now."

		Jane rolled off the vinyl couch, thick thighs flexing as she grabbed her pants from the floor. Queenie yanked her own jersey over damp skin, sinewy back pulling tight under the fabric. Jacket zipped last, hiding the rumple. They slipped out as the clock hit four-fifty-eight, hallway empty except for a janitor's cart parked by the vending machine, Mountain Dew cans stacked crooked. Outside, predawn chill bit through the parking lot. Team bus idled at the curb, exhaust pluming white under sodium lights. Teammates milled with duffels, Voss checking her phone by the door. Queenie nodded once, climbed aboard. Jane followed, her lopsided grin flashing quick to the group before she dropped into a seat across the aisle. Bus lurched forward at five sharp, Toronto skyline shrinking in the tinted windows. Queenie pulled out her tablet, defensive schematics glowing blue. Plays for Ottawa, their press heavy on the wings. She traced lines with a stylus, engine rumble vibrating up her spine. Jane mirrored her, knees bumping the seatback ahead, curvaceous hips wedged into the narrow space. Paper rustled from her folder, notes scribbled in black pen. "Reese's got that corner girl feeding pucks low," Jane said, not looking up. "We flip it, trap early."

		Queenie grunted agreement, stylus pausing. Heat lingered low in her gut from hours ago, slick still drying between her thighs. Jane's scent clung too, salt and eucalyptus faint under the bus's recycled air. She shifted, narrow waist pressing into the armrest. Focus. Three weeks to playoffs. Dissolution loomed if they choked. Voss called from the front, voice carrying over snores. "Blair, Grant. You two synced on the penalty kill tweaks? Caldwell's bench loves boarding calls."

		"Yeah," Queenie said. Jaw edged toward the tic, muscle jumping once. She swallowed it. "We run it dry this morning."

		Jane nodded, full mouth pursing around her pen cap. She chewed the edge, plastic denting. Across the aisle, her thick thigh stretched out, foot hooking the edge of Queenie's sneaker. Casual. Or not. Queenie's pulse kicked, but she dragged her eyes back to the screen. Ottawa rink waited, ice fresh-scraped, crowd feral for a Toronto scalp. Highway unspooled, Gardiner Expressway giving way to 401 blacktop. Billboards blurred past, Tim Hortons arches lit orange. Queenie's phone buzzed in her pocket, league alert chime cutting the hum. She fished it out, thumb swiping. Penalty review notice. Jane Grant. Infraction footage from last Tuesday's scrimmage. "Illegal check to the head." Reese Caldwell's signature on the filing. Forwarded to PWHL compliance. Queenie's jaw locked, tic firing hard. Screen blurred a second. She shoved the tablet aside, leaned across the aisle. "Your phone. Check it."

		Jane's brow creased, pen cap dropping to her lap. She pulled her cell, eyes scanning. Color drained from her cheeks, full mouth going slack. "Fuck. That's the hip check on Mills. Clean. Refs cleared it."

		"Not according to her." Queenie kept her voice flat, bus swaying around a transport. Teammates slept on, Voss's headset cranked to some podcast drone. "She timed this. Post-scrim. Knows we're thin on forwards."

		Jane scrubbed her hangnail spot, scab flaking red again. "Eligibility hold if it sticks. Misses Ottawa, maybe more." Her optimistic kick faltered, thick thighs tensing against the seat fabric. "Reese saw us talking after. That hallway stare."

		Queenie's fingers drummed the armrest, nails short from tape grips. Betrayal scar itched under her shirt, mentor's voice echoing old: Trust weakens the line. Jane's vulnerability hit different now, raw after the couch. Possessive snag in her chest. "Distraction's hers to use. We gave it."

		Jane's eyes snapped up, lopsided grin absent. "Gave? We fucked, yeah. But this?" She jabbed her phone. "She's gunning my spot. Always has."

		Bus hit a pothole, jolt rattling teeth. Queenie leaned closer, elbows on knees. Heat from Jane's side radiated, thigh still hooked loose on her shoe. "Mission first. Told you." Words scraped out, but her hand itched to drag Jane nearer, block the threat like she had in the hall. Jane twisted, hips canting in the seat. Folder slid to the floor, pages scattering. "Then fix it. What's the play?"

		Queenie exhaled through her nose, grabbed the tablet again. Zoomed the kill schematic. "Tighter D. I shadow your wing, pick up her forwards before they load. You stay central, no edges. Voss runs the point."

		Jane scooped her papers, knees knocking Queenie's. "That pins me. Ottawa swarms the slot."

		"Or you skate free." Queenie tapped the screen, red lines converging. "Reese leaks to bury you, we bury her calls first. Clean tape all game."

		Jane studied it, pen tapping her thigh. Muscle bunched under denim, power coiled. "Syncs us close. On ice." Her foot nudged harder, deliberate press. Queenie's jaw twitched again. Close off ice too, unspoken. Bus AC wheezed cold, goosebumps rising on her arms. "Every shift. No gaps."

		"Got it." Jane's grin cracked back, lopsided flash cutting the dim. Optimism shoved through, thick thighs easing. She sketched a note, hand brushing Queenie's knee accidental-on-purpose. "Captain's call. We drill it Ottawa warm-up."

		Phone buzzed again, Voss twisting around. "League reply. Hearing tomorrow, remote. Grant, you clear provisional."

		Jane flipped her off light, mouthed thanks. Queenie sank back, tablet heavy on her lap. Leak compressed the window, Reese's bitter wedge prying at Jane's spot. Their couch grind echoed in every line she drew now, bodies synced like the plays. Couldn't name it. Wouldn't. Highway curved north, Ottawa signs looming. Dawn cracked gray over the dash, Tim Hortons lots filling with early trucks. Jane stretched, jersey riding up to show a strip of soft waist. Queenie's fingers flexed, wanting the grip again. "Post-game?" Jane asked, voice pitched low under the engine. "We review tape. My hotel room. Door locked."

		Queenie's pulse thudded. "Strategy only."

		Jane's foot dragged up her calf, slow. "Yeah. Strategy."

		Bus exit ramp dropped them into Ottawa sprawl, Canadian Tire Centre rising squat against flat sky. Tires hummed to a stop in the lot, teammates stirring with yawns. Queenie stood first, duffel slung. Jane rose behind, curvaceous form filling the aisle, thick thighs brushing past. Voss clapped her shoulder at the door. "You two look drilled. Ottawa's gonna hate it."

		Queenie nodded, jaw steady now. Jane hung back a beat, hand grazing her hip unseen. Bus door hissed shut behind them, arena lights buzzing on. Reese waited inside somewhere, bench primed. Three weeks tighter. Jane's grin met hers across the gear pile, unspoken hook pulling. Queenie laced her first skate, steel picks scraping rubber mat. Jane dropped beside her, knee knocking. "Ready to own it?"

		"Not yet." Queenie tugged the tongue straight. "Own the warm-up first."

		Jane's pen tapped her pad again, eyes on the lines. "Then the slot.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 11

		

		The Ottawa Game Pressure

		

		

		Jane tugged the lace tighter around her ankle, the nylon biting into her sock. Her knee still pressed against Queenie's, heat bleeding through the pads. "Slot's ours if we flip the pivot sooner."

		Queenie's fingers paused on her own boot, eyes on the steel blade. "Flip on my whistle. You shadow low, I seal the lane." She yanked the final loop, knot snapping crisp. The locker room bench creaked under her shift as she stood, duffel zipper rasping shut. Jane rose next, thighs flexing against the tight compression shorts, fabric pulling across her hips. Teammates milled around, Voss slamming her stall door with a metallic bang, helmet straps dangling. The air hung heavy with Bengay rub and fresh tape, crowd noise seeping under the door like a low growl. Jane's stick tape peeled at the edges already, white strands curling. She slapped it flat, grin hooking sideways. "Whistle loud enough over that Ottawa chant?"

		"Test me." Queenie grabbed her blocker, leather creaking as she flexed her wrist. Her jersey hung loose over the narrow waist, sinewy shoulders rolling loose. She bumped Jane's shoulder on the way past, deliberate. "Out. Warm-up owns the clock first."

		Jane followed, pads thumping against her legs, the tunnel lights buzzing yellow overhead. Canadian Tire Centre swallowed them at the rink mouth, Ottawa fans in red jerseys a solid wall behind glass, stomping seats that shook the boards. Ice gleamed under spots, fresh Zamboni lines snaking straight. Jane vaulted the threshold, blades carving first scratches, cold bite rising through her skates. Warm-up drilled tight. Queenie took point, barking drills from the blue line, her whistle shrill over puck slaps. Jane dropped low on the pivot every rep, hips swaying wide to block lanes, thick thighs powering the plant. They synced on the third circuit, Jane's stick intercepting a saucer pass Queenie whistled dead. "There," Queenie called, voice cutting the chill. "Hold that drop."

		Jane nodded, breath fogging, lopsided grin flashing as she backhanded the puck to center ice. Ottawa's lines mirrored across the red, sticks clacking in rhythm. Then Jane spotted her. Reese Caldwell, bench edge, clipboard gripped white-knuckled, eyes locked on Jane like a laser. Black coaching polo stretched over her shoulders, ponytail slicked back. She leaned into the Ottawa captain, pointing right at Jane's slot position, mouth moving fast. Jane's stick grip tightened, tape fibers sticking to her palm sweat. Reese's wedge had teeth now, plays sketched personal. Queenie glided past backward, eyes following Jane's stare. Her jaw ticked once, quick clench. "Eyes front. She directs, we break it."

		Jane scooped a puck, snapped it top shelf on net empty. Twine rattled. "Broken."

		Siren wailed end of warm-up. Benches filled, Jane dropping beside Voss, thigh pads wedged tight in the box. Queenie knelt at the gate, captain's armband stark white on her sleeve. Face-off dot gleamed, ref's orange whistle dangling. Puck dropped clean, Ottawa forward muscling in fast. First shift blurred. Jane cycled low, hips churning for space, but Reese's play hit quick: Ottawa winger pinched high, dumping on Queenie's wing. Jane peeled back, shadowing the pivot like they drilled, her stick lifting the pass cold. Queenie sealed with a hip check that echoed boards, puck coughed free. Toronto transition snapped, Jane carrying deep before dumping corner. Shift end, lungs burning, Jane tapped gloves with Queenie at bench. "Pivot flipped."

		Queenie nodded once, water bottle squeezed to her mouth, droplets tracking her chin. "Next one's screen. Stay glued."

		Period one ticked brutal. Ottawa pressed with Reese's script, targeted dumps forcing Jane wide every cycle. Her thighs burned from the drops, fabric chafing inner seams, but the new setup held: Queenie's whistle calls pinned lanes shut, Jane's power clearing creases. Scoreless deadlock at intermission, locker room steamy with heat packs cracking open. Voss peeled her shinny off, sweat dripping onto the rubber mat. "Caldwell's got their D pinching your flank, Grant. You feel it?"

		Jane unlaced her right skate halfway, toes flexing cold. "Yeah. She's pointing fingers like it's personal." Her pen scratched fresh lines on the whiteboard scrap, pivot flips circled thicker. Queenie stood at the huddle center, marker squeaking glass. "We own two. Short shifts, low block her wings. Grant, you jam the slot on odd man."

		Jane's knee nudged Queenie's under the diagram, accidental drag. "Jammed."

		Period two cracked open. Ottawa scored first, greasy rebound off a Reese-called wraparound, puck squirting past the pad. Bench groaned, but Jane's line answered shift three: she stripped the carrier at blue, hips exploding into a stride that split the D, saucer to Queenie's one-timer. Net bulged, tie game. Crowd hush rippled, red jerseys slumping. Reese paced her bench furious, arms chopping air, directing a power play setup after Voss hooked late. Penalty kill choked the air, Toronto boxed low. Jane shadowed the Ottawa trigger on the half wall, stick on his, thick thighs braced wide. Pass deflected, Queenie cleared with a rim shot that banged corner boards. Kill held. Third period squeezed. Ottawa hammered the net, Reese yelling plays from timeout huddles, eyes drilling Jane through glass. Her quads screamed on every drop, sweat soaking the girdle, but the drills locked in: Queenie's seal, Jane's shadow. Clock under two, Toronto up one on a deflection. Ottawa pulled net empty, six on five swarm. Jane blocked a one-timer, puck skipping harmless, body thudding ice. Queenie iced it with ten ticks left, final clear. Buzzer screamed victory, 2-1 narrow, Toronto pile at center ice. Jane's chest heaved, arms wrapped Voss in the scrum, grin splitting wide despite the bruise blooming on her hip from a late knee-on-knee. Locker room post-game pulsed chaos. Sticks clattered stalls, tape ripped free, Gatorade bottles hissing open. Jane stripped her pads slow, thighs slick with sweat rivers tracking down. Queenie dropped beside her on the bench, jersey off, sports bra clinging to small firm breasts, sinewy back gleaming under fluorescents. "Tape now," she said, grabbing the roll from Jane's bag. Her fingers brushed Jane's calf wrapping the ankle, deliberate pressure. Jane leaned back, elbows on the shelf, full pouty mouth parting on a slow exhale. "Held the slot. Her calls bounced."

		Queenie's knuckles grazed higher, tape pulling tight over shin. "Bounced 'cause you jammed it." Her jaw ticked again, eyes flicking to the door where Voss hollered for the bus call. Reese's shadow lingered in Jane's head, that bench glare promising more leaks, more hearings. League email burned in her pocket, provisional clear but scrutiny tight now. Victory bought ground, but the window crushed smaller, three weeks a vise. Teammates filed out, Voss clapping Jane's shoulder bare. "Bus in five. Don't linger, rook." Door banged shut behind the last stragglers, quiet dropping heavy. Just them, gear steam curling up. Queenie's hand stilled on the tape, palm flat on Jane's thigh inner curve, heat sinking deep. "Hotel review. Door locked." Her thumb dragged once, slow circle. Jane's hips shifted, pressing into it. "Strategy." Her voice pitched low, knee parting wider. Fingers hooked Queenie's waistband elastic, tugging light. The possessive pull hooked harder post-win, Reese's escalation fueling it, bodies craving the sync off-ice too. Couldn't name the distraction, but distance cracked impossible. Queenie leaned in, breath hot on Jane's neck, sinewy arm bracing the bench edge. "Locked means no interruptions." Her free hand cupped Jane's jaw, thumb tracing the pouty lower lip, parting it gentle. Jane's tongue flicked out, tasting salt skin. Jane rose halfway, mouths crashing hungry, tongues tangling wet as hands roamed free. Queenie shoved her back against lockers, cold metal shocking spine, jersey yanked up to expose full breasts. Jane gasped into the kiss, nipples hardening under Queenie's palm knead, rough pinch sending sparks down her gut. "Fuck, yes," Jane muttered, thick thighs clamping Queenie's hips, pulling her flush. Queenie dropped to knees fast, sports bra rucked high, mouth latching on Jane's left breast, teeth grazing areola sharp. Suck pulled hard, tongue flicking peak relentless while her fingers hooked compression shorts down, yanking past knees. Jane's cunt exposed, slick folds parting on cool air, clit throbbing visible. Queenie's breath huffed hot against inner thigh, then tongue dragged flat up the seam, tasting musk heavy. Jane's hand fisted Queenie's hair, ponytail unraveling strands sticking to sweat. "There, fuck, right on it." Queenie's lips sealed over clit, suction pulsing as two fingers plunged knuckle-deep into wet heat, curling against front wall steady. Jane bucked, hips grinding face, thighs quivering clamp around ears. Locker door rattled with each thrust, Queenie's free hand gripping her ass cheek bruising, nails digging crescent. Pace built sloppy, fingers scissoring wide, tongue lashing circles. Jane's abs clenched, breath hitching ragged, release crashing sudden. Cunt clenched fingers vise-tight, juices smearing Queenie's chin as she rode it out, low groan echoing off tiles. Queenie rose slow, lips shiny, fingers withdrawing slick trail. She sucked them clean deliberate, eyes holding Jane's. "Bus."

		Jane hauled her shorts up crooked, thighs still trembling, grin lopsided shaky. "Strategy first." She zipped her hoodie half, hiding the flush. They grabbed duffels, door swinging out to the lot where bus idled, exhaust pluming cold. On board, seats sparse now, Voss snoring row front. Jane dropped beside Queenie mid-bus, thigh pressing immediate. Queenie's hand found her knee under the hoodie flap, squeezing once. Highway lights streaked windows, Reese's plays and league eyes compressing tighter. Phone buzzed in Jane's pocket, Voss twisting back. "League follow-up. Scrutiny hearing expedited. Monday."

		Jane's thumb rubbed Queenie's knuckles hidden. Victory advanced the objective, but danger personal now, deadline vise grip. Couldn't pull away. Wouldn't. Queenie's fingers traced higher, under shorts hem slow. "Tape review waits." Jane's breath caught, hips tilting minute into it. Bus rumbled south, Ottawa fading rearview.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 12

		

		The Ex Girlfriend Wedge

		

		

		Bus tires hissed over blacktop slick from evening drizzle, Toronto skyline punching up through the windshield as Voss killed the engine in the hotel lot off King Street. Queenie slid her hand from Jane's knee, fingers brushing the inseam one last drag before pulling away. Jane zipped her hoodie fully, lopsided grin flashing quick under the sodium lights bleeding through the windows. Teammates grabbed duffels, Voss barking at stragglers to hustle inside before the league reps showed for the expedited review. Scrutiny hearing Monday meant no slacking, not with Reese's leaks painting penalties across half the roster. Queenie shouldered her bag, the strap digging into her collarbone as she stepped down into puddles that splashed her ankles. Jane matched her stride across the lot, thick thighs flexing under track pants, duffel slung easy over one shoulder. Hotel lobby smelled like stale popcorn from the bar and wet wool from players shaking off raincoats. Voss waved them toward the conference room down the hall, third door past the elevators, where folding tables waited under fluorescent buzz. "Fifteen minutes. Don't be late."

		Jane bumped Queenie's elbow with hers, voice low. "Tape review after?"

		Queenie nodded once, jaw muscles bunching under skin. Three weeks to playoffs, Reese's shadow everywhere. They dumped bags at the coat check, Jane's hand grazing the small of her back accidental-on-purpose as they turned the corner. Conference room door hung half-open, projector humming idle on a table scarred with coffee rings. Empty except for Reese Caldwell perched on the edge of one, legs crossed, navy blazer crisp over a white button-down. Her hair pulled back in a low bun, same cut she'd worn back in juniors when she'd slide into Queenie's bunk after lights-out, whispering plays and promises. Queenie stopped dead in the threshold, the air turning sharp with her cheap citrus perfume cutting through the room's musty carpet smell. "Blair. Grant." Reese's smile pulled tight at the corners, teeth flashing white. "League sent me to facilitate. Unofficial chat before Monday's circus."

		Jane's step faltered beside her, but she recovered fast, dropping into a chair at the far table. "Facilitate. Cute word for it."

		Queenie stayed standing, arms folding over her chest, sinewy lines pulling taut under her shirt. Reese's eyes flicked there, lingered a beat too long on the jersey peeking at her collar. Old habit. "Sit. We got footage from Ottawa. That boarding call on Grant? Borderline. And your cross-check response, Queenie? They're calling it retaliation."

		"Retaliation." Jane snorted, leaning back, her chair creaking under the shift of her hips. "She hit my boards three times. You saw it."

		Reese tapped her tablet, screen glowing blue on her lap. "I saw you two lock up after the whistle. Personal. Like Montreal last month." She slid the device across the table, paused on grainy footage: Jane's shoulder into an Ottawa defender, Queenie peeling her off with a shove that sent sticks clattering. "League's got patterns. Distractions cost wins. Cost teams."

		Queenie's molars ground together, the tic pulling her jaw sideways once. Reese knew the playbook, had written half of it back when she coached under the table for Minnesota's farm team. Trusted her then, let her map plays on napkins over diner eggs at three a.m., bodies tangled under motel sheets after. Until the leak that tanked Queenie's rookie contract talks, Reese jumping ship to scouting gigs with whispers that it was all her fault. Betrayal still sat sour in her gut, like bad takeout. "Spit it out," Queenie said, voice flat. She dragged a chair out, sat with her knees wide, elbows on thighs. Jane's foot nudged hers under the table, toes pressing deliberate. Reese uncrossed her legs, leaned forward, elbows mirroring. "You two. It's obvious. Huddling on the bench, those looks during shifts. Fans notice. League notices. Drop it, or I push the leaks harder. Full roster penalties. Dissolution vote accelerates."

		Jane's foot stilled, then pressed harder. "Threats now? Thought you were facilitating."

		Reese's gaze cut to Jane, narrowing. "She's mine, rookie. Was first. Queenie doesn't share well." She reached across, fingers brushing Queenie's wrist where her watch sat loose. "Remember Regina? That hotel after the semis? You marked me up for a week."

		Heat crawled up Queenie's neck, not from memory but the dig. Jane's chair scraped back half an inch, her hand fisting the table edge, knuckles paling. Queenie jerked her wrist free, the watchband snapping against bone. "Ancient. Done."

		"Not done." Reese straightened, blazer pulling smooth. "You guard her like she's the cup. But she's a distraction. Three weeks, Queenie. Playoffs or bust. Pick."

		Jane shoved up, chair legs screeching on linoleum. "Pick? Fuck that. You leaked the strategy memos. Voss confirmed it."

		Reese laughed, short bark that echoed off the drop ceiling. "Prove it. Monday's your shot. But walk away from her, and maybe I hold the rest back." She stood, slinging her leather tote over one shoulder, tablet tucked inside. "Think on it." Door clicked shut behind her, the projector fan whirring louder in the quiet. Jane paced to the window, fists jammed in hoodie pockets, shoulders rolling tight. City lights smeared through rain streaks on the glass, Bay Street traffic crawling below. Queenie stayed seated, pulse thudding heavy in her temples, Reese's perfume clinging to the air like smoke. "She's your ex." Jane didn't turn, voice muffled against the pane. "The one who fucked you over."

		Queenie rubbed her wrist, skin pink from the snap. "Mentor first. Then yeah." Words stuck, pulled out rough. "Leaked my physicals to rivals. Tanked negotiations. Said it was collateral for her job."

		Jane spun, leaned back against the sill, hips cocked. Her grin was gone, mouth a flat line, eyes searching Queenie's face. "And now she's gunning for us. Because of this." She waved a hand between them, thick thighs shifting as she pushed off the window. Jaw tic fired again, Queenie swallowing the burn rising. "Jealous. Always was." She stood, closed the gap in two strides, hands finding Jane's waist under the hoodie, thumbs pressing into the soft give above her belt. Fabric bunched warm. "Not strategic anymore. Hasn't been since the room."

		Jane's breath hitched, hands covering Queenie's, holding them there. "Family called last night. Dad again. 'Quit chasing boys' dreams, Janie. Come home, real job.'" Her thumbs rubbed circles over Queenie's knuckles, slow. "Hockey's all I got. This team. You."

		Queenie's grip tightened, pulling hips flush, Jane's curves yielding against her straighter lines. "Mine too. Reese took that once. Won't let her touch it." Chest pressed to chest, small breasts flattening under jersey against Jane's fuller ones, heat seeping through layers. Three weeks hung there, trophy or dust, but Reese's wedge cracked something open. Jane's fingers traced up Queenie's arms, nails scraping light over sinew. "Not pretending then. Possessive shit and all."

		"Not pretending." Queenie's mouth brushed her ear, words low. "You break formation, I haul you back. Every shift." Jane shivered, thigh nudging between hers, pressure building steady. Phone buzzed on the table, Voss's name lighting the screen. Jane pulled back half an inch, eyes holding. "Answer it."

		Queenie grabbed it, thumb swiping. "Yeah?"

		"Hotel bar, now. Voss. League reps inbound early. Bring Grant." Line clicked dead. Jane smoothed her hoodie, grin flickering back uneven. "Duty calls."

		Queenie pocketed the phone, hand lingering on Jane's hip a beat longer. "After. My room. No more games."

		They grabbed jackets from the chair backs, door swinging wide to the hall carpet runner muffling their steps. Elevators dinged distant, Voss's voice carrying faint from the lobby. Reese's tote sat abandoned on a side table by the door, tablet peeking out, screen still glowing with Ottawa footage paused mid-frame. Jane nudged it shut with her knuckle as they passed, eyes on Queenie's. "Evidence?"

		Queenie nodded, jaw set. "Copy it later." Hall lights flickered overhead, casting long shadows down to the bar doors.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 13

		

		The Shared Safe House Night

		

		

		Bar doors swung shut behind them. Voss stood at a high-top table near the back, her leather portfolio open under the dim pendant lights, nursing a club soda with a twist of lime floating like a pale worm. Empty stools flanked her. Jane slid onto one, elbow brushing Queenie's as she settled. Voss's eyes flicked between them, sharp under cropped bangs. "League reps hit earlier than expected," Voss said. She tapped a tablet screen, pulling up an email chain stamped with PWHL logos. "Caldwell's leaks got traction. They're auditing Jane's hits from Ottawa. Suspension pending if it sticks."

		Jane's nail caught the edge of the table laminate, peeling a tiny curl. Dad's voice echoed from last night's call, that tired drawl about real jobs. She forced her fingers flat. "Audit's bullshit. Those checks were clean."

		Queenie leaned in, shoulder solid against Jane's. "We got her tablet. Reese left it in the conference room. Ottawa footage paused on my line drive."

		Voss's glass paused halfway to her mouth. "You copied it?"

		Queenie nodded once. "Drive's clean. Shows her bench signals, timestamps matching the roughs."

		Jane watched Voss's thumb hover over her own screen, then tap. Pages flipped. "Good. Use it. But league wants statements by noon tomorrow. Safe house first. I booked one off Bloor, league-approved. No press, no leaks. You two hole up tonight, draft responses. I'll courier the drive."

		"Two weeks left," Queenie said. Her knee nudged Jane's under the table, steady pressure. Voss slid a key fob across the scarred wood. "Precisely. Toronto Police drop you. Go now."

		Outside, the hotel porte-cochere hummed under sodium lamps. A black cruiser idled at the curb, officer nodding as they climbed in. Jane buckled up, thigh pressing into the door panel. City streets blurred past, rain-slicked asphalt reflecting brake lights from a Tim Hortons sign. Queenie's hand rested on the seat between them, fingers drumming the seam. Apartment block squatted mid-block on Albany Avenue, brick faded to the color of wet cardboard. Key fob buzzed them through the lobby glass. Second floor, unit 2B. Door stuck on the jamb. Jane shouldered it open. Fresh sheets scent hit first, undercut by faint microwave popcorn from the unit below. Kitchenette cramped against a living room with one saggy couch, coffee table scarred from coffee rings. Single bedroom door ajar, queen bed shoved against the wall. Bathroom light flickered on motion. Voss had stocked the fridge: yogurt cups, apples, bottled water labels peeling at the edges. Queenie dropped her duffel by the couch. "She moves fast."

		Jane paced the galley kitchen, hip bumping the fridge handle. Counter space barely held two mugs. "Yeah. Cozy."

		Phone pinged. Voss. Drive en route. Courier ETA 20. Prep statements. Tara out. Door rattled ten minutes later. Courier in a yellow hoodie thrust a thumb drive through the crack, no words. Jane pocketed it. They dragged the coffee table clear, laptops side by side. Queenie plugged in the drive, screen blooming with folders. Ottawa footage loaded grainy, Reese's silhouette on the bench, arm chopping sharp. Timestamps synced to Jane's penalized hit. "Here," Queenie said, pausing frame by frame. "She signaled the cross-check. Your hip check was legal rebound."

		Jane leaned over her shoulder, breath stirring the fine hairs at Queenie's nape. "League won't care without corroboration."

