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coach’s daughter

    by friedpickle1221

      Summary

      When Coach Brandon Wiebe gets the call that his mother is sick, and he immediately has to fly to Louisiana to see her, he realizes that someone needs to take care of his 16 year old daughter Clara for the week. Shane and Ilya immediately agree to help, wanting to be there for Coach. But they quickly discover Clara is more than just the coach’s daughter, she’s a hockey genius herself.

*COMPLETED*



      Notes

        hey y’all!! so i fear this is my first fic, and obviously it had to be a heated rivalry fic. i love shane and ilya babysitting fics so much and i yearn for more, so i figured i would just write my own! i wanted it to be about coach wiebe’s daughter because she is mentioned but we never get to know about her so i decided i would make her up.

i anticipate no one will read this and it is mostly just for fun but if you are here thank you so much for reading <3

i hope you enjoyyyyy
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    Chapter Notes
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  Brandon Wiebe never panics. He does a lot of things, like yelling from the bench when a line change is late, or folding his arms when someone takes a bad penalty, but he does not panic. Years of coaching had made him that way. Hockey rinks were loud and chaotic, and someone had to be the calm center of it all. That someone had always been Coach Wiebe.
Players broke sticks. Goalies became rattled. Fans screamed their lungs out.
Wiebe though, he stayed steady.
So when his phone rang during practice, a call from his mother’s nursing home in Louisiana, he didn’t panic. He moved to the side, and answered the call like he always did.
At first, he listened quietly.
Then his expression changed.
Across the ice, Shane Hollander noticed immediately. Shane noticed everything. Missed passes, slow defenders, and also apparently the rare moment when Coach Wiebe didn’t look completely in control.
He watched Wiebe for a moment.
Then he turned to Ilya, who was next to him waiting to start a drill.
“Hey,” Shane said, “Does Coach look weird to you?
Ilya wiped sweat from his forehead, and glanced over.
“Weird how?”
“Like someone just told him the rink’s on fire.”
Ilya squinted toward the bench. Coach Wiebe was standing near the corner of the boards with his back partly turned. He wasn’t talking much, mostly just listening.
After a moment he said something into the phone.
“Yeah. I understand.”
Pause.
“I’ll come tonight.”
Then he hung up. He didn’t move right away. Instead he stared out at the ice like he was thinking through something complicated.
Shane tapped his stick against the boards.
“Okay,” he said. “That’s definitely weird.”
A minute later Coach Wiebe blew the whistle again.
“Break!”
Ilya and Shane skated toward the bench, leaning against the boards.
Shane stepped closer.
“Everything okay, Coach?”
Wiebe looked up.
For a second his usual calm expression returned.
Then it faded again.
“My mom’s nursing home just called, she’s sick.”
“Like flu sick?” Shane asked.
Wiebe shook his head.
“No. Worse.”
Shane straightened.
That answer had weight to it.
“Is she okay?” Ilya asked.
“She’s stable,” Wiebe said. “But she shouldn’t be alone.”
Shane nodded immediately. “Then you should go.”
“Yeah,” Ilya added. “We can finish practice.”
Wiebe gave them a small nod of appreciation. But he didn’t move. Instead he looked like he was mentally running through a list of problems.
Shane crossed his arms. “There’s a ‘but,’ isn’t there?”
Wiebe sighed. “There’s a small complication.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Small complication usually means big complication.”
Wiebe rubbed his forehead. “My daughter Clara is home.”
Shane nodded. “Okay.”
“She’s sixteen.”
“Still okay.”
“I’m gonna have to fly out to Louisiana to her nursing home. My wife is in India for work. I don’t want to leave my daughter alone. Someone has to pick her up from school today, and help her with dinner, and make sure she gets to practice.”
Ilya looked at Wiebe, then at Shane, and then back at Wiebe. “We can take care of her, she can stay with us.”
Shane whipped his head to look at Ilya. “We can what now?”
Before Ilya could answer, Wiebe spoke up. “That’s a big ask guys, I can figure something out.” He rubbed the back of his neck, clearly stressed.
For the first time since Shane had known him, Coach Wiebe looked unsure of himself. He glanced between the two of them like he was already preparing to apologize for even mentioning it. Shane shifted his weight against the boards, exchanging a quick look with Ilya. The request was ridiculous, leaving them in charge of a sixteen year old for an entire week, but the worry on their coach’s face made it harder to brush off.
Shane let out a small sigh and pushed off the boards. “Coach… it’s not that big of a deal,” he said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. “I’m sure we can handle it.”
Ilya nodded in agreement. “Yeah. Go see your mom. We got Clara.”
Wiebe looked surprised for a moment, like he hadn’t actually expected them to say yes. “I owe you guys big time. Let me go call Clara, let her know what’s going on.”
“Take all the time you need, Coach,” Ilya replied. He knew very well how important a mother was, and he knew even more what it felt like to lose one.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Clara sat in her Advanced Calculus class, absolutely bored out of her mind. She knew all of the mindnumbing crap her professor was teaching already. Clara had been declared a child prodigy at just 5 years old, and even the most challenging of classes simply weren’t hard enough for her.
Suddenly, her phone started rapidly buzzing in her backpack, pulling her out of her daydreaming.
“Phones should be silenced during class,” her teacher said before returning to the lesson, making everyone turn to stare at Clara.
She went to silence her phone when she noticed six missed calls from her dad. She knew he was supposed to be at practice, so something had to be seriously wrong.
“Um, Ms. Baker? I have a few missed calls from my dad, can I make sure everything is alright?”
“Sure, Clara. Just step into the hall.”
Clara got out of her seat, phone in hand, and headed for the door. In the hallway, she called her dad and he picked up on the first ring.
“Hi Dad, is everything okay?”
“Yes sweetheart, everything is fine. But, um, I just got a call from gram’s nursing home, she’s gotten sick.”
Clara felt a burn in her chest, her gram was her favorite person. She was always there to support her or comfort her when her mom was away for work, or her dad was coaching on away game stretches. “Oh my god, will she be okay?”
“Yes, but they did ask me to fly down, just precautionary.”
“So am I staying by myself?”
“Not exactly. I asked Ilya and Shane to take care of you, so you’ll be at their house for the week.”
Clara went silent for a beat. Her dad expected her to stay with Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov, who she had only met a handful of times, for the entire week? “Dad, are you serious? I can stay by myself, you know. I can take the train to school, and I could walk to the rink for practice. You know I’m capable of being by myself.”
“For a day or two sweetheart, not a whole week. This is nonnegotiable Clara.” Her dad had a tone that he only used when things were very, very serious. She knew there was no way to sway his decision.
“Okay Dad. I guess I’m staying with them. Even though I think it’s total bullshit and there’s no way we all survive the week.”
”Please be nice Clara. This is a huge favor they are doing us. One of them will pick you up after school, my flight is in an hour. I will text you updates once I get there.”
“Okay dad. I love you. Be safe.”
“I love you more sweetheart. I will talk to you soon.”
Clara hung up feeling a whirlwind of emotions. She couldn’t lose her gram, she was so important to her. And how could her dad force her to stay with Shane and Ilya? She’s perfectly capable of taking care of herself. It sure would be an interesting week.
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  “Are we sure this is a good idea?” Shane asked Ilya, now back in the locker room after practice had ended. “Are we really cut out to take care of a child all week?”
“Shane, she is a teenager,” Ilya replied, leaning back against the bench while unlacing his skates. “We take care of Pike children all the time. Will be fine.”
“Teenagers are way worse than kids,” Shane insisted. “You heard Wiebe. She’s a smartass.”
“So are you, Hollander,” Ilya said calmly. “It will be great. Good practice for future.”
A smirk spread slowly across Ilya’s face, and he winked.
Shane’s cheeks and ears burned bright red, because even after all of these years, Ilya still managed to make him blush like an idiot.

“You’re right, you’re right,” Shane muttered, rubbing the back of his neck.
Shane could argue with Ilya about almost anything. They argued about plays on the ice, about music in the locker room, about whose turn it was to cook dinner after late practices. But there were certain arguments Shane knew he would never win. And this was one of them. Coach Wiebe needed help. That alone settled it.
“Divide and conquer,” Ilya said, standing up and grabbing his bag. “I get her from school, you get the house ready. We got this, moya lyubov.”
Shane sighed. “How hard can it be?”
Those words would come back to haunt him.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Ilya showed up to Clara’s private school in Shane’s Land Rover, not wanting to draw attention to himself. Ilya loved his Porsche dearly, but he figured now was not the time to be picking up Wiebe’s daughter in a bright orange sports car.
Clara walked out of the building, headphones around her neck, long brown hair tied back in a braid. Ilya had met her a few times before, at Centaurs events and at Bring Your Kid to Work day, where she made Tanner Dillon fall flat on his ass. Ilya couldn’t recall ever laughing harder than he did at that moment. But now, watching her walk out of school wearing her school uniform and the same expression her dad made when someone made a really bad decision on the ice, he could see the striking resemblance between the two.
She squinted toward the car, and Ilya stuck his hand out the window and waved at her. She crossed the street to the spot where he was parked and climbed into the car with an exasperated sigh.
“Hi Ilya.”
“Hi Clara. How are you feeling?”
“Shitty.”
Oh this was going to be a long week.
“So I’m staying at your house with you and Shane all week?”
“Da. That’s the plan.”
“I don’t need a babysitter. I’m not five.”
“Your dad just wants someone there for you. Will be a fun week.”
“Oh it’ll be something.”
Clara could not believe this was her life. She was tired, she was annoyed, her gram was sick, and her dad planned to leave her with two professional idiots.
“Can we swing by my house to get my stuff?”
“Of course we can. Whatever you need.”
Ilya knew teenagers were difficult. He had been a difficult teenager himself. But Clara had just had some very intense news sprung onto her, and now she had to stay in a foreign place with people she barely knew. And Ilya—he knew that feeling all too well. So he didn’t care if she had an attitude with him. He just wanted her to know that he actually cared.
They drove in silence to the Wiebe house, which was about thirty minutes from Clara’s school.
When they pulled into the driveway, Clara got out of the car without a word and unlocked the door with her keys.
Ilya followed shortly behind, taking in the exterior of the house. It was navy blue with white shutters, tucked into a quiet cul-de-sac lined with trees. The kind of neighborhood where nothing dramatic ever seemed to happen. The interior was very minimalistic, with white and blue decor. Clean lines, organized shelves, and everything in its place. Ilya wasn’t sure how he pictured Coach Wiebe’s house, but this definitely wasn’t it.
“I have to go get my stuff from my room,” Clara said, already heading for the stairs. “Make yourself at home. The living room and kitchen are in there.”
“Okay.”
Ilya sat down on the white couch and pulled out his phone to text Shane.
Ilya: Got Clara, at Wiebe’s house getting her things. Should be home in 30.
A few seconds later his phone buzzed.
Shane: See you soon. Love you.
Ilya smiled to himself.
Five minutes later Clara came down the stairs changed out of her uniform, carrying a duffel bag and dragging a large hockey equipment bag with the OHL logo printed across the side.
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “You play?” he asked, gesturing toward the bag.
Clara shrugged. “Yeah. I figure skated for a while, but I got dropped for skating too much like a hockey player. So I made the switch to play in the girls’ league, but then the boys’ team needed a left winger so I play for them now.”
Ilya blinked. “Ah. So hockey runs in the family, yes?”
“I guess it does.”
She set the bags near the door. “I’m ready whenever you are.”
They carried Clara’s bags to the Land Rover and tossed them into the trunk.

As they got back into the car, Ilya decided he wasn’t going to let the ride back be another half hour of silence. Kids usually liked him. Clara clearly did not. He was determined to change that.
“So,” Ilya said as they pulled out of the neighborhood, “you like hockey or…”
“It’s fine I guess.”
Silence.
Ilya drummed his fingers lightly on the steering wheel. “Do you play for school?”
“Didn’t let me,” Clara said flatly. “We only have a boys’ team. I tried though.”
Ilya frowned slightly. “You tried out?”
“Yeah.”
“And?”
“They said I was good enough but it would ‘complicate things.’” She mimicked the phrase with obvious annoyance.
Ilya sighed. “Complicate things,” he repeated quietly.
“That’s what they said.”
“They are idiots.”
Clara glanced over at him for the first time with a hint of curiosity. “You really think so?”
“Yes,” Ilya said immediately. “If someone can play, they can play.”
Clara leaned back in the seat, considering that. “Dad said the same thing.”
“Your dad is smart man.”
She snorted slightly. “Sometimes.”
That was the first tiny crack in her defensive wall. Ilya noticed. “So how long have you been playing?”
“Four years.”
“That’s not long.”