		Queenie's fingers flew, splicing clips into a master file. "Voss pulls strings. We timestamp ours, cross-reference her tablet metadata."

		Proximity pressed in. Jane's knee grazed Queenie's calf under the table. Every shift sent heat up her leg. She grabbed bottled water, label crinkling. "My statement first. Need it tight."

		She typed, words blurring. I confirm all plays per PWHL rules. No knowledge of external interference. Delete. Familial rejection clawed up, Dad's texts unread in her phone stack: Janie, sell the gear. Accountant firm hiring. Hockey's all I got. She backspaced, rewrote. Defensive positioning standard. Teammate coverage optimal. Queenie read over her shoulder, hand on the chair back. "Add the formation call. D2 slot."

		Jane nodded, typing. Their elbows knocked pulling up rulebooks. Fridge hummed louder in the quiet stretches. Hour dragged. Statements locked. Jane hit send to Voss, screen glow fading her face blue. "Done."

		Queenie closed her laptop. "Film next. Evidence reel."

		They synced phones to the TV mounted crooked over the fake mantel. Jane narrated rough, voice echoing off thin walls. "Frame 2:17, Reese Caldwell gestures left wing overload. Matches the hit at 2:19."

		Queenie's arm draped the couch back, fingers grazing Jane's shoulder blade. "Cut it clean."

		Midway, Jane's phone lit up. Dad again. Voicemail thumbnail throbbed. She thumbed play, volume low. "Janie. Saw the highlights. That check? Reckless. League sniffing. Quit before they bench you. Mom's worried. Come home."

		Voice gravelly, same as always. Jane's thumb hovered delete. Queenie paused the footage. "Play it," she said. Jane hit speaker. Dad's words filled the room, tinny. Finished, silence dropped heavy. Queenie's fingers curled into Jane's hoodie sleeve, cotton bunching. "Mine said the same after juniors. Coach poached my spot for his niece."

		Jane turned, knee slotting between Queenie's on the couch. "This tape buries Reese. But if league drags..."

		Queenie's palm flattened on Jane's thigh, muscle yielding under grip. "We bury her."

		Phone buzzed. Voss. Courier back. Upload reel to this link. Live now. Queenie transferred files, progress bar crawling. Jane stood, pacing again, thick thighs chafing the track pants seams. Upload hit 100. Confirmation pinged. Voss called. "Reel gold. Forwarding to reps. Caldwell's done. Stays suspended pending review."

		Jane exhaled through her nose, nostrils flaring. "Jane?"

		"Suspension lifted," Voss said. "But reps want your in-person depo tomorrow. Solo. Hotel, 10 a.m."

		Click. Queenie closed the laptop. "You heard her. Solo depo."

		Jane's sock caught on the carpet loop, yanking her step. "Means I front it. Reese's crew in the stands last game? They'll swarm."

		Queenie rose, closing the gap. Her hand caught Jane's elbow. "I'll drive you."

		"No. League eyes only." Jane's voice pitched up at the end. Depo meant questions. Full transcript. Dad monitored news feeds, PWHL alerts pinging his phone. One pull quote, he'd spin it: See? Told you. Queenie's thumb rubbed the elbow bone. "What?"

		"Family," Jane said. She twisted away, grabbing an apple from the fridge, stem snapping crisp. "They'll see the depo feed. Dad's got bots scraping my name. 'Rookie forward under investigation.' Quits the dream."

		Queenie blocked the kitchen pass-through, frame filling the space. "Not quitting."

		Jane bit the apple, juice slicking her chin. "Depo risks it all. Reese leaks one more, I'm the face."

		Queenie took the apple, teeth marking the opposite side. Core passed back, bitten twice. "You front. I cover."

		They chewed in tandem, eyes steady. Juice dribbled. Jane wiped her mouth with her sleeve cuff. "Trusting you with that."

		Queenie's jaw worked the last bite. "All in."

		Voss texted coordinates, depo confirm. Jane forwarded her statement attachment. Personal cost landed square: depo solo, family fallout inbound. But Reese's barrier cracked wide, evidence sealed. Door buzzer droned. Tara Voss keycarded in, portfolio under arm, two takeout bags steaming Thai basil scent. "Pad see ew. Eat. Depo prep after."

		She unpacked foam containers on the coffee table, forks scraping plastic. Jane forked noodles, sauce pooling hot. Voss reviewed the reel on her tablet, nodding at clips. "Clean work," Voss said around a shrimp. "Caldwell's signals match three penalties. League pulls her coaching cert."

		Queenie speared broccoli, steam rising. "Two weeks clear now."

		Voss chewed deliberate. "Almost. Montreal rematch Saturday. Focus drills tomorrow." She glanced at Jane. "Depo at ten. Transcript embargoed, but yeah. Personal noise."

		Jane's fork bent a noodle strand. Dad's face flashed, that kitchen table ultimatum years back. Girls don't bruise for pay. She swallowed. "Handled."

		Voss packed her portfolio, keys jingling. "Lights out by midnight. Cops outside." Door latched soft behind her. Kitchenette light buzzed overhead. Queenie cleared containers, trash bag rustling. Jane rinsed forks in the shallow sink, water pressure sputtering. Bedroom door stood open, sheets tucked military. Jane brushed teeth at the bathroom pedestal, paste foam bitter. Queenie waited, leaning jamb. "Depo script," Jane said, spitting. "League asks about Reese direct?"

		Queenie nodded. "Deny knowledge. Stick to plays."

		Jane rinsed, cup clinking porcelain. "They fish family. Distractions."

		Queenie's hand settled low on her back, jersey knit rough. "Say the team. Hockey."

		Bed creaked under their weight. Jane stripped to tank and boxers, cotton riding her hips. Queenie in gray briefs, jersey top draped loose. Mattress dipped center, pulling them close. Jane's arm slung over, palm flat on sinewy ribs. "Evidence holds?"

		Queenie's leg hooked calf. "Holds."

		Breath synced slow. Outside, cruiser engine idled faint, rain pattering window screen. Jane's fingers traced a scar on Queenie's hip bone, old skate nick puckered white. Phone glowed on the nightstand. Dad's voicemail deleted, but the echo stuck. Depo tomorrow. Reese down. Two weeks pressed in. Queenie shifted, thigh slotting heavy between hers. "Sleep."

		Jane's hand tightened on the scar. "Yeah."

		Rain tapped harder.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 14

		

		The Safe House Weight

		

		

		Rain drummed the window screen harder, a steady patter that pulled Jane's eyes open. Her palm stayed pressed to the puckered skate scar on Queenie's hip, skin warm under her fingers, the raised edge like a Braille warning she couldn't read. Queenie's thigh wedged solid between hers, cotton boxers damp where their legs overlapped. Jane shifted her weight, mattress springs groaning soft, and Queenie's breath hitched once before evening out. Jane's thumb circled the scar, slow loops that snagged on a loose thread from the briefs. Depo tomorrow. Dad's voice looped in her head, that gravel tone from the old Formica table back home: girls don't chase pucks for rent money. She pressed harder into the scar, nail catching the ridge. Queenie's hand covered hers, fingers lacing loose. "Can't sleep?" Queenie asked, voice thick from the edge of rest. Jane turned her head on the pillow, cheek mashing the cotton case that smelled like Voss's lavender dryer sheets. Queenie's eyes caught the bedroom lamp's glow, the single bulb on the nightstand throwing yellow across the plain white walls. "Replayin' shit. The depo. Your ex showin' face again."

		Queenie's jaw worked side to side, teeth grinding audible in the quiet. She rolled halfway onto her back, jersey top riding up to show the ladder of ribs under sinew. "League's got the reel. Caldwell's signals. She's cooked."

		Jane propped on one elbow, tank strap slipping off her shoulder. Her thick thighs squeezed around Queenie's leg, muscle flexing from the day's drills still humming in her quads. "Yeah, but Voss said personal noise. They drag family into it, I say what? Team first?"

		Queenie's free hand came up, knuckles grazing Jane's pouty lower lip, parting it slight. "You say hockey. Always."

		The touch stuck there, thumb pressing in, tasting salt from dinner. Jane's tongue flicked out, wet against the pad. Heat pooled low in her gut, the kind that started from too many brushes in the kitchenette earlier, Queenie's hip bumping hers at the sink. She leaned in, mouth closing over the thumb for a second, suck light, then release with a pop. Queenie's breath stuttered. "Jane."

		That came out rough, not a question. Jane swung her leg over, straddling Queenie's narrow waist, boxers riding high on her thighs. The jersey bunched under her palms as she planted hands on sinewy shoulders, feeling the flex beneath. Queenie's small breasts pressed flat against the fabric, nipples peaking through. Jane held her gaze, eyes steady in the lamp light. "Been carryin' this all day. The counterplay. You seein' me crack on that call with Voss."

		Queenie's hands gripped her hips, fingers digging into the curves where boxer elastic cut. "Saw you hold."

		"Not all." Jane lowered slow, full mouth brushing Queenie's, lips soft at first, then insistent, tongue sliding in to taste broccoli and soy from dinner. Queenie kissed back hungry, one hand sliding up Jane's tank to palm a heavy breast, thumb circling the areola rough. Jane ground down once, clit catching the ridge of Queenie's hip bone through briefs, spark shooting up her spine. She broke the kiss, lips trailing jaw to neck, sucking a mark under the ear that drew a hiss. Queenie's legs parted, thighs framing Jane's. "Fuck, rookie."

		Jane shoved the jersey up and off, tossing it toward the floor where it landed half on Jane's discarded sweats. Queenie lay bare except briefs, sinewy back arching off the sheets as Jane's mouth found one small firm breast, tongue lashing the nipple flat then sucking hard. Queenie bucked up, hands fisting the tank at Jane's back. "Off," Queenie said, tugging. Jane sat back, peeled the tank over her head, heavy breasts spilling free, nipples tight from the cool air leaking under the window sash. She hooked fingers in Queenie's briefs, yanking down and off, knees knocking the mattress edge awkward as she shuffled them free. Queenie's pussy came bare, trimmed dark patch slick already, lips swollen. Jane slid down, thick thighs bracketing Queenie's subtle hips, her own boxers soaked where the fabric clung. She spread Queenie with thumbs, clit peeking pink and hard. Eyes locked up the length of her body, Jane leaned in, breath hot over the skin. "Watch me."

		Tongue flat first, she licked stem to stern, broad stroke that had Queenie's head thump the pillow, jaw clenching tight. Jane circled the clit deliberate, suction light then firm, tasting salt and musk sharp on her tongue. Queenie's sinewy back bowed, small breasts rising with each pull of air, hands coming down to thread Jane's hair, not pushing but holding. "Jesus, there," Queenie gasped, hips canting. Jane hummed against her, vibration pulling a whine. She sucked harder, one finger sliding in knuckle deep, walls clenching wet around the digit. Added a second, curl hooking the spot that made Queenie's thighs quake against her ears. Eye contact held, Jane's pouty mouth working relentless, chin slick with shine. Queenie's breaths came ragged, chest heaving. "Come on," Jane murmured, lips brushing clit. "Let go."

		Queenie shattered, pussy pulsing around the fingers, thighs clamping Jane's head as a groan ripped out low. Jane licked through it, slow laps until the tremors eased, pulling fingers free with a wet slide. She crawled up, kissing Queenie sloppy, sharing the taste. Queenie's tongue delved hungry, hands roaming Jane's back, nails scraping light. "Your turn."

		Jane shook her head, grabbing Queenie's wrist, guiding it between her own thighs. "Together."

		They rolled side by side, facing, legs tangling awkward till knees slotted. Jane shoved her boxers down one leg, kicking them off the bed. Queenie's hand found her pussy first, fingers parting slick folds, middle stroking clit firm circles. Jane mirrored, hand cupping the heat still twitching, two fingers plunging back in easy. They rocked in sync, breaths mingling hot, foreheads pressed. Jane's thick thighs flexed against Queenie's subtle hips, muscle bunching as she thrust fingers deep, thumb on clit. Queenie matched pace, free hand pinching Jane's nipple twist sharp that pulled a yelp. "Harder," Jane said, teeth nipping Queenie's collarbone. Fingers scissored inside, walls gripping tight, slick sounds filling the room over the rain. Jane's free hand clutched Queenie's ass, pulling closer, their clits bumping occasional sparks. Sweat beaded Jane's cleavage, dripping onto Queenie's ribs. Queenie's jaw clenched again, but softer this time, eyes half-lidded watching Jane's face. "Close?" Queenie asked, voice wrecked. Jane nodded, nose bumping hers. "Fuck yes."

		They sped up, palms slapping wet skin, breaths punching out in grunts. Jane came first, pussy clamping Queenie's fingers vise-like, thighs quaking as she rode the curl. Queenie followed seconds later, second orgasm ripping through quieter but deep, back arching sinew taut. Panting, they slowed, fingers easing out sticky. Jane rolled Queenie under her, straddling the narrow waist again, pussies aligning slick. She rocked slow, clit to clit grinding deliberate, hands braced on the headboard scarred from who-knows-what past tenant. Queenie's hands gripped her ass, spreading cheeks, thumbs pressing dimples. Jane held eye contact, full mouth parted on gasps, breasts swaying heavy with each roll. Queenie yielded full, hips bucking up to meet but letting Jane set rhythm, sinewy arms loose around her back now. Emotional weight sat heavy in the drag, every slide baring more than skin: the depo ache, Reese's shadow, two weeks ticking like the bathroom faucet drip. "Fuck, Queenie," Jane breathed, grind circling harder. Queenie's nails dug in, urging. "Yeah. Take it."

		Jane chased the peak, thighs burning, clit throbbing against the firm nub. She ground down final, orgasm cresting slow burn that pulled a whine from her throat, body shuddering full. Queenie pulsed under, third wave milking the contact. Jane collapsed forward, forehead to shoulder, breaths heaving against damp skin. Queenie's arms wrapped tight, one hand stroking the curve of her hip slow. Minutes passed, rain easing to sprinkle. Jane lifted head, kissing the jaw clench gone slack. "That scar. Skate fight?"

		Queenie's fingers traced Jane's spine vertebra by vertebra. "Junior year. Coach's kid slashed me open. Bled through three jerseys."

		"Like the mentor shit," Jane said, propping chin on collarbone. Queenie nodded once, hand stilling. "Yeah. Trusted her calls. She fed tape to scouts for leverage. Left me dry."

		Jane's thumb found the scar again, circling. "Family same. Dad said quit or gone. Ma just nodded."

		Queenie's leg hooked her calf, pulling flush. "You're here."

		"Team's here." Jane swallowed spit thick. "You."

		Queenie's mouth quirked corner, no grin but close. "Mine."

		The word hung, possessive without the old ice edge. Jane's chest loosened odd, like a knot pulled free under the breastbone. She kissed her again, lazy tongues, tasting themselves mixed. Phone buzzed on nightstand, screen lighting Voss's name. Jane reached, thumbing silent. Text glowed: Practice 8am. Sleep. Queenie tugged the sheet up, covering them to waist. "Depo at ten. We got this."

		Jane settled half on top, head pillowed on small breast, listening heartbeat steady under ear. "Yeah."

		Rain picked up again, tapping irregular. Queenie's hand resumed spine trace, dipping low to the tailbone dimple. Jane's eyes drifted shut, thumb still on the scar. Queenie shifted under her, thigh nudging insistent between legs again. "One more?"

		Jane chuckled low, mouth curving against skin. "Greedy."

		But she rocked down anyway, slow grind restarting lazy. Queenie's breath caught, hand tightening on hip.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 15

		

		The Post Exposure Fracture

		

		

		Jane's hips rolled steady now, slick slide pulling a low groan from deep in her gut. Fingers dug into the meat of that hip curve, holding her pace. Rain drummed the window harder, masking the wet sounds between them. Jane's breath hitched sharp on the next drop, thighs clamping Queenie's waist like she meant to fuse there. Heat built quick this round, no tease left, just friction chasing the edge. Jane came first, mouth open against Queenie's neck, teeth grazing without bite. Queenie followed seconds later, back arching off the mattress, toes curling into the fitted sheet's hem. They untangled slow after, Jane flopping to her side with a grunt. Queenie stared at the ceiling crack she'd noticed last night, the one shaped like a lightning bolt splitting plaster. Sheet stuck to her skin in patches. Jane mumbled something about coffee before rolling out of bed, ass flexing as she padded to the bathroom. Door clicked shut. Queenie lay there, arm draped over eyes, listening to the shower hiss on. By seven-thirty, steam still clung to the bedroom mirror when Queenie yanked workout pants from the duffel. Jane emerged towel-wrapped, hair dripping dark ropes over shoulders. No words passed. Queenie tugged on a sports bra, hooking it one-handed while Jane rummaged for her own clothes in the dresser drawer Voss had stocked. Cereal bowls clinked in the kitchen ten minutes later, spoon scraping against Froot Loops milk gone sugary pink. Queenie poured second coffees from the Mr. Coffee pot, black for her, splash of almond milk in Jane's. Mug handle warmed her palm. Jane sat across the scarred oak table, legs stretched under, one thick calf brushing Queenie's shin accidental. No pull away. But Jane's spoon stirred circles slow, flakes dissolving into mush. Queenie chewed her own bite, crunch loud in the quiet. City bus rumbled past the window, tires hissing wet pavement. Jane's phone lay face-down beside her elbow, screen dark since Voss's text. "Depo still ten?" Jane asked, eyes on her bowl. Queenie nodded, swallowing dry. "Yeah. Voss confirmed last night."

		Jane poked at a rainbow loop floating stubborn. Thumb nail picked at the bowl's chipped rim, white paint flaking under the edge. Queenie watched the motion, jaw muscles flexing once against the inside of her cheek. Last night's words echoed stupid in her skull. Mine. Sounded right then, naked and spent. Now it sat heavy, like gear bag straps cutting shoulders after overtime. Jane pushed her bowl back, half-full. "Gonna grab pads. Rink in twenty."

		She stood, chair legs scraping linoleum. No glance back as she rinsed the bowl under faucet, water rushing loud. Queenie finished her coffee in three gulps, bitter dregs coating tongue. Jane was out the door first, laces squeaking on the hall runner. Sidewalk puddles reflected streetlights as they walked the four blocks to Scotiabank Arena. Air hung damp, forty degrees with wind off the lake slicing collars. Jane zipped her Toronto Maple Leafs hoodie higher, hands jammed in pockets. Queenie matched stride, breath fogging in sync. No talk. A cab splashed by, horn blaring at a jaywalker. Jane sidestepped the spray without looking, shoulder bumping Queenie's accidental. Queenie's hand twitched to steady her, dropped instead. Locker room smelled of Bengay and wet rubber mats when they pushed through. Teammates already half-geared, sticks clacking against benches. Voss barked from the whiteboard, marker squealing as she sketched power-play setups. Jane peeled off her hoodie, thick thighs flexing as she bent for shin guards. Queenie laced skates beside her, eyelets pulling tight. Jane's bench creaked under her weight when she sat, pads snapping into place over quads that strained the nylon straps. No words there either. Jane taped her stick blade deliberate, gray athletic tape rasping off the roll. Queenie felt the pull in her chest, like a skate edge catching rutted ice. Wanted to say something about the depositions, Reese's last play, the trophy two weeks out. Words stuck. Jane finished taping, slapped the stick flat on the bench once. Stood. Headed for the tunnel without a look. Ice hit skate blades sharp under the arena lights, zamboni ridges smoothed fresh. Queenie dropped into drills first line, Jane opposite wing. Voss blew whistle, sending them into two-on-two battles. Legs burned quick from yesterday's grind, but muscle memory kicked in. First reps clean: Jane deked left, hips swiveling power, stick lifting puck clean over blocker. Queenie covered seam, stick check solid. Puck rattled boards. Third set, Voss called breakout drill. Jane scooped from corner, thick legs pumping stride. Queenie trailed support, calling for pass verbal sharp. "Grant! Slot!"

		Jane's head snapped up, eyes flicking. Pass came high, fluttered off edge. Queenie lunged, blade nicking it wrong. Puck skipped wide, into neutral. Voss whistled halt. "Reset. Cleaner tape."

		They circled back. Jane's cheeks flushed pink under the cold, full mouth pressed flat. No lopsided grin flashing team pep. Queenie's gloves itched inside, leather slick with sweat. Next rep, Jane took it coast-to-coast, deke shaking defender. Queenie read the give-and-go, but Jane held puck selfish one beat long. Pass threaded late. Queenie's stick missed by inches, blade whistling air. Puck hit referee's skate, dead. Voss skated over, arms crossed. "What the fuck, Blair-Grant? You two synced last week. Now it's peewee shit."

		Jane muttered under breath, "Read the fucking ice."

		Queenie's jaw clenched, teeth grinding enamel. "Pass earlier next time."

		Drill restarted. Pressure mounted, clock ticking toward championship crunch. Reese's leaks hung over like suspension blade, team dissolution if they choked. Jane exploded stride again, hips churning power. Queenie positioned forecheck, but glance skipped hers. Pass went to open ice, not her tape. Teammate intercepted, cleared. Voss yanked them both. "Line change. Sit."

		They chopped to bench, blades carving snow shavings. Teammates rotated seamless. Jane slammed her stick butt on the boards, vibration humming up Queenie's arms where she sat three feet off. Queenie peeled off gloves, flexed fingers numb. "You held it. I was open."

		Jane snorted, spraying water from bottle. Droplets hit her chin, trailed down neck into jersey collar. "Open my ass. You drifted wide."

		Heat crawled up Queenie's neck, unrelated to the ice bite. "Drifted? You telegraph every fucking move now."

		Jane twisted on the bench, thick thigh bumping Queenie's knee hard. "Maybe if you called actual, not yelled orders."

		Voss glanced over, eyes narrowing. "Save it for after."

		But the fracture stuck. Rest of practice dragged, passes crossing wrong, positions overlapping clumsy. Final scrimmage, Jane stripped puck clean from Queenie on netfront battle. Goal horn blared mock. Queenie shoved back post-whistle, shoulder pads crunching. Jane shoved harder, mouth twisting. "Watch your feet."

		Locker room echoed post-shower, metal lockers banging as gear dropped. Steam hung thick, tile floors slick under bare feet. Jane yanked jersey over head rough, sports bra clinging damp to curves. Queenie stuffed pads into her bag, zipper jamming halfway. Teammates filtered out quiet, Voss last with a clipped "Film review tomorrow."

		Door thunked shut. Alone. Jane toweled hair, strands sticking to forehead. "That drill loss? On you. Froze the seam."

		Queenie's bag strap snapped taut in her fist. "Me? You sailed that pass like a rookie. Two weeks left, and you're choking sync."

		Jane whipped towel to bench, terrycloth smacking wood. "Sync? After you bitched positioning all reps. Like I can't read ice without your captain nod."

		Water dripped from Jane's elbow, pooling on the rubber mat. Queenie stepped closer, narrow hips squared. Chest tight, breath short. Wanted to grab that towel, yank her in, reset with mouths crashing. Instead, words spat. "Been reading fine till now. What's with the pullback?"

		Jane's full mouth parted, then clamped. Eyes dropped to her bag, zipping slow. "Pullback? Professional, Blair. Always was."

		"Liar." Queenie's voice dropped gravel. Last night flashed: Jane's thumb on her scar, leg hooked calf. Mine. Now this distance, clumsy as a bad line change. Jane shouldered her bag, thick thighs flexing into compression shorts. "Save the mind games. Trophy first."

		She turned for the door, shoulder clipping Queenie's on exit. Queenie stood frozen, fists balled, knuckles whitening against palms. Locker room light buzzed overhead, fluorescent flicker catching the drip from showerhead. One slow plink after another.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 16

		

		The Blame Collision

		

		

		Jane slammed the locker room door behind her, the metal rebounding with a hollow clang that echoed down the empty hall. Her cleats scraped the rubberized floor mats as she stalked toward the exit, bag slung heavy over one shoulder, the strap digging into her collarbone. Outside, Toronto's late afternoon chill bit through her track pants, the kind that made her nostrils flare with each inhale. Streetlights flickered on early along the path to the safe house, three blocks east, past the shuttered Tim Hortons and the guy who always swept cigarette butts into the gutter at this hour. She didn't wait for Queenie. Footsteps crunched gravel behind her anyway, deliberate and unhurried. Jane's pulse thudded in her temples, matching the plink-plink of that damn showerhead still ringing in her ears. Sync. Like it was all on her. Two weeks to the finals, and Reese Caldwell's shadow hung over every shift, but no, blame the rookie for a bad seam. The key scraped in the safe house lock, apartment 4B on the third floor of this beige-brick walk-up off Queen West. Inside smelled like yesterday's takeout pad thai from Pai, soy sauce gone stale in the air. Jane dropped her bag by the door, the thud vibrating through the thin walls. Living room first, that saggy IKEA couch with the gray throw she'd tossed over the arm last week to hide the mystery stain. Coffee table cluttered with Voss's leaked docs printouts, red pen marks circling names. Carpet soft under her socks as she peeled off her shoes, toes flexing into the pile. Queenie pushed through the door thirty seconds later, letting it swing shut without a word. She kicked off her sneakers by the mat, laces tangled. Bag hit the floor next to Jane's. Silence stretched, broken only by the low drone of traffic on Spadina below, tires hissing wet asphalt. "You gonna stand there all night?" Jane said, unzipping her track jacket. Heat from the radiator coils prickled her skin. Queenie peeled off her own jacket, hanging it on the hook. "What, you want an apology for choking that pass?"

		Jane snorted, twisting the jacket inside out to shake off rink grit. "Choking? You planted like a pylon. Seam wide open till you ghosted it." She tossed the jacket over a chair, fabric whispering against the vinyl seat. Queenie stepped closer, socks silent on carpet. Her jersey clung from the walk, damp patches under the arms. "Ghosted. Right. After you floated it chest-high. Defenseman picks that off clean in a game."

		Jane's fingers hooked the hem of her shirt, yanking it up and over her head. Sports bra underneath squeezed her ribs, the elastic band leaving red welts she scratched at absently. "Float? Velocity was there. You just didn't read the ice." She paced two steps to the couch, thighs burning from the walk, compression shorts riding up. Queenie's jaw worked side to side, that tic pulling at the muscle. She crossed her arms, elbows sharp. "Read the ice. Like you've been reading me all week."

		The words landed low, twisting something in Jane's gut. Last night replayed unbidden: Queenie's calf hooked over hers on the sheets, breath hot against her neck. Now this. Jane stopped pacing, planted her feet. Heat crawled up her neck, mixing with the radiator's dry blast. "Don't."

		"Don't what." Queenie uncrossed her arms, hands flexing at her sides. Jane lunged before she could think it through. Fingers snagged the front of Queenie's jersey, thick cotton bunching in her fist. She yanked hard, pulling Queenie off balance, then shoved her back against the living room wall. Plaster dented under the impact, a framed photo of Niagara Falls rattling on its hook. Queenie's breath punched out, eyes widening a fraction. "You wanna talk pullback." Jane's voice came rough, inches from her face. She crashed their mouths together, teeth clacking first, then lips grinding. Queenie's full lower lip caught between hers, tasting salt from the walk. Jane's free hand clawed at the jersey buttons, plastic popping free one by one, pinging off the coffee table. Queenie shoved back, palms flat on Jane's shoulders, but her hips snapped forward, pinning Jane's thigh between her legs. Fingers dug into Jane's bra straps, yanking down hard enough to snap one elastic band. Jane growled into the kiss, tongue shoving past teeth, Queenie biting back just as fierce. Blood metallic on her tongue where a molar nicked. They stumbled sideways, Jane's sock catching carpet fringe, nearly tripping them both. Queenie spun her, strong hands on her waist, and shoved her down onto the couch. Jane bounced once, cushions whooshing air. Queenie dropped to her knees between Jane's spread thighs, sports bra shoved up to expose those small firm tits, nipples peaked dark against pale skin. Her mouth latched onto Jane's inner thigh first, teeth scraping the thick muscle there, leaving a red stripe that throbbed. "Blame me then." Queenie's words muffled against skin, hot breath fanning higher. Fingers hooked Jane's shorts and underwear, dragging them down in one rough pull, bunching at her ankles. Jane kicked them free, one sock flying off with it. Queenie's palms spread Jane's thighs wider, thumbs pressing bruises into the soft give above her knees. She dove in without pause, mouth open and flat against Jane's cunt, tongue spearing straight through slick folds. Jane's hips bucked, hands fisting Queenie's hair, strands tangling around knuckles. Pressure built fast, Queenie's lips sucking hard on her clit, teeth grazing the hood just enough to sting. Jane's toes curled into the throw blanket, grit from the floor sticking to her bare heel. Sweat beaded on Jane's stomach, trickling into her navel. Queenie's sinewy shoulders flexed under the torn jersey, pushing forward with each thrust of her tongue inside, nose bumping Jane's mound. Jane ground up, chasing the wet suction, but Queenie pinned one hip down, fingers bruising the curve of her ass. A gasp ripped from Jane's throat when Queenie added two fingers, curling them sharp against the front wall, knuckles grinding her g-spot. "Fuck." Jane's voice cracked, head lolling back against the couch arm. The radiator clicked louder, drowning the traffic hum. Queenie pulled off with a slick pop, chin gleaming. "That's right. Your fault." She sucked her fingers clean, deliberate, then flipped Jane onto her stomach, yanking her hips up by the waistband of nothing. Jane scrambled up on elbows, heart slamming ribs. She twisted, grabbing Queenie's wrist mid-reach, slamming it down onto the couch cushion. Queenie's other hand came up fast, but Jane caught that too, pinning both slender wrists above her head with one meaty hand. Her thighs straddled Queenie's narrow hips, weight pressing down. Queenie bucked once, subtle hips snapping, but Jane ground her cunt against the jersey fabric, soaking it dark. "Wrong." Jane freed one hand to shove Queenie's shorts aside, fabric stretching taut. No underwear. She plunged three fingers in knuckle-deep, no warning, palm slapping wet against Queenie's ass. Queenie's cunt clenched hot and slick around the intrusion, walls fluttering. Jane pumped hard, twisting her wrist on each outstroke, thumb circling the tight pucker above. Queenie's back arched, sinewy muscles cording under skin, jersey gaping open. Her pinned wrists strained, nails scraping Jane's forearm. "Harder, rookie." Breath ragged, hips shoving back to meet each thrust. Jane obliged, free hand fisting Queenie's hair, yanking her head back. Fingers scissored inside, stretching, the squelch loud over their grunts. Queenie's thighs quivered, subtle curves slick with sweat. Jane leaned down, teeth sinking into the join of neck and shoulder, hard enough to break skin, copper blooming on her tongue. They rolled off the couch in a tangle, hitting carpet with knees and elbows bruising. Jane yanked her fingers free, Queenie gasping at the sudden empty. On their feet in seconds, facing off. Queenie shoved first, palms to Jane's collarbone, backing her against the window. Glass cool on Jane's bare ass, blinds rattling. She hooked a leg around Queenie's, pulling her flush, cunts grinding together through twisted fabric. Friction burned, clits catching on ridges of pubic bone. Jane's hands gripped Queenie's ass, nails digging crescents into each cheek, pulling her tighter. Queenie's mouth found her throat, sucking a mark below the jaw, purple blooming fast. They rocked hard, hips snapping, sweat slicking skin where bellies pressed. Jane's thick thighs trembled first, pressure coiling low. Queenie came with a choked groan, walls pulsing unseen, nails raking red lines down Jane's back. Jane followed seconds later, grinding through it, teeth grinding on Queenie's earlobe. They slumped against the glass, breaths sawing, city lights blurring through the pane. Queenie pushed off first, disentangling legs. She straightened her jersey, buttons lost somewhere under the couch, one hanging by a thread. Shorts tugged back into place, damp spot darkening the crotch. Jane slid down the wall, thighs sticky, ass numb from cold glass. She scooped up her bra from the floor, elastic frayed where it snapped. The radiator hummed on, oblivious. Queenie grabbed two Gatorades from the mini-fridge in the corner kitchenette, twisting caps with sharp jerks. She tossed one to Jane, bottle arcing cold through air. Jane caught it one-handed, plastic crinkling under grip. "Still your pass." Queenie took a long swallow, throat working. Jane cracked hers open, citrus fizz stinging her nose. "And your feet."

		They sat on opposite ends of the couch, bottles sweating rings on the coffee table. Docs shuffled under one elbow, red ink smudged. Traffic droned below, a siren wailing distant. Jane's back itched where scratches welled, sticky under drying sweat. She scratched at a fresh scab on her thumb from the pin earlier, nail flaking it open. Blood beaded bright. Queenie's phone buzzed on the table, screen lighting league logo. She snatched it, thumb swiping. Jaw worked again, that side tic pulling. "What." Jane leaned forward, bottle halfway to mouth. "Meeting tomorrow. League offices. Solo." Queenie pocketed it, standing. She zipped her bag from the door, slinging it toward the bedroom hall. Jane watched her go, Gatorade forgotten, fizz going flat. The bedroom door clicked shut, latch catching firm. Carpet fibers stuck to her bare thighs. Outside, rain pattered the window now, streaking the glass.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 17

		

		The Loyalty Clash

		

		

		Rain sheeted the bedroom window, turning the streetlights below into smeared yellow halos. Queenie stripped off her shorts, the elastic snapping against her thigh where sweat had crusted. She kicked them toward the hamper, fabric landing with a wet slap. The jersey went next, buttons clattering loose across the hardwood. Naked, she yanked back the duvet, sheets cool against her skin. Her phone stayed dark on the nightstand, charger cord dangling like a cut vein. She punched the pillow twice, flattening a stubborn lump, and killed the light. Sleep dragged in fits. The radiator clicked on at three, then off at four. By five, she gave up, swinging her legs over the edge. Feet hit the cold floorboards. She padded to the bathroom, flicked the fan switch. Mirror fogged quick under hot water spray. She scrubbed with the Irish Spring bar until her skin pinked, lather pooling gray at the drain. Towel dried her hair into spikes, combed fingers through to tame it. Kitchen light spilled under the bedroom door when she emerged in sweats and a tank. Jane hunched at the table, elbows bracketing a bowl of cornflakes gone soggy, spoon idle in milk. Her thumbs worked the edge of a tea towel, twisting fibers into ropes. Neither spoke. Queenie yanked open the fridge, hinges squeaking. Greek yogurt tub, strawberry on top. She peeled the lid, stabbed a spoon in, yogurt sucking against plastic. "League thing at ten," Queenie said, mouth full. Spoon scraped the bottom. Jane's spoon clinked the bowl rim. "Yeah. Saw the email chain. Solo my ass. They cc'd me."

		Queenie swallowed, yogurt coating her throat thick. "It's mine. Old shit."

		"Reese Caldwell's name popped in the thread. Twice." Jane pushed the bowl away, flakes sloshing. Her nail caught the table edge, gouging a white line in the laminate. Queenie rinsed the spoon under faucet spray, water hissing cold. "Waiting area's public. Stay there."

		Jane stood, chair legs scraping. "Not happening."

		The drive took forty minutes, wipers slapping rhythm across the windshield. Jane rode shotgun, knees jammed against glovebox, one boot tapping the mat in staccato. King Street West blurred past, Tim Hortons neon flickering through rain streaks. Queenie gripped the wheel at ten and two, knuckles paling. A TTC streetcar lumbered left at Spadina, brakes squealing. She cut the radio before the next traffic report could drone. League headquarters squatted mid-block on Bay Street, glass facade reflecting gray sky. Security buzzed them through double doors, badges clipping to lapels. Marble floors echoed their steps past reception, potted ficus drooping under AC vents. Elevators dinged on the ninth floor. Queenie jabbed the conference room button, doors sliding shut on Jane's face in the lobby mirror. The room smelled of fresh dry-erase markers and Keurig pods. Long oak table gleamed under fluorescents, city skyline framed through floor-to-ceiling windows. Reese Caldwell sat at the head, silver cufflinks glinting on his dress shirt sleeves. Two league suits flanked him, notepads open, pens poised. A woman Queenie didn't clock hovered by the projector, cables snaking from a laptop. "Blair," Reese said, nodding once. Chair creaked as he shifted. "Sit."

		Queenie dropped into the seat opposite, leather cushion compressing. Her badge tapped the table edge. "What's the play here?"

		Reese steepled fingers, nails manicured square. "Alex Rivera. Your old line mate from Juniors. Ottawa scout days."

		Queenie's fork from breakfast still soured her mouth. Alex. The one who'd covered her ass after that knee-on-knee hit in the '09 provincials, taken the misconduct herself. Now coaching U18s in Calgary, two kids, husband in oil. "Spit it out."

		"Leak drops tomorrow," one suit said, flipping pages. Bald spot shone under lights. "Anonymous source. Doping flags from her playing days. Bunk, but it'll tank her credentialing for next season's staff."

		Reese leaned forward, elbows planting. "You know the source trail leads back to me if we dig. But I bury it quiet if you sign off on no further questions. About my... interests in the Furies roster moves."

		Queenie's thumb pressed the badge pin, metal biting skin. Roster moves. That's code for the whispers he'd been feeding to management, pushing Jane's bench time unless trades shook out. Her history, the family bail-out after she picked puck over college fund. Reese had files on it, dirt from some Toronto sports reporter he'd greased. Spill on Alex, and it loops back, clears Jane's name in the process. Hold, and Alex skates free, but Jane stays shadowed. "Significance?" Queenie asked, voice flat. The woman by the projector cleared her throat, remote clicking. Slide up: timeline graph, arrows pointing from Reese's emails to PWHL servers. "Withholds confirmation on Caldwell's comms. Protects Rivera. Exposes gaps in Furies' chain of custody for player evals."

		Reese's eyes narrowed, crow's feet deepening. "Two weeks to playoffs. Team's on knife-edge. Dissolve if no Cup run."

		Queenie's jaw pulled right, muscle twitching. Alex's voice echoed from a grainy voicemail last month, static crackling: "Queenie, refs buried that old test. Don't let 'em resurface." Loyalty. The kind Reese's mentor had torched years back, feeding her stats to rivals for a cut. Not again. "Agreed," Queenie said. Pen scratched paper, ink bleeding slight. Reese's mouth curved, teeth even. "Smart. Meeting adjourned."

		Chairs scooted back. Queenie stood first, badge ripping free with velcro rasp. Door swung into the hall. Jane paced the waiting area, scuffing carpet fibers flat. Faded PWHL posters curled at edges on beige walls: 2023 draft class, grins frozen under laminate. Vending machine hummed, Doritos bags sagging in coils. She spun at the click, full mouth pinching narrow. "What'd he offer?" Jane asked, stepping close. Shoulder bumped Queenie's. "Sit-rep on Alex Rivera. Old teammate." Queenie walked, aiming for elevators. Jane matched stride. "And?"

		"Handled." Badge pocketed, plastic crinkling. Jane's boot heel dug carpet. "Handled how? Reese's pushing my eval sheet. Family crap. You know it."

		Lobby lights buzzed overhead. Queenie stabbed the down button. Numbers ticked: 8...7... "Not your lane."

		Jane grabbed her elbow, nails pressing through jersey knit. "Bull. You signed something. Saw it on the pad."

		Security desk phone rang, muffled. Queenie twisted free, skin stinging red half-moons. "Alex takes the heat otherwise. Doping smear. She's got kids."

		Jane's chest hitched, inhale sharp through nose. "So my shit stays buried. For her."

		Elevator dinged open. Empty car, mirrors smudged fingerprints. Queenie stepped in. Jane blocked the doors. "League's watching. Two weeks. We fracture now, Furies fold."

		Jaw tic fired, pulling right. Queenie's palm flattened the close button. "Your optimism's cute. Reality's her job, her clearance. Move."

		Jane's hand jammed the frame, doors bouncing. "We sync or we sink. You pick her over us."

		"Not picking." Voice dropped low, gravel edge. "Protecting what's mine. Team first."

		Jane's eyes narrowed, lashes clumping from rain earlier. "I'm on that team. Or was."

		Doors shuddered, retrying. A heel ground nearby, intern passing with coffee stack. Queenie shoved Jane's shoulder, light but firm. Jane stumbled back half-step. Doors slid shut, sealing Queenie in chrome quiet. Descent hummed through soles. Lobby spat her out to marble. She bypassed the Tim's cart by reception, steam rising from double-double urns. Bay Street doors whooshed open to drizzle. Phone buzzed in pocket: team group chat. Missed pass drill footage from yesterday's practice, timestamped this morning. Her line, Jane's feed wide open. Replies piled: "WTF?" "Sync?" Management ping at bottom: "Status on cohesion report?"

		Uber app opened, black Toyota pulling up in sixty seconds. She leaned against brick, water trickling down collar. Jane burst through doors thirty counts later, hood up, bag slung cross-body. She veered left toward the Yonge line stairs, not sparing a glance. Queenie's ride rolled curbside, wipers flicking. She slid in, leather seat sticking thighs. "Scotiabank Arena." Driver nodded, merging into traffic. Phone out again, thumb scrolling voicemail. Alex's old message deleted. New one from Tara Voss: "Blair. Solo drills this afternoon. Fix your lines."

		Rain picked up, blurring Bay into streaks. Horn blared left, cab cutting close. Queenie's knee bounced once, then stilled. Furies banner strung over the Gardiner on-ramp, fabric whipping wet. Two weeks. Roster gaps widened. Jane's history leaked or not, the plays misfired same. She pinched the bridge of her nose, skin damp. Arena lot filled with service vans, Zamboni exhaust curling gray. Queenie badged the players' entrance, locker room empty save equipment carts. She laced skates on the bench, steel blades scraping rubber mats. Ice waited, dasher boards scuffed from morning youth clinic. Solo drills. Push the blue line solo, no passes to ghost. First stride bit deep, edges carving shavings. She wound forehand, wrister snapping top shelf. Net twanged. Again. Again. Sweat beaded temples, jersey clinging sinew. Phone vibrated on the bench during water break: Jane's contact flashing. Declined. It rang out, silence swallowing the rink echo. Practice clock hit two. She toed off skates in the tunnel, laces fraying under thumbs. Voss's office light glowed end of hall. Door ajar, voices low. Jane's lilt cut through: "...tried alone. Passes off." Queenie paused, boot sole peeling linoleum. Voss: "Blair in solo too?"

		Jane: "Yeah. Split."

		Queenie backed step, shadow stretching long. Her own bag zipper rasped open. Jersey balled inside, damp wadded. Next game tape queued on phone: Ottawa scouts tomorrow. Reese's move. She slung the bag, heading for the exit ramp. Service elevator whirred down to parking. Rain drummed the roof again, puddles mirroring sodium lamps. Car keys jangled cold in palm. Jane's taillights nowhere. Split clean. Furies drills tomorrow at dawn. She revved the engine, tires hydroplaning brief on the ramp out. Headlights cut the downpour, wipers fighting back. League email pinged as she hit the Don Valley: "Cohesion report overdue. Submit by 1800." Thumb hovered delete. Sent instead: "In progress. Solo efforts ongoing." Send. Screen dimmed. Two weeks sliced thinner.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 18

		

		The Solo Attempt Failure

		

		

		Jane twisted the frayed edge of her team hoodie between her fingers, the threads pulling loose under her nails. Tara Voss leaned back in her desk chair, the springs creaking against the cluttered surface piled with stat sheets and half-empty Tim Hortons cups. The window behind her framed the rink below, Zamboni tracks still fresh, steam rising off the resurfaced ice like breath on glass. "Passes off, yeah," Jane said again, her voice scraping the words out. She dropped her hands to her thick thighs, fabric bunching where they pressed into the armrests. "Drills felt like skating through mud. No rhythm."

		Voss tapped a pen against a notepad, the plastic tip clicking steady. "Blair in solo too?"

		"Yeah. Split." The word landed flat. Jane's full pouty mouth tugged sideways, but the lopsided grin stayed buried. She glanced at the door, linoleum scuffed where equipment carts wheeled through daily. Footsteps had paused out there a second ago, then retreated. Queenie. Had to be. Voss set the pen down. "You two were the sync point. Forechecks locked in, her reading your hips before you even cut. Now? Stats from this morning show gaps everywhere. Ottawa scouts pull tape tomorrow. Reese's people are circling."

		Jane shifted, her powerful hips wedging the chair wider. The safe house fridge hum still echoed in her head from last night, empty except for yogurt cups and that one warm beer neither touched. She'd laced up alone at dawn, arena keys from Voss's spare set rattling in her pocket. First stride out, blades bit clean, but the blue line push dragged. No ghost pass to aim for, no sinewy frame flipping the puck back. She'd fired ten wristers, nine clanging post or pipe, one sail wide. Net empty. Forecheck drill next, her thighs burning through crossovers, but the imaginary defender ghosted right past. Puck turnover every rep. Clock hit noon, sweat soaking her braid ends, and she'd toed off skates right there on the bench, rubber mats sticking to her socks. "Reese," Jane muttered. She picked at a loose staple on the desk arm, metal bending under her thumb. Familial rejection? That old scar her parents carved when she picked juniors over community college. They'd called it a phase, her mom hanging up mid-sentence last Christmas. Leaked now? Officials sniffing around her file, questioning commitment. Like she hadn't poured every goddamn shift into this. Voss's desk phone buzzed, screen lighting up. She glanced, then slid it over. "League ping. Your history's surfacing. Reese pushed it through back channels. 'Rookie instability' flagged for roster review."

		Jane's thumb froze on the staple. She snatched the phone, scrolling the email chain. Bold headers: Grant, J. - Family Correspondence. Screenshots of texts, her dad's clipped "Waste of time" from two years back. Mom's "Find real work." Circled in red by some suit. Carbon copied to eligibility board. "Shit." The word slipped out, low. Her thighs clenched, fabric straining. One week. Furies banner sagging wet over the Gardiner still, but roster holes gaped wider now. Practices splintered without that edge, the one Queenie carved out with a single glance across the frost. "Get back out there," Voss said, standing. Her keys jangled from a belt loop. "Solo or not, tape doesn't lie. Push it till it clicks."

		Jane nodded, shoving the phone back. She rose, hips swaying as she navigated the desk corner, braid swinging heavy down her back. Hallway linoleum peeled under her sneakers, Voss's door clicking shut behind. Locker room empty, metal lockers humming faint from the vents. She yanked her bag, pads thudding inside, and hit the ice tunnel. Blades relaced in under two minutes, steel sharp against rubber. Ice gleamed under the spots, dasher boards scarred from the youth clinic pucks. She exploded off the bench, first stride carving deep shavings. Blue line drill again. Push, pivot, forehand snap. Twang off the crossbar. Closer. She circled back, thighs pumping power, sweat beading her temples already. Ghost Queenie in her head, narrow waist cutting left, but the pass sailed empty air. Turnover. Again. Phone buzzed in her jersey pocket mid-stride. She ignored it, digging edges harder. Reese's leak burned hotter than the burn in her quads. Officials could shove it. She'd tape her own highlights, prove the power in every cut. Wrister next, top shelf. Net twanged clean this time. One down. She grinned, lopsided finally cracking through, mouth parting wide. Momentum. But the forecheck looped back sloppy. Imaginary defender slipped her check, puck loose. She chased, hips flaring for the hit, but solo meant no rebound feed. Clock ticked toward three. Voss's office light flickered off down the hall. Jane hauled to the boards, chest heaving, water bottle fogging in her grip. That's when the arena PA crackled. "Grant to Voss's office. Now."

		She toed off skates in the tunnel, laces knotted tight from the rush. Office door stood open this time, Voss waving her in past the cluttered desk. A tablet propped on the edge, footage queued: morning practice tape. Jane's solo runs, then spliced with Queenie's. Her wristers clanging empty. Queenie's pushes, precise but isolated, no flip to sync. "Watch," Voss said. Jane leaned in, elbows on the desk. Her footage first. Thick thighs driving, but the cut hesitated without that read. Pass ghosted wide. Queenie's turn: sinewy back flexing under jersey, puck snapped clean, but no forecheck closeout. Turnover. "Combined?" Voss tapped play. Old tape from last week. Jane's hips cut, Queenie's frame flipped perfect. Goal. Sync locked. Jane's nail dug into her palm, skin whitening around it. "We were tight."

		"Were." Voss killed the screen. "This split? Reese smells it. Leak's just the opener. Cohesion report's due EOD. Solo efforts noted, but numbers tank. One week to playoffs. Furies dissolve without the cup run."

		Jane straightened, braid thumping her back. Her pouty mouth pressed flat. Push alone. Prove it. "I'll run doubles. Overtime drills."

		Voss eyed her. "Blair's log just pinged same. Solo till cohesion rebuilds."

		The door banged open then. Queenie filled the frame, bag slung over one shoulder, jersey balled damp inside. Rain slicked her hair ends, jaw working side to side. She froze, eyes hitting Jane's first. "Blair," Voss said. "Report in?"

		Queenie slung the bag down, zipper rasping loud. "Logged. Drills clean, but..." She trailed, thumb hooking her waistband. No glance at Jane. Jane's thighs shifted, power coiling useless. Queenie's frame dominated the doorway, subtle hips cocked against the jamb. That tic clenched her jaw again, words swallowed. "Plays misfired," Jane cut in, voice edging up. "Ghost passes don't cut it."

		Queenie's eyes snapped to her. "Your cuts dragged. No read."

		"Enough." Voss slapped the desk. "Tape shows it. Reese exploits splits. Get numbers up or we fold."

		Queenie grabbed her bag, shoulder flexing. "On it." She turned, boot soles sticking the linoleum on the way out. Jane's hand twitched toward the door. One week sliced thinner. Leak public now, her family texts viral in league Slack. Officials DMing questions. She followed Voss to the window, rink empty below, pucks scattered like spent shells. "Push yours," Voss said, handing over a fresh puck bag. "Overtime solo. I'll log Voss out."

		Jane snatched the bag, strings cutting her palm. Back to the ice tunnel, blades on fast. Stride one carved deep. Wrister snapped, net empty again. She circled, thighs straining fabric, hips flaring wide. Forecheck loop. Close. Puck near the dot, but the flip hung. No one there. Reese's email chain scrolled in her head, dad's words bolded. Waste. Phase. Her nail split under the pressure, blood beading hot. One more rep. Push the blue. Pivot. Snap. Post clang. Empty. She hauled to center ice, breath fogging thick. Voss's light off now, arena echoing her skate scrape. Phone buzzed again in the jersey. League alert: Roster review accelerated. Grant flagged. Lowest. Thighs quaked under her, braid sodden. Close, but the final thread? Queenie's ghost wouldn't cut it. She needed the real sync, that sinewy push reading her every cut. Puck bag thumped the ice from her grip. One week. Reese laughing somewhere. She laced tighter for the overtime rep, steel biting rubber. Stride exploded. Door clanged distant. Footsteps. Voss? No. Queenie's boot peel echoed faint, then gone. Split held. Jane fired. Twang. Empty.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 19

		

		The Crisis Convergence

		

		

		Queenie shoved through the arena's service door, the metal bar cold against her palm. Wind hit first, sharp off Lake Ontario, carrying the faint rubber burn from the Zamboni below. Her phone vibrated in her pocket, insistent. She yanked it out. League alert: Emergency huddle. Rooftop access. Five minutes. Voss. Roster flags live. Caldwell leak confirmed. She cursed under her breath, boots crunching gravel as stairs spiraled up. One week. Reese's play now public, Jane's family history splashed in memos. Her own solo reps earlier had bombed, passes sailing to ghosts. Tara's words stuck: splits exploited. She crested the last step, pushed the access door. Hinges squealed. Jane stood at the rail, back turned, braid whipping in gusts. Puck bag slumped at her feet, strings frayed. Shoulders slumped low, like the weight of that empty net still dragged. Queenie froze, door thudding shut behind her. No one else. Just them, city sprawl below, CN Tower blinking red in the dusk. Jane twisted, thick thighs shifting under her track pants. Full pouty mouth parted, no grin flashing. Eyes tired, red-rimmed. "You."

		Queenie's jaw worked, no clench holding. "Voss's call. Where's the rest?"

		Jane shrugged one shoulder, gaze dropping to the bag. "Alerts hit late. Figured rooftop for air. After... you know." She toed a loose pebble, sent it skittering over the edge. Wind tugged her jacket zipper down an inch. Queenie stepped closer, rail biting her hip. Concrete pitted under her boots, graffiti tags faded from weather. Reese's leak burned fresh. Not just Jane's past now, but ties to that old mentor scandal Voss hinted at. The one Queenie had buried for her ex-teammate. "Saw the Slack. Officials circling you."

		Jane snorted, soft. Picked at a split nail, blood flaking off. "Dad's quotes everywhere. Waste of a phase, they say. Like hockey's the family curse." She leaned elbows on rail, hips flaring wide against the bar. "Your solo drills tanked too. Voss logged it."

		Heat crawled up Queenie's neck. She gripped the rail, sinewy forearms corded. "Ghost passes. No read without..." Trailed off. Wind howled between buildings, carrying distant traffic hum from Gardiner Expressway. Jane's head tilted, mouth softening at the corners. No press tight. "Without what?"

		Queenie swallowed gravel in her throat. Missed that sync today. Her pushes flat without Jane's cuts pulling space. Narrow waist twisting in drills that looped nowhere. "Doesn't matter. Meeting's busted anyway."

		Phone buzzed again. Voss text: Delays. Stand by. Caldwell motive drop inbound. Queenie held it up. Jane peered, thigh brushing Queenie's in the lean. Fabric rasped. "Finally." Jane straightened, but didn't pull back. "Reese's angle. Not random."

		Queenie nodded slow. Screen lit Voss's follow-up: Forward chain. Caldwell gunning for mentor payout. Your ex-teammate's name in it. Third option: Leak her counter-evidence anonymous. Protects both. No withhold. Jaw slackened full now, tic gone. The league room choice cracked open. No more pick sides. Reese chasing old grudge money, dragging Jane's history as bait. Ex-teammate's rep clean if docs dropped quiet. Jane's slate too. "This changes it."

		Jane's fingers drummed the rail, nails chipping paint. "Does it? You held back before. For her."

		Wind snapped Jane's braid across Queenie's cheek, strands catching lip. Close. Too close. Queenie didn't shift. "Had to. Loyalty. But solo? We both ate it." Scanned Jane's face. Slump deeper in those shoulders. Thighs quaking faint from reps. Her own back ached, muscles knotted from empty loops. Jane met her eyes, steady. "Missed your push today. Cuts hung. Puck flipped nowhere." Voice low, edged with that optimism cracking. Pouty mouth curved slight, not lopsided full. Queenie's pulse kicked in her ears. Missed the hips flaring ahead, drawing defenders. The grin flashing mid-shift. "Yeah." Hand lifted, hovered near Jane's jacket sleeve. Dropped. "Missed reading you."

		Silence stretched, city lights flickering on below. A plane droned overhead, red strobes pulsing. Jane chewed the knuckle of her thumb, skin whitening. "Rift's still there. Loyalty split us."

		"But third path." Queenie pulled Voss's chain screenshot, thumbed to the payout detail. Reese's bank pings tied to mentor blackmail. "Anonymous drop. I front the docs. No names. Your history buries with it."

		Jane scanned, breath fogging the screen. Thigh nudged again, stayed. "Risky. Officials sniff, we're flagged deeper."