“I pick things up fast.”
“I believe that,” Ilya said. “You destroyed Tanner Dillon once.”
Clara looked over sharply. “You saw that?”
“I laughed for five minutes.”
“That was the best day of my life.”
They both laughed a little. The tension in the car eased slightly.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Twenty minutes later Clara noticed something.
“You missed the highway exit.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not the way to your house.”
“Correct.”
Clara frowned. “Where are we going?”
Ilya pulled into the parking lot of a small ice rink.
Clara stared at the building. “You’re kidding.”
“No.”
“You’re serious.”
“Yes.”
“You’re kidnapping me to go skating.”
“Technically you agreed to come with me.”
“I did not.”
“You got in car voluntarily.”
Clara sighed. “I have homework.”
“You will survive.”
“I have practice tomorrow.”
“Good reason to skate.”
She looked at the rink again. “…fine.”
They stepped inside the building.
The rink was quiet this time of day. A few younger kids were finishing up a practice on the far end of the ice. Clara walked toward the boards and watched them for a moment. “You come here a lot?” she asked.
“Sometimes.”
“You’re a professional hockey player.”
“Yes.”
“You practice at a random community rink?”
“Good ice is good ice.”
She nodded. Fair point. Ilya dragged Clara’s hockey bag, and headed toward the locker room. As Clara laced up her skates, she glanced over at him.
“Why did you bring me here?”
Ilya leaned back against the bench. “You seemed angry.”
“I am angry.”
“This helps.”
“Skating?”
“Yes.”
Clara stood up. “…you’re not wrong.”
They stepped out onto the ice. Clara pushed off immediately, gliding smoothly across the surface. Ilya watched her for a moment. She was good. Not just decent. Actually good. Her edges were clean. Her stride was strong. She moved like someone who understood the ice instinctively. “Your dad teach you?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“Good teacher.”
“He yells a lot.”
“That is coaching.”
Clara circled back toward him. “Race you.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”
“You’re old.”
“I am thirty two.”
“Exactly. That’s really close to a million.”
He laughed. “Okay.”
They lined up along the boards.
“First to the other end,” Clara said.
“Deal.”
“Ready?”
“Ready.”
She pushed off before he even finished answering.
“Hey!” Ilya shouted, laughing as he chased after her.
Clara flew across the ice. Ilya caught up easily, but he slowed down intentionally. Clara reached the boards first and turned around triumphantly. “I win.”
“You cheated.”
“You’re just slow.”
“Very rude.”
She grinned.
And just like that, the angry kid from the car was gone. For the next forty minutes they skated. They ran drills. Practiced passing. Even worked on a few shooting exercises. At one point Ilya decided his pride was on the line, skating quickly around her, handling the puck with ease and burying it in the net.
“You’re such a dick. I’ll Tanner Dillon you.”
“Would never happen to me. He sucks.”
Clara let out a loud laugh. “Dude, that’s your teammate.”
”So I am allowed to say he sucks.”
“I really don’t know how my dad deals with you.”
“He doesn’t, just rolls his eyes.”
”Sounds like him.”
They kept playing, eventually transitioning to one on one games. Clara was competitive. Very competitive. And she talked more when she skated. About school. About her team. About how annoying it was being the only girl on the boys’ roster. By the time they left the rink, she seemed like a completely different person. Ilya was determined to get her to open up even more by the end of the week, even if it meant bribing her with whatever he had to.
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  Shane Hollander had always liked things organized. That was putting it mildly. Shane liked structure. He liked schedules. He liked things being exactly where they were supposed to be, exactly when they were supposed to be there. It made life easier. Predictable. Calm. And right now, standing in the middle of his spotless kitchen with his hands on his hips, Shane realized something extremely unfortunate.
Everything was already clean.
The counters were spotless. The sink was empty. The dishwasher had been run that morning. The floors had been vacuumed and mopped yesterday. The trash had been taken out. There was nothing to do.
Shane stared around the room suspiciously, like the house itself might be hiding something from him. Somewhere, there had to be something that needed fixing. Ilya was bringing a teenager home. A teenager. For an entire week.
Shane exhaled slowly. Okay. Breathe. This was fine. They were responsible adults. Mostly. Kind of. Sometimes. Ilya had once accidentally set a toaster on fire trying to toast a bagel that had been frozen for two years, but aside from that, they were doing pretty well.
Shane walked over to the pantry and opened it. Perfect rows of food stared back at him. Pasta boxes lined up by size. Cereal arranged by height. Snacks neatly stacked in labeled containers. Shane frowned. Too easy. He closed the pantry and moved to the refrigerator. Also perfect. Leftovers organized. Produce washed. Drinks aligned. He shut the fridge door again.
“Well,” he muttered to himself, “this is a problem.”
Shane walked slowly around the kitchen island, scanning for imperfections. His eyes landed on the spice drawer.
Ah. There it was. Shane pulled the drawer open and leaned over it, studying the rows of glass jars. Everything was already alphabetized.
But.
The labels weren’t perfectly facing upward. Shane narrowed his eyes.
Unacceptable.
He began carefully rotating each jar so the labels all faced the same direction.
Basil.
Cayenne.
Chili powder.
Cinnamon.
Coriander.
He paused at paprika.
Why was paprika between parsley and pepper?
Shane removed the jar, placed it in its proper alphabetical location, and nodded to himself.
Much better.
Ten minutes later, the spice drawer was immaculate. Perfect rows. Labels aligned. Alphabetical order. Height order. Usage frequency. Shane slid the drawer closed with satisfaction. Then he immediately reopened it. He stared again.
“…I could separate blends from pure spices.”
Twenty minutes later he had divided the drawer into three sections: cooking spices, baking spices, and specialty blends. Shane leaned back against the counter and admired his work.
Perfect.
His phone buzzed.
Ilya: Got Clara, at Wiebe’s house getting her things. Should be home in 30.
Shane smiled softly. He typed back quickly.
Shane: See you soon. Love you.
He locked his phone and looked around the house again.
Now what?
Shane glanced toward the hallway that led to the guest room. Right. Clara’s room. Shane walked down the hallway and pushed open the door. The

room was already nice. Neutral walls. Clean sheets. A desk near the window. A dresser and a small bookshelf. But “nice” wasn’t enough.
She was a teenage girl.
Teenagers had… things.
Preferences.
Comfort items.
Shane had absolutely no idea what teenage girls liked.
He walked over to the bed and smoothed the comforter again, even though it was already smooth. Then he added an extra blanket at the foot of the bed. Just in case. He adjusted the pillows. Then added two more pillows. Teenagers liked pillows, right? He stepped back. The bed now looked like something from a luxury hotel. Shane nodded approvingly.
Next.
He walked to the desk and placed a small lamp on it. Then a notebook. Then a pen. Then he stared at it. That looked weird. He removed the notebook. Then put it back. Then removed it again.
“…this is harder than I thought.”
His phone buzzed again.
Ilya: Leaving now.
Shane checked the time. They’d be here in about twenty minutes. He straightened the desk chair.
Then the rug.
Then the curtains.
Then he adjusted the thermostat.
Then he checked the thermostat again.
Then he walked back into the kitchen and opened the spice drawer just to admire it one more time. Perfect.
Satisfied, Shane leaned against the counter.
Now he just had to not panic for the rest of the week.
Easy.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Twenty-five minutes later the sound of a car pulling into the driveway made Shane straighten instantly. Ilya stepped inside first, carrying Clara’s hockey bag like it weighed nothing. “Moya lyubov, we are home.”
Clara followed behind him, dragging a duffel bag and a backpack, looking around the house with cautious curiosity.
“Hi,” Shane said.
“Hi,” Clara replied.
There was a small pause.
Then Ilya grinned. “We survived.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Barely.”
Shane looked between them. “What happened?”
“Your husband kidnapped me,” Clara said flatly.
Shane blinked. “…what?”
“We went skating,” Ilya said proudly.
Shane relaxed slightly. “Oh.”
Clara dropped her duffel bag near the door. “He also cheated during a race.”
“I did not cheat.”
“You started after me.”
“That is not cheating.”
“It is when I say ready set go.”
Shane watched them bicker for a moment.
Then he smiled. Okay. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.
“Your room’s ready,” Shane said. “If you want to see it.”
Clara shrugged. “Sure.”
Ilya carried the hockey bag down the hallway while Clara followed behind. Shane waited nervously in the doorway as she stepped into the guest room. Clara stopped. She looked around slowly.
The bed.
The desk.
The window.
The extra blankets.
The absurd amount of pillows.
“You didn’t have to do all this,” she said.
Shane rubbed the back of his neck. “It wasn’t a big deal.”
Clara walked over to the bed and poked one of the pillows. “Why are there so many pillows?”
Shane froze. “…people like pillows?”
Clara looked at him. Then at the bed. Then back at him.
“…you’re a little intense, aren’t you?”
Ilya snorted. Shane glared at him. Clara dropped her bag on the floor and sat down on the bed.
“It’s nice,” she said after a moment.
Shane visibly relaxed. “Good.”
“Very clean.”
“Thank you.”
Clara tilted her head slightly. “Suspiciously clean.”
Ilya laughed again.
“Dinner soon,” he said. “I cook tonight.”
Clara looked intrigued. “What are you making?”
“Chicken parm.”
Her eyebrows lifted slightly. “Okay,” she said. “Now I’m interested.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The kitchen smelled incredible.
Garlic.
Tomatoes.
Breaded chicken frying in oil.
Shane leaned against the counter watching Ilya move around the kitchen with practiced ease.
“Where did you learn to cook like this?” Clara asked from the island.
“Friend taught me,” Ilya said.
“Friend?”
“Shane’s mom Yuna. She gave me recipe.” He flipped a piece of chicken carefully. “She said if I ruin it she will disown me.”
Clara smirked. “Fair.”
Shane set plates on the table while Ilya finished the sauce. Soon the three of them were sitting down together with plates of chicken parmesan andpasta.
Clara took a bite. Her eyes widened slightly. “Oh.”
Ilya looked smug. “Good?”
“Okay yeah,” Clara admitted. “That’s really good.”
Shane smiled. “He makes it all the time.”
“Not all the time,” Ilya said.
“Twice last week.”
“Was good week.”
Clara laughed.
Then Shane pulled out his phone. “Okay,” he said. “Schedule for the week.”
Clara groaned dramatically. “Oh no.”
“Yes,” Shane said firmly. “Your dad left instructions.”
“Of course he did.”
Shane glanced at the screen. “School drop off at eight.”
“I know how school works.”
“Hockey practice tomorrow at five.”
“Also aware.”
“Homework time after dinner.”
Clara stared at him. “…homework time?”
“Yes.”
“You scheduled homework?”
“Yes.”
“You’re worse than my dad.”
Ilya laughed so hard he nearly choked on pasta.
Shane ignored both of them.
“Thursday game.”
“Already knew.”
“Friday practice.”
“Obviously.”
Shane looked up from the phone.
Clara leaned back in her chair with a sarcastic smile.
“So basically,” she said, “my schedule is exactly the same as it always is.”
“Yes,” Shane said.
“Except now I live with two professional hockey idiots.”
Ilya pointed at her with his fork. “Accurate.”
Shane sighed.
Clara grinned. “I’m not that high maintenance, you know. I can just take the train to school and to practice. It’ll be like I’m not even here.”
”Absolutely not kid. You’re our responsibility, and we can’t fuck it up or Wiebe will murder us both,” Ilya said, jamming chicken parm into his mouth.
“I don’t need you guys watching over me every second.”
Shane got up, collecting the finished plates. “Unfortunately that’s exactly what we’ll be doing. Can’t have something happening to you on our watch.”
“I play boys hockey with some of the biggest asshole teenagers in all of Canada. Something happens to me everyday. I think I’ll survive the train for 30 minutes.”
Shane started to wash the dishes methodically. “This is nonnegotiable. One of us will drive you everywhere, and we’re coming to the game on Thursday.”
“I really don’t think you want to see that.”
Ilya glanced up, confused. “Why would we not want to see you kick some ass?”
“More like you’ll see me get my ass kicked,” she muttered.
“What was that?”
“Nothing. The games are just boring compared to what you guys do.”
“Will be fun I’m sure.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “I’m guessing I can’t convince you not to come.”
“Nope.”
“You are a really stubborn asshole, did you know that?”
Now it was Shane’s turn to snort. Ilya clutched at his chest. “Wow. Who shit in your stew?”
Clara collapsed back in her chair, letting out what was probably the loudest laugh of her life. “Do you mean who pissed in your cornflakes?”
“Whatever. English is hard. Don’t you have homework or something?”
“It’s just Calculus. It’ll take like ten minutes max.” Clara dug into her backpack on the floor, and pulled out a folder full of extremely complex math.
Shane looked across the counter at her papers. “What the fuck is that?”
“Have you never seen Calculus? This is easy stuff.”
“Nothing about that looks easy.”
“Well it’s always been easy for me. I’m supposed to be some prodigy or something.”
That earned a glance between Shane and Ilya.
“Supposed to be?” Ilya asked.
“That’s why I go to crazy expensive private school. They are supposed to ‘foster my academic gifts’ or something, but all of the classes are too easy. All of my teachers hate me because I never listen, but in reality I could just teach the class myself.”
The kitchen went silent for a moment.
Clara cleared her throat to ease the awkwardness. “But that doesn’t really matter. I know Vancouver plays Seattle tonight. There’s definitely gonna be a fight.”
Ilya immediately lightened up. “Oh there will absolutely be fight,” he said, pointing a fork at her like she had just made the smartest statement in the room. “Seattle’s defense cannot keep their mouths shut.”
Clara grinned, flipping through her calculus pages like she wasn’t even really reading them. “Yeah but Vancouver’s top line is way too fast. Seattle’s