		"Worth it." Queenie pocketed the phone. Wind clawed higher, jackets flapping. "One week. Splits kill us. Reese laughs."

		Jane pushed off the rail, faced her square. Hips cocked, powerful. "Then we sync. Tentative. No full yield."

		Queenie nodded, narrow hips canting mirror. "Work it." Step closed the gap. Heat off Jane's body cut the chill. Full breasts rising with each breath under the zip. Jane's hand snagged Queenie's jacket cuff, tugged light. "Start now?"

		Queenie's fingers closed over hers, grip firm. Skin warm, callused from sticks. "Rooftop reps. Puck bag's yours."

		Jane grinned lopsided, flash quick. Grabbed the bag, strings biting palm again. "Your ghost passes first."

		They dropped to the concrete patch, clear of gravel. Jane spilled pucks, ten rolling uneven. Queenie crouched, scooped one, sinewy back flexing under jersey. Wind scattered two off edge. Jane lunged, thighs straining, snagged them. "Line 'em," Queenie said, boot nudging a puck to center. Jane toed them straight, hips swaying wide. "Cuts ready?"

		Queenie dropped low, palms slapping concrete for balance. "Push."

		Jane exploded forward, track pants pulling tight over thick thighs. Imagined stride carved air. Queenie flipped the puck, arc perfect. Jane's hand snatched mid-air, slap echoing off HVAC units. "Read."

		"Again." Queenie rose, narrow waist twisting as she reset. Missed this. The pull. Jane's power drawing her forward. Rep three, Jane's boot slipped gravel. Queenie lunged, arm snaking her waist, steadying. Curvaceous hips bucked against her grip. Breath hot on neck. "Got you."

		Jane twisted in hold, pouty mouth inches. "Sync."

		They broke, reset. Pucks flew smoother. Wind died to gusts. City hummed below, arena lights pooling on ice far down. Phone silent. No Voss ping. Rep eight, Jane fired last puck back. Queenie caught, small firm breasts heaving. "Third path docs. I send tonight."

		Jane nodded, wiping sweat sleeve across forehead. "Public support tomorrow. Cafe meet. Back you."

		Queenie's hand found Jane's shoulder, squeezed. Muscle solid under padding. "Tentative."

		Jane's fingers trailed up arm, sinew under jersey. "Stays." Mouth softened full, no guard. They gathered pucks, bag thumping full. Door waited, stairs down to arena guts. Queenie paused, key in lock. "One week starts now."

		Jane's thigh brushed last, deliberate. "Reese won't."

		Door swung open, boots echoing first step.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 20

		

		The Accountability Action

		

		

		Jane shoved open the door to the Rooster Cafe on Queen West, the bell clanging sharp against the hum of espresso machines and low chatter from Kensington Market locals. Her track pants clung from the morning skate, thighs chafing with each step across the scuffed wood floor. Coffee steam curled thick in the air, mixing with cinnamon from the display case pastries. Queenie sat tucked in the far booth, the one with the high wooden divider blocking views from the counter. Narrow waist pressed back against the vinyl seat, jersey swapped for a black hoodie that did nothing to hide the flex of sinew when she shifted. Jane dropped her puck bag by the table leg with a thud, slid in opposite. The booth smelled like old leather and fresh grounds. "Latte. Black for you?" The server hovered already, notepad out. Queenie nodded once, eyes on the laminated menu without lifting it. "Yeah."

		Jane ordered doubles, extra foam on hers. Server vanished. She leaned elbows on the table, full mouth parting. "Docs came through at two a.m. Reese's angle on your old teammate? Bullshit. Full setup."

		Queenie's boot nudged Jane's under the table, calf muscle hard through nylon. "You read all?"

		"Every page. Mentor leak was her, not Lena." Jane pulled her phone from pocket, thumbed it alive. Screen glow lit her lopsided grin. "League chat's blowing up. Voss wants statements by noon."

		Queenie's fingers drummed the table edge, once, twice. Stopped. "Your risk."

		Jane's thumb hovered over the team app. Post a public support for Lena, back Queenie's choice flat out. Costly. Reese had dirt on Jane's family history already twisted in leaks, one more push and officials might bench her for the finals warmups. But the rooftop reps last night burned fresh, Queenie's arm around her waist, that steady grip. No more solo fails. "Watch."

		She hit record, propped phone against the sugar shaker. "Jane Grant here. PWHL Toronto. Lena Kowalski's clean. Leaks are Reese Caldwell's play to fracture us. I back her record, full stop. Captain's call stands." Thumbed send, tagged league board, Voss, press pool. Pinned it to her profile. Likes ticked up before the video ended. Queenie watched the screen, jaw still. No tic. Her hand crossed the table, covered Jane's knuckles. Calluses scraped soft skin there. "Why."

		Jane turned palm up, laced fingers. "Because your loyalty's not the fracture. Mine was." Heat climbed her neck, but she held the gaze. Rooftop gravel still bit memory, that slip where Queenie caught her. "I pushed the leak angle on Lena. Made you choose. Dumb."

		Queenie squeezed, thumb circling the base of Jane's thumb. "Knew the cost then."

		"Not like this." Jane's free hand found Queenie's knee under table, thick fingers digging into denim seam. "Family never got hockey. Called it a phase. This? Public hit, they win without swinging." Pouty mouth twisted sideways, no grin. Vulnerability sat raw, like the ache after a thigh bruise. "But you. Us. Reese splits that, we're done."

		Server dropped mugs, foam sloshing. Jane pulled back, sipped. Burnt tongue welcome distraction. Queenie lifted hers black, steam veiling small firm breasts rising under hoodie. "Apology?"

		Jane set mug down, foam mustache on upper lip. Wiped sleeve across it. Stood halfway, booth narrow. Rounded the table, dropped beside Queenie instead. Thigh pressed full against narrow waist, heat seeping through layers. "This." Mouth found the hinge of Queenie's jaw, teeth grazing stubble shadow. "Accountability."

		Queenie turned head, captured lips. Kiss hard, coffee bitter on tongues. Hand fisted Jane's shirt collar, yanked closer. Booth divider blocked the room, but chatter hummed feet away. Risk lit fuse low in Jane's gut. She swung leg over, straddled lap, curvaceous hips settling heavy. Track pants rode up thighs, seam biting inner flesh. Queenie's hands gripped hips, fingers splaying wide over power muscle. Pulled down, grinding slow. Jane gasped into mouth, breath hitching on the ridge of zipper against her clit. "Here," Queenie muttered, teeth on lower lip. Pulled back enough to watch Jane's face. Possessive glint in eyes. Jane nodded, rocked forward. Friction sparked, wet heat soaking through cotton panties. She yanked Queenie's hoodie zipper, shoved hand inside. Small breast fit palm perfect, nipple pebbled under thumb. Queenie arched, sinewy back bowing off seat back. Boot hooked Jane's calf, locked her in place. "More." Jane's voice rough, fingers pinching nipple roll. She ground down harder, clit throbbing on denim bulge. Queenie's free hand wormed between them, popped Jane's waistband. Fingers dove in, two thick digits sliding past folds, straight to knuckle. Jane bucked, thighs clamping narrow hips. Curl inside hit spot dead on, walls clenching slick grip. Queenie pumped steady, thumb circling clit hood. Sweat beaded temple, jaw working silent. "Mine." Word ground out, breath hot on throat. Jane rode hand, hips snapping. Pastry crumb stuck to knee, irrelevant. Full mouth opened on gasp, muffled by Queenie's shoulder bite. Fingers twisted nipple harder, Queenie's other hand bruising hip bone. Orgasm coiled thigh deep, muscles straining like end-drill burn. "Fuck, yes." She shattered, cunt pulsing fingers, juices slicking wrist. Queenie didn't stop. Withdrew slick digits, sucked clean. Eyes never left Jane's. Then flipped positions brutal, Jane's back to seat now, legs splayed wide over thighs. Queenie knelt awkward in booth footwell, narrow waist folding. Yanked track pants to knees, thick thighs quivering bare. Mouth latched pussy direct, tongue flat swipe up slit. Jane's hands fisted dark hair, pulled. Queenie growled vibration, sucked clit between lips. Fingers speared back in, three now, stretching full. Jane's heels dug seat edge, hips bucking air. "Queenie." Pouty mouth hung slack, spit trailing chin. Queenie's tongue speared hole around fingers, nose grinding clit. Pace ruthless, knuckles slapping inner thigh wet. Jane's optimism cracked wide, vulnerability flooded out in sobs. Family rejection? Fuck it. This possession sealed better. Orgasm ripped second, thighs vise locking head, gush coating chin. They slumped, breaths sawing. Jane tugged Queenie up, kissed taste of herself salty. Zipped hoodie slow, fingers clumsy. Pulled pants straight, seam damp chafe. "Alliance?"

		Queenie nodded, wiped mouth sleeve back. "Unambiguous." Hand lingered on thigh squeeze. Jane grabbed phone again, screen still lit with comments rolling. "Final plan. Reese's leaks hinge on tomorrow's scrim. We feed her fake pivot, Voss plants counter-doc in her locker check."

		Queenie leaned in, narrow waist brushing arm. Scrolled with her. "Third line shift masks it. You draw her check, I ghost pass to Voss signal."

		Jane nodded, thumbed notes app. Typed fast, thighs still humming aftershocks. "Her motive's contract sabotage. Expose that in post-scrim presser. Lena testifies remote."

		"Days left." Queenie's boot tapped rhythm under table. Mug cold now. Jane hit save, pocketed phone. Stood, grabbed bag. Curvaceous hips swayed deliberate past hip nudge. "Gym. Tara's waiting."

		Queenie rose fluid, tower beside. Hand low on back, possessive press. Pushed door open, bell clanging again. Afternoon sun cut sharp off streetcar wires. Jane's phone buzzed, Voss incoming. She glanced back, lopsided grin flashing true. "Execute?"

		Queenie's fingers tightened. "Now.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 21

		

		The Final Preparation Drill

		

		

		Queenie's fingers dug into the small of Jane's back as they hit the sidewalk, the cafe door swinging shut behind them with a second clang. Streetcar brakes squealed two blocks east on King, diesel fumes mixing with the sharp bite of spilled coffee from a crushed Tim Hortons cup underfoot. Jane's phone kept buzzing in her pocket, Voss's name flashing when she pulled it out mid-stride. "She's early. Good." Jane thumbed accept, speaker on. Tara's voice crackled through, clipped over wind noise. "Gym door's propped. Hurry it. Equipment's set for third-line sim."

		Queenie flagged a cab with one sharp wave, yellow rooflight flicking on as it braked hard at the curb. They slid into the back seat, vinyl sticking to Jane's track pants where the seam still clung damp. Queenie's hand stayed planted on her thigh, thumb pressing a slow circle over the inseam. Driver glanced in the rearview, eyebrow up at the Toronto Maple Leafs sticker peeling from the dashboard. "Private spot off Bathurst, near York U," Queenie said. He grunted, merged into traffic without a word. Jane leaned into her shoulder, breath warm on Queenie's neck. The cab lurched over streetcar tracks, Jane's curvaceous hip bumping Queenie's with each jolt. Queenie's jaw worked side to side, that old tic pulling as she scanned the plan notes on Jane's screen. Fake pivot feed to Reese tomorrow scrim. Voss counter-doc drop. Lena's remote testimony queued. Her boot tapped the floor mat, rubber sole scuffing grit. Days left, yeah. But Reese's contract sabotage angle? That bitch's mentor playbook, straight from Queenie's own scar tissue. No room for slip. Ten minutes later, the cab spat them at a low brick building tucked behind a Tim Hortons drive-thru, chain-link fence rattling in the wind. Tara Voss waited at the side door, arms crossed over her clipboard, salt-streaked F-150 idling beside her. She nodded once, killed the engine, and yanked the gym door wide. Inside smelled of rubber mats and stale Gatorade, fluorescent strips buzzing overhead. Tara flipped the deadbolt with a heavy thunk, the lock's cylinder grinding like old ice skates. "Layout's taped," Tara said, pointing to the floor where blue painter's tape outlined rink zones on the black foam mats. Cones marked defensive shifts, hockey sticks propped against mirrored walls smeared with dry-erase smudges. "Third line first. You two run offense, I'll signal Reese's check patterns." She dropped a manila folder on the folding table by the water cooler, pages spilling: printouts of Reese's leaked docs, red pen circles around forged timestamps. "Final piece. Contract rider she buried. Proves sabotage intent. I'll plant the counter in her locker during tomorrow's check."

		Queenie stripped off her hoodie, jersey clinging to her sinewy back as she stretched. Jane kicked off sneakers, thick thighs flexing as she taped ankles quick. "Ghost pass on my cue," Queenie said, grabbing sticks. She tossed one over, Jane catching it one-handed. They took positions, Jane at forward pivot, Queenie hanging back on wing. Tara blew a pea whistle sharp, stopwatch in fist. Jane exploded first, hips snapping the puck in a tight forehand, fabric pulling taut across her thighs as she deked left. Queenie matched stride for stride, back muscles coiling under jersey for the support push. But the sync lagged half-beat, Jane's pass clipping a cone. Tara hit pause. "Reese bites early on pivots. Draw her deeper." Jane nodded, wiping sweat from her pouty mouth with her sleeve. Queenie's jaw clenched, molars grinding audible in the quiet. That lag? Separation hangover. Her fault, still. "Again." Queenie scooped the puck, fed it back hard. This time Jane's thighs powered through, hips swiveling to shield, lopsided grin flashing as she threaded the tape line. Queenie ghosted right, sinewy frame low for the steal sim. Perfect clip, stick blades clacking. Tara's whistle trilled approval. "Counter's live. Leak hits presser post-scrim."

		They drilled it four times, breaths heaving, mats slick underfoot. Jane's optimism pushed her extra rep, always one more deke, but Queenie caught the flicker in her eyes during water break. That family ache surfacing? Press of the championship, Reese's shadow. Queenie's own betrayal ghost clawed up too, mentor's knife twist fresh under skin. Pre-mission squeeze. What if the unity cracked here? Tara checked her watch. "Evidence drop's set. Lena's on deck for video link. You two lock it?" Jane nodded fast, but Queenie saw her thumb pick at the tape edge on her ankle, peeling a strip loose. Vulnerability peek. Queenie crossed the mat in three strides, hand clamping Jane's shoulder. "We hold." Voice low, for her only. Jane's grin tilted wider, hand covering Queenie's knuckles. Tara gathered her folder. "I'm out. Lock up after. Championship push starts now." Door thunked shut behind her, bolt sliding home from outside. Gym fell silent save for the cooler's gurgle. Queenie turned Jane against the mirrors, palms flat on glass behind her. Jane's reflection stared back, chest rising quick, small firm breasts peaking jersey nipples from sweat chill. "Pressure's real," Queenie said. Fingers hooked Jane's waistband, yanked down. Track pants pooled at taped ankles. No underwear. Jane's pussy lips glistened, thighs parting instinctive. Jane's hands braced wider, ass cheeks spreading against the mirror cool. "Test us?" Thighs quivered, power coiled tight. Queenie dropped to knees on the mat, rubber biting skin. Nose dragged up Jane's slit first, inhaling musk sharp over Gatorade tang. Tongue punched in flat, lapping inner folds wet. Jane's hips bucked back, thick thighs framing Queenie's ears. Fingers speared pussy direct, two knuckle-deep, curling to drag g-spot ridge. Jane's whine pitched high, pouty mouth smearing fog on glass. Queenie's free hand gripped one ass cheek, nails digging crescent moons. Sucked clit hard between lips, teeth grazing hood. Fingers twisted out slick, three now slamming back, palm slapping mound with wet smack. Jane's walls clenched rhythmic, juices dripping chin. "Yours," Jane gasped, heels digging mat for leverage. Curvaceous hips ground back, fucking the fingers full hilt. Queenie growled low, vibration humming clit. Stood abrupt, yanking her own shorts aside. Strap-on harness waited in her gym bag, black silicone thick and veined, base plate slick with her own drip. Buckled it fast, lube packet ripped teeth-open. Coated shaft gleaming. Pushed Jane's thighs wider with knees, mirror creaking under palms. Cockhead notched slit, rubbed up-down teasing hole. Jane shoved back impatient, ass cheeks jiggling. "Now." Queenie thrust full, silicone stretching pussy walls audible squelch. Hips snapped forward, narrow waist flexing for depth. Balls-deep slap, Jane's thick thighs trembling spread-eagle. Queenie's sinewy back arched, jersey riding up sweat-slick. Fucked hard rhythm, each pull-out dragging lips white-knuckled, slam-in punching cervix bruise. Jane's lopsided grin twisted grimace, spit stringing from mouth to mirror. "Harder. Seal it." Queenie gripped hips bruising, thumbs dimpling soft flesh. Pace brutal, silicone veined ridges rasping g-spot raw. Jane's pussy fluttered warning, walls vise-grip. Queenie reached around, fingers pinching clit roll. Jane bucked wild, orgasm ripping guttural cry, squirt jetting thighs inner slick. Queenie kept pounding through, own clit throbbing base-plate grind till she came shuddering, vision spotting white. They slumped mirror-pressed, breaths rasping sync. Queenie pulled out slow, cum-string dangling shaft to hole. Jane straightened wobbly, track pants tugged up damp crotch. Grabbed towels from rack, tossed one. Wiped face, then stuck two fingers Jane's mouth casual. Jane sucked clean, eyes locked challenge. "Plan's locked," Queenie said, repacking harness. Jane nodded, optimism steel now. "Third line masks. You draw, I ghost. Voss drops."

		They taped ankles fresh, sticks in hand for final dry run. Puck clacked mats, drills flawless now. Pressure held. Bond iron. Door rattled outside, Tara's truck revving away. Jane scooped puck final time, hips snapping perfect feed. Queenie stickhandled ghost pass, cone tumbling. "Championship tomorrow," Jane said, grin full wattage. Queenie's hand low on her back again, possessive. "We take it." Stuck tapped. "Ready?"

		Jane's eyes narrowed focus. "Hit the ice.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 22

		

		The Critical Tipping Play

		

		

		Skates bit into the rubberized floor mats outside the gym door, the last echo of Tara's truck fading into Toronto traffic. Jane wiped sweat from her full pouty mouth with the back of her wrist, track pants still clinging damp between her thick thighs. Queenie's hand lingered a second too long on the small of her back before dropping away, fingers flexing like they forgot how to let go. They loaded gear into the trunk of Queenie's black Jeep Grand Cherokee, sticks clattering against pads, the city lights smearing past as Jane drove them south toward the Gardiner Expressway. Sleep came in fits that night, Jane's body buzzing from the harness grind, her pussy still tender where silicone ridges had rasped. She picked at a hangnail on her thumb until it bled, the metallic tang sharp under her teeth. Morning hit with protein shakes and taped ankles in the team hotel lobby, teammates milling around with that final-game hush, someone blasting "Blinding Lights" by The Weeknd on low from a phone speaker. Bus ride to Scotiabank Arena dragged, Jane's knee bouncing against Queenie's in the back row, neither pulling away. Now the championship finals ice gleamed under klieg lights, pristine white scarred only by warm-up grooves. Jane dropped into position at center ice for face-offs, her voluptuous hips settling low, thighs straining the black-and-purple Toronto Sirens uniform pants. The crowd's roar pressed down like a physical weight, thirty thousand strong packed into the stands, foam fingers waving, chants of "Si-rens! Si-rens!" rolling over the Plexiglas. Queenie lined up beside her on wing, tall frame coiled, sinewy back muscles shifting under jersey fabric as she tapped her stick on the ice three times, ritual steady. Reese Caldwell skated lazy circles for the Ottawa Flames across the red line, her ponytail whipping, eyes locked on Jane like a sniper scope. Leaks had hit the papers that morning, Ottawa's lineup tweaks predicted dead-on, Reese's doing no doubt. Jane's stomach twisted, but she flashed her lopsided grin at Queenie anyway, puck bouncing between her gloves. "Third line masks us," she muttered, voice low under the din. Queenie nodded once, jaw set smooth, no tic in sight. Whistle shrill. Face-off puck dropped, Jane's stick clipping it back clean to Queenie. They surged forward in sync, new formations kicking in from gym drills. Jane drew the checkers, curvaceous hips powering a wide arc left, baiting two Flames defenders into overcommit. Queenie ghosted right, invisible through the traffic, Voss dropping back to cover the blue line like clockwork. Puck fed perfect, Queenie's blade flipping it top shelf past the goalie glove, crowd erupting as the Sirens jumped up 1-0 five minutes in. Reese hammered a body check into Jane's ribs on the next shift, elbow digging solar plexus, breath whooshing out. Jane spun off balance but kept feet, dumping puck deep into the Flames zone. Queenie was there instant, narrow waist twisting as she chipped it along the boards, small firm breasts heaving under her jersey with each stride. "Stay wide," Queenie called, voice cutting through the scrape. Jane nodded, optimism fueling her legs, thick thighs churning for the cycle. Period one blurred into goals traded, Sirens clinging to a 3-2 lead. Reese's leaks fed Ottawa's power play, Flames tying it on a five-on-three when Voss hooked careless. Jane blocked a slapshot bare shin pad, pain lancing up her leg like hot wire, but she scooped loose puck and fed Queenie breakout. They hit the ice in tandem, Jane's full power driving the rush, Queenie's streamlined silhouette slicing seams. Score flipped 4-3 Sirens end of one, bench sticky with Gatorade spills, coach barking line changes. Intermission in the tunnel, Jane chugged water from a Dasani bottle, plastic crinkling under grip. Queenie leaned close, shoulder bumping hers, sweat beading on her collarbone. "She's gunning you. Draw harder on two." Jane's pouty mouth curved, thumb pressing the bloody hangnail spot. "Got it. You ghost clean." Teammates jostled past, Voss slapping Jane's ass pad encouraging, "Feed her tape-to-tape, Grant." Jane's grin flashed full, masking the family echo in her head, Dad's old voice calling hockey a "phase" over Thanksgiving calls ignored. Second period ignited. Reese cross-checked Jane's lower back behind the net, stick blade jamming kidneys, referee blind. Jane grunted, elbows flailing free, but lost the puck. Flames surged, tying 4-4 on a redirect. Clock ticked under eight minutes left third, score knotted 5-5 after Voss wristed one home. Jane's quads burned, fabric pulling tight across thighs with every pivot, but she locked eyes with Queenie across the face-off circle. Plan held: masks, draw, ghost, drop. Reese took the draw for Flames, her stick winning clean, but Jane stripped it mid-zone, hips snapping explosive turnover. She carried wide, drawing Reese and a trailer, thighs powering through the grind. Queenie ghosted seam, Voss pinching blue. Jane saucered perfect saucer pass, tape to tape, Queenie one-timing corner, goalie sprawling snow angel. Sirens 6-5, under four minutes, crowd on feet stomping rafters. Reese retaliated vicious. Shift after goal, Flames forecheck heavy, Reese pinned Jane against left boards, shoulder driving chest, gloves off in seconds. Fists flew sloppy, Jane landing a right to Reese's cheekbone, Reese's hooking Jane's eye socket bloody. Linesmen peeled them, minors called double, power plays evened. Jane skated to bench, copper taste flooding mouth, wiping blood on sock tape. Queenie's eyes tracked her whole way, possessive glint sharp. Kill held, under two minutes, Sirens clinging 6-5. Final shift dropped, Jane, Queenie, Voss out together. Icing call chased, Jane rimming puck corner desperate. Reese pounced, flipping it out easy. Face-off left dot, Jane versus Reese again. Puck loose, scramble. Jane dug it free, wheeled out front, deking goalie five-hole tease. Reese charged full bore, hip check aimed to shatter. Queenie slid in unplanned, body intercepting full force. Reese's shoulder smashed Queenie's ribs audible crack over the roar, Queenie crumpling ice-first, stick skittering away. Jane froze split-second, heart slamming, then shoveled puck to Voss wide open. Voss buried it bar down, 7-5 Sirens with ninety seconds left. Medics swarmed Queenie, who waved them off skates under her, sinewy back heaving as she sucked air. Jane dropped beside her, glove tugging jersey sleeve urgent. "You good?"

		Queenie pushed up slow, narrow waist folding pained, jaw clenching tic flickering once before smoothing. "Finish it." Reese circled perimeter, face twisted ugly, ponytail matted sweat. Clock burned: 1:20. Face-off win, dump in. Flames pulled goalie empty net, six on five swarm. Jane backchecked furious, stick lifting passes, thick thighs screaming lactic fire. Reese stole zone entry, saucer to trailer. Queenie blocked lane, body checking shooter ribs-first again, puck cleared. Under forty seconds. Icing. Draw circle, Jane versus Reese final time. Reese's eyes promised murder, leak scandal be damned. Puck dropped. Jane tied it up, kicking to Queenie. Flames stole, six skaters crashing net front. Jane dove block, pad absorbing slapshot knee cap, pain exploding white. Rebound loose, Voss cleared glass. Clock: 0:12. Queenie stickhandled breakout, feeding Jane neutral. Jane burst speed, one-on-three, deking right then left, wristing high glove perfect. Goalie kicked out, rebound squirted front. Reese body-slammed Jane from blindside, full weight driving her hip into ice, head bouncing dasher. Stars burst vision, breath gone, uniform tearing at seam over curvaceous hip. Queenie there instant, hauling Reese off two-handed shove, linesmen diving. Puck trickled corner untouched. Clock: 0:03. Voss poked it in empty net insurance, 8-5 final buzzer wail. But Reese wasn't done. She lunged post-whistle, cross-check spearing Jane's thigh inner, blade gouging meat. Jane yelped sharp, leg buckling, blood seeping white pants. Queenie charged, fists balled, jaw locked white. "Back off her." Reese sneered, "Your rookie's done, Blair. Leaks or not." Medics rushed again, Jane's hand finding Queenie's ankle tape under the pile-on, squeezing hard. Crowd chanted "Fight! Fight!" but refs separated, game over, trophy seconds away. Jane's grin tried forming through bloodied lip, optimism cracking under the cost.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 23

		

		The Trophy Clinch

		

		

		Medics swarmed the ice, their red jerseys cutting through the scrum like blunt knives. Queenie knelt beside Jane, gloved hand clamping her shoulder, thumb pressing into the pad where jersey met pads. Jane's fingers dug into her ankle tape one last squeeze before letting go, blood from her lip smearing the white ice in a thin pink streak. Reese hovered at the edge, ponytail dripping sweat onto her collar, eyes narrowed like she could still rewrite the score. "Blair, off her," one ref barked, stick tapping Queenie's skate blade. Queenie rose slow, sinewy back uncoiling under the jersey, every muscle pulled tight from the hit she'd eaten earlier. She stared Reese down, fists loose at her sides but ready. "Touch her again, Caldwell. League be damned."

		Reese spat to the side, glob landing near the face-off circle. "Your little rookie's leak bait. Everyone knows it."

		Linesmen shoved between them, whistles shrill over the chant dying down. Teammates piled in now, Voss slapping Jane's back pads, others hoisting sticks overhead. The buzzer's echo hung, 8-5 etched on the scoreboard, series over. Toronto's first PWHL Cup. Queenie hooked an arm under Jane's, hauling her up. Jane tested weight on the gouged thigh, wince pulling her full mouth sideways, that lopsided grin flickering anyway. Blood seeped through the pant rip, dark against white, but she nodded. "Trophy time, cap."

		They shuffled toward center ice, crowd noise crashing back in waves. Organ blared "O Canada," fans waving foam fingers, Scotiabank Arena's rafters shaking. League suits in suits waited by the podium, silver Cup gleaming under spotlights, engraved bands catching light. Tara Voss gripped Queenie's elbow quick on the way, breath hot against her ear. "Evidence dropped. Caldwell's cooked."

		Queenie's jaw ticked once, then stilled. Tara had timed it perfect, final files from the gym session uploaded mid-third. Reese's fake docs, her bribes to insiders, all splashed across league feeds during the TV timeout. No one mentioned it on air yet, but phones buzzed in every pocket. Reese skated past slow, shoulder clipping Queenie's deliberate. "This ain't over, Blair."

		Jane leaned heavier into her side, thick thigh brushing Queenie's with each stride. Queenie's arm tightened around her waist, narrow frame steadying the shift. "It is for you."

		Podium steps loomed, carpeted red over the dasher boards. Teammates climbed first, Voss draping the banner over the glass, captain's honor. Queenie guided Jane up last, her small breasts pressing against the jersey as she boosted her with a hip nudge. Med tech trailed, tape ready for the thigh, but Jane waved him off. "Later."

		Commissioner stepped to the mic, gray hair slicked, voice booming. "Toronto, your 2025 PWHL champions." Pause for roar. "In light of recent allegations, league investigation confirms interference by Calgary's Reese Caldwell. Fabricated leaks, targeted sabotage. Suspension pending, full review."

		Reese froze mid-step to her bench, face draining chalk-white under the sweat. Fans booed sharp, foam fingers pointing. She spun for the tunnel, ponytail whipping, but security blocked her path. Handcuffs out? No, just escort. Her stick clattered to the ice, abandoned. Queenie exhaled through her nose, the tic gone for good. Sacrifice had bought those last seconds, Voss's poke-in sealing it. Leaks dead, team saved. No dissolution, no Caldwell's threats landing. She gripped the Cup first, heavy silver cold against palms even through gloves. Etched names from past seasons blurred under lift, arms straining, sinewy back flexing visible as she hoisted it overhead. Teammates mobbed, spraying water bottles, foam dripping down her neck into collar. Jane pressed close from behind, curvaceous hips bumping her ass playful, full mouth yelling something lost in noise. "First," Jane mouthed against her ear, grin splitting wide now, blood crusted at corner. Queenie passed the Cup down the line, watching it travel. Voss took hers quick, then backup goalie, defensemen stacking it high. Jane got it midway, thick thighs planted wide for balance, powerful hips rocking as she raised it. Her jersey seam tore further at the hip from Reese's slam, white tape peeking, but she held steady, lopsided grin flashing for cameras. Queenie watched from the step below, possessive pull knotting low in her gut. Jane's optimism cracked earlier, but here it burned bright, familial ache buried under the lift. Queenie's own scar from the mentor betrayal itched faint, that old armor cracking wider. This one was hers now. Guarded. Ceremony dragged, speeches from suits droning league stats, sponsorship reads. Queenie tuned it, eyes on Jane leaning against podium rail, thigh flexing gingerly. Blood patch spread slow, medic finally kneeling to wrap it, gauze stark white. Jane's hand found Queenie's knee under the rail, fingers tracing the skate lace knot she'd tied pre-game. Reese's drama peaked tunnel-side, league PR dragging her into shadows, mics catching her yell. "Bullshit setup. Voss fed you lies." Security zip-tied her wrists loose, march to holding room for statement. Neutralized. Cup made full circle, back to Queenie for the team photo. She planted it center podium, arm slung over Jane's shoulder natural, pulling her close. Jane's powerful thigh pressed outer against hers, heat seeping through layers. Cameras flashed, arena lights blinding. Teammates crammed in, Voss tossing a puck for prop, others draping medals over necks. Commissioner tapped Queenie's mic. "Captain, words?"

		She cleared throat, voice gravel from shifts. "Team first. Always." Short, jaw smooth. No more needed. Crowd ate it, cheers doubling. Photo done, suits cleared fast. Teammates spilled toward benches for gear, high-fives slapping pads. Jane lingered, Cup heavy in her hold now, sharing the weight with Queenie. They stood shoulder to shoulder on the podium step, arena emptying slow, echoes of chants fading to hum. Sweat cooled sticky on Queenie's skin, jersey clinging to narrow waist. Jane's breath puffed warm near her neck, optimism radiating off her like bench heat. Victory sank in quiet, five-week grind lifting off shoulders. Reese gone, leaks ash, Cup theirs. Jane nudged elbow into her ribs soft. "Locker room?"

		Queenie nodded, gloved hand sliding to base of Jane's spine, guiding her down the step. Ice gleamed empty under lights, shavings scraped to slush piles. Teammates' voices bounced off boards ahead, but here, just them. One foot hit carpet, Jane's skate blade catching edge. She stumbled half-second, Queenie's grip tightening instant. "Got you."

		Jane's grin tilted fuller, eyes crinkling. "Yeah. You do."

		They shuffled toward tunnel mouth, Cup swinging between, arena hush settling thick. Medics waited with carts, Voss yelling for champagne, but Queenie kept pace locked to Jane's limp. Thigh wrap soaked already, blood stubborn. Locker room signs glowed ahead, door cracked steam. Jane squeezed her hand once, thumb rubbing over knuckles raw from blocks. Queenie pushed door wider, cool air hitting face. "In."

		Jane stepped through first, Cup dragging heavy.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 24

		

		The Quiet Locker Room Moment

		

		

		Jane set the Cup down on the rubber-matted floor with a thud that echoed off the tile walls. Steam from the showers hung in the air, mixing with the sharp tang of tape adhesive and damp wool from discarded jerseys. Teammates' stalls stood half-empty, gloves scattered like shed skins, sticks leaning crooked against hooks. Voss's voice cut off mid-laugh down the hall, door slamming behind the last stragglers. Footsteps faded to nothing. She eased onto the bench, thick thighs protesting the shift, the wrap around her right one sodden and itching where it stuck to skin. Blood had crusted the edges, flaking onto her sock. Queenie dropped beside her, close enough that the bench creaked under their combined weight. Her jersey hung loose over that narrow waist, zipper low enough to show the black sports bra underneath, sweat beading in the hollow of her collarbone. No one else. Just the hum of the arena vents overhead and the drip of a distant faucet. Jane peeled off one glove, fingers numb and pruned. "That hit. You didn't have to." She flexed her hand, watching a red welt rise where the puck had jammed her knuckles earlier. Queenie's knee bumped hers, stayed there. "Yeah. Had to." She tugged her own glove free, knuckles split and raw, then leaned forward, elbows on thighs. The sinewy lines of her back shifted under the jersey fabric. Silence stretched, broken only by the plink of water. Jane's pulse thumped steady in her ears, not fast, just there. She traced the Cup's engravings with her eyes, names blurring from too many shifts. Family never got this. Dad's voice in her head, that last call before playoffs: "Waste of time, Janey. Get a real job." The rejection sat heavy in her gut, like undigested pre-game pasta. "You ever think about bailing?" Jane asked. Her full mouth parted around the words, no grin yet. "Before all this. When Reese started leaking shit."

		Queenie snorted, soft. "Every day." She rubbed her thumb over a split knuckle, pressing until fresh blood welled. "Mentor back in juniors. Promised scouts, pulled strings. Then sold me out for her own kid. Left me twisting." Her jaw stayed loose, no clench. Eyes on the floor, lashes casting shadows. Jane nodded, thigh muscle twitching under the wrap. "My folks. Hockey was 'boy stuff.' Dad said I'd end up alone, no kids, no backup plan." She picked at a loose thread on her pants, the seam straining over her hips. "Pushed anyway. But it sticks, you know? Like wondering if they were right."

		Queenie turned then, shoulder brushing Jane's. Heat radiated off her skin, sharper than the steam. "They weren't." Voice low, gravel from the ice still in it. "You're here. Cup's here. Team's here."

		Jane's chest tightened, breath catching on a rib. Possessive want coiled low, not frantic like post-win adrenaline dumps, but steady, like the pull of her stick tape. "You protected me out there. That hit was for me." She reached, palm settling on Queenie's thigh, fingers curling into the muscle there. Firm, unyielding. Queenie covered her hand, grip sliding up to wrist, thumb pressing the pulse point. "Mine to protect." No hesitation. Her free hand cupped Jane's jaw, rough from glove calluses, tilting her face. Eyes dark, pupils wide in the dim locker light. Jane leaned in first, mouth brushing Queenie's, soft at the corners. Lips parted, tongues met slow, tasting salt and Gatorade residue. No rush. Queenie's fingers threaded into Jane's ponytail, loosening the tie until damp hair spilled over shoulders. Jane's hand dragged up Queenie's thigh, bunching jersey fabric, nails scraping over the compression shorts underneath. They shifted on the bench, Jane swinging a leg over to straddle, thick thighs bracketing Queenie's hips. The wrap tugged tight, pain flaring sharp, but she ignored it, grinding down once. Queenie groaned into her mouth, hands gripping Jane's ass, pulling her closer. Fabric rasped, Jane's uniform pants slick against Queenie's. "Want you," Jane murmured, nipping Queenie's lower lip. She yanked the jersey zipper lower, exposing small breasts under the bra, nipples peaked against spandex. Fingers hooked the band, shoving it up. Queenie's breasts were firm, cool skin warming under Jane's palms as she squeezed, thumbs circling nipples until they hardened further. Queenie arched, head tipping back against the locker door. "Fuck, yes." Her hands worked Jane's pants open, button popping loose, zipper rasping down. Fingers delved inside, cupping over panties, pressing the cotton seam against Jane's clit. Wetness soaked through instantly, Jane bucking at the pressure. Jane fumbled Queenie's shorts next, shoving them down with underwear in one go. Queenie's pussy was bare, lips swollen and slick, clit peeking from the hood. Jane spread her with two fingers, middle stroking up the seam, gathering wetness. Queenie's hips jerked, a hiss escaping teeth. "Here?" Queenie asked, voice rough, but her hands didn't stop, tugging Jane's panties aside. Fingers parted folds, sliding through slickness, circling her entrance. Locker room benches were hard slats, rubber mats gritty under knees, but Jane nodded, grinding onto those fingers. "Everywhere." One finger pushed in, then two, stretching her slow. Jane clenched around them, walls fluttering. She mirrored, two fingers sinking into Queenie knuckle-deep, thumb on her clit rubbing firm circles. They rocked together, breaths syncing in short pants. Jane's thighs burned, wrap chafing, but the ache blended with building heat. Queenie curled her fingers, hitting that spot inside, Jane's vision spotting white. Sweat dripped from her temple, landing on Queenie's chest. Queenie's free hand tangled in Jane's hair, pulling her down for a messy kiss, teeth clashing. "Mine," she said against Jane's mouth, possessive edge sharpening. She sucked a mark on Jane's neck, just below the jaw, hard enough to bruise purple by morning. Jane gasped, speeding her thrusts, fingers pumping wet sounds echoing off tiles. Queenie's walls gripped tight, clit throbbing under thumb. "Yours," Jane agreed, voice breaking. She bit Queenie's shoulder through the jersey, tasting cotton and salt. Orgasm hit Jane first, thighs quaking, pussy spasming around fingers. She rode it out, grinding until oversensitive, then focused on Queenie, pinching her nipple sharp while fingers fucked deeper. Queenie came with a choked groan, hips stuttering, wetness coating Jane's hand. They stilled, foreheads pressed, breaths heaving. Jane's hair stuck to Queenie's cheek, panties twisted around one thigh. Queenie eased fingers free, smearing slickness on Jane's hip before zipping her up loose. "Not desperation," Jane said, sliding off, thighs wobbling. She adjusted her wrap, bloodstain darker now. "Choice."

		Queenie stood, pulling shorts straight, jersey zipped crooked. Jaw smooth, eyes steady. "Choice." She cupped Jane's face again, thumb tracing the new mark. "Ours."

		Jane grinned, lopsided, pulling her into a hug. Bodies slotted, hips aligning, Cup gleaming forgotten at their feet. Locker room smelled of sex now, musky under the steam. "Shower?" Jane asked, hand sliding to Queenie's lower back. Queenie nodded, grabbing the Cup one-handed, other laced with Jane's fingers. "Then home."

		They shuffled toward the showers, steam thickening ahead, door swinging wide. Jane's limp matched Queenie's hitch, steps synced. Water hissed on already, empty stalls waiting. Queenie set the Cup on a sink ledge, turning the next knob. Spray hit tile hot. Jane stripped first, pants pooling at ankles, wrap unraveling in pink streaks. Queenie followed, jerseys and shorts kicked aside. Water pounded their skin, rinsing sweat and stick tape residue. Jane soaped her hands, lathering Queenie's back, fingers digging into sinew knots. Queenie turned, stealing the soap, palms gliding over Jane's hips, thumbs pressing dimples. "No more hiding."

		"No more." Jane rose on toes, kissing under the spray. Water sluiced between breasts, pooling in navels. They washed slow, hands everywhere, no rush. Jane's thigh stung clean, wrap discarded in the corner. Queenie toweled her dry first, rough terrycloth rasping nipples back to peaks. Jane returned it, patting between legs gentle. Dressed in fresh track pants from stalls, hair damp and combed with fingers, they grabbed gear bags. Cup tucked under Queenie's arm like a football. Locker room lights buzzed low now, arena ghosts outside. Jane paused at the door, hand on Queenie's elbow. "Ceremony tomorrow. League hall."

		Queenie squeezed back. "Together?"

		Jane nodded, grin flashing. "Together."

		They pushed into the tunnel, cool air hitting wet skin, medic carts long gone. Echoes of victory chants lingered in concrete walls, but quieter now. Jane's phone buzzed in her bag, Voss probably: "Drinks?" She ignored it, leaning into Queenie's side. Steps echoed toward the exit, bags bumping thighs.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 25

		

		The Official Recognition Ceremony

		

		

		Cool air from the loading dock bit into damp skin. Queenie shifted the Cup higher under her arm, plastic wrapping crinkling against her track pants. Jane's bag swung into her thigh again, the zipper catch snagging jersey fabric. A black SUV idled at the curb, team logo magnet crooked on the door. Driver waved from the window, exhaust puffing in the streetlight glow. "In," Queenie said, jerking her chin. Jane climbed first, thick thighs flexing as she boosted onto the seat. Queenie followed, Cup wedged between boots. Door thunked shut. Engine growled low, pulling away from Scotiabank Arena's brick facade. Toronto streets blurred past, King Street neon flickering over Jane's profile. She scrolled her phone finally, thumb pausing on Voss's text. "Drinks?" Jane read aloud, voice pitching up at the end. Queenie's fingers drummed the Cup's base. "Tomorrow's enough celebrating."

		Jane pocketed the phone, head dropping to Queenie's shoulder. "Yeah." Her breath warmed the jersey collar. Cab ride smell clung, vinyl seats and faint pine air freshener. Queenie's hand settled on Jane's knee, thumb circling the track pant seam. Home was twenty minutes north, condo tower lights winking ahead. Door key rattled in the lock later, gear bags dumped in the hall. Cup propped on the kitchen island like a silver bowling pin, reflection warping the granite. Jane flicked on the under-cab lights, shadows pooling under bar stools. Queenie grabbed two Gatorades from the fridge, lemon-lime bottles sweating in her grip. Handed one over. Jane twisted the cap, chugged half. "Bed?" Throat bobbed, lips shiny. Queenie nodded, draining hers. Empty bottle clinked in the recycling. They stripped in the bedroom, jerseys heaped on the floor beside shin guards still packed away. Sheets tangled quick under bare skin, Jane's curves pressing close, hip bone digging Queenie's stomach. Sleep came heavy, arena echoes fading to the hum of the AC unit. Morning yanked her awake with sun slicing venetian blinds. Coffee maker gurgled in the kitchen, Jane already up. Queenie rolled out, pulled on black slacks and a crisp button-down from the dry cleaner bag. Mirror showed jaw line clean-shaven smooth, hair slicked into a low knot. Jane emerged from the bathroom, towel around her waist, upper body bare. Water beaded on collarbones, trickling toward small peaks. "Dress is on the chair," Jane said, nodding at navy fabric draped over the ottoman. She dropped the towel, stepped into black lace underwear that hugged her hips tight. Zipper rasped up the back of the dress, fabric stretching over thighs. Queenie fastened her own cufflinks, silver team crests engraved. "League hall's at noon."

		"Showered yet?" Jane asked, spritzing perfume at her neck. Citrus hit the air. Queenie shook her head. Jane grinned crooked, grabbed her wrist. "Come on."

		Shower water needled hot ten minutes later. Jane's hands worked shampoo into her scalp, nails scraping satisfying. Queenie rinsed, eyes on suds sliding down Jane's back curve. No time for more. Dressed and out, Uber to the hall. League awards hall squatted off Yonge Street, glass front etched with PWHL laurels. Valet took keys to the borrowed Escalade. Inside, polished oak floors gleamed under chandeliers shaped like hockey sticks. Trophy cases lined walls, silver sticks and pucks behind plexiglass. Players clustered in groups, sequins and slacks mixing with nervous laughs. Air smelled of catered shrimp cocktail and fresh lilies from centerpieces. Queenie scanned the room. Jane's hand brushed her lower back, guiding toward a high-top table near the stage. Tara Voss stood there already, navy suit sharp, promotion pin glinting on her lapel. She lifted a champagne flute, ice clinking. "Captains," Voss said. Nodded at Jane. "Rookie star. Grab glasses."

		Waiter circled with trays, bubbles fizzing gold. Queenie took one, stem cold between fingers. Jane sipped hers, pinky hooking the bowl. Room noise swelled, commissioner stepping to the podium. Spotlights hit polished wood, mic feedback squealing brief. "Season of grit," he boomed. Slides clicked behind him, championship highlights looping. Goal clips from game seven, Jane's wrist shot burying top shelf. Applause cracked when their faces filled the screen. Queenie's shoulder blades tightened under the shirt, sinews pulling. Sponsors first. Logos flashed: Tim Hortons, RBC, new kit deal with Under Armour. "Renewal secured," commissioner said. "Team intact for next season." Cheers erupted, glasses tapping. Jane's grin split wide, teeth flashing. Queenie set her flute down, glass ring marking the white tablecloth. Voss leaned in close. "That leak shit? League reviewed tapes. Caldwell's out. Suspension through playoffs next year."

		Queenie's thumb pressed the linen edge. "Knew it."

		Jane's knee nudged hers under the table. "Good."

		Podium shifted. Individual awards. MVP to Jane, plaque heavy in her hands as she climbed steps. Lopsided grin lit the stage, speech short: "Team effort. Captain's call." Back down, plaque tucked under arm like a clipboard. Queenie's turn next. Leadership award, engraved plate cool on her palm. "Defense held," she said into the mic. Crowd whooped. Jane's eyes tracked her descent, pouty mouth curved. Voss clapped her shoulder. "Look at you two. Season start, thought you'd kill each other. Now?" She swirled her drink, ice shifting. "Changed the program. Me too. That assistant gig? Full GM now. Your plays got me there."

		Queenie's fingers flexed on the award base. "Deserved."

		Jane chimed in. "We all bled for it."

		Room thinned after mains, salmon drying on plates. Dessert forks scraped cheesecakes. Queenie spotted Reese Caldwell at a corner table, alone, no flute in hand. Bitter lines etched her face deeper, arms crossed over a plain gray dress. No applause from her section during highlights. Voss followed her gaze. "League pulled her invite halfway. She's here on sufferance. Leaks traced to her burner phone. Texts to a beat writer at TSN."

		Reese caught them staring, stood abrupt. Chair scraped loud. She wove through tables, heels clicking parquet. Stopped short at theirs, eyes flicking Jane's plaque, then Queenie's jaw. "Congrats," Reese said. Voice flat, like reading a grocery list. "Guess the ice queen got her throne."

		Jane shifted, thick thighs pressing table leg. Queenie stepped half in front, blocking line of sight. "Out."

		Reese snorted. "Suspended, yeah. But watch next season. Bouncing back." She pivoted, shoulder clipping a waiter. Shrimp sauce splattered her hem. Gone toward the exit, doors swinging. Voss exhaled through her nose. "Done."

		Band started up, jazz cover of "Sweet Caroline" bumping speakers. Players hit the floor, heels off. Jane tugged Queenie's sleeve. "Dance?"

		Queenie set awards down. "One."

		Floor crowded, bodies swaying. Jane's hips bumped close, dress fabric whispering on slacks. Queenie's hand spanned her waist, fingers splaying over zipper track. Jane's breath hit her ear, warm over lobe. "Feels real now."

		Commissioner circled later, handshakes sticky from hors d'oeuvres. "League's future," he said to Queenie. "You two set the bar." Nodded at the Cup replica on stage, lights bouncing off engravings. Evening wound down, tables cleared to coffee urns. Queenie grabbed two mugs, black for her, cream for Jane. Steam curled up, bitter roast cutting floral air. Jane leaned into her side, plaque propped on hip. Voss raised her mug from across the table. "To changed landscapes."

		Jane clinked ceramic rims. Queenie drank deep, heat scalding tongue. Doors opened to street noise, valet pulling up the Escalade. Jane slid into passenger seat, awards stacked between them. Engine turned over smooth. Headed home, Yonge lights streaking windows. Jane's hand found her thigh midway, squeezing once. "Park it here," Jane said at a red light. Queenie eased to the curb, hazard blinkers popping. Jane twisted, mouth crashing over hers. Tongue slick, tasting champagne and cheesecake crust. Queenie gripped the wheel, knuckles paling. Horn blared behind. Green light. Jane settled back, wiping lip gloss smear with thumb. "Couldn't wait."

		Queenie accelerated, tires humming pavement. Tower loomed ahead, garage gate rattling up. Parked in their spot, engine ticking cool. Bags and awards hauled inside, elevator dinging floors. Condo door clicked shut. Jane kicked heels off, toes flexing carpet. "Bed?"

		Queenie nodded, loosening her knot. Hair fell loose, brushing shoulders. Jane's fingers worked buttons down her shirt, exposing collarbone. Plaque set aside on the dresser. Morning would bring coffee steam and Voss texts, but now Jane's mouth trailed down her sternum, small breasts peaking under lace. Queenie's hands cupped those powerful hips, thumbs digging fabric seams. Dress pooled at ankles. Black lace tugged aside, Jane's thighs parting. Queenie backed her to the bed edge, knees buckling mattress. Pushed her flat, straddling narrow waist. Jane's grin flashed up, full lips parting. Queenie ground down, clit dragging over lace-covered folds. Friction sparked, wet seeping through. "Off," Jane gasped, hips bucking. Queenie stripped her own slacks, briefs kicked away. Naked now, skin slapping skin. Jane's thick thighs clamped her ribs, heels digging ass cheeks. Queenie rocked harder, small breasts brushing Jane's fuller ones, nipples scraping. Hand down, fingers parting slick lips. Jane arched, pouty mouth open on a whine. Queenie circled clit firm, thumb pressing hood. Two fingers slid in knuckle deep, walls clenching hot. Jane's hips rolled up, chasing thrust. "Fuck, yes," Jane panted. Hand fisted sheets, knuckles white. Queenie curled fingers, stroking that spot till Jane shuddered, thighs quaking. Orgasm hit, pussy pulsing grip. Queenie pulled out slick, brought fingers to Jane's mouth. She sucked clean, tongue laving salt. Queenie shifted up, knees bracketing head. Jane's hands gripped subtle hips, pulling down. Tongue flattened broad, lapping from asshole to clit in one drag. Queenie rocked, sinewy back bowing. Jane's nose nudged mound, breath huffing hot. Sucked clit gentle, teeth grazing. Fingers joined, two breaching tight. Queenie ground faster, hand braced on headboard. Wood creaked. Jane hummed vibration, tongue flicking relentless. "Come," Jane mumbled against folds. Queenie did, thighs clamping ears, pussy flooding mouth. Shudders rippled down legs, toes curling. Collapsed beside, breaths syncing ragged. Jane's arm draped her waist, pulling flush. Skin stuck sweat-damp. Phone buzzed on nightstand. Voss again: Coffee tomorrow? Negotiation time. Queenie silenced it. Jane mumbled something sleepy, thigh thrown over. Dark closed in, city hum faint outside.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 26

		

		The Morning Coffee Negotiation

		

		

		Jane slid the Toronto Maple Leafs mug across the scratched oak table toward Queenie, steam curling up from the dark roast like exhaust off fresh Zamboni ice. The kitchen window framed a slice of Yonge Street traffic below, horns bleating faint through the glass. She braced her palms on the cool granite counter, thick thighs flexing under the hem of her oversized Team Canada tee, the fabric riding up from last night's sleep-tangle. Queenie wrapped long fingers around the mug, sinewy forearms corded from yesterday's off-ice lifts. She blew across the surface once, sipped, set it down with a china clink. "You skipped the foam roller again. That's three days."

		Jane twisted the dishrag between her hands, water dripping into the sink. The fridge hummed low, calendar stuck to its door with a magnet shaped like a puck, red Sharpie circling dates three months out from the finals hoist. September already, off-season dragging like a bad power play. "I did it Monday. My quads are fine. We got time before camp."

		Queenie's mouth flattened, that jaw tic flickering once before she caught it. Narrow waist shifted as she leaned back in the chair, jersey from last week's pickup game pulling taut over small breasts. "Time means complacency. Rookie year, you powered through every drill. Now it's 'fine'?"

		Jane's full lips quirked halfway to her grin, but she caught the edge in Queenie's voice. She grabbed her own mug, the one with the chipped PWHL logo from their first team skate, and took a swallow. Bitter heat grounded her. "You're the one who pushed for this place. Shared lease, shared fridge. Not shared spreadsheets for my glutes."

		Queenie's eyes narrowed over the rim. "We share wins. Or we don't."

		The buzzer scraped from the intercom panel by the door, sharp like skate blades on rubber mats. Jane wiped her hands on a dish towel printed with hockey sticks, padded over in socks that mismatched one blue, one gray. She thumbed the button. "Yeah?"

		"Tara Voss. Ten minutes early. Let me up?"

		Jane buzzed her in, glanced back. Queenie already stood, stacking the mugs in the sink with quick efficiency. "Perfect timing."

		Door clicked open two floors up, footsteps echoing in the hall. Jane swung it wide as Tara crested the landing, black blazer crisp over jeans, hair pulled into a low ponytail that swung like a penalty kill flag. Clipboard tucked under one arm, paper cup from Balzac's in her fist. "Grant. Blair." Tara nodded, stepping over the threshold into the narrow foyer. Smell of her citrus perfume cut the coffee grounds air. "Smells better than the league office brew."

		Jane waved her toward the living room couch, but Tara beelined for the kitchen table instead, dropping the clipboard with a slap. "Saved you both a trip downtown. Contracts for the expansion draft."

		Queenie slid back into her chair, posture straight. Jane stayed leaning against the fridge, arms crossed under her chest. Tara flipped pages, pen tapping the top sheet. "League's adding Quebec next year. Voss gets first dibs on roster tweaks. Blair, you're locked as captain, obviously. Grant, forward line one's yours if you sign by Friday."

		Jane's toes curled in her socks. Quebec meant travel, meant schedules clashing harder. "Numbers look solid. More than last year."

		Tara snorted, scribbling a note. "Sponsors poured in post-finals. Your assist on that empty-netter? Gold. But Blair's addendum here." She tapped Queenie's page. "Pushes for joint training clauses. Non-negotiable?"

		Queenie's fingers drummed the table edge once. "Keeps us sharp. Shared gym time, shared drills."

		Tara glanced between them, pen pausing. "Domestic perks or control freak stuff?"

		Jane snorted, pushing off the fridge to grab a stool. Her thigh bumped the table leg, wood rattling. "Both."

		Queenie shot her a look, flat and unreadable. Tara signed the bottom line with a flourish. "Sign here, initial there. I'll file 'em before lunch. Congrats on the hardware, by the way. GM now means I outrank you both." She stood, clipboard tucked away, drained her coffee in one tilt. "New season starts November tenth. Don't slack."