gonna start throwing hits by the second period.”
Shane turned around from the sink, drying his hands with a dish towel. “Are we seriously analyzing a game that hasn’t even started yet?”
“Yes,” Clara and Ilya said at the exact same time.
Shane blinked. “…great. I’m surrounded by idiots.”
Clara shrugged. “You literally play professional hockey.”
“That doesn’t mean I want to watch it when I’m not working.”
Ilya scoffed. “Liar. You watch game film every night.”
“That’s different.”
Clara tilted her head. “What’s the difference?”
Shane opened his mouth. Then closed it. “…shut up.”
Clara snorted and went back to scribbling on her paper.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
For the next ten minutes the kitchen filled with the quiet sound of pencil scratching and Shane organizing dishes with almost frightening precision.
Every plate went into the dishwasher in the exact same orientation. Every glass was lined up perfectly. Every fork and knife was placed into the silverware tray like he was arranging a museum exhibit.
Clara watched him for a minute. “…are you okay?”
Shane paused mid–dish placement. “What do you mean?”
“You’re loading the dishwasher like it’s a bomb you’re trying to defuse.”
“It has a system.”
“It’s a dishwasher.”
“Exactly.”
“That didn’t explain anything.”
Ilya leaned against the counter, laughing under his breath. “You should see him organize spice drawer.”
Clara looked intrigued. “Oh my god please tell me you alphabetized them.”
Shane froze. “…they were already alphabetized.”
Clara burst out laughing.
“I just improved the system,” Shane defended.
“How do you improve alphabetical order?” she wheezed.
“By separating blends from single spices.”
Ilya covered his face with both hands.
“You reorganized spices that were already organized?” Clara asked.
“Yes.”
“You are insane.”
“Thank you.”
A few minutes later Clara slammed her folder shut. “Done.”
Shane blinked. “That was ten minutes.”
“I told you.”
“You did calculus in ten minutes.”
“Yep.”
“That’s not normal.”
Clara shrugged. “Neither is alphabetizing paprika.”
Ilya laughed so hard he almost dropped his drink.
Shane pointed toward the living room. “Game starts in five minutes.”
Clara grabbed the remote immediately.“Oh hell yeah.”
She dropped onto the couch like she owned the place, flipping through channels until she found the broadcast. Ilya sat beside her while Shane hovered behind them for a moment, still mentally processing the chaos currently invading his extremely orderly house. Eventually he sat down in the armchair across from them. The broadcast began with the usual pre-game analysis.
Clara immediately started talking over it. “Seattle’s goalie is gonna choke tonight.”
“He is not,” Ilya argued.
“He absolutely is.”
“He had .930 save percentage last week.”
“Against Calgary.”
“…that is fair point.”
Shane rubbed his temples. “The game hasn’t even started.”
“Shh,” Clara said, pointing at the TV.
The puck dropped. Within thirty seconds someone got slammed into the boards. Clara sat forward immediately. “There it is.”
“Clean hit,” Ilya said.
“That was interference.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
Shane stared at them like he was witnessing two feral raccoons arguing over trash. Five minutes later the first penalty was called. Clara jumped up off the couch. “I told you!”
“That was weak call,” Ilya protested.
“He literally tackled him.”
“It was little push.”
“That was not a little push!”
“Okay maybe medium push.”
Shane leaned back in his chair. “…this is my life now.”
The game continued with constant commentary from both of them. Every hit sparked a debate. Every missed shot triggered dramatic groans. Every questionable referee call turned into a full argument.
At one point Clara threw a pillow at the TV.
“That was a terrible pass!”
“Agreed,” Ilya said solemnly.
Shane looked horrified. “Did you just throw something at my television?”
“It was a soft pillow.”
“That’s not the point.”
During intermission Clara stretched her arms over her head. “That game’s gonna get messy in the third.”
“Probably,” Ilya said.
Shane grabbed another drink from the kitchen. “We still have two hours before bedtime.”
Clara looked offended. “I’m sixteen.”
“Exactly.”
“That’s not a bedtime age.”
“You have school tomorrow.”
“I survive on caffeine and bad decisions.”
“You’re going to bed before midnight.”
Clara stared at him. “…you’re kidding.”
“No.”
“You are the worst.”
“Thank you.”
She groaned dramatically. “Fine. But we’re doing something else until the next period.”
“Like what?” Shane asked cautiously.
Clara pointed toward the entertainment console. “Video games.”
Ilya’s eyes lit up immediately. “Oh yes.”
Shane looked concerned. “No.”
“Yes,” Clara said.
“No.”
“Please?”
“No.”
Ilya already had the controller in his hands. “Yes.”
Five minutes later the three of them were sitting on the floor in front of the TV playing NHL.
Clara immediately destroyed both of them.
“I scored again,” she said casually.
“How,” Shane demanded.
“You left side wide open.”
“That was strategic positioning.”
“That was terrible defense.”
Ilya leaned forward intensely.
“This is serious game now.”
Clara stole the puck again.
“Oh no,” Shane muttered.
She scored.
Again.
Ilya dropped his controller. “This is embarrassing.”
“You’re both bad,” Clara said cheerfully.
Shane pointed at her.
“You play hockey. That’s cheating.”
“You play hockey too.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“I don’t play video game hockey!”
“Skill issue.”
Ilya burst out laughing. “Did she just say skill issue?”
“Yes,” Shane said miserably.
They played three more games.
Clara won all of them.
By the time the third period of the real game started again, Shane was questioning every life choice that had led him to this moment.
Seattle finally scored. Clara groaned. “Oh come on.”
Ilya clapped dramatically. “Yes!”
“That was lucky.”
“That was excellent offensive pressure.”
“That was a rebound that bounced off someone’s knee.”
“Still counts.”
The game ended in overtime with a brutal hit that started a full line brawl. Clara stood up cheering. “I KNEW IT!”
Players shoved each other across the ice while referees tried to break it up.
Ilya looked delighted. “Hockey is beautiful sport.”
Shane shook his head. “You’re both insane.”
Clara collapsed back onto the couch. “That was awesome.”
There was a moment of silence. Then her stomach growled loudly.
Ilya looked over. “…are you hungry again?”
Clara considered. “Maybe.”
Shane glanced at the clock. It was almost eleven. “No.”
“Yes,” Clara said.
“No.”
“Please?”
Ilya looked thoughtful. “McDonald’s?”
Clara’s eyes lit up. “Yes.”
Shane sighed deeply. “…fine.”
Ten minutes later they were back in the Land Rover driving through the quiet city streets. The world outside was calm and dark, streetlights reflecting off empty sidewalks. Clara had the window cracked open, cool night air blowing through her hair. “This is actually kind of fun,” she admitted.
Ilya nodded. “Late night food runs are important tradition.”
Shane grumbled from the driver’s seat. “This is how I get roped into chaos.”
They pulled into the McDonald’s drive-thru. The speaker crackled to life. “Welcome to McDonald’s, what can I get for you?”
Clara leaned forward from the back seat. “Two cheeseburgers, fries, and a milkshake.”
Ilya added, “Chicken nuggets.”
Shane sighed. “…and three large coffees.”
Clara blinked. “You drink coffee at eleven at night?”
“I have to wake up early.”
“That sounds like a you problem.”
Shane paid and they pulled forward. A few minutes later Clara was happily demolishing fries in the back seat. “This is way better than private school cafeteria food,” she said.
Ilya stole one of her fries.
She slapped his hand.“Hey!”
“Sharing is caring.”
“Buy your own fries.”
“You ordered them.”
“That doesn’t mean they’re yours.”
Shane glanced at them through the rearview mirror. “You two act like siblings.”
Clara shrugged. “He started it.”
“I did not.”
“You stole my fries.”
“That is normal behavior.”
Clara laughed.
The car filled with easy conversation as they drove back through the quiet streets. For the first time all day, Clara felt… lighter.
Her grandma was still sick.
Her dad was still gone.
But somehow sitting in a car at midnight eating McDonald’s with two chaotic hockey players made everything feel a little less heavy.
When they pulled back into the driveway Shane looked at the clock. “Alright. Midnight. Everyone inside.”
Clara hopped out of the car. “Yes sir.”
Ilya leaned toward Shane quietly. “I think she likes us.”
Shane watched Clara walk toward the door. “…that’s slightly concerning.”
But when Clara turned back and grinned at them, Shane couldn’t help smiling a little too.
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  Clara woke up to the sound of a blender. Not an aggressive blender. Not the kind that sounded like someone was grinding up rocks. This one was precise. Like someone had carefully selected the exact correct blending speed. Which was somehow worse.
Clara groaned and shoved her face deeper into the pillow. She had no idea what time it was, but it was definitely too early for whatever domestic nonsense Shane Hollander had going on downstairs. Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. 6:27 AM. She groaned louder. School started at eight. Her dad usually left a granola bar on the counter and told her not to miss the train.
Shane, apparently, was a morning person. A deeply unsettling morning person. The blender shut off. Silence returned for about five seconds. Then footsteps moved across the kitchen floor.
Cabinets opened.
Closed.
Opened again.
Clara rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “…this is torture.”
A few minutes later there was a knock on the door. “Clara?”
She buried her face in the pillow again. “Go away.”
“That’s not happening.”
“Try harder.”
The door opened anyway.
Shane stood in the doorway holding a glass that looked suspiciously healthy. He was already dressed, hair slightly damp like he’d showered, wearing a Centaurs hoodie and track pants.
Clara squinted at him. “You’re too functional for this time of day.”
He ignored that and held out the glass. “Smoothie.”
Clara stared at it like it might bite her. “What’s in it?”
“Strawberries. Banana. Greek yogurt. Protein powder.”
“That sounds suspiciously nutritious.”
“It’s breakfast.”
“I hate breakfast.”
“You play hockey.”
“Your point?”
Shane sighed. “Drink it.”
Clara pushed herself up into a sitting position and took the glass. She sniffed it cautiously. “…if there’s kale in this I’m calling the police.”
“There’s no kale.”
She took a tentative sip. Then blinked. “…okay that’s actually good.”
Shane looked smug. “I know.”
She drank half of it immediately.
“Your dad said you usually take the train,” Shane said.
“Yeah.”
“You’re not doing that this week.”
“I know,” Clara muttered.
“I’m driving you.”
“Not Ilya?”
“He would rather die than get up before 8.”
Clara laughed. “Yeah, I had a feeling.”
She finished the smoothie and handed him the empty glass. “…thanks.”
Shane nodded once. “We’ll leave in twenty.”
The Land Rover smelled like coffee and new leather. Clara had her backpack wedged between her feet while Shane drove with both hands on the wheel like he was operating a spaceship. The morning traffic was light.
Neither of them talked for the first ten minutes. Finally Clara broke the silence.
“So, do you like playing in Ottawa?”
A small smile appeared on Shane’s face. “The dream was always Ottawa for me, I guess. It’s my hometown team. Playing with Ilya makes it even better.”
Shane kept his eyes on the road, but the small smile didn’t leave his face.
“Yeah,” he said after a moment. “Ottawa’s always been home. I grew up going to games at the old arena with my dad. Sitting way up in the nosebleeds where everything looked tiny. I remember thinking the players looked like superheroes.”
Clara leaned her head against the window, listening.
“I used to imagine being out there,” Shane continued. “Like if I just worked hard enough, someday I’d get the chance.”
“And then you did,” Clara said.
“Eventually.” He gave a quiet laugh. “It didn’t feel real at first. The first time I put on the jersey I thought someone was going to tap me on the shoulder and tell me there had been a mistake.”
“Was it hard though, you know, leaving Montreal?”
Shane’s smile wavered slightly. “It was hard leaving some of the people. But it’s never too difficult to leave a place you aren’t wanted, I guess. They…They needed me and they knew it, but they were too concerned about all of the other stuff to focus on the most important part, that I’m a good hockey player.”
Silence filled the car again. Then, Clara spoke. “That’s what playing in the OHL is like.”
”What do you mean?”
Clara sighs. “Everyone knows I’m good enough, and that I really earned it. But that will never be enough. I always get chirped the most, and I definitely get hit the roughest.” She let out a harsh laugh. “I swear there’s a betting pool about who can shove me into the boards the hardest. Makes me miss figure skating a little, you know. I wasn’t getting demolished everyday. It’s like there’s something to prove, they aren’t too weak. Last year I was in the top 3 points scorers, and when playoffs came around, my own teammate gave me a concussion at practice so I couldn’t play.”
”That is ridiculous.”
”Tell me about it. And then they lost in the first round, and were so butthurt they couldn’t admit they needed me all along. Sometimes people can’t look past differences to see what’s truly important.”
It was silent again for a beat, and then Clara laughed. “Wow, that was really deep before 8 am.”
Shane laughed too. “Hey, you started it.”
Clara looked down at her fidgeting hands. “I never really get to talk about stuff like this.”
Shane looked over for a moment. “Are your parents gone a lot?”
”It’s always one or the other. Dad will be at hockey, and then the second he comes home, my mom is off on some work trip. Right now it’s India, then London in three weeks, and then who knows where after that. They try to be there, but I can’t remember the last time we really got time all together. It doesn’t bother me too much anymore though. Sometimes I just wish I had someone to look at in the stands when I’m playing, you know? Anyways, enough of this deep talk. Do you think you’re gonna beat Calgary on Saturday?”
Shane lit back up the way he always did when someone talked hockey. “Oh absolutely yes. Did you see the right winger they just signed? So much money for what?”
They talked about hockey the rest of the drive, going back and forth about player rankings and the worst drills at practice. Eventually, the school appeared ahead, a massive brick building with perfectly manicured lawns and expensive cars lining the parking lot.
Clara groaned. “Ugh. Couldn’t you have driven a little slower?”
“You hate it that much?”
“Everyone here is fake.”
Shane parked near the front. “Define fake.”
Clara slung her backpack over her shoulder.
“They all care about the same three things.”
“Which are?”
“Money. Grades. And my dad.”
Shane frowned. “Your dad?”
She rolled her eyes. “We live in Canada where everyone lives and breathes hockey, and my dad is the coach of the best team in the NHL. All anyone wants is tickets to the game or to meet the players. Or they want to copy my homework, which I don’t really care about because I always give away the wrong answers.”
“You might be evil for that.”
She opened the door. “These kids deserve it.”
“Pick you up after school,” Shane said. “Or Ilya will.”
Clara paused. “…is that supposed to reassure me?”
“Yes.”
“It doesn’t.”
She shut the door and headed toward the building.
Did Shane understand teenage girl emotions yet? Absolutely not. He barely understood his own emotions most of the time. But what he did understand was feeling alone and out of place in the one space he wanted to be the most. ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Clara barely made it ten steps before someone called her name.
“Clara!”
She suppressed a sigh and turned around. Two girls from her physics class jogged over. Madison and Chloe. Both perfectly styled. Both smiling way too hard.
“Hey,” Madison said. “Did Shane Hollander just drop you off at school?”
Clara blinked. “Good morning to you too.”
Chloe laughed nervously. “We just saw him driving away!”
Madison leaned closer. “Do you think your dad could get us tickets sometime?”
There it was. Clara forced a polite smile. “I don’t know.”
“You could ask him though, right?”
“Maybe.”
They walked inside together.
By the time Clara reached her locker she had already answered three questions about her dad, two questions about the Centaurs, and one request for signed jerseys. None of them had asked how she was doing. Not one. She slammed her locker a little harder than necessary.
Her friend Eva approached. Eva was one of the few people who actually talked to her like a normal human. “You look annoyed,” Eva said.
“I woke up at six.”
“That’s tragic.”
“Shane made me a smoothie.”
“…who?”
“Long story.”
Eva leaned against the locker.
“You want to get froyo tonight?”
”I wish. I have practice.
“Try not to murder any boys.”
“No promises.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Centaurs’ locker room was loud. Music blasted while players taped sticks and argued about fantasy leagues. Shane and Ilya walked in together.
Immediately Troy Barrett looked up. “Hey dads!”
Shane sighed. “We’re not—”
“Where’s the kid?” Troy asked.
Ilya dropped his bag onto the bench. “At school.”
Zane Boodram grinned. “How’s babysitting going?”
“It’s not babysitting,” Shane muttered.
Luca leaned back. “Is she as scary as she was at Bring Your Kid To Work Day?”
“Yes,” Ilya said immediately.
“Absolutely,” Shane added.
“What did she do?” Evan Dykstra asked.
“She beat us in NHL three times,” Ilya said.
The room went silent. “…you lost to a teenager?” Wyatt Hayes asked.
“Yes.”
“Skill issue.”
Shane threw a roll of tape at him. Coach Wiebe’s absence hung quietly over the conversation though. Eventually Luca asked carefully. “Everything okay