		Jane walked her out, door latching soft behind. Back in the kitchen, Queenie rinsed the mugs under hot water, sponge scraping porcelain. Silence stretched, broken by the fridge kick-cycle. Jane picked at the edge of a coaster, cardboard curling under her nail. "Joint training? You added that without asking."

		Queenie shut off the tap, shook water from her hands. Droplets speckled the counter. "Keeps you accountable."

		"My thighs don't need a babysitter." Jane's voice pitched up, grin nowhere in sight. She stood, pacing the three steps to the window. City buses groaned below, brakes hissing. "We won the cup. Team's safe. Reese is gone. What's the rush on every damn rep?"

		Queenie dried her hands on the towel Jane had discarded, folding it precise into thirds. Her narrow waist twisted as she faced the sink again. "Rush? This is the grind. Without it, you drift. Like your family drifts."

		Jane froze mid-step, sock snagging carpet. Heat crawled up her neck. "Don't."

		Queenie turned then, leaning hip to counter. Sinewy back pressed flat to the cabinet. "You think I didn't notice the voicemails you delete? 'Come home, quit the rink dream'? That's drift."

		Jane's pouty mouth opened, closed. She rubbed the back of her neck, skin prickling. The calendar's red circle glared from across the room, that park meetup she'd penciled last week. Mom, finally, after months of radio silence. "It's handled. But this?" She gestured between them, thick thighs planted wide. "Us scheduling shits together like we're still chasing playoffs? Feels like you're waiting for me to bail."

		Queenie's jaw worked side to side, tic gone quiet. She stepped closer, close enough Jane smelled her soap, clean and sharp like pine off the Don Valley trails. "Bail where? This is ours now. Apartment. Bed. Wins."

		Jane's chest tightened, air sticking. She chewed the inside of her cheek, copper tang blooming. "What if ordinary eats it? No leaks, no finals buzzer. Just coffee pots and quads that ache from couches. What if I turn into the girl they wanted, desk job, no sticks? Or you lock down so tight nothing breathes?"

		Queenie's hand landed on her hip, thumb hooking the tee hem, skin contact electric against the curve. Not pulling, just holding. "You think I don't wonder? Mentor fucked me early, took credit for my breakouts. Left me guarding every scrap alone. What if I squeeze too hard, you snap?"

		Jane's breath hitched, full lips parting on nothing. Queenie's small breasts rose steady under the jersey, narrow waist still but fingers gripping firmer. The admission hung, raw like a fresh bruise. "You say it." Jane's voice dropped, thigh pressing into Queenie's knee. "Out loud."

		Queenie's free hand cupped Jane's jaw, callus from stick tape rough on her cheekbone. "I'm scared you'll wake up ordinary and hate the cage I built."

		Jane leaned in, forehead bumping Queenie's collarbone. Lopsided grin cracked through, small. "Me too. Scared you'll ice over permanent."

		They stood there, breaths syncing ragged over the fridge hum. Queenie's thumb traced the seam of Jane's shorts, dipping under fabric to brush inner thigh skin, warm and yielding. Jane's hand slid up Queenie's spine, feeling those back muscles slacken under her palm. Coffee pot gurgled empty. Sun shifted, spotlighting the calendar's circle. Jane pulled back first, grin widening crooked. "Tara's clauses can wait. But park tomorrow? Mom's texts stopped ignoring me."

		Queenie nodded once, hand lingering on hip. "I'll drive."

		Jane reached for the fresh grounds canister, twisting the lid with a pop. Dark beans spilled into the filter, scent punching sharp. Queenie's fingers brushed hers as she handed over the scoop, steel glinting.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 27

		

		The Forgiveness Bridge

		

		

		Queenie watched the steel scoop hover over the filter, Jane's fingers steady now as she dumped the last heap of grounds. The grinder's whine from last night still echoed in her ears, too loud for six a.m. prep. Jane tapped the edge clean, black flecks scattering across the quartz counter like shrapnel. "Park's at eleven," Jane said, sliding the pot into place with a click. Water hissed as it heated. "Mom picked the spot by the pond. Said she wants to talk sticks or something. Neutral ground."

		Queenie leaned against the fridge door, crossing her arms over her jersey. The fabric pulled tight across her shoulders. Jane's thick thighs flexed as she bent to grab the milk from the fridge shelf below, ass straining the shorts seam. Queenie's thumb still tingled from that inner thigh graze. "You sure?" The question came out flat. Not pushing. Just the facts. Jane straightened, carton in hand, and shot her that lopsided thing. Milk splashed into her mug, foam bubbling uneven. "Yeah. Texts went from silence to 'let's try.' Figure ordinary life's gotta include this crap sometime."

		Queenie nodded. Pushed off the fridge. Grabbed her own mug, black, no extras. Steam curled up, bitter scent cutting the roast. They drank standing there, elbows brushing the counter edge. Jane's free hand drummed the handle, nails clicking plastic rhythm. Queenie set her mug down first, rinsed it under the faucet spray. Water drummed cold on ceramic. "Drive safe," Jane said, but Queenie was already halfway to the door, keys jangling from the hook by the toaster. *

		Jeep's tires crunched gravel as Queenie pulled into High Park's lot off Colborne Lodge Road. Eleven sharp. Windshields fogged from the overnight chill, and a guy in a Leafs beanie wrestled a lab mix on a frayed leash near the entrance gate. Jane shifted in the passenger seat, her duffel thumping the floor mat. Inside poked a spare puck, the one from her first PWHL goal, edges chipped white. "Spot's that way." Jane pointed east, past the oaks shedding copper leaves. "Bench by Grenadier Pond. She used to take me there before tryouts got serious."

		Queenie killed the engine. Parked crooked between faded lines. Grabbed her knit cap from the console, yanked it low over her ears. Jane hopped out first, boots hitting pavement with a smack. Air smelled of wet earth and dog shit. They walked the path single file at first, Jane leading, hips swaying under track pants that hugged every curve. Queenie hung back two paces, hands jammed in her hoodie pouch. Leaves stuck to the sole of her sneaker, peeling off with each step like scabs. Jane slowed at a fork. "This way. Pond's got those ducks that beg bread."

		Queenie caught up, shoulder bumping hers deliberate. Jane's grin flashed quick, then dropped. Path narrowed, forcing them closer. Jane's arm swung loose, knuckles grazing Queenie's wrist once, twice. Not grabbing. Just there. Pond came into view, water flat gray under noon sun struggling through clouds. Ducks paddled lazy circles, one fat mallard diving ass-up for weeds. The bench sat off path, splintered pine slats facing a plaque bolted to the backrest: "In Memory of Margaret Ellis, 1942-2018." Jane's mom perched at one end, bundled in a puffy vest over a Toronto Tech hoodie, jeans frayed at the hems. Gray streaks in her ponytail caught the light. She stood as they approached, hands twisting a Tim Hortons cup sleeve. "Jane." Voice pitched careful, like testing ice thickness. "Mom." Jane stopped five feet out, hands in pockets. Queenie planted herself a step behind, off to the side. Close enough to hear, far enough not to crowd. Mom's eyes flicked to Queenie, then back. "You brought your captain. Blair, right? Saw the highlights. That assist in double OT."

		Queenie dipped her chin. No smile. "Queenie."

		Jane shifted weight, one boot grinding a leaf to pulp. "Yeah. She drove. Park's neutral, like you said."

		Mom nodded too fast. Sat back down, gesturing the bench empty space. Jane stayed standing. Queenie too. Ducks quacked sharp from the water, one flapping toward shore with weeds dangling from its beak. "Been thinking on your texts," Mom started. Cup sleeve shredded under her nails, bits fluttering to the dirt. "That championship run. You on TSN, grinning like the kid who stole my skates for street games."

		Jane's shoulders squared. Full mouth stayed shut, lips pressed thin. Queenie watched her chew the inside of her cheek, a red spot blooming under the skin when she probed too hard. "Grinning 'cause we won," Jane said. "Team's safe. Sponsors locked. But you missed it all. Every game, every leak drama. Said I'd end up waitressing or married off if I chased this."

		Mom's knee bounced. Vest zipper glinted. "I worried. Your dad bailed early, left me scraping rent. Hockey's no desk job, sure, but injuries stack. What if the knee buckles again? Like sophomore year."

		Jane's thigh tensed under the pants, the thick muscle bunching. Queenie smelled the pond muck now, fishy rot mixed with mom's vanilla lotion. Jane pulled her hands free, flexed fingers like gripping a stick. "You didn't ask what if we won," Jane said. Voice even. No yell. "Just saw girl with sticks, not the forward who powered us to the cup. I get the scare. Dad's ghost. But you froze me out. Texts unread for months."

		Mom's bounce stopped. She set the cup on the bench arm, brown rings staining the wood. "Froze 'cause I couldn't watch you fall like I did. Desk job pays steady. Family first, that's what I hammered."

		Queenie's back itched under the hoodie, sinews pulling tight across her shoulder blades. She scratched the spot through fabric, nails scraping cotton. Jane's grin cracked then, lopsided and small, pulling one cheek higher. Mom blinked at it. "Forgive the freeze," Jane said. Mouth steady on the words, pout holding shape. "Not easy, but we're here. Puck's dimpled, not smooth. I chose it. You don't gotta cheer every shift, but show up sometime. Ordinary includes you."

		Mom stood slow, knees popping. Pulled Jane into a hug, vest crinkling against Jane's chest. Jane hugged back one-armed, pat on the back firm. Queenie stayed put, cap brim low. Watched Jane's free hand clench once, then release. "Texts open now," Mom said, pulling away. Eyes shiny, but she blinked it back. "Next home game. Front row if they got seats."

		Jane nodded. "Deal. Gotta run, training tweaks tomorrow."

		Mom glanced at Queenie again. "Take care of her out there."

		"Always," Queenie said. Flat. True. They turned back down the path together, Jane's boot beside hers now, strides matching. Mom's voice called after, "Proud, Janey. Late, but proud."

		Leaves crunched louder under double steps. Jane's hand swung loose again, this time fingers hooking Queenie's pinky deliberate. Queenie curled hers back, grip light on the knuckle. Pond faded behind oaks, skyline poking jagged over treetops. CN Tower needle stabbed the clouds. "Steady mouth," Queenie said. Low. Path curved left, gravel shifting under her heel. Jane's thumb stroked the hook. "Felt like puking till the words landed. But done."

		Queenie's back loosened, muscles uncoiling down her spine. No tic in her jaw. Jane's hip bumped hers at the fork, track pants whispering nylon. Ducks quacked fainter now, wind picking up off the lake. "You picked the bench," Jane said. "That plaque lady. Margaret Ellis. Googled her last night. Pioneered girls' leagues here, broke her leg senior year and still coached. Mom would've hated that story back then."

		Queenie snorted once. Short. "Fitting."

		They hit the lot, Jeep squatting under a sycamore dropping bark strips. Jane tossed her duffel in the back, zipper rasping. Door thunked shut. Queenie slid behind the wheel, key turning over with a rumble. Jane buckled up, thigh pressing the console edge. "Radio?" Jane asked, hand hovering the dial. Queenie nodded. Jane twisted to 99.9, Virgin Radio Toronto kicking in mid-chorus. Some Weeknd track, falsetto high over bass thump. Jane drummed the window sill, nails clicking glass. Path back wound quiet, fewer walkers now. A kid on a red Specialized bike wobbled past, bell dinging shrill. Queenie's fingers tapped the wheel leather, scarred from years of grips. Jane's pinky hook lingered in her mind, that knuckle bend soft under callus. "Ordinary's stacking up," Jane said over the chorus drop. "Coffee fails, park wins. What's next, folding your socks?"

		Queenie's mouth quirked. "Fold your own."

		Jane laughed, head back on the rest. Lopsided grin full now, teeth flashing. Queenie watched it from the corner of her eye, pond shrinking in the rearview. Windshield wipers flicked a leaf smear once, rubber squeaking dry. Bloor West traffic clogged at the light by Runnymede. Jane fiddled the vent, hot air blasting her face. Queenie idled, blinker ticking. A TTC bus wheezed past, brakes hissing. "You stood back," Jane said. "Good call. Mom clocks interference like a ref."

		Queenie shrugged one shoulder. "Your ice."

		Light greened. She gunned it, Jeep lurching forward. Jane's thigh shifted, pressing firmer. Radio cut to ads, some mattress sale drone. Queenie stabbed the power button. Apartment block loomed four blocks out, brick facade streaked from last rain. Jane's phone buzzed in her pocket, screen lighting through fabric. She fished it out, thumb swiping. "Tara. New drills posted. Voss says quad focus."

		Queenie parallel parked sloppy, bumper kissing the Hyundai beside. Engine cut. Jane unbuckled first, duffel slung over shoulder. "Inside," Queenie said, killing the dash lights. Keys dangled from her fingers. Jane paused at the Jeep door, grin softening. Hand brushed Queenie's knee cap, squeeze quick. "Yeah."

		They climbed the stoop, boots thudding concrete steps. Foyer smelled of yesterday's takeout from Golden Thai down the block. Elevator dinged open, empty. Jane punched four, doors whooshing shut. Hallway fluorescents buzzed faint. Jane's key scraped the lock, tumblers clicking home. Door swung wide, hinges squeaking on the fresh oil. She kicked off boots by the mat, duffel thumping the hall bench. Queenie followed, door clicking shut behind her palm. Jane flicked the bedroom switch, but paused. Rummaged the nightstand drawer instead, pulling a fat pillar candle. Matches rasped from the box, sulfur sharp. Flame caught the wick with a whoosh, wax pooling quick at the base.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 28

		

		The Apartment Candlelight Return

		

		

		Wax dripped once onto the saucer under the candle, a fat pearl hardening at the edge. Jane set the matches beside it, striker end smudged black from her thumb. The flame popped, settling steady. Queenie stood by the bed, arms loose at her sides, watching the light play across the duvet folds. Street noise filtered up from Bloor, tires hissing wet on asphalt after the afternoon drizzle. Jane stepped closer, fingers catching the hem of Queenie's hoodie. Zipper teeth parted slow under her pull, the rasp louder than the distant TTC rumble. Fabric peeled back, gray cotton bunching at Queenie's elbows. Jane tugged it free, letting it drop to the rug with a soft thud. Underneath, black sports bra hugged tight, straps digging faint lines into the sinewy shoulders. Jane's thumbs hooked the hem next, lifting it up and over Queenie's head in one smooth drag. Dark hair tumbled loose, strands sticking to the candle-warmed air. She pressed her mouth to the dip above Queenie's collarbone first, lips parting wet. Salt from the park walk lingered there, mixed with the faint soap from morning shower. Queenie's breath hitched, ribs expanding under Jane's palms. Lower now, kisses trailing down the sternum, tongue flicking out to trace the underside of one small breast. Nipple peaked hard against her lower lip. Jane sucked it in, teeth grazing just enough to pull a low sound from Queenie's throat. "Jane," Queenie said, fingers threading into Jane's hair, not pulling, just holding. Jane hummed around the peak, vibration drawing another noise. She switched sides, mouth working deliberate, hand cupping the freed breast, thumb circling the wet nipple left behind. Queenie's narrow waist twisted slight under the attention, abs flexing. Jane knelt then, knees sinking into the rug fibers, still prickly from the hallway boots. Her hands found the waistband of Queenie's leggings, thumbs dipping inside to hook the edge. She peeled them down inch by inch, cotton dragging over subtle hips, bunching at thighs before Jane yanked harder. Queenie stepped out, one foot then the other, toes curling against the weave. No underwear. Jane's breath caught at the sight, pussy bare, dark curls trimmed short. She kissed the inside of one thigh, high up where skin went silkier, then the other. Queenie's hand tightened in her hair. Jane rose slow, shedding her own shirt on the way, bra clasp popping under her fingers. Jeans next, kicked aside with socks. Her thick thighs brushed Queenie's as she stood naked, candlelight gilding the curves. Bed creaked when Jane sat, scooting back against the pillows. Headboard wood thumped the wall once. She patted her chest, grin pulling lopsided. "C'mere."

		Queenie climbed on, knees bracketing Jane's ribs first, then higher. Jane gripped her hips, guiding up until pussy hovered inches from her mouth. Heat radiated down, musky scent filling her nose. Queenie lowered slow, folds parting slick against Jane's tongue on contact. Jane licked flat and broad, tasting salt and tang, clit swelling under the pressure. Queenie rocked forward, hands bracing the headboard slats. "Like that," Jane murmured into wet skin, words muffled. "Harder right there. Grind down."

		Queenie did, hips circling deliberate, clit dragging over Jane's mouth. Jane's nose pressed into curls, breath coming hot through them. She sucked the nub between her lips, tongue flicking tip-end relentless. Queenie's thighs clamped her head, muscles jumping. Jane's hands slid to ass cheeks, spreading them wider, thumbs pressing divots. One finger circled Queenie's asshole loose, not entering, just teasing the pucker. Queenie gasped, sinewy back arching away from the headboard. "Fuck, yeah. Keep... don't stop the tongue."

		Jane didn't. She lapped steady, chin slick now, drool mixing with arousal dripping down her jaw. Queenie's rhythm picked up, thighs quivering around Jane's ears. Jane's own pussy clenched empty, thighs squeezing together for friction, but she held off, focused on the weight above her. Queenie's breaths turned ragged, punctuated by grunts. Sweat beaded on her narrow waist, trickling sideward. "Come," Jane said on an upstroke, tongue stabbing clit. "Want it on my mouth."

		Queenie bucked twice more, then froze, pussy pulsing. Jane swallowed what she could, the rest smearing her cheeks. Queenie shuddered down, collapsing forward onto hands and knees over her. Jane licked lips, tasting remnants. "Good?"

		Queenie nodded, hair curtaining her face. She shifted off, rolling to the side. Jane followed, bodies aligning hip to hip. They faced each other, legs tangling at the ankles. Queenie's hand found Jane's pussy first, fingers parting folds, middle one sliding knuckle-deep into heat. Jane mirrored, index and ring hooking inside Queenie, thumb on clit. Slow at first, thrusts matching breath. Candle flickered shadows across Queenie's small breasts, nipples still peaked. Jane watched her eyes, blue-gray in the low light, pupils blown. Queenie's jaw worked side to side, that old tic faint now. "Look at me," Jane said, free hand cupping Queenie's cheek, thumb brushing jaw. Queenie's gaze held, steady. Fingers curled inside Jane, hitting the spot that made her toes flex. Jane gasped, walls clenching. She matched the curl, pressing up. Their thick thighs pressed Jane's against Queenie's subtle ones, muscles syncing in the push-pull. Wet sounds filled the room, slick slides mixing with mattress creaks. "Faster," Queenie said, voice rough. Her thumb circled harder, nail scraping light. Jane chased it, hips bucking into her hand. Sweat slicked their bellies where they brushed. Queenie's breaths matched hers now, short pants. Climax built low in Jane's gut, coiling tight. She came first, pussy fluttering around fingers, a whine slipping out. Queenie followed seconds later, free hand digging into Jane's hip bruise-hard. They slowed together, fingers easing out sticky. Jane sucked her own clean first, then Queenie's, tongue between knuckles. Queenie did the same, holding Jane's gaze. Bed shifted again as Jane pushed Queenie flat to her back. She climbed over, knees wide on either side of narrow hips. Missionary, but gentle. Jane's thick thighs framed Queenie's subtler ones, calves hooking ankles. She ground down first, pussies kissing wet, clits bumping. Queenie's hands gripped Jane's ass, pulling her closer. "In me. Fingers."

		Jane slid two inside easy, walls still fluttering from before. Queenie arched, small breasts lifting. Jane leaned down, mouth taking a nipple again, sucking in time with thrusts. Queenie's leg hooked higher, calf pressing Jane's back. She reached between them, fingers finding Jane's clit, rubbing circles. Legs intertwined tighter, heels digging. Jane's hips snapped faster, fingers scissoring inside. Queenie's free hand fisted the sheet by her hip, cotton bunching white-knuckled. Jane's curls tickled Queenie's forehead where they dangled. "Close," Queenie said, fingers pressing harder on Jane's clit. Jane nodded against her neck, teeth scraping collarbone. She came shaking, walls milking her own fingers still buried deep. Queenie clenched around them next, a groan muffled into Jane's shoulder. They stilled, breaths syncing slow. Jane eased fingers free, wiping them on the sheet edge. Bodies stayed slotted together, sweat cooling tacky between skin. Candle burned lower, wick charring black at the edges. Outside, a car alarm whooped twice down the block, cut off abrupt. Queenie's arm draped heavy across Jane's back, fingers tracing lazy circles on her spine. Jane nuzzled her neck, inhaling clean sweat. The park talk echoed faint in her head, Mom's stiff nod, the words she'd finally said. No ache left now, just this. "Stay like this?" Jane asked, voice thick. Queenie's hand stilled, then resumed. "Yeah."

		Jane shifted slight, thigh pressing firmer between Queenie's. Duvet bunched under her elbow, tag end scratching skin. Queenie's fingers combed her hair back from damp forehead. "Thirsty later?" Jane murmured. Queenie hummed. "Fridge has that lemon Pellegrino. Grabbed it yesterday."

		Jane's eyes drifted half-shut, candle flame blurring at the periphery. Queenie's heartbeat thumped steady under her cheek, ribs rising even. Fingers trailed lower, dipping into the curve above Jane's ass. "Mm," Jane said, arching into it. Queenie squeezed once. "Ours."

		Jane grinned against skin, teeth grazing. Hand slid up Queenie's side, thumbing the underside of breast. "Yeah."

		Traffic hummed distant, elevator dinged empty in the hall. Wax pooled wider on the saucer, edge crusting. Queenie's leg shifted, hooking tighter. Jane pressed a kiss to jaw, then settled heavier. Queenie's palm flattened warm on her back. Breath evened out first, chest slowing. Jane followed, thumb tucked under Queenie's arm, leg locked. Candle hissed soft, flame guttering low.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 29

		

		The Balcony Experiment

		

		

		Sunlight sliced through the half-open blinds, hitting Jane square in the eyes. She squinted, arm flopping over the empty side of the bed. Sheets tangled around her waist, cool where Queenie's body heat had been. The candle saucer sat crusty on the nightstand, wax hardened in uneven blobs. Jane sat up, thick thighs sticking to the mattress. Voices drifted from the balcony door, cracked open six inches, city traffic rumbling below mixed with a pigeon cooing on the railing. She swung her legs over the edge, bare feet slapping the hardwood. Queenie stood out there already, back to the room, elbows on the railing in just boxer briefs and a tank top. Steam curled from a Toronto Staritsu mug gripped in one hand, the other scratching at a spot on her calf. Jane padded over, hip bumping the doorframe. Air rushed in crisp, smelling of exhaust and distant leaf mulch from the park across the street. "Morning," Jane said, sliding arms around her waist from behind. Queenie's tank rode up, fingers finding the dip of her spine. Queenie tilted her head back, jaw bumping Jane's forehead. "Slept like dead weight. You snored."

		"Did not." Jane nipped her shoulder, tasting salt. "Pulled you out here for a reason. Sun's perfect."

		Queenie turned in her arms, mug set aside on the wide railing. Balcony overlooked midtown rooftops, condos stacked like concrete blocks, a delivery truck beeping two streets down. Jane's hands dipped lower, thumbs hooking into the briefs waistband. "Reason," Queenie repeated, eyebrow quirking. Jane grinned, that lopsided pull starting at one corner of her mouth. She tugged the briefs down inch by inch, exposing the neat trim of dark hair, then the full lips beneath. Queenie stepped out of them without a word, tank hiked casual. Jane dropped to her knees on the gritty concrete, cool against her shins. Pussy right there, inches from her face, already parting slight from the breeze or the look in her eyes. Jane leaned in, nose brushing inner thigh first, inhaling musk cut with last night's soap. Queenie's hand settled on her head, fingers threading hair. Jane licked flat and slow up the seam, tongue pressing until clit bumped the tip. Queenie's thighs tensed, subtle hips canting forward. Jane sucked the nub between her lips, rolling it gentle, then teeth grazing just enough to pull a hiss. Fingers dug into her scalp, urging deeper. "Like that," Queenie said, voice gravel from sleep. Jane hummed against her, vibration pulling a twitch. She worked two fingers alongside her tongue, sliding into slick heat, curling up to drag along the front wall. Queenie rocked into it, free hand gripping the railing paint-chipped white. Jane's knees ached already, concrete biting, but she sped her tongue, sucking harder, fingers thrusting steady. A door slammed somewhere below, two floors down maybe, footsteps scraping. Both froze a beat, Jane's mouth still latched, breath hot on wet skin. Neighbor. Jane pulled back grinning, chin shiny. "Hear that? Close call."

		Queenie laughed low, hauling her up by the arms. "Your idea, rookie." She spun Jane around fast, chest to her back, thick thighs nudged apart. Railing dug into Jane's stomach, cool metal through the thin sleep shirt she'd thrown on sometime in the night. Queenie's fingers yanked the hem up, bunching it at her ribs, then dove between her legs from behind. Jane braced palms flat on the railing, elbows locked. Fingers parted her folds first, middle one circling clit lazy circles before two pushed in knuckle-deep. She gasped, pushing back, ass grinding into Queenie's hips. The tank scratched her back, sinewy arms bracketing her sides. Queenie pumped slow at first, thumb staying on her clit, pressing in time with the thrusts. City noise swelled, a siren wailing eastbound on Yonge. "Fuck, right there," Jane said, head dropping forward. Hair swung in her eyes, sticking to sweat-damp forehead. Queenie's mouth latched on her neck, sucking a mark below the ear. Fingers scissored inside, stretching, then curled hard. Jane's thighs quivered, power coiling low, but the railing edge pinched her belly wrong, metal too sharp. She laughed sudden, hips jerking. "Ow, this thing's gonna bruise me."

		Queenie eased off, fingers slipping free with a wet sound. "Inside then. Couch."

		Jane straightened, shirt falling crooked, legs shaky. She grabbed Queenie's wrist, towing her through the sliding door. Living room rug caught her toes, familiar weave underfoot, coffee table shoved askew from last week's game night with Tara. Couch cushions sagged under their weight as they tumbled down, Jane on hands and knees first. Queenie knelt behind, but Jane twisted, flipping positions so Queenie sprawled back against the arm, legs spread wide. "Not done experimenting," Jane said, straddling one thigh. She ground down deliberate, clit dragging over muscle, slick smearing. Queenie's hands gripped her hips, guiding the rhythm. Jane leaned forward, recapturing her mouth, tongues sliding messy. She reached between them, fingers finding Queenie's clit again, rubbing firm circles while her own hips rolled. Queenie broke the kiss, breath ragged. "Stand up. Try that thing."

		Jane slid off, pulling her with. They faced each other, backs to opposite walls in the narrow space between couch and TV stand. Queenie's idea from a late-night scroll, standing with legs intertwined, hands working each other. Jane hooked one leg over Queenie's hip, thick thigh flexing to hold. Queenie mirrored, narrow waist twisting awkward. Their clits bumped clumsy first try, fingers fumbling for purchase. "Shit," Jane said, giggling as her foot slipped on the rug. Queenie's knee knocked her shin, both wobbling. They clutched shoulders, laughing harder, foreheads pressed together. "Adjust," Queenie said through it, voice cracking on a snort. She planted feet wider, hiked Jane's leg higher with her knee. Jane's calf muscle burned already, but she hooked ankle behind Queenie's thigh, pulling flush. Pussies aligned now, wet heat meeting wet heat. Fingers found spots, Jane's two sliding into Queenie deep while thumb pressed clit. Queenie matched, index curling just right inside Jane, palm grinding her mound. "Got it," Jane gasped, hips bucking. Friction built fast, clits rubbing on every thrust, fingers plunging in sync. Sweat beaded on Queenie's collarbone, tank dark under the arms. Jane's free hand clawed her back, nails digging through fabric into sinewy muscle. Laughter faded to grunts, breaths punching out. Queenie's jaw clenched that tic way, then released on a moan. "Come with me."

		Jane nodded, chasing it, fingers hooking harder. Pressure coiled tight, release hitting like a slap, walls clamping fingers. Queenie shuddered next, thigh muscle jumping under Jane's calf, pussy fluttering. They rode it out grinding, slick thighs sliding, until knees buckled. Jane's foot cramped sudden, pulling a yelp. Couch caught them collapsing sideways, tangled limbs and heaving chests. Jane's hair stuck to Queenie's neck, both slick everywhere. Remote dug into her hip from under a cushion. She fished it out, tossing it to the floor with a clatter. "New favorite," Jane said, nuzzling her collarbone. "Neighbor almost caught the show."

		Queenie's fingers combed damp strands from her face, tucking behind ear. "Worth it. You, bent over like that."

		Jane propped on elbow, tracing the red mark her teeth left on Queenie's neck earlier. "Ours. All positions now." She poked the spot, gentle. "Tara's rooftop thing tonight. You nervous?"

		Queenie's hand covered hers, stilling the finger. "Nah. Just us, her watching. Say the words, done."

		Jane shifted closer, thigh draping heavy. "What if I add something? Off-script."

		Queenie's eyes narrowed playful, thumb stroking Jane's wrist pulse. "Like?"

		City hum filtered through the balcony door still open, pigeon flapping off the rail. Jane grinned slow, leaning in. "Surprise you.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 30

		

		The Private Vow Exchange

		

		

		Jane's breath ghosted her ear, warm from the couch tangle. Queenie hooked a leg over her calf, pinning her closer. The balcony's metal rail creaked faint in the wind, still carrying their earlier noise. "Off-script how?" Queenie asked, thumb pressing the inside of Jane's wrist where pulse jumped. Jane twisted free, rolling off the couch with a grunt. She yanked her tank from the floor, sweat-dark patches under the arms. "You'll see. Get up. Tara's waiting."

		Queenie stayed put a beat, watching Jane's thick thighs flex as she tugged shorts up those hips. The remote lay crooked by the coffee table leg, batteries half out. She snatched it, jammed it back together, clicked the TV mute on some infomercial for protein shakes. Screen flickered to a freeze-frame of a blender whirring green sludge. Shower first. Jane cranked the faucet in their bathroom, steam fogging the glass doors fast. Queenie stepped under the spray behind her, soap bar scraping over Jane's shoulders, down the curve of her back. Water pooled at their feet, gray from street dust. Jane tilted her head back, full mouth parting for a kiss that tasted like salt and the gummy vitamin she'd popped earlier. "Jeans," Jane said when they toweled off. "The dark ones. Make your ass look captain-level."

		Queenie snorted, pulling them from the dryer stack. Denim clung damp to her skin, zipper catching halfway. Jane fixed it with quick fingers, palm cupping once before slapping her hip light. They grabbed keys, Jane's beat-up Subaru key fob dangling from a rink keychain. Down the stairwell, past Mrs. Patel's door where curry smell leaked thick. Elevator dinged at street level, King Street West buzzing with Friday traffic, food trucks idling exhaust by the curb. Tara's place sat ten blocks north, a condo tower on Adelaide with rooftop access her lease bragged about. Jane drove, radio stuck on some indie station playing a Metric track Jane hummed off-key. Queenie slouched in the passenger seat, one boot tapping the mat. The surprise nagged. Jane's grin flashed lopsided at a red light, fingers drumming the wheel to the chorus. "Park here," Queenie said at the garage ramp. Jane nosed in, squeezed between a Tesla and a delivery van. Elevator climbed silent to the penthouse floor. Tara buzzed them up, voice tinny through the speaker. "Door's cracked. Plants need water anyway."

		Rooftop door swung heavy on pneumatic hinges. City sprawl dropped away below, CN Tower blinking red in the dusk. Tara Voss lounged on a weathered teak bench, legs crossed in cargo pants, her goalie bulk filling the space. She nursed a Molson from a cooler by her feet, condensation dripping onto terracotta tiles scattered with pothos vines trailing from iron planters. Jasmine bushes edged the perimeter fence, breeze tugging petals loose. "Hey, captains," Tara said, lifting the bottle. Her ponytail swung as she stood, broad shoulders shrugging off a Toronto Maple Leafs hoodie. "Garden's all yours. I watered the ferns."

		Jane hugged her quick, hips bumping. "Thanks for this. Owe you pucks next skate."

		Queenie nodded, jaw working a side muscle. Tara's easy grin reminded her of locker room chatter, the kind that filled gaps after drills. Reliable. Not like the mentor who'd bailed mid-season years back, promises turning to radio silence. They settled on cushions piled on a low table, fairy lights strung overhead buzzing faint static. Toronto hummed distant, traffic snakes glowing orange on the Gardiner Expressway. Jane pulled two rings from her pocket, plain silver bands etched with tiny rink lines, like crack lines on fresh ice. She'd shown them last week, scavenged from a jeweler on Queen Street West. Tara cracked another beer, foam spilling over her knuckles. "Rules? I just sit pretty?"

		"Watch and shut up," Jane said, grin flashing. Queenie took Jane's hand first, palm rough from stick tape. Her own fingers laced tight, possessive grip she didn't loosen. Jane's skin stayed warm, even up here where air nipped. "You start?" Queenie asked. Jane nodded, shifting so her thigh pressed Queenie's. Those hips settled heavy, fabric whispering. "Queenie Blair. I pick you. Every shift, every line change. No bench for us. I vow to skate beside you, block your blind spots, celebrate your goals like mine. You're mine on the ice, off it, all of it."

		Words landed solid. Queenie's thumb traced the band on Jane's ring finger, sliding it halfway on. Metal cool against heat. "Your turn," Jane said, eyes steady. Queenie swallowed, throat clicking dry. She leaned in, voice low. "Jane Grant. You're mine. The team's mine, but you first. I vow to guard you fierce, no checks too hard, no one gets past. Off-season, on-season, you're locked in. I keep what's mine."

		She pushed the ring home, silver glinting under lights. Jane's finger curled, trapping it. Tara whistled low. "Damn. That's tighter than Voss's five-hole."

		Jane laughed, but her free hand squeezed Queenie's knee. Surprise coming. Queenie waited, boot toe nudging a loose pebble off the tile edge. It clinked down the fence mesh. "Not done," Jane said. She dug in her pocket again, pulled a folded paper, creased from her jeans. "Addendum. Off-script."

		Queenie's brow pinched. "Planned this?"

		Jane unfolded it, handwriting blocky in blue ballpoint. "Listen. Off-season trips. First one, your call. Somewhere no rinks, just us. No phones after eight. And team stuff? We coach rookies together next summer. Joint sessions. No solo hero crap."

		Tara leaned forward, elbows on knees. "You're nesting public now?"

		"Private," Queenie said, but heat climbed her neck. Possessive itch scratched right. Jane's words pinned their path, concrete like tape on a blade. "You in?" Jane asked, holding out the paper. Queenie took it, scanned the list. Bullet points: Italy Dolomites week three post-playoffs. Joint lease renewal by Halloween. Family holidays alternate years, her parents first. She folded it once, tucked into her pocket. "Yeah. Add one. Cabin every February break. Just north, Algonquin edge. No telling anyone."

		Jane's grin widened lopsided, teeth catching her lower lip a second. "Deal."

		Tara clapped once, palms slapping loud over the breeze. "Witnessed. Beers to seal?"

		She passed bottles, caps twisting off with her lighter. Foam hit Jane's chin first sip, Queenie wiping it with her thumb. Tara watched, smirk tugging, but said nothing. Smart. Talk unspooled slow after that. Jane sprawled back, thigh over Queenie's lap now, thick muscle warm through denim. "Travel first. Ever been to Banff? Hot springs, no crowds if we hit shoulder season."

		Queenie nodded, fingers drumming Jane's knee. "Cold there. Good. Like home ice. You pick Europe after."

		"Spain," Jane said. "Basque coast. Surf lessons. You'd hate it first wave."

		"Learn fast." Queenie's hand slid up, possessive weight on her inner thigh. Tara chimed in, feet kicking gravel. "Team involvement. Rookies need vets like you two. My goalie camp last year? Half flopped shots. You'd fix that."

		Jane sat up, elbows on the table edge. "We do it. Drills on power play stalls. Your crease work, our forwards."

		Queenie pictured it, empty Scotiabank sheets, Jane's stride cutting clean. Her jaw flexed once, holding the image. Tara caught it, bottle pausing mid-sip. "Blair tic," Tara said. "Nervous?"

		"Nope." Queenie took Jane's hand again, rings clinking soft. "Settled."

		Breeze picked up, jasmine heavy now, mixing with the yeast bite from beers. City lights sharpened as full dark hit, condo windows winking yellow blocks away. Jane yawned, covering it with fist, but eyes stayed bright. "More?" Tara asked, cooler rattling ice. Jane shook head. "Later. This seals it."

		Queenie stood first, pulling Jane up. Hips bumped close, Jane's curvaceous frame leaning in. Tara gathered empties, tossing them in a bin by the door. "Congrats or whatever," Tara said. "Lock up when you go."

		Door clicked shut behind her, elevator hum fading. Alone now, rooftop theirs. Queenie backed Jane against the fence, mouth finding that full pouty one. Kiss deepened, tongues sliding deliberate. Jane's hands fisted her shirt front, yanking up. "Not done surprising?" Queenie murmured against her neck. Jane nipped her earlobe. "Stairs down. Or rail here."

		Queenie's fingers hooked Jane's belt loops, tugging flush. Thighs pressed, heat building through layers. Wind tugged Jane's hair across her cheek, sticking to sweat-damp skin. "Inside first," Queenie said. "Talked future. Live it."

		Jane pulled back, grin flashing. She grabbed Queenie's hand, rings scraping palm, and led toward the door. Steps echoed on tile, city roar rising as they descended. One flight down, Jane paused at the landing, breath quick. "Cabin name? For the list."

		"Blair-Grant Shack," Queenie said. Footfalls resumed, closer now.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 31

		

		The First Practice Echo

		

		

		Jane's sneaker caught the edge of the last stair riser. She stumbled forward one step, Queenie's grip yanking her upright by the elbow. The stairwell light buzzed overhead, yellow and flickering like the one in their old arena locker room. "Watch the lip," Queenie said. Her thumb rubbed once over Jane's knuckles before letting go. They hit the lobby doors, cool night air slapping in from King Street. Jane's truck sat under a streetlamp two blocks down, wipers parked crooked after the afternoon rain. She fished keys from her pocket, the metal jangling against her phone. "Blair-Grant Shack. Sounds official. Like we need a plaque."

		Queenie snorted, sliding into the passenger seat. "Door's cedar. Red stain. Pond out back freezes solid by December."

		Jane cranked the engine, the dash clock blinking 10:47. She merged into traffic, CN Tower blinking blue ahead. Her thigh pressed the gear shift, denim pulling tight. Home was fifteen minutes north, past the Gardiner's rumble. Queenie's hand rested on her knee the whole drive, fingers drumming a rhythm Jane couldn't place. Some old drill cadence, probably. Apartment door stuck again. Jane shouldered it open, duffel bags thudding to the tile. Queenie flicked the kitchen light, fridge humming to life. Jane kicked off shoes, toes curling into the rug. "Beer? Or that leftover pad thai?"

		"Water." Queenie filled two glasses from the Brita pitcher, ice cubes clinking. She handed one over, rings scraping the glass rim. "Practice tomorrow. Off-season skate. You in?"

		Jane nodded, gulping half. Cold hit her throat sharp. "Yeah. Tara's goalie camp talk got me. Empty sheets. Just us fixing stalls." She set the glass down, water ring blooming on the counter. Her phone vibrated, screen lighting Mom's name. Jane thumbed it silent, stomach twisting once. Not tonight. Queenie watched, didn't ask. She drained her glass, rinsed it in the sink. "Nine a.m. Side door. Bring tape."

		Bedroom fan whirred low. Jane stripped to tank and boxers, sheets cool against her back. Queenie slid in after, leg hooking over Jane's calf. No words. Just breath evening out, Queenie's palm flat on her stomach. Jane stared at the ceiling crack, the one shaped like a hockey stick blade. Sleep pulled sideways. Phone alarm screeched from the nightstand at 7:45, some default chime Jane kept forgetting to change. She slapped it quiet, arm flopping back. Queenie already up, coffee scent drifting from the kitchen. Jane swung legs over the bed edge, thick thighs sticking to the sheets. Mirror across the room showed her hair mashed flat on one side. She raked fingers through it, yanked on leggings and a faded Toronto Rock tee. Kitchen counter held two mugs steaming. Queenie leaned against the fridge, jersey half-zipped over sports bra, skate bag zipped at her feet. "Oatmeal. Blueberries." She nodded at the bowl. Jane shoveled a spoonful, berries bursting tart. "You lace mine?"

		Queenie's bag held Jane's skates too, blades wrapped in a towel. "Always."

		They piled into the truck, Jane driving south on the DVP. Lake Ontario grayed out the passenger window, early fog hanging low. Scotiabank Arena loomed off Lakeshore, parking lot half-empty. Security waved them through the players' gate, barcode beeping. Jane nosed into spot 14, same as playoffs. Side door creaked open to the practice rink corridor. Rubber mats squelched underfoot, air sharp with resurfacer oil and that faint bleach bite. Queenie shouldered both bags, stride eating the hall. Jane followed, fingers brushing her lower back. Rink doors swung wide. Lights hummed on overhead, rows flickering blue-white. Ice gleamed fresh-zambonied, edges sharp, no glass marks yet. Empty benches lined the walls, team banners sagging limp. No Tara, no rookies. Just them. Queenie dropped bags by the home bench. "Warm up laps first." She tugged skates from Jane's towel, laces whipping loose. Jane sat, foot sliding into the boot. Leather creaked tight around her ankle. She yanked laces, crossing them X-pattern up the calf. "Power play stalls. Like we said."

		Queenie nodded, blades scraping as she stood. "You forecheck high. I box out." Her jersey hung loose over narrow waist, number 17 faded at the shoulders. Jane taped her stick blade last, white friction tape winding sticky. She rose, pads thumping. They hit the ice together, blades carving first strokes. Shavings sprayed fine. Jane leaned into stride, hips rolling power, thighs pumping fabric taut. Air rushed cold against her cheeks. Queenie pulled ahead smooth, sinewy back flexing under jersey with each push. Ten laps in, Jane cut to center ice for stops. She dug edges hard, snow piling white. Stick clacked against puck bag by the blue line. She fished one out, black rubber scarred from last season. Drills started loose. Jane dumped it deep, Queenie retrieving low. Pass back crisp, tape to tape. Jane charged the net front, screening imaginary goalie. She bumped Queenie shoulder to shoulder, pads crunching. "Stall here." Queenie cycled it back, Jane tipping rebound. Stick flexed, wood groaning under the shot. Third cycle, her blade snapped clean on a one-timer. Splinter cracked loud, puck squirting loose. Jane stared down. Broken halfway up the shaft, jagged edge curling like a hook. Same spot as that first day. Rink House tryouts, her rookie skate. She'd snapped one arguing with Blair over line mates, wood shards scattering. Captain's glare iced the whole bench. She bent, gloved hand closing on the shaft. Grain rough under padding, same cheap CCM model. Weight balanced wrong now. Jane straightened, holding it out like evidence. Queenie coasted over, stopping cross-ways. Her eyes flicked to the stick. Corners of her mouth tugged up, quick and real. No jaw flex, no tic pulling tight. Just that pull, narrow waist shifting easy as she balanced. Jane held it steady. Their blades touched once, steel scraping soft. Queenie's gaze lifted, held hers square. She nodded once, slow. Chin dipped, then up. Like yeah, we got here. Heat climbed Jane's neck, unrelated to the skate. She nodded back, stick still gripped. Impossible then. Rookie fire versus captain wall. Now this. Queenie tapped her stick shaft against Jane's broken one, wood clacking light. "Spare in the bag." She spun away, digging corner ice toward the bench. Jane skated parallel, broken stick tucked under arm. She dumped it by the boards, grabbed fresh from Queenie's pile. Tape end stuck to her glove. New blade felt stiff, unmarked. They reset drills. Jane forechecked again, lower this time. Queenie boxed perfect, elbow nudge keeping her outside. Pass popped out, Jane burying the wraparound. Net twanged empty. "Again," Queenie called. Voice echoed off the rafters, carrying farther than usual. Jane grinned lopsided, full mouth parting. No teammates to see, no stakes. She tapped the broken stick with her skate toe once more, sending it skittering toward the tunnel. Snow dust trailed. Queenie fed her the puck high. Jane pinched it down boards, hips driving stride. Ice pulled under blades, clean and endless. Season loomed three months out, but this felt like start. Queenie matched her speed, shoulder brushing close. Lap after lap built rhythm. Jane's quads burned sweet, sweat beading under pads. She glanced over mid-stride. Queenie's nod lingered in her head, that jaw loose. They drilled stalls twenty minutes straight. Jane screened low, Queenie tipping crosses. One shot rimmed out wild, puck banging stanchion. Jane laughed, chasing it down. "Slapshot next. Full windup."

		Queenie retrieved, flipping it back. "Wind it here." She planted by the hash, stance wide. Jane wound slow, blade circling air. Crack echoed, puck lightning to the crease. Queenie blocked with shin pad, thwack vibrating the ice. She kicked it free, grinning full now. "Net empty. Easy block." Jane teased, circling back. Queenie's skate nudged hers. "Try me forehand."

		They went ten more. Jane's fresh stick held, flex popping true. Broken one lay forgotten by the tunnel mouth, shards catching light. Water break hit. Jane perched bench edge, squirting Gatorade fruit punch. Sticky on her chin. Queenie chugged from a bottle, throat working. "Tara's camp next week. We run this."

		Jane wiped her mouth with jersey hem, stomach showing quick. "Rookies eat it up. Your crease drills." She capped the bottle, tossed it to Queenie's glove. Queenie caught one-handed. "Your stalls sell it." She stood, stretching arms overhead, jersey riding up subtle hips. Jane pushed off bench, blades hissing. Ice called back. They carved figure eights loose, blades whispering crosscuts. Jane cut inside Queenie's loop, gloved hands brushing mid-turn. Contact stuck half-second, pads warm. Queenie pulled ahead, calling over shoulder. "One more stall set."

		Jane accelerated, thighs churning. Puck wait by the circle. She scooped it, dumped wide. Cycle started fresh. Broken stick caught her eye mid-forecheck. Still there, shaft angled wrong. Echo faded under the drill rhythm. Queenie boxed her out clean, pass crisp. Jane tipped, buried it top shelf. Net rattled. Queenie fished the puck, slapped it back. "Yours."

		Jane grinned, full and quick. She wound again, release snapping. Ice shavings flew. Queenie blocked, shin taking it solid. She spun out, feeding return pass. Blades synced now, strides mirroring. Jane pressed high, Queenie low. Rink filled with their echo, sticks cracking, snow spraying. Sun angled through the upper windows by end, beams slanting gold across the lines. Jane's tank stuck damp under jersey. She coasted to the bench, Queenie beside. Bags zipped quick, skates unlaced in the corridor. Door to lot swung open. Jane's truck waited, engine turning over rough. She glanced back once, rink lights still buzzing empty. Queenie's hand found her thigh on the drive out, fingers squeezing once. "Tomorrow?" Queenie asked. Jane shifted gears, merging onto Lakeshore. "Yeah. Cabin list after.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 32

		

		The Season Ticket Renewal

		

		

		Jane's truck rumbled over a pothole on Lakeshore Boulevard, the Gardiner Expressway humming overhead. Queenie kept her palm flat on that thick thigh, feeling the denim warm from the drive, the muscle still loose from drills. Jane tapped the wheel to some old Tegan and Sara track leaking from the speakers, volume low enough to talk over. "Cabin list after dinner," Jane said. She flicked the blinker, easing into the right lane toward the arena exit ramp they'd just looped off. "Firewood, that Riesling you like from the LCBO. Condoms? Nah, we're good."

		Queenie squeezed once, thumb pressing denim seam. "Renewals first." The words came out clipped. Ticket office closed at five on weekdays. Clock on the dash read 4:17. Practice ran long with those extra stalls, but staff stuck around for walk-ins. Jane shot her a look, full mouth quirking. "Now? Families ain't flying in till playoffs." She swung the wheel anyway, tires chirping as she U-turned under the bridge, doubling back toward Scotiabank Arena's south lot. Asphalt baked in late sun, heat waves off hoods of parked F-150s and Subarus with team decals. "Why wait." Queenie dropped her hand to shift stick, brushing Jane's knuckles. Forms sat digital now, but printouts needed initials for legacy seats. Her mom's pair from opening night, Jane's sister grabbing the single up top. Small thing. Forward-facing. Families saw the games, not the rest. Truck nosed into visitor slots by the east entrance, chain-link rattling as Jane killed the engine. She grabbed her wallet from the console, a scuffed leather trifold with a puck keychain clipped on. "Yours truly handling the plastic. Possession is nine-tenths or whatever."

		Queenie snorted, door creaking open. Air hung heavy with exhaust and pretzel salt from the food court vents. They crossed the lot shoulder to shoulder, Jane's strides eating pavement, thighs flexing under jeans. Queenie matched pace, sinews pulling tight across her shoulders under the team hoodie. Lobby doors whooshed cool, AC blasting goosebumps up arms. Ticket counter squatted past the jersey racks, fluorescent tubes buzzing over Formica counters stacked with PWHL schedules and Sharpies in coffee mugs. A woman in a polo with "Mandy" stitched on the chest tapped at a keyboard, phone cradled shoulder to ear. Jane leaned elbow on counter first, grin splitting wide and crooked. "Hey, season renewals for the family packs. Grant and..." She hooked thumb at Queenie. "Blair. You got those pulled?"

		Mandy cupped the receiver, eyes flicking between them. "Printed or app?" She nodded at the iPad stand bolted down. "Print," Queenie said. She slid her ID across laminate, laminate still tacky from some spill. Jane's beside it, Ontario health cards laminated shiny. Mandy hung up, scanner beeping cards through. "Blair, row twelve, sections 112 and 113. Two seats, mom's name on the alt? Grant, upper 308, single for sis?" Printer whirred behind her, spitting glossy sheets with barcodes and fine print. Jane nodded, pen already uncapped. "Yeah, Tara's bugging me about it. Sent a text mid-drill today. 'Don't cheap out on view.' Like I would."

		Queenie picked up her form, black ink bleeding slight where the heat roller grabbed wrong. Legacy pricing locked last season, post-championship bump. Her jaw edged forward, muscle twitching once as she scanned the total. Mom called last week, voice tinny over FaceTime from Calgary. "Front row again? You sure." Sure. Always sure for that. She signed bottom line, initials QB looping tight. Jane scribbled hers beside the other sheet, pouty mouth pursed around the pen cap first, then flashing that grin as she slid both back. Mandy stapled, timestamps flying from her fingers. "Card on file good? Auto-renew next year too?"

		Jane thumbed air over her shoulder at Queenie. "Ask the boss. She's tallying."

		Queenie pulled out plastic, Visa Black chipped at edge from skate key drags. "Hit it." Swipe reader lit green. Receipt curled out, thermal paper hot. "Done," Mandy said. She taped packets shut, handed them over. "Playoffs sellout already. Good you're locked."

		Jane stuffed hers in back pocket, denim pouching. "Thanks, Mandy. Beers on us opening night." She pivoted, elbow nudging Queenie's ribs light. Out in lobby again, Jane's hand swung loose, fingers grazing Queenie's. Queenie caught them, laced tight. Palm callused from stick tape, nails short and practical. They pushed through glass doors, sun dipping lower now, shadows stretching long across concrete. Queenie tugged her closer at the lot edge, thumb rubbing Jane's knuckle bone. "Mom gets the stick side. Better angles."

		Jane laughed, short bark. "Sis complains anyway. 'Too far for autographs.' Like rookies line her fence." She beeped the truck unlocked, but didn't pull free. Leaned hip against fender instead, free hand digging keys from pocket. "Your dad coming this time? Calgary series?"

		Queenie's thumb stilled. Dad's emails went unanswered last spring, playoff frenzy eating time. "Maybe. Work." Lie sat easy. Work always worked. Jane's eyes narrowed fraction, but she squeezed back. "Tell him cabin's got space. Fly in early." She yanked passenger door open, tossed her bag in footwell. "Riesling pairs with family bullshit."

		Queenie climbed in driver's side this time, key turning smooth. Jane buckled up, thigh pressing gearshift as Queenie reversed. "Cabin tomorrow. List tonight."

		Traffic clogged the on-ramp, brake lights pulsing red. Jane fiddled radio to CBC, some analyst droning PWHL draft picks. Queenie's grip loosened on wheel at a green light, Lakeshore blurring past Gardiner pillars tagged with old graffiti. Back home, apartment door stuck on humidity warp. Jane shouldered it open, mail scattering from the slot. Hydro bill, team newsletter, flyer for Thai spot on Queen West. Queenie kicked shoes off in hall, laces knotted wrong from post-practice rush. Kitchen first. Jane yanked fridge, Corona bottles clinking. "List time." She slid one across island quartz, lime wedge jammed in neck. Queenie twisted cap, foam hissing up glass. Jane grabbed notebook from drawer, spiral-bound with team logo doodled cover. Pen tapped page. "Firewood. Check." She drew line. "Wine. Condoms, wait no." Crossed that. "Eggs. Bacon. That maple syrup from Algonquin last year."

		Queenie sipped, lime tart cutting hops. "Sheets. Extra blankets." Her mom's quilt from junior days, folded tight in linen closet. Families overlapped once already, post-vow brunch with Tara playing buffer. Worked. Mostly. Jane's pen paused, full mouth twisting. "My folks called yesterday. Dad's 'proud now.' After the Cup." She air-quoted, voice flat. "Like the rejection note vanished."

		Queenie set bottle down, glass sweating rings on quartz. Stepped around island, hands finding Jane's waist from behind, narrow under her tank. Pulled flush. "Seats say different." Chin hooked Jane's shoulder, breath stirring hair. Jane leaned back, thick thighs shifting stance. "Yeah. Forward-facing." She capped pen, tossed notebook. "Your turn. Dad?"

		Queenie's fingers tightened fraction on hips. "Text him tomorrow." Half-truth. Cabin first. Private. They ate takeout later, pad thai from Curry Village steaming cartons on coffee table. Jane cross-legged on rug, fork twirling noodles. TV muted on Sportsnet highlights, Cup clips looping. Queenie stretched couch, feet in Jane's lap, soles arched from sockless skates. "Renewals feel solid," Jane said around a mouthful. Peanut sauce dotted her chin. "Like, outward. Families buy in."

		Queenie hooked sock toe under Jane's calf, tugged playful. "Ours." Simple. Enough. Bed after, sheets twisting quick. Jane's body heavy under her, thighs parting easy. Queenie's mouth traced collarbone salt, hands pinning wrists light. No rush. Renewal lingered in grips, possessive. Morning cracked gray through blinds. Coffee brewed black in the Keurig, pods stacking recycle bin. Jane showered first, steam fogging mirror. Queenie leaned sink edge, watching water sheet down those curves, hips flaring wet. Out quick, towel snapped. "Load truck?" Jane asked, comb snagging curls. Queenie nodded, mug steaming. "Post office first. Stamps for invites." Families got paper now, formal. They hauled duffels down fire stairs, elevator out again. Jane's truck backed from spot, hitch ball greasy from trailer ghosts. Scotiabank lot waited empty mid-morning, ticket office light on early for corporate. No line. Mandy again, coffee steam from Travel Mug. "Cabin run?"