with her grandma?”
Shane shrugged. “Still in the hospital.”
Ilya nodded. “Clara’s pretending she doesn’t care but she does.”
The room grew quieter. Troy nodded slowly. “Well… if you guys need anything…”
Shane gave a small nod. “Thanks.”
The music kept playing, but the mood in the locker room shifted a little after that. Everyone knew why Coach Wiebe wasn’t there. Everyone knew why

Shane and Ilya were suddenly responsible for a sixteen-year-old girl who could apparently beat professional athletes at video games. No one said it out loud, though. Instead Wyatt clapped his hands together and stood up. “Well boys,” he said. “Let’s go see how badly practice goes without Coach.”
That got a few laughs.
Unfortunately, it turned out to be less of a joke than anyone expected. When the team stepped onto the ice, their assistant coach, Mark Donnelly, was already standing by the boards with a clipboard in his hands. Donnelly was a decent assistant coach. He handled video review and defense drills most days. He was organized. Quiet. He was also very clearly not built to run a full NHL practice. He cleared his throat into the whistle. “Alright, uh… let’s get started.”
The players circled around him. Donnelly glanced down at the clipboard like it might give him answers. “Okay. We’re gonna start with… skating.”
Zane blinked. “…we always start with skating.”
“Yes,” Donnelly said quickly. “Exactly. So, uh. Laps.”
There was a beat of silence. Troy leaned toward Shane. “Groundbreaking strategy.” Shane elbowed him.
The team started skating warm-up laps while Donnelly scribbled something on the clipboard. Five minutes later he blew the whistle again. “Okay! Now we’ll move into… passing drills.”
“Which ones?” Luca asked.
Donnelly paused. “…passing ones.”
A few players had to turn away to hide their smiles. The drills that followed were chaotic. Donnelly kept switching instructions halfway through explanations. “Alright, two lines at the blue line—no wait, the red line—actually start in the corner—”
Players collided twice during the first drill. During the second one, Troy accidentally skated the wrong direction because the setup made no sense.
“Why are we crossing the zone twice?” Evan asked.
“Conditioning!” Donnelly said.
“Conditioning for what?” Wyatt muttered.
Shane tried to stay focused. He really did. But after fifteen minutes it became clear the practice had absolutely no structure. At one point Donnelly

blew the whistle and shouted, “Power play unit out!”
The wrong group skated onto the ice. Then another group. Then three players argued over who was supposed to be there.
Finally Ilya skated over to Shane. “This is disaster.”
Shane rubbed his face with his glove. “I know.”
Across the rink Donnelly attempted to explain a breakout drill that looked suspiciously like something he had just invented on the spot.

“Okay so the puck goes here,” he said, pointing vaguely. “Then the winger… rotates… around…”
Troy raised a hand like he was in class. “Coach?”
“Yes?”
“What exactly are we rotating around?”
Donnelly hesitated. “…momentum.”
The entire team burst out laughing. Even Shane couldn’t help it. Donnelly blew the whistle loudly. “Alright! Enough! Scrimmage time!”
The players immediately perked up. Scrimmages meant they could ignore instructions and just play hockey. As they lined up for the faceoff, Ilya skated past Shane again. “At least this part he cannot mess up.” Shane nodded. “Don’t jinx it.”
The puck dropped. Thirty seconds later Donnelly accidentally blew the whistle during a breakaway. The entire rink erupted in groans. Troy skated past the bench shaking his head. “Coach Wiebe is gonna kill us all when he gets back.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Clara exited school at 3:05, and immediately froze. Because parked directly in front of the school was the brightest orange Porsche she had ever seen.

Ilya leaned against it wearing sunglasses like a movie star. Clara covered her face with both hands. “Oh my god.”
Students were already staring. Someone whispered. “Is that—”
Ilya spotted her and waved enthusiastically. “CLARA!”
She marched over. “You are the most embarrassing human alive.”
Ilya grinned. “You love it.”
“Everyone is staring!”
“Yes.”
“That’s bad!”
He opened the passenger door dramatically. “Your chariot awaits.”
Clara groaned and got in. The engine roared to life. “…you did this on purpose,” she said.
“Maybe.”
She slumped in the seat. “Shane would never do this.”
“Shane is boring.”
“That’s true.”
They pulled away from the school. “So how was school?” Ilya asked.
“Annoying.”
“Why?”
“Everyone wants something.”
He glanced over. “Because of your dad.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “I know feeling.”
“You do?”
“When I first came to league people only talked to me because I was the new Russian star.”
Clara blinked. “…that sucks.”
“Yes.”
They drove in comfortable silence for a moment.
Then Ilya brightened. “Ready for practice?”
Clara smirked. “Always.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The practice rink was freezing, the kind of cold that crept through your gear and settled into your bones if you stood still too long. Clara liked it that way. The cold kept her sharp.
She sat on the wooden bench in the locker room, tying her skates with quick, practiced movements. Around her the rest of the team talked loudly, sticks clattering against the floor, someone blasting music from a phone speaker. Most of the boys barely looked at her anymore, which was honestly an improvement from the beginning of the season. At first they’d stared. Then they’d tested her. Now they mostly just played.
Clara stood and grabbed her helmet, stepping out onto the ice as the door banged shut behind her. The rink lights reflected off the freshly cut surface, bright and smooth and perfect. This was the part she loved. The noise of school, the fake smiles, the constant questions about her dad; it all faded the second her skates touched the ice.
She pushed off, gliding into warm-up laps with the rest of the team. The boys were bigger than her, most of them already six feet or close to it. Stronger too. But Clara was faster, and she knew it.
That didn’t stop them from trying to prove something. Scrimmage started about fifteen minutes into practice. The coach dropped the puck at center ice. Clara reacted instantly.
She darted forward, slipping between two players and knocking the puck loose with the edge of her stick. It slid cleanly onto her blade. Perfect. She accelerated across the neutral zone, legs pumping hard as she cut toward the blue line. One defender reached for her stick, but she shifted the puck around him and slipped past.
The net was open for a moment. She leaned into the turn— CRASH.
The hit came out of nowhere. A defenseman stepped into her path and drove his shoulder straight into her ribs. Pain exploded through her side like a lightning strike. The air blasted out of her lungs as she hit the ice, skidding across the surface on her hip and shoulder. For a second the rink lights blurred together above her.
Her chest refused to fill with air. She forced herself to breathe.
In.
Out.
It hurt.
Bad.
A shadow fell over her. “You good?” one of the boys asked, glancing down.
Clara rolled onto her side and pushed herself up before anyone could offer a hand. “Fine,” she said automatically. Her ribs screamed the second she straightened. Sharp, burning pain wrapped around her side every time she took a breath. She ignored it.
“Get up then bitch,” someone muttered, already skating away. Clara grabbed her stick and pushed back into the play. The rest of the scrimmage passed in a blur of skating, passing, and trying not to think about the ache spreading through her ribs. Every twist of her torso sent another spike of pain through her side, but she kept moving. She always did. Showing weakness on a boys team was the fastest way to lose respect.
By the time practice finally ended, sweat clung to her hairline and her entire rib cage throbbed with every breath. In the locker room she peeled off her gear slowly, careful not to make any sudden movements. No one noticed. Good.
She tugged on her hoodie and slung her bag over her shoulder, forcing her posture to stay casual as she walked out of the rink. The pain pulsed with every step. But she kept her face neutral. Years of hockey had taught her one very important thing. If you acted like you were fine, most people believed you. And Clara had gotten very, very good at pretending.
Ilya was waiting in the parking lot.
“How was practice?” he asked.
“Good.”
She slid into the passenger seat carefully.
“You scored?”
“Once.”
He started the car.
“Shane making dinner tonight.”
“Oh god.”
“You will eat it.”
“I know.”
Halfway home Clara’s phone rang.
She checked the screen.
Dad.
Her stomach tightened.
She answered. “Hey.”
His voice sounded tired. “Hey kid.”
“How’s grandma?”
There was a pause. Not a good pause. Clara felt her throat tighten. “…Dad?”
“She’s stable,” he said quietly. “But it’s… serious.”
Clara stared out the window. The city lights blurred. “Okay.”
“You holding up alright?”
“Yeah.”
“Shane and Ilya taking care of you?”
“Yeah.”
Another pause.
“I love you kid.”
“I love you too.”
The call ended.
Clara didn’t say anything. Ilya glanced over. “You okay?”
She nodded quickly. But tears slipped down her cheeks anyway. “I’m fine.”
Ilya pulled the car over.
He didn’t say anything for a moment.
Then he reached over and squeezed her shoulder gently.
“It’s okay to be sad.”
Clara wiped her eyes. “No, it’s not.”
Ilya looked over at her, but she refused to meet his eyes.  “You don’t have to be tough all the time, you know that right?”
“It just… it’s stupid. Nevermind.”
“Is not stupid. You’re allowed to feel things.”
“I… it makes me feel like I’m being ungrateful. I have this amazing life, and I live in this amazing house, and I go to super expensive private school.

My parents give me everything I could ever want, and I’m really smart without trying, and I’m good at hockey. There’s no room to be sad or angry or hurt because I have things people would do anything to have.”
They sat there quietly for a minute. The car idled quietly on the side of the road, engine humming beneath them. Outside, traffic passed in slow streams of headlights and red taillights, the city moving on like nothing had changed.
Inside the car, everything felt heavy.
Ilya didn’t say anything right away. He just kept his hand resting lightly on Clara’s shoulder, steady and warm.
Clara stared straight ahead, blinking hard like she could force the tears away if she tried hard enough. “It just doesn’t make sense,” she muttered finally. “People have actual problems. Real ones. I shouldn’t be sitting here crying about stuff when my life is basically perfect.”
Ilya didn’t answer right away. He leaned back in the driver’s seat, his hand still resting lightly on Clara’s shoulder. Outside, a car passed, headlights briefly lighting the inside of the Porsche before fading again. “You think feelings work like scoreboard?” he asked quietly.
Clara sniffed and wiped her face with the sleeve of her hoodie. “What do you mean?”
“Like hockey,” Ilya said. “Someone else has worse problem, so you say you are not allowed to feel bad.”
She shrugged a little. “Kind of.”
Ilya shook his head slowly. “That is not how it works.”
Clara stared at the dashboard. “It feels like it should be though,” she muttered.
Ilya was quiet for a moment, thinking about how to say what he wanted without making it worse.
“I used to think that too,” he said.
Clara glanced at him.
“When I first started playing professionally, everyone thought my life was perfect,” he continued. “I was making money, traveling, playing the sport I loved. People thought I had everything.”
“That sounds pretty great,” Clara said softly.
“It was,” Ilya said. “But my brain did not feel that way.”
He paused, choosing his words carefully. “When I was younger… my home life was not good.”
Clara didn’t interrupt.
“My father was angry all the time,” he said quietly. “My brother and I spent most of our childhood trying not to set him off.”
Clara felt her chest tighten.
“And my mother…” Ilya stopped for a moment, exhaling slowly. “She was the kindest person I have ever known.”
He stared out the windshield now, not really seeing the road. “When I was twelve, I found her after she died,” he said.
Clara’s breath caught. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
Ilya nodded slightly. “For a long time after that, I felt like I was broken,” he said. “Sad all the time. Angry sometimes too. But then hockey started going well for me. I got drafted. I moved here. Everything people dream about.”
He gave a small, humorless smile. “So I told myself I was not allowed to feel bad anymore.”
Clara watched him quietly.
“I had money. Fame. A career. Teammates. Fans,” he said. “I thought if I was still sad after getting all of that, it meant I was ungrateful.”
The car stayed silent except for the engine. “But feelings do not work like that,” Ilya continued gently. “Your brain does not look at your life and say, ‘Everything is good, so sadness is canceled.’”
Clara wiped her face with her sleeve. “I just feel guilty,” she admitted.
“Why?”
“Because my parents give me everything,” she said.
“Yes,” Ilya said softly.
“And then I get fucking upset about things anyway.”
He turned slightly in his seat to look at her.
“You are allowed to feel sad even if good things exist in your life.”
Clara stared down at her hands.
“Being worried about your grandmother is not selfish,” he added.
She swallowed. “I just hate feeling like I’m weak.”
Ilya shook his head gently. “Feeling things is not weakness.”
He gave her shoulder another small squeeze. “It is being human.”
Clara sat quietly for a long moment. The knot in her chest didn’t disappear, but it loosened just enough for her to breathe a little easier. Finally she sniffed and looked over at him. “…please don’t tell Shane I cried.”
Ilya considered this very seriously. “No promises.”
Clara groaned and leaned her head back against the seat. “You’re the worst.”
Then Ilya started the car again.
“Come on.”
“Where are we going?”
“Home.”
Clara sniffed. “Shane is probably alphabetizing vegetables.”
Ilya laughed.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

When they got back to the house, the kitchen lights were already on.
Through the front window Clara could see Shane moving around inside with the kind of purposeful efficiency that suggested he had been cooking for a while. The smell hit them the second Ilya opened the door. Garlic, tomato sauce, and something that definitely involved way too many vegetables.
“Told you,” Ilya said quietly as they stepped inside. “He is cooking.”
Clara dropped her hockey bag by the door and peeled off her shoes. Her ribs protested the movement, a sharp stab of pain shooting through her side.
She hid the wince quickly.
Shane appeared in the kitchen doorway with a wooden spoon in his hand. “There you two are,” he said. “Dinner’s almost ready.”
Clara forced a normal smile. “Smells good.”
“Chicken stir fry,” Shane said.
Ilya leaned over the stove and inspected the pan like a suspicious food critic. “…why are there so many vegetables?”
“Because they’re healthy.”
“That is not convincing argument.”
Clara laughed quietly and slid into one of the kitchen chairs. Sitting down was easier than standing, though the pressure on her ribs still made her breathe a little shallowly.
Shane noticed the careful way she lowered herself into the chair. He didn’t say anything yet. Instead he grabbed three plates and started serving the food. “Rice?” he asked.
“Yes please,” Clara said.
He placed the plate in front of her. “Eat.”
Ilya sat down across from her, immediately stealing a piece of chicken from his own plate before Shane had even fully sat down.
For a few minutes the only sounds in the kitchen were forks scraping plates and the quiet hum of the refrigerator.
Clara ate slowly. Every time she leaned forward or twisted slightly, the pain in her ribs flared again. It wasn’t unbearable, but it was enough to make her careful.
Shane watched her out of the corner of his eye. Something about the way she was holding herself felt… off.
“You okay?” he asked casually.
Clara looked up. “Yeah.”
“You’re sitting weird.”
She shrugged. “Practice was intense.”
“What happened?” Shane asked.
“Nothing,” she said quickly. “Just normal stuff.”
Ilya glanced between them. “She said practice was good.”
Shane wasn’t convinced.
Clara reached for her water glass, but when she lifted her arm too quickly a sharp bolt of pain shot through her ribs. She sucked in a quick breath before she could stop herself.
Both men looked up immediately. “What was that?” Shane asked.
“Nothing.”
“You winced.”
“I did not.”
“You absolutely did,” Ilya said.
Clara rolled her eyes. “I’m fine.”
Shane leaned forward slightly, his expression shifting into something more serious. “Did you get hit?”
“It’s hockey,” she said flatly. “Everyone gets hit.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
Clara poked at her rice with her fork. “I fell during scrimmage. It’s nothing.”
Shane frowned. “Where?”
“Just my side.”
He stood up before she could stop him. “Let me see.”
Clara immediately leaned back. “No.”
“Clara.”
“I said I’m fine.”
“You’re guarding your ribs.”
“That’s because you’re being fucking weird about it.”
Ilya tried to hide a smile behind his hand.
Shane crossed his arms. “How hard was the hit?”
“Normal hard.”
“That’s not a measurement.”
“Shane,” she groaned, “I promise it’s fine.”
He studied her face for a moment longer. Eventually he sighed and sat back down. “If it gets worse you tell us.”
“Okay.”
“Immediately.”
“Yes dad.”
Ilya snorted into his water. Shane ignored him. “Finish your dinner.”
Clara took another bite, grateful the interrogation seemed to be over.
The rest of the meal was quieter.
They talked about the game on TV that night, about practice, about a ridiculous story Ilya told involving Troy Barrett trying to microwave aluminum foil in the locker room.
Clara laughed more than she had expected to. But every now and then Shane caught her pressing her arm lightly against her side.
After dinner Clara helped clear the table, though she moved a little slower than usual.
“Homework?” Shane asked.
“Already did it.”
“Of course you did.”
She grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder carefully. “I’m gonna shower and go to bed.”
“Good idea,” Shane said.
She paused halfway down the hallway. “…thanks for dinner.”
Shane gave a small nod. “Goodnight.”
“Night.”
The bathroom door clicked shut a minute later.
Shane and Ilya remained at the kitchen table. For a moment neither of them spoke. Then Ilya leaned back in his chair. “She is definitely hurt.”
Shane nodded. “Yeah.”
“How bad do you think?”
“Hard to say.”
Shane stood and started loading the dishwasher, movements automatic and precise. “I’ve taken enough hits to recognize the way she was moving,” he