		Jane grinned. "Guilty. Forgot stamps yesterday."

		Queenie slid cash across. "Book of Canadas." Glossy hockey skates on them. Mandy rang up, drawer dinging. "Safe trip. North?"

		"Hour out," Jane said. "Pond froze solid."

		Outside, packets from yesterday tucked dash safe. Jane drove north on 400, snow tires humming frost patches. Queenie's hand found thigh again, denim traded for leggings now, stretch clinging muscle. "Text your dad," Jane prompted at Tim Hortons drive-thru, double-double in console. Queenie thumbed phone. "Cabin. North. Bring skates." Sent. Read receipt popped blue. Jane merged left, highway opening. "Mine too. Sis first."

		Queenie watched pines thicken shoulder, billboards fading. Renewal stuck, forms folded wallet now. Families inbound, seasons stacking. Hand squeezed thigh higher, fingers indenting fabric. Jane's grin flashed rearview. "Possess it all."

		Truck crested hill, cabin roof peeking frost-laced. Bags thumped porch boards. Door key grated lock, fireplace ash cold. Jane dropped wood stack inside, knees popping. Queenie followed, hand laced firm. Future gestured small, grounded here.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 33

		

		The Off-Season Cabin Weekend

		

		

		Jane stacked the last split log by the stone hearth, bark flaking onto her boot toe. Dust motes swirled in the slant of porch light leaking through the window. She crouched, newspaper crinkling under her knees as she wadded sheets for kindling. Matches rasped against the striker strip, sulfur sharp in her nose. First flame licked yellow, then caught the dry pine. Heat bloomed against her shins. Queenie dragged the duffels inside, zipper teeth parting loud over the crackle. She unzipped the bigger one first, socks tumbling out in a wool pile. Jane glanced over, flames dancing shadows on those sinewy shoulders under the thin hoodie. "Fridge first," Jane said. She stood, knees twinging from the squat, and yanked open the cabin door. Cool air rushed in, pine heavy. Cooler thumped on the porch boards outside, six-pack of Molson tucked beside Tupperware of marinated flank steak from the butcher on Yonge. Inside again, Jane hauled the cooler to the galley kitchen. Linoleum stuck under her socks. Fridge hummed old, coils iced at the back. She slotted beers on the bottom shelf, steak on middle. Queenie appeared behind, arms full of flannel sheets from the linen closet. No words. Just the slide of fabric as she made up the queen bed in the loft, mattress springs groaning. Jane poked the fire, embers popping. Poker scraped ash. "Steak or pasta tonight?" she asked up the ladder. "Steak." Queenie's voice drifted down, steady. "Pond tomorrow if it holds."

		Jane nodded to the empty loft. Red sauce jar from No Frills clinked on the counter as she unpacked dry goods. Penne boiled in the dented Revere pot, steam fogging the pane over the sink. She sliced zucchini from the farm stand off the 400, knife thudding the scarred cutting board. Oil spat in the cast iron when she tossed them. Garlic minced fine, the press sticky from last summer's renters. Queenie descended barefoot, ladder rungs flexing. She pressed close at the stove, hip to hip, plating the flank with tongs. Jane forked a bite first, juice running hot on her tongue. They ate standing at the counter, forks scraping ceramic. "That finals week," Jane said around a mouthful. "Game four, your slap from the point. Net almost bulged inside out."

		Queenie chewed slow, knife edge scraping her plate. "Your screen. Refs blind. Five weeks straight grind, yeah." Her fork paused midway. Jane caught the jaw flex, old tic faint now. Not anger. Just memory weight. They finished in quiet, dishes stacked in the drainer. Jane wiped the counter with a dishrag, grains of salt sticking to her thumb. Outside, night pressed black against the windows, frost etching ferns on the glass. Queenie laced fingers through hers, tug toward the fire. Jane sank to the rug, wool rough on her calves. Queenie settled cross-legged, pulling Jane's feet into her lap. Thumbs dug into arches, knots unspooling under pressure. "Family texts?" Jane asked. Her phone buzzed on the side table, screen lighting her sister's thumbs-up emoji. Queenie's phone lay silent beside it. "Dad read. No reply." Thumbs circled harder, heel grinding. Jane let her head fall back against the couch arm. Log shifted in the fire, sparks spitting. "That betrayal shit early days. Made you like this." Not question. Fact. Queenie's thumbs stilled. "Like what."

		"Guarding. Possessive." Jane's toes curled in her grip. "Won't melt here."

		Queenie's hand slid up calf, leggings bunching. "Yours anyway." Pull brought Jane forward, knees bracketing narrow hips. Fire heat licked their backs. Jane's mouth found the hinge of jaw, salt and beard stubble faint under skin. Queenie's breath hitched, fingers splaying wide on thick thighs. They shifted to the rug. Jane peeled the hoodie over Queenie's head, small breasts freed, nipples peaking in the draft. Her own shirt bunched at ribs, discarded. Queenie's palms cupped full weight, thumbs circling rough. Jane ground down, heat building through denim and leggings. "Off," she muttered, hips rolling. Leggings dragged to knees first, awkward tangle at ankles. Jane kicked free. Queenie's cargos followed, zipper jammed once before giving. Naked now, skin chilled except where they pressed. Jane straddled again, wet folds sliding along Queenie's thigh. Grip tightened on hips, curvaceous flare bruising under fingers. Jane rocked, clit catching ridge of muscle. Queenie's hand dipped, fingers parting slick lips. Two slid in easy, curl hooking the spot that buckled Jane's spine. She rode the thrust, thighs straining, power coiling like a windup slapshot. Sweat slicked the valley between small breasts. Jane bent, mouth latching nipple, teeth grazing. Queenie bucked up, free hand fisting curls at Jane's nape. Fingers pumped steady, thumb circling clit swollen and direct. Jane gasped into skin, walls clenching. Messy wet sounds filled the cabin, fire masking none. "Come," Queenie said, voice gravel. Not request. Jane shattered around the thrust, thighs quaking, release pulsing hot. She slumped forward, forehead to collarbone. Queenie flipped them seamless, rug burn stinging Jane's shoulder blades. Legs hooked over elbows now, knees to chest. Queenie's cunt hovered, folds glistening. Jane's fingers spread her wide, pink and open. Tongue flicked clit first, flat laps building to point suction. Queenie ground down, narrow hips snapping. Jane sucked harder, fingers plunging three deep, knuckles stretching. Gush hit her chin sudden, Queenie's walls fluttering. She rode Jane's face through it, thighs clamping ears, breath ragged pulls. They lay spent, limbs tangled. Fire popped low. Jane traced the sinewy line down Queenie's back, muscle twitching under touch. "Championship grind did that," she said soft. "Five weeks. Forged us."

		Queenie shifted, chin on Jane's sternum. "Yeah. Rookie fire meeting ice."

		Morning light grayed the windows. Jane stirred first, bladder full. She eased from sheets, feet cold on pine planks. Downstairs, coffee pod slotted in the Keurig, black drip steaming. Bacon sizzled in the pan, grease popping. Queenie padded down in boxers, hair mussed. "Pond?"

		Jane nodded, flipping strips. "Skates in the truck." They ate at the table, scarred oak, syrup sticky from pancakes drowned. Plates cleared. Layers added: thermals under jeans, parkas zipped to chins. Boots crunched gravel to the truck. Jane backed down the rutted drive, snow tires gripping ice patches. Pond five minutes east, Crown land frozen solid. Tree line parted at the beaver dam, ice thick under snow skim. They laced skates by the truck tailgate, blades dull from summer storage. Jane first on surface, thick thighs powering strides, edges carving clean. Queenie followed, sinewy back flexing under parka as she pushed hard. Wind bit cheeks red. They looped the oval, sticks scavenged from cabin porch, puck a frozen bottle cap. "Game five recall," Jane called, stickhandling loose snow. "Your pass, my tip-in."

		Queenie stick-checked light, puck squirting free. "Overtime empty net. Yours." She closed distance, body check glancing off ribs. Jane spun, hips swaying wide, recovery smooth. Laughter echoed flat over ice. No boards, no refs. Just glide and recall. Finals series played out in passes, five weeks compressed to loops. Queenie hooked her waist mid-stride, blades scraping halt. Breath clouds mingled. "That race. Threw us together."

		Jane leaned back into hold. "Picked you. Every shift." Sticks clattered dropped. They kissed salt-lipped, gloves muffling the press. Back at cabin by noon, cheeks windburned. Stew simmered from canned beef and carrots, bread from the freezer toasted crisp. They ate by the fire again, bowls balanced on knees. "Next season," Jane said, spoon scraping. "Line mates still?"

		Queenie nodded, jaw easy. "You center. Me wing." Fingers hooked Jane's pinky. "Families courtside. Tickets locked."

		Jane's grin pulled lopsided, syrup stain on her thumb licked clean. "Sis brings the kid. Dad gripes seats too high."

		"Send mine lower." Queenie's pinky squeezed. "Ours now."

		Afternoon waned. Jane chopped more wood on the back stoop, axe biting spruce sweet. Chips flew to her boots. Queenie swept the porch, broom bristles rasping. Dusk purpled the pines. They showered tandem, water scalding from the tank. Soap lathered thick thighs, narrow waist. Bed claimed early, sheets fresh. Saturday blurred same. Omelets with cheddar chunks, skates till dark. Sunday packed slow. Jane folded flannels, Queenie vacuumed crumbs from seats. Truck loaded, key in ignition humming. Jane paused dash hand, packets of stamps rattling beside the GPS. "One more pond loop?"

		Queenie's hand covered thigh again, indenting denim. "Highway first. Practice Tuesday."

		Jane reversed, tires crunching frost. Pines thinned shoulder. "Plan holds."

		Queenie thumbed the seam higher. "Deepens here." Fingers paused at zipper pull. "Drive.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 34

		

		The Charity Game Return

		

		

		Jane thumbed the zipper higher on her jeans, denim rasping under the pressure. The truck lurched forward, gravel spitting from the tires as they hit the main road. Pines blurred past the passenger window, their needles brushing the sky like frayed broom ends. Queenie kept her palm flat on that thick thigh, heat seeping through the seam. Radio crackled to static, then some old Tragically Hip track about highways and locked doors. Jane hummed off-key, foot heavy on the gas. Tuesday practice hit at seven sharp. Zamboni fumes hung thick in the Scotiabank Arena air, mixing with the tang of fresh ice shavings. Queenie laced her skates on the bench, eyes on Jane across the crease. She bent low, powerful hips flexing as she taped her stick blade. No stares from the others anymore. Just nods. Line drills flowed clean, Jane centering passes that Queenie tipped home. Coach barked adjustments, but the rhythm held. Weeks stacked like equipment bags. Gym sessions at the GoodLife on Bay Street, Jane spotting Queenie on squats, her own thighs straining the barbell rack. Dinners at Pai on Queen West, pad thai steaming between them, chopsticks clinking. Jane's pinky hooked Queenie's under the table every time, a habit now. Texts at midnight: Jane sending pics of her sister's kid in a tiny Furies jersey, Queenie firing back shots of her parents' backyard rink patch. Fall crispened. Leaves plugged the Gardiner Expressway gutters. Charity event invite landed in inboxes two weeks out. Tara Voss's name stamped the bottom, her scrawl on the header: "Kids Cancer Fund. All hands. Bring your game."

		Saturday slotted in. Queenie gripped the truck wheel this time, Jane shotgun with a Tim Hortons double-double sloshing in the cupholder. Downtown traffic snarled at King and Spadina, horns blaring from Ubers. Jane fiddled the radio to CBC, some announcer droning PWHL stats. "Your assists last finals. Still buzzing about 'em." Queenie glanced over, jaw loose. Jane's full mouth curved, that lopsided pull flashing quick. They parked in the players' lot, chain-link rattling behind them. Arena doors whooshed open to the familiar chill, concrete echoing under their sneakers. Tara Voss waited at the tunnel mouth, clipboard tucked under her arm, gray ponytail swinging. Her whistle gleamed on a lanyard, same one from rookie's first skate. "Blair. Grant. Right on time." She clapped Jane's shoulder, grip firm. "Gear up. Kids arrive in thirty. Light game, three periods, no checks."

		Locker room smelled of Bengay and pine sol. Queenie stripped to sports bra and compression shorts, sinewy back catching the fluorescent buzz as she tugged on her jersey. Number 17 rode high across her small breasts. Jane shucked her hoodie beside her, curvaceous hips bumping the bench edge. Fabric pulled tight over those thick skater thighs. She grinned sidelong, teeth catching her lower lip for a beat. Queenie's hand found the small of her back, thumb pressing the dip there. No one blinked. Voss had cleared it months back, post-fracture. "Team first," she'd said. Then, quieter, "But you two? Solid now."

		Ice gleamed under the spots, dasher boards lined with kids in red Furies caps, some bald from chemo, others wide-eyed with IV bruises fading. Cheers erupted spotty as the whistle blew. Queenie lined up wing, Jane center, Voss refing center ice. Puck dropped clean. Jane scooped it back, hips swaying wide into a stride. Queenie powered alongside, narrow waist cutting the wind. Pass snapped crisp, stick tape whispering. Jane tipped it high, goalie flailing mitt. Net rippled. Kids hollered, one pumping fists from the glass. First period blurred to laughs. Queenie deked a defender, twelve-year-old with a goalie mask too big, her subtle hips twisting low. Jane screened perfect, thick thighs planted. "Mine," Queenie called, wrist shot corner. Red light flashed. High-fives slapped around, gloves muffling the sting. Voss skated benchward during stoppage, spraying snow. "Looking sharp. Remember that first scrimmage? You two damn near came to sticks."

		Jane wiped sweat from her pouty mouth, grin splitting wide. "Yeah? Who won that drill?"

		Voss snorted, tapping her whistle. "Nobody. You scrapped it out. Fracture point right there." She nodded between them, eyes steady. "Now? Sync like pros. Crisis built this. Own it."

		Queenie's blades bit ice, carving half-moons. Sync. The word stuck, better than any stat line. Back then, Voss had pulled her aside after the mentor betrayal scar still raw, team codes ironclad. "Keep it pro, Blair." Fracture hit anyway, separation ripping lines apart. Now Jane bumped her hip mid-faceoff, lopsided grin flashing. Puck dropped again. Second period, kids rotated in. Queenie let a ten-year-old strip her puck, then fed it back gentle. Jane whooped, powering a wraparound that clanged post. Laughter bounced off the rafters, flat and free. No stakes, no boards pinning elbows. Just glide. Voss blew whistle for intermission, herding everyone to benches. Plastic water bottles squirted arcs. Jane slumped beside Queenie, thigh pressing warm. "That tip-in. Finals echo."

		Queenie nodded, squirting Gatorade into her mouth, lemon-lime burning the back of her throat. Voss dropped cross-legged on the ice edge, kids clustering. "Blair, Grant. Up two-one. But these fighters?" She jerked thumb at a girl clutching her stick, purple ribbon pinned to her sleeve. "They play hurt. You did too."

		Jane's hand grazed Queenie's knee under the bench skirt, fingers curling light. Voss caught it, jaw working a chew on nothing. "Growth shows. From split lines to this. Team sees it. Hell, league whispers captain-assist combo next season."

		Third kicked off ragged. Queenie hooked a cycle, passing to Jane who dangled through legs. Goal, short side. Kids mobbed the net, piling like puppies. Final buzzer wailed. Voss gathered mics from the broadcast booth, PA crackling. "Toronto Furies charity tilt. Thanks to our champs." Cheers swelled. Jane leaned into Queenie's side, breath clouding shared. Post-game, they signed sticks in the foyer, Sharpies squeaking on graphite. One kid, freckles under a knit cap, shoved a puck at Queenie. "You're fast like lightning." Queenie scrawled her number, handed it back. Jane knelt for a selfie, thick thighs folding as the flash popped. Tara Voss lingered by the exit, arms crossed. "Good work. Coffee next week? Line tweaks."

		Jane straightened, hips popping her stance. "We're in."

		Voss clapped Queenie's bicep, sinew jumping under the squeeze. "Settled looks good on you. Both." She pivoted toward the offices, ponytail flicking. Queenie slung her bag higher, fingers brushing Jane's across the strap. Arena doors hissed open to parking lot dusk, sodium lamps buzzing yellow. Truck beeped unlock. Jane tossed gear in the bed, wind tugging her hair. "That kid's shot. Gonna steal your spot."

		Queenie backed her against the tailgate, narrow waist pinning hips. "Yours first." Mouths met, salt and Gatorade sharp. Jane's pout parted eager, tongue flicking deep. Bags thudded forgotten. They broke for air, Jane's grin crooked under the lamp glow. "Home?"

		Queenie's hand slid to the button fly, popping it slow. "Bench first." Fingers dipped inside, finding heat slick. Jane gasped, thick thighs parting instinctive. Queenie stroked firm, thumb circling clit swollen. Jane's head fell back, full mouth gaping on a whine. "Here? Voss inside."

		"Quick." Queenie pumped two fingers deep, curling to that spot. Jane bucked, hips grinding denim rough. Sweat beaded her cleavage, jersey clinging. Queenie's free hand yanked the hem up, small breasts heaving against the fence of ribs. She latched on a nipple, teeth grazing hard. Jane clawed her neck, nails biting. "Harder," Jane hissed, cunt clenching greedy. Queenie obliged, thumb relentless, knuckles slick. Jane shattered quick, thighs quaking, juices coating wrist. She slumped, breath ragged. Queenie withdrew, licking clean deliberate. Jane zipped sloppy, lopsided grin feral. "Locker room next time."

		Queenie thumbed her lip, smearing shine. "Every time." They climbed in, engine rumbling alive. Jane shifted to drive, hand claiming thigh again. Headlights cut the lot, Toronto skyline spiking black. Tara's words echoed faint under the radio hum. Growth. Sync. Streetcar bells clanged past on Front. Jane's pinky hooked over. "Dinner? St. Lawrence ribs?"

		Queenie squeezed back. "Yours."

		Bag straps dug shoulders as they unloaded at the condo on Adelaide. Elevators dinged to fourteen. Door clicked shut. Jane dropped pads in the hall, kicking off sneakers. "Shower. You first?"

		Queenie stripped jersey slow, sinewy back arching. "Together." Steam filled the glass stall fast, water pounding tile. Jane stepped in, curvaceous hips brushing subtle ones. Soap sudsed thick between palms, Queenie lathering those powerful thighs, fingers parting folds again. Jane moaned low, pressing back. "Not done?"

		"Never." Queenie spun her, narrow waist gripping hips. Strap waited in the drawer, harness buckling quick. She sheathed it slick, silicone veined thick. Jane braced palms on marble, ass out. Queenie thrust home, balls-deep slap. Jane bucked, thick thighs spreading wider. "Fuck, yes."

		Pace built brutal, water sluicing sweat. Queenie's small breasts dragged her spine, nipples peaking hard. Hand fisted Jane's hair, yanking head back. "Mine." Strokes pistoned, g-spot hammered. Jane came screaming, cunt pulsing vise. Queenie followed, hips stuttering, release ripping silent. They slumped under spray, breaths syncing. Jane turned, pouty mouth claiming collarbone. "Ribs cold now."

		Queenie chuckled low. "Reheat."

		Plates clattered later, sauce staining fingers. Jane licked clean, eyes locked. Phone buzzed on the counter. Voss text: Practice Monday. Lines hold? Queenie typed back thumbs flying. Locked. Jane leaned chin on her shoulder, breath warm. "Next event?"

		"Whatever." Queenie's jaw stayed easy. "Ours."

		They crashed early, sheets tangling legs. City hummed distant. Jane's thigh draped heavy. Queenie traced the curve, possessive anchor. Morning light sliced blinds. Jane stirred first, full mouth nuzzling neck. "Coffee?"

		Queenie rolled atop, straddling narrow. "Later.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 35

		

		The Anniversary Skate

		

		

		Queenie's weight pinned her mattress-creased sheets to the bed. Jane's hands slid up those subtle hips, thumbs digging into the hollows above bone. Fingers flexed there, testing give. Queenie ground down once, slow drag over Jane's belly, then rolled off with a grunt. Bed dipped empty. Feet slapped tile in the bathroom. Jane stretched arms overhead, calves cramping from yesterday's shifts on the charity ice. Pipes groaned. Coffee maker beeped start on the kitchen timer. She swung legs over the edge, toes curling into the rug's fringe. Phone glowed on the nightstand: 4:17 a.m. Battery icon blinked low. Tara's group text from last night sat unread under Voss threads. Jane thumbed it open anyway. Practice Monday. Lines hold? Replies stacked: thumbs up from half the roster, emoji fire from the goalie. She typed yeah, sent, then deleted the thread. Screen dark. Closet door creaked. Queenie rummaged hangers, jersey zip rasping. "Keys." Queenie tossed them overhand. Jane caught the fob mid-air, plastic biting palm. BMW fob, black matte, the one Queenie babied with microfiber wipes. "Arena?"

		Queenie yanked on track pants, waistband snapping elastic. "Dawn slot. Cleared it with security last week." Her jersey hung loose over sports bra straps, sinewy lines pulling taut when she bent for socks. Jane watched the shoulders roll, then stood. Drawer scraped for her own pants, the gray ones with the thigh seam that always rode up first lap. She tugged them on, fabric straining across quads. "Anniversary skate. Ours."

		Queenie paused mid-lace, boot tongue flopping. Looked up through bangs. Jane held it, breath steady. First time she'd named it out loud. The day she'd crashed drills, Queenie barking corrections from the bench like Jane was fresh meat. One year. Queenie's mouth twitched corner. Not a full grin. Enough. She knotted the lace double, stood. "Yeah. Drill three. Yours and mine."

		Kitchen light flicked on as they passed. Coffee pot gurgled half full. Jane grabbed mugs anyway, Tim Hortons ceramic chipped on rims from microwave spins. Poured black into both, steam curling sharp. Queenie took hers, sipped scalding without wince. Fingers brushed Jane's knuckles deliberate. No words. Mug heat soaked through. Elevator hummed down to parkade. Concrete pillars blurred past, oil stains gleaming under fluorescents. BMW chirped unlock from the third row. Jane slid passenger first, thigh pressing dash edge. Engine purred low, exhaust puffing visible in the chill. Queenie merged onto Gardiner at empty, tires humming asphalt. CN Tower blinked red ahead, Toronto skyline smudged purple under streetlamp halos. Radio crackled static, then settled on CBC loop about PWHL expansion drafts. Jane fiddled knob lower. "Families coming up. Tickets renewed."

		Queenie's thumb tapped wheel once. "Mom texted yesterday. Front row again." Jaw muscle jumped under skin. Jane knew the tic. Old mentor flash, betrayal scar. She reached over, palm flat on Queenie's knee. "Ours first."

		Arena lot stretched black under sodium lights. Security gate arm lifted at their plates. Jane shouldered gear bag, sticks clacking inside. Queenie punched code at the players' door, beep green. Hallway fluorescents buzzed awake. Zamboni garage door groaned distant. They laced up in the empty visitor bench, blades scraping rubber mats. Jane taped stick tape tight, white roll end tucked under thumb. Queenie's gloves thwacked together test. "Ready?"

		Ice gleamed under rafters, dawn filtering blue through high glass. No floodlights yet. Jane stepped first, pushing off smooth. Cold bit cheeks instant. Edges carved shavings fine as snow. She hit stride quick, hips rolling power into crossovers. Uniform pants pulled snug, seams biting inner thighs from the flex. Queenie matched beside, strides longer, back muscles bunching under jersey knit. They circled faceoff dot lazy, sticks crossing loose. "Drill three." Jane called it, voice echoing vaulted. Backward skate first, her specialty. She dropped low, knees out, pivoting reverse. Stick blade swept forehand, puck imaginary under steel. Queenie mirrored front, deke left then right. Laughter barked out when Jane's heel caught edge funny, recovery wobble sending spray. "Shit, still sloppy."

		Queenie scooped air puck, flipping it stickhandle pop. "Faster. Like finals game four." She accelerated, sinewy frame cutting wake. Jane chased, thighs burning lactic sweet. They synced transitions, forward to back seamless now. No barked orders. Just grunts and breaths fogging air. Lap ten, Jane bumped shoulder deliberate. Queenie shoved back harder, hip check rattling boards. Jane spun out laughing, full mouth splitting wide. Lopsided pull hit her cheek unbidden. They braked clouds at the bench. Jane gulped water bottle, plastic crinkling crush. Queenie leaned rail, chest heaving visible. Small breasts rose steady under damp jersey. "One year this." Jane squirted arc over her own neck, chill racing spine. "You yelling at my pass. Me thinking captain's a robot."

		Queenie's fingers drummed stick tape. "You charged net blind. Rookie fire." She pushed off again, stick tapping Jane's calf go. More laps. Drill evolved silent. Jane fed passes tape to tape, Queenie one-timing wrister slap into empty net twine. Boards thudded echoes. Dawn brightened, gold edging clouds over the dome. Sweat trickled Jane's temples, salt sting eyes. Halfway mark, they slowed center ice. Jane's blades hissed stop. Queenie circled tight, close enough breath mingled. "Chose it." Queenie said low. Not question. Jane nodded, stick butt tapping ice tap. "Chose you yelling." Hand extended glove first. Queenie gripped hard, twist lock. Pulled Jane into hug collision. Helmets clunked. Jersey damp pressed chest to chest. Jane's arms wrapped waist narrow, fingers splaying possessive over hip flare. Held. Ice melted slow under blades. Queenie broke first, but kept hold one handed. Skated backward pulling Jane along. "Families next. Season next." Jane's free hand traced up Queenie's arm, thumb pressing bicep ridge. "Us first. Always." Laughter bubbled again when Queenie's edge slipped micro, both pitching forward catch. They straightened tandem, strides matching perfect. Final drill set. Jane dropped puck real this time, Thermos black from her bag. Deke drill, one on one. She attacked low, hips dipping feint. Queenie poke checked clean, puck squirting free. Jane scooped chase, deke backhand. Goalie crease empty, she roofed it crossbar clang. Queenie whooped rare, fist pump high. Jane skidded turn, spraying her full. Ice chips pelted jersey cold. "Payback."

		Queenie lunged grab, wrestling spin. They tumbled shoulder to shoulder laugh, blades tangling scrape. Jane pinned Queenie's stick first, blade under her own. "Tap out." Queenie bucked hips up, nearly flipping her. "Never." Jane pressed knee between thighs, leverage hold. Heat built friction despite chill. Queenie's eyes held hers, dark steady. Possessive lock. Jane leaned down, mouth brushing ear flap. "Mine too."

		They untangled slow, rising together. Sticks crossed salute. Dawn full now, sun shafting rafters gold. Zamboni drone started distant. Jane checked phone: 7:12. "Security pinged. Wrap?" Queenie nodded, but lingered center ice. Hand found Jane's again, pinky hook familiar. "One year. More."

		Jane squeezed back. "Skate out?"

		Blades pushed final lap tandem. Boards blurred. Goal creak echoed empty. They coasted bench stop, unlacing side by side. Boots thumped mats. Gear bag zipped. Hallway lights hummed brighter. Queenie paused door, turning. "Coffee now? Real one. Balzac's?"

		Jane's thigh twinged step, good burn. Grin flashed uneven. "Yeah. Then home." Door swung open, city air rushing cool. Tires crunched lot gravel as they loaded trunk. Engine turned over smooth. Gardiner traffic built sparse. Radio hummed PWHL highlights, championship clips fading under horns. Jane's hand rested Queenie's thigh drive. Fingers drummed denim seam. "Next drill Monday?"

		Queenie glanced over, jaw easy. "Yours." Light ahead flipped green. Accelerator pressed.
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