said. “She’s protecting her ribs.”
Ilya frowned. “Why lie about it?”
Shane slid a plate into the rack. “Because she plays on a boys team.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Ah.”
“If she admits she’s hurt, she thinks people will treat her differently,” Shane said.
“Or not take her seriously.”
“Exactly.”
Ilya drummed his fingers on the table.
“She also had a rough phone call with her dad.”
Shane looked up. “What happened?”
“He said her grandmother is stable but still very sick.”
Shane’s shoulders softened slightly. “That explains some of it.”
“She cried,” Ilya added quietly.
Shane stopped loading the dishwasher. “…she did?”
“Only for minute.”
He turned the faucet on and rinsed a plate. “Did she say anything?”
“She thinks she is not allowed to be sad,” Ilya said. “Because her life is too good.”
Shane frowned. “That’s a pretty heavy thing for a sixteen year old to believe.”
“She is very hard on herself.”
Shane finished with the dishes and leaned against the counter. “Between her grandma being sick, school pressure, hockey, and us suddenly supervising her life…”
“Is a lot,” Ilya finished.
They sat in silence for a moment. Finally Shane said, “We should keep an eye on her ribs tomorrow.”
Ilya nodded. “And her mood.”
“Yeah.”
Upstairs, a door closed softly. Shane looked toward the ceiling. “She’s tougher than she should have to be.”
Ilya gave a small, thoughtful smile. “Yes,” he said.
“But she is not alone this week.”
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  Clara woke up slowly.
Not because of a blender this time, thankfully. The house was quiet. Sunlight filtered through the curtains in pale strips across the ceiling. For a few seconds she stayed exactly where she was, wrapped in the blanket, staring up and trying to remember where she was.
Then she shifted. Pain shot through her ribs. “Shit,” she muttered under her breath. The memory of yesterday’s hit came back immediately. The scrimmage. The defenseman stepping into her path. The way the air had vanished from her lungs when she hit the ice.
She pushed herself upright carefully, pressing her palm against her side. Still sore. Still tight when she breathed too deep. Probably bruised. Not broken though. She’d broken bones before. This wasn’t that.
Clara swung her legs off the bed and sat there for a minute. Her mind drifted back to the car ride with Ilya the night before.
To the quiet road.
To the way he’d talked about his mom.
About finding her.
Clara stared down at her hands. She had never thought of Ilya like that before. To her he’d always just been loud, dramatic, slightly ridiculous. The guy who chirped everyone and played video games too competitively.
Hearing him talk like that had felt… different.
Real.
She rubbed her eyes. “You’re allowed to feel things.” His words echoed in her head.
Clara exhaled slowly. “…yeah, right.”
She pushed herself up and headed for the bathroom.
By the time she made it downstairs twenty minutes later, the smell of coffee and toast filled the kitchen. Shane was already there. Of course he was.
He stood at the counter flipping something in a pan while Ilya sat at the island scrolling through his phone.
“Morning,” Shane said without looking up.
“Morning,” Clara mumbled.
Ilya looked up immediately. “How are ribs?”
Clara froze for half a second. Then she shrugged. “Fine.”
Shane glanced over his shoulder. “Sure about that?”
“Yep.”
She slid into a chair and grabbed a piece of toast. Her guard was already back up. Last night she cried in front of Ilya. She’d talked about things she usually didn’t talk about. That kind of vulnerability made her uncomfortable the next morning. So she defaulted to sarcasm. It was easier.
Shane placed a plate of scrambled eggs in front of her. “Eat.”
“Why are you like this,” she muttered.
“Because teenagers survive longer when they consume food.”
“Debatable.”
Ilya watched her quietly. He noticed immediately. The walls were back up. The kid who had opened up in the car was gone again.
He leaned forward slightly. “So,” he said casually. “Big game tonight.”
Clara nodded. “Yeah.”
“You going to score hat trick?”
“Probably.”
Shane snorted. “Confidence.”
“Someone in this house has to have it.”
Ilya tried again. “How are you feeling about school today?”
“Thrilled,” Clara said flatly.
He exchanged a look with Shane. Yup. Definitely back to defensive mode.
Shane slid a smoothie across the counter toward her.
Clara squinted at it. “…is there kale in this one.”
“No.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes.”
She took a sip. “Fine. Acceptable.”
Ilya leaned back in his chair. “I drive you today.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You hate morning driving.”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
Clara looked between them. “Why?”
“Because I said so.”
“…that’s not reassuring.”
“Too bad.”
Twenty minutes later Clara was back in the passenger seat of the orange Porsche. The engine purred as Ilya pulled out of the driveway. For the first few minutes neither of them spoke. Clara stared out the window. Ilya drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.
Finally he said, “You are very quiet today.”
“I’m always quiet.”
“That is not true.”
She shrugged. “Just tired.”
“You slept eight hours.”
“Wow you counted.”
“Yes.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m fine.”
He glanced at her. “You sure?”
“Yep.”
She wasn’t going to talk about yesterday again. Ilya could tell. But he didn’t push.
Instead he sighed dramatically. “Okay then we talk about something else.”
“Like what.”
“Why pineapple on pizza is crime.”
Clara blinked. “…you’re wrong.”
“Absolutely not.”
And just like that they were arguing again the rest of the drive. It wasn’t deep. But it was something.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Meanwhile at the rink, practice was once again a disaster. Assistant coach Donnelly stood at the boards clutching his clipboard like a life raft. “Alright!” he shouted. “Today we’re focusing on… defensive zone transitions!”
Wyatt leaned toward Troy. “What does that mean?”
“No idea.”
Donnelly blew the whistle. “Two lines! No three lines! Actually—everyone start in the corner!”
Players shuffled around in confusion. Shane skated up beside Ilya. “This man has no plan.”
“He is improvising.”
“He’s improvising badly.”
The drill started. Within thirty seconds two players collided. “Sorry!” Donnelly shouted.
“Sorry for what?” Troy yelled back.
Ten minutes later they were somehow running a drill that involved three pucks, four defensemen, and no clear objective. Luca skated past Shane shaking his head. “I miss Coach.”
“Me too.”
Donnelly blew the whistle again. “Okay! Now we do… offensive cycling!”
Zane raised his hand. “…what are the rules?”
“Just… cycle!”
The puck dropped. Within seconds it turned into a chaotic scrimmage. Ilya skated past Shane again. “This is painful.”
“Yes.”
“Do you think Clara’s team is more organized than this?”
“Probably.”
“There is no way he coaches the game on Saturday.”
“Well we’re gonna have to figure something out.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

School was exactly as annoying as Clara expected. Three people asked about Centaurs tickets before lunch. Two people asked if she could get them signed sticks. One guy asked if she could introduce him to Ilya.
She stared at him. “Why?”
“So I can meet him.”
“…why?”
“He’s famous.”
Clara slammed her locker shut. “Cool.” By the end of the day she was exhausted.
When she walked outside, the orange Porsche was there again. Of course it was.
Ilya leaned against it dramatically. “Your Uber has arrived.”
“You’re such an asshole,” she muttered.
“Correct.”
She climbed in.
“How was school?”
“Annoying.”
“Shocking.”
They drove toward the rink. Halfway there Clara shifted in her seat. Pain flared in her ribs again. She clenched her jaw.
Ilya noticed immediately. “You sure ribs okay?”
“Yep.”
“You are lying.”
“Nope.”
“You winced.”
“Your face winced.”
“…that makes no sense.”
“Exactly.”
He sighed but didn’t push further.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Shane was already at the arena when they arrived. He walked over as Clara got out of the car. “How are the ribs?”
Clara groaned. “Oh my god.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“They’re fine.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
He studied her for a second. “…okay.”
But he clearly didn’t believe her.
The arena was already loud by the time Shane and Ilya found their spot against the glass.
Parents filled the stands, bundled in jackets and scarves even though the rink heaters hummed overhead. The sharp smell of ice and rubber hung in the air. Kids skated lazy warm-up laps while pucks clacked against the boards.
Clara’s team wore dark jerseys with white stripes. She was easy to find.
Number 17.
She skated fast even during warmups, sharp edges cutting into the ice, tight turns, quick bursts of speed. No wasted movement.
Shane watched her for a minute. “She looks fine,” he said.
Ilya leaned his forearms on the glass. “She also looked fine yesterday.”
Shane nodded slowly.
Clara took a pass from a teammate and snapped a shot top shelf. The puck rang off the crossbar and dropped in.
A few parents clapped.
“Okay,” Shane admitted. “Shot’s still working.”
Ilya smirked. “She definitely gets that from me.”
Shane snorted. “Your ego is unbelievable.”
The buzzer sounded for teams to clear the ice. Players skated toward their benches while the referees stepped out. Clara coasted past the glass where Shane and Ilya stood. She noticed them immediately. She pointed her stick at them. Shane pointed back. Ilya gave a dramatic thumbs-up.
Clara rolled her eyes and skated away. “She’s annoyed we’re here,” Shane said.
“Teenagers are always annoyed.”
The teams lined up for the opening faceoff. The puck dropped. Immediately Clara exploded forward. She stole the puck off the draw and cut straight through center ice like she’d been shot out of a cannon.
“Jesus,” Shane muttered.
A defender tried to poke check her. She pulled the puck around him, slipped past another player, and snapped a quick wrist shot from the slot.
Goal.
The red light flashed. The crowd erupted. Clara raised her stick once, calm and casual, before skating past her bench.
Ilya laughed. “That was thirty seconds.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, impressed. “That was filthy.”
Clara skated past the glass again. This time she tapped the boards with her stick toward them. Ilya tapped the glass back dramatically.
“See?” he said. “She likes us.”
“She tolerates us.”
The first period continued. Clara played like a machine. She forechecked hard, stole pucks, set up two scoring chances. Every time she accelerated it looked effortless.
But Ilya noticed something Shane didn’t at first. When she coasted to the bench after a shift, her hand brushed her ribs. Just for a second.
“Did you see that,” Ilya said.
“See what?”
“She grabbed her side.”
Shane frowned. “Maybe adjusting pads.”
“Maybe.”
But Ilya kept watching.
Second period started. Clara got the puck along the boards in the offensive zone. She spun away from a defender and drove toward the net. Another player stepped into her path. They collided. Clara bounced off him and kept going, firing a shot that the goalie barely blocked.
The whistle blew.
Players separated.
Clara skated toward the bench. This time she definitely pressed her hand against her ribs as she sat down.
Shane’s jaw tightened. “Okay yeah,” he said. “I saw that.”
“She’s hurting.”
“She’s hiding it.”
On the next shift she scored again. A rebound popped loose in the crease and Clara buried it. Goal number two. The crowd cheered even louder. Clara did a quick spin celebration before skating back to the bench.
But when she leaned forward to catch her breath, her shoulders tightened slightly.
Shane noticed. “That’s not good.”
“She won’t stop playing,” Ilya said.
“No chance.”
Third period.
Score: 4–1.
Clara’s team was controlling the game.
Midway through the period a puck dumped into the corner. Clara chased it full speed. A defenseman reached it at the same time. He was bigger. A lot bigger.
Shane saw the collision coming a split second too late. “Clara—”
CRASH.
The defenseman drove his shoulder straight into her side and pinned her into the boards. Right into her ribs. The sound of the hit echoed through the rink.
Clara dropped instantly.
The puck slid away unnoticed.
For a moment the entire arena went silent.
Shane’s stomach dropped. “Shit.”
Ilya straightened. “Get up.”
Clara stayed down for two seconds.
Three.
Then she rolled onto one knee. The referee skated over. “You okay?”
Clara nodded quickly and pushed herself to her feet. But the moment she stood, she sucked in a sharp breath. Ilya saw it. Shane saw it too.
“She’s really hurt,” Shane said quietly.
Clara waved off the ref. “I’m good.”
She skated slowly toward the bench. Every stride looked stiff. Her coach leaned over. “You sure?”
“I’m fine.”
She sat down. Bent forward. And very carefully pressed her hand against her ribs again.
Ilya shook his head. “She’s not fine.”
“No,” Shane said.
“She’s tough.”
“Too tough.”
After a minute Clara stood back up.
“What is she doing?” Ilya said.
She hopped over the boards again. Shane groaned. “You’re kidding.”
Back on the ice Clara forced herself into position. The puck dropped. She skated. Not quite as fast now. But still fast enough. Two shifts later she stole

the puck again. She pushed through center ice. A defender tried to angle her off.
Clara cut inside.
Snap.
The puck flew past the goalie.
Goal.
Hat trick.
The crowd exploded.
Her teammates mobbed her near the boards.
Clara smiled.
But when they separated, she bent slightly at the waist.
Just for a second.
Shane rubbed his face. “She’s definitely hurt.”
Ilya nodded. “And she’s definitely not going to admit it.”
Across the ice Clara skated past the glass again.
She lifted three fingers toward them.
Hat trick.
Shane gave a small clap.
Ilya shook his head. “Ridiculous kid.”
The final buzzer sounded a few minutes later.
Game over.
Clara’s team won 6–2.
Players lined up to shake hands.
Clara moved down the line normally. But every once in a while she took a careful breath. Shane watched the entire thing. “She’s going to pretend

nothing’s wrong,” he said.
“Of course.”
Shane grabbed his jacket. “Then we’re going to have a conversation at home.”
Ilya sighed. “Yes.”
He looked back toward the ice.
Clara laughed with her teammates like nothing had happened.
“…she is not going to like that conversation.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Clara pushed through the front door with her bag slung over one shoulder. The house was warm, lights on in the kitchen, the quiet hum of the dishwasher running. For a second it almost felt normal.
Then Shane looked up from the counter. His eyes went straight to her side. “Okay,” he said immediately. “We’re talking about your ribs.”
Clara froze halfway through kicking off her shoes. “…what ribs?”
Shane stared at her. “Clara.”
“I’m fine.”
“You took a full hit into the boards tonight.”
“It happens.”
“You were already hurt before the game.”
She shrugged and moved toward the stairs. “Occupational hazard.”
“Clara.”
His voice sharpened slightly.
She stopped, turning around slowly with an annoyed expression. “What.”
Shane crossed his arms. “Come here.”
“No.”
“That wasn’t a suggestion.”
Clara rolled her eyes dramatically but stepped back into the kitchen. Shane gestured toward a chair.
“Sit.”
“I feel like I’m being interrogated.”
“Sit.”
She dropped into the chair with a sigh. Ilya leaned against the counter nearby, watching carefully. Shane crouched slightly so he was closer to her eye

level. “Does it hurt when you breathe?”
“No.”
“Move?”
“No.”
“Skate?”
“No.”
“Clara—”
“I said no.”
She folded her arms tightly.
Shane watched her for another second. “You’re lying.”
Her jaw tightened. “I’m not.”
“You winced getting out of the car.”
“That was because the seatbelt—”
“You winced walking into the house.”
“That was because you’re annoying.”
“And you winced when you sat down.”
Clara opened her mouth, then stopped.
Ilya spoke quietly. “You got hit yesterday in practice too.”
Clara shot him a look. “Traitor.”
He didn’t react. “You were holding your ribs in the parking lot.”
“It was nothing.”
“You also didn’t breathe for five seconds.”
“That’s dramatic.”
Shane stood up now, frustration starting to creep into his voice. “Clara, if something’s wrong you need to tell us.”
“Nothing is wrong.”
“You took two hard hits directly into your side.”
“And?”
“And ribs break.”
“They’re not broken.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I would know!”
Her voice snapped sharper than she meant it to. The room went quiet for a second.
Shane’s tone softened a little. “Then let me check.”
“No.”
“It’ll take two seconds.”
“No.”
“Clara.”
“I said no.”
She stood up quickly. Pain flickered across her face for half a second before she hid it again. Both of them noticed.
Ilya pushed away from the counter. “You’re hurt.”
“I’m not.”
“You literally just flinched.”
“That was because I stood up too fast.”
Shane ran a hand through his hair. “Why are you fighting us on this?”
“Because there’s nothing to fight about.”
“You’re clearly in pain.”
“It’s hockey!”
“That’s not an excuse to ignore injuries!”
“It is if you want to stay on the ice!”
The words came out louder now. Sharp. Frustrated.
Shane frowned. “What does that mean?”
Clara laughed bitterly. “It means if I start whining about every bruise the guys on my team will decide I can’t handle it.”
“You got slammed into the boards!”
“And?”
“And that’s not normal!”
“It is where I play!”
Shane shook his head. “That’s not how injuries work.”
“That’s exactly how hockey works!”
Her voice rose again. “You think if I go crying to the trainer every time I get hit they’re going to take me seriously? I already have to prove I belong

there!”
“You already proved that,” Shane said.
“No I didn’t!”
She slammed her hand lightly on the table. “I have to prove it every single day!”
Ilya spoke carefully. “You don’t prove toughness by hiding injuries.”
“You do when you’re the only girl on the roster.”
That shut them up for a second. Clara continued, breathing faster now. “You guys don’t get it. If I act hurt even once it becomes this whole thing.

Suddenly I’m ‘fragile.’ Suddenly I’m ‘not built for it.’ Suddenly I’m ‘the girl who can’t take hits.’”
Shane frowned. “Anyone who thinks that is an idiot.”
“Maybe. But they still control ice time.”
The room went quiet again. Clara grabbed the back of the chair tightly. “So yeah. My ribs hurt a little. Big deal.”
“A little?” Ilya said.
“Yes.”
“You couldn’t sit in the car without wincing.”
“That was one time.”
“You were holding your side before practice.”
“That was stretching.”
“That was not stretching.”
Clara glared at him. “Why are you both acting like I’m dying?”
“Because you’re clearly injured.”
“I am clearly fine!”
“Then let Shane check.”
“No!”
Her voice cracked slightly on the last word. The frustration was turning into something else now.
Shane softened his voice again. “Clara… we’re not trying to bench you.”
She didn’t answer.
“We just want to make sure you’re okay.”
“I am okay.”
“You’re not convincing anyone.”
She grabbed her bag off the floor. “I’m going to bed.”
“Clara—”
“I said I’m fine!”
The words echoed louder through the kitchen. For a second no one moved. Then she turned and started toward the stairs.
Ilya spoke again, gentler this time. “You don’t have to be tough all the time.”
Clara stopped halfway up the stairs. Her shoulders tightened. “You guys don’t get it,” she said quietly.
Then she kept walking. Her bedroom door slammed a moment later.
The house fell silent.
Shane stared at the staircase. “…well.”
Ilya rubbed the back of his neck. “That went badly.”
“Yeah.”
Shane exhaled slowly. “She’s definitely hurt.”
“Very.”
“And she’s never going to admit it.”
“Nope.”
They stood there in the quiet kitchen for a moment. Upstairs, Clara’s light turned on.
Shane leaned back against the counter. “…this kid is going to stress me out.”
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  Clara barely slept.
Every time she shifted in bed, even the smallest movement, pain tore through her ribs and dragged her back to the surface of sleep. It wasn’t the kind of pain you could ignore if you tried hard enough. It was sharp and immediate, like something inside her chest protested every breath, every roll of her shoulders, every turn of her body.
At some point during the night she had tried to roll onto her side.
That had been a mistake.
The pain had ripped through her ribs so fast and so violently that she’d gasped out loud and curled back onto her back immediately, heart pounding. After that she mostly stayed still. By the time pale morning light started creeping through the curtains, her entire side felt tight and swollen. It was the kind of soreness that felt deep, like it had settled into the bones themselves. Every breath stretched something that didn’t want to move.
Clara stared up at the ceiling. Her room felt too quiet. Normally she liked that about it. The quiet made it easier to focus, easier to think, easier to exist without anyone bothering her.
This morning it just made her thoughts louder.
Her brain kept replaying everything from the night before whether she wanted it to or not.
The game.
The sound of the hit.
The way the boards had rattled when her body slammed into them.
The moment afterward when she’d forced herself to get back up before anyone could tell her to stay down.
And then later, Shane and Ilya watching her like she might fall apart if they looked away for two seconds.
She squeezed her eyes shut. They were being dramatic. It was just a hit. Hockey players got hit all the time. It wasn’t a big deal.
Slowly, carefully, she tried to roll onto her side again.
Bad idea.
Pain flared instantly, sharp and blinding. It stole the air from her lungs and made her suck in a quick breath through her teeth.
“Jesus,” she muttered under her breath.
Her hand moved instinctively to her ribs. Even through her T-shirt the skin felt hot and tender. Bruised, probably. Nothing worse than that. Still not broken. Probably.
She sat there for a moment, breathing shallowly, waiting for the pain to settle back into a dull ache. Then she pushed herself upright.
The motion sent another wave of soreness through her side, but she forced herself to ignore it.
Standing hurt.
Breathing hurt.
Even walking across the room toward the bathroom felt wrong, like every step shifted something inside her chest that didn’t want to be moved. But she ignored it. She always did. If you ignored pain long enough, eventually your body got used to it. At least that’s what hockey taught you.
The bathroom light felt too bright. Clara leaned against the sink for a moment, staring at her reflection. She looked tired.There were faint shadows under her eyes and her hair stuck out in messy angles from tossing around all night. “Great,” she muttered.
She brushed her teeth quickly, moving stiffly, then changed into her school uniform. Pulling the sweater over her head hurt enough that she paused halfway through, jaw tightening as her ribs protested the motion.
By the time she finished getting dressed she already felt exhausted. School was going to be miserable. She grabbed her backpack and headed downstairs.
The smell of coffee and toast drifted through the kitchen. Of course Shane was already up. Clara paused at the bottom of the stairs when she saw him standing at the counter. Her shoulders tightened automatically.
Shane looked up from the cutting board. “Morning.”
His voice was casual, but his eyes moved over her face immediately like he was checking for something. Clara didn’t answer.
Instead she walked past him to the cabinet, grabbed a glass, and filled it with water from the sink.
“Clara.”
She took a long sip and stared at the counter.
“Did you sleep?” Shane asked.
“Yep.”
“You look exhausted.”
“Cool.”
Her voice came out flat. Short. Closed. Shane watched her carefully. He had that look on his face again. The one that said he was paying too much attention. “Your ribs any better?” he asked.
Clara set the glass down in the sink harder than necessary. “I’m fine.”
“You said that yesterday.”
“Because it’s still true.”
Shane didn’t answer right away. Clara could practically feel him analyzing her posture, the way she was holding herself stiffly, the way she was avoiding deeper breaths. She hated that.
Before he could ask anything else, she grabbed her backpack and swung it onto her shoulder. The strap pressed against her ribs and sent a dull spike of pain through her side. She ignored it. “I’m going to school,” she said.
“You didn’t eat.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“You should still—”
“I said I’m not hungry.”
Her voice snapped sharper than she meant it to. The sound echoed slightly through the kitchen. For a moment neither of them spoke. Shane closed his mouth slowly. Clara turned toward the front door. She could feel the tension sitting in the room behind her like a weight.
Behind her Shane said quietly, “Clara.”
She stopped with her hand on the door handle. But she didn’t turn around.
“You don’t have to fight us,” he said.
The words made something twist in her chest. Her grip tightened on the door. “I’m not fighting,” she muttered.
Then she opened the door and stepped outside. The cool morning air hit her face. Behind her the door closed with a sharp slam.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

By the time she got to school, her ribs felt worse.
Walking through the crowded hallways meant constantly shifting out of people’s way, twisting her body to avoid being bumped.
Every movement jostled her side.
By the time she sat down in first period, she had to hold herself stiff and upright just to keep the pressure off her ribs. Breathing deeply was completely out of the question. During math class she tried leaning back in her chair. Pain shot through her side instantly. She straightened again.
By second period her ribs throbbed in a slow, pulsing rhythm that matched her heartbeat.
By lunchtime the ache in Clara’s ribs had settled into something deeper and sharper, like a steady pulse of heat wrapped around her side. She ignored it. That had become the plan for the day.
Ignore the pain. Ignore the nausea. Ignore the way every breath felt shallow because taking a deep one made her ribs stab in protest. Just get through the day.
The cafeteria was loud the way it always was, voices bouncing off the high ceiling, trays clattering, chairs scraping across the floor.
Clara dropped into her usual seat at the end of the table. Across from her, Eva was already halfway through a bowl of pasta and scrolling through her phone.
“Finally,” Eva said without looking up. “You’re late.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “Math ran over.”
Eva hummed, still scrolling.
Clara grabbed a water bottle from her bag and took a sip. The motion tugged at her ribs and she winced before she could stop herself. Eva looked up immediately. “Okay.”
Clara froze slightly. “What.”
Eva set her fork down slowly. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing.”
Eva leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms. “You’re walking like you’re eighty.”
“I am not.”
“You absolutely are.”
Clara rolled her eyes and took another drink of water. “I’m just tired.”
Eva raised an eyebrow. “Clara.”
“What.”
“You haven’t taken a full breath since you sat down.”
Clara blinked. “I breathe normally.”
“No, you don’t.”
Eva pointed at her chest. “You’re doing that weird shallow breathing thing people do when they’re trying not to move something that hurts.”
Clara stared at her. “You’re very dramatic.”
Eva tilted her head. “You’re holding your ribs.”
Clara immediately dropped her arm from where it had been resting against her side. “I was not.”
“You literally just moved it.”
“I was stretching.”
Eva squinted at her. “You’re a terrible liar.”
Clara reached for the apple on her tray just so she’d have something to do with her hands. “I’m fine.”
Eva watched her for another long moment. Then she said, very calmly, “Did you get hurt in the game?”
Clara bit into the apple. “Everyone gets hit in games.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
Clara chewed slowly, deliberately. Eva sighed. “Clara.”
“What.”
“You look like you got run over by a truck.”
“That’s rude.”
“It’s accurate.”
Clara forced a shrug. “I took a hit. I’m sore.”
Eva’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Where?”
Clara hesitated. That hesitation lasted maybe half a second. It was enough. Eva pointed immediately. “Ribs.”
Clara sighed. “You’re annoying.”
“I’m right.”
“It’s just bruised.”
Eva leaned forward. “Show me.”
“No.”
“Clara.”
“I’m not lifting my shirt in the cafeteria.”
“Fair.”
Eva leaned back again but didn’t drop it. “So how bad?”
“It’s not bad.”
“You’re wincing every time you move.”
“I’m not.”
“You just did it again.”
Clara shifted slightly in her chair and immediately regretted it when pain flared down her side. She forced her face to stay neutral. Eva noticed anyway. “Jesus,” Eva muttered.
“It’s fine.”
“Did you tell Shane? Or Ilya?”
Clara shook her head immediately. “No.”
“Why not?”
“Because they’ll make it a whole thing.”
Eva raised an eyebrow. “Maybe because it is a whole thing.”
“It’s a bruise.”
“You can barely sit up straight.”
“I can sit up straight.”
“You’re leaning like forty degrees to the left.”
Clara straightened instinctively. Pain stabbed through her ribs. She inhaled sharply. Eva’s eyes widened. “Oh my god.”
“I’m fine.”
“No you are not.”
Clara took another bite of the apple just so she wouldn’t have to respond. Eva watched her carefully. “You look pale,” she said after a moment.
“I’m always pale.”
“Not like this.”
Clara didn’t answer. For a few seconds they sat there while the noise of the cafeteria filled the silence around them. Then Eva lowered her voice. “Did something else happen?”
Clara frowned. “What?”
“You’re… weird today.”
“That’s also rude.”
“You’re usually sarcastic weird,” Eva said. “Today you’re… quite weird.”
Clara stared down at her tray. The apple suddenly didn’t look very appealing. “I didn’t sleep much,” she muttered.
Eva studied her face. “Why?”
Clara shrugged. “Just didn’t.”
Eva waited. Clara didn’t elaborate. After a moment Eva sighed again. “Okay. New question.”
Clara braced herself. “What?”
“If I shoved you right now would you fall over?”
Clara looked up in horror. “Don’t shove me.”
Eva blinked. “You said you’re fine.”
“That doesn’t mean shove me.”
Eva leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. “You’re protecting your side like you got stabbed.”
“I did not get stabbed.”
“Then why are you moving like an injured penguin?”
Clara snorted before she could stop herself. That motion hurt too. She winced again.
Eva pointed immediately. “See.”
Clara rubbed her face. “You’re the worst.”
“I’m concerned.”
“You’re nosy.”
“Both can be true.”
Clara sighed. “It’s just sore.”
Eva didn’t look convinced. “How sore?”
Clara hesitated.
Eva waited.
“…a lot,” Clara admitted quietly.
Eva stared at her. “Clara.”
“What.”
“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”
Clara shrugged again, smaller this time. “It’s not a big deal.”
Eva looked like she wanted to argue. Instead she asked softly, “Are you going to practice today?”
Clara nodded. “Yeah.”
Eva blinked. “With broken ribs?”
“They’re not broken.”
“You don’t know that.”
“They’re bruised.”
“You look like you got hit by a bus.”
Clara pushed her tray away slightly. “I’ll be fine.”
Eva leaned forward again. “You better be careful.”
“I am careful.”
“You literally play hockey.”
Clara gave her a tired half-smile. “Exactly.”
Eva studied her for another moment. Then she said quietly, “If you pass out during practice I’m telling Shane.”
Clara groaned. “You’re such a traitor.”
Eva grinned. “I’m a responsible traitor.”
Clara shook her head. But she didn’t argue. Because somewhere under the pain and the exhaustion and the nausea, it was kind of nice that someone noticed.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

At the Centaurs’ practice rink, Shane slammed his locker shut harder than necessary.
“Okay,” Troy Barrett said from across the room. “What happened?”
Shane rubbed his face. “She won’t talk to us.”
“Teenagers do that,” Luca Haas said.
“This is different,” Ilya muttered.
Zane Boodram leaned forward on the bench. “Different how?”
“She is hurt,” Ilya said. “And refusing help.”
Wyatt Hayes snorted. “That sounds exactly like hockey culture.”
Shane sighed. “She took two hits straight to the ribs.”
“Jesus,” Troy said.
“And she played the whole game anyway.”
“Also sounds like hockey culture.”
Shane dropped onto the bench. “She barely slept. She won’t eat. She snaps at everything we say.”
“Yeah,” Wyatt said slowly. “That’s called being sixteen.”
Ilya shook his head. “No. This is worse.”
Evan Dykstra leaned back against his locker. “So what do you want us to say?”
“I don’t know,” Shane admitted.
“Food,” Troy suggested.
“Space,” Luca said.
“Bribery,” Wyatt added.
“Threats,” Zane said.
“That’s terrible advice,” Shane muttered.
Wyatt shrugged. “Welcome to parenting.”
Shane groaned. “We’re not her parents.”
“Congratulations,” Troy said. “You are now.”
Before Shane could respond, his phone buzzed. The name on the screen made his stomach drop.
Coach Wiebe.
He answered immediately. “Hey.”
Ilya looked up from tying his skates.
Shane’s expression changed slowly as he listened. “…okay,” he said quietly.
A pause.
“…yeah. We’ve got her.”
Another pause.
“…we will.”
The call ended. The locker room had gone quiet. Ilya frowned. “What happened?”
Shane exhaled slowly. “He’s staying another week.”
Groans echoed around the room. “No offense,” Wyatt said, “but Donnelly can’t run practice for another week.”
Shane shook his head. “That’s not the worst part.”
“What is?”
Shane swallowed. “…his mom isn’t getting better.”
The room went silent. Ilya closed his eyes briefly.
Clara.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Ilya watched her walk through the door. The first thing he noticed was the way she moved.
Careful.
Too careful.
Clara normally dropped her backpack somewhere near the entrance and kept walking like the house belonged to her, which, in fairness, it mostly did. Today she stepped inside slowly, like every movement had to be measured. Her backpack slid off her shoulder and hit the floor. She didn’t pick it up.
“Clara,” Shane said from the kitchen.
She didn’t answer. She headed straight for the stairs.
Ilya pushed himself up from the couch. “Hey.”
She stopped halfway up the stairs but didn’t turn around. “What.”
Her voice was flat. Tired. Irritated. Ilya hesitated. He’d been thinking about how to say it for almost an hour. The call from Wiebe had been short, but it had settled heavy in his chest the moment it ended.
Clara was already having a terrible week. Her ribs were wrecked. She was barely sleeping. And now this.
“Can you come here for a second?” he asked gently.
“No.”
She started up the stairs again.
Ilya tried again. “Clara.”
Her shoulders stiffened. “What.”
He glanced at Shane in the kitchen. Shane nodded slightly. Just tell her.
Ilya exhaled slowly. “I talked to your dad.”
That got her attention. Clara stopped moving. Slowly, she turned around. Her eyes were sharp now. “What.”
“Coach Wiebe called earlier.” She stepped down one stair. “How’s Gram?”
The question came out quickly, like she needed the answer before she could breathe again. Ilya paused. That tiny pause was enough. Clara’s stomach dropped instantly. “…why are you hesitating.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
Her voice was getting tighter.
“She’s… still stable,” Ilya said carefully.
Clara studied his face. “Still?”
“Yeah.”
“But.”
Ilya rubbed the back of his neck.
“She’s not getting worse.”
“But she’s not getting better either.”
Clara didn’t say anything. Shane leaned against the counter behind them, watching quietly. Ilya continued. “Your dad asked if we could keep you here a little longer.”
Clara frowned. “…I’m already here.”
“I know. I mean longer than planned.”
“How long?”
Another pause. Clara’s stomach twisted. “How long,” she repeated.
“…another week.”
The words landed like a brick. Clara stared at him. “What.”
“Your dad’s staying there.”
Her eyes widened. “For a week?”
“He wants to be with her.”
Clara shook her head immediately. “No.”
“It’s just until she—”
“No.”
She took another step down the stairs. “He said he’d be back this weekend.”
“I know.”
“So he’s coming back.”
“Not yet.”
Clara’s breathing started getting uneven. “What do you mean not yet?”
“He just wants to make sure she’s stable before he leaves.”
“She is stable.”
“Yes.”
“So he can come home.”
“It’s not that simple.”
Clara’s voice sharpened. “Yes it is.”
Ilya stayed calm. “She’s still very sick.”
Clara looked down at the stairs. Her brain felt foggy all of a sudden. “…is she dying.”
The question was barely above a whisper. Ilya’s chest tightened. “No,” he said gently.
“We don’t know that.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“No,” he admitted. “It’s not.”
Clara swallowed hard. Her throat suddenly felt too tight. “When did he tell you this?”
“This afternoon.”
“And you’re just telling me now?”
“We wanted to wait until you got home.”
“So you were just sitting here with this information.”
“Clara—”
“Why didn’t he call me?”
“He didn’t want to scare you during school.”
“That’s stupid.”
“He’s worried about you.”
“I’m fine.”
Her voice cracked slightly on the last word. Neither of them pointed it out. Clara rubbed a hand across her face. “So he’s just… staying there.”
“For now.”
“And I’m just supposed to… what. Wait?”
“He said he’ll call tonight.”
Clara shook her head again. “That’s—”
Her sentence stopped halfway through. Something twisted suddenly in her stomach. Hard. She pressed a hand against her mouth. Shane straightened. “You okay?”
Clara didn’t answer. Her stomach lurched violently. She turned and walked quickly down the hall. The bathroom door slammed. Three seconds later—
The sound of her getting sick echoed through the house.
Shane swore under his breath and moved immediately. “Clara?”
Inside the bathroom, Clara knelt on the tile floor gripping the toilet like it was the only stable thing in the world. Her stomach clenched again. She gagged hard. Her ribs screamed with every movement.
“Oh god,” she choked.
Another wave hit. Her whole body shook as she threw up again. Footsteps approached. “Clara,” Ilya said softly from the doorway.
“Go away,” she gasped.
“That’s not happening.”
“Please—”
She gagged again. Her ribs flared with sharp, stabbing pain. She instinctively wrapped her arm around her side.
Shane noticed immediately. His eyes narrowed. “Clara.”
“I’m fine,” she rasped weakly.
Another lie. And this one was about to fall apart completely.
Ilya stepped in first, taking one look at her and immediately crouching down beside her. “Hey, hey,” he said quietly.
Clara shook her head weakly. “Don’t—”
She gagged again. Her body jerked forward as she got sick, and the motion forced a broken sound out of her throat when her ribs protested.
Shane moved in next to her, one hand automatically pulling her hair back so it wouldn’t fall in her face. “Easy,” he said softly.
Clara leaned her forehead against the cool porcelain, breathing unevenly. “I’m fine,” she rasped.
Neither of them responded. Because she very obviously wasn’t.
After a minute the nausea passed enough that she could breathe again. She sat back slightly, wiping her mouth with the back of her sleeve. Her face was pale. Her eyes watery.
Shane grabbed a damp washcloth from the sink and handed it to her. “Here.”
She hesitated but took it. The cool fabric against her face helped a little. Not much. But a little.
“I told you I was fine,” she muttered weakly.
Ilya gave her a look. “You were throwing up.”
“People throw up sometimes.”
“Not usually immediately after bad news.”
Clara didn’t respond. She tried to push herself up off the floor. The moment she shifted her weight, pain ripped through her ribs again. Her breath hitched. Her knees buckled. Ilya caught her before she tipped sideways. “Whoa.”
“I’m fine,” she insisted again, though the words sounded thinner now.
Shane frowned. “Clara.”
“What.”
“You’re shaking.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
She tried to pull away from Ilya. “I just need to go to my room.”
“You’re not walking upstairs right now.”
“I can walk.”
“You almost collapsed.”
“That was because I threw up. I have to get ready for practice.”
“You are absolutely not going to practice,” Shane said firmly.
“Fuck off.”
“Sit,” Ilya said gently.
“I don’t want to sit.”
“You’re sitting.”
They guided her carefully to sit against the wall beside the sink. Clara slumped back against the cabinet, breathing shallowly. Shane crouched in front of her. “Can I see your ribs?”
“No.”
“Clara.”
“They’re fine.”
“You’re guarding your side.”
“I’m not.”
“You literally have your arm wrapped around it.”
She looked down. She did. Slowly, reluctantly, she dropped her arm. “See,” she muttered. “Fine.”
Shane didn’t look convinced. “Lift your hoodie.”
“No.”
“Clara.”
“No.”
Ilya sighed quietly. “Clara, please.”
“They’re just bruised.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Yes I do.”
“You also thought you were fine while actively throwing up.”
“That’s unrelated.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “How?”
Clara glared at him. “Just is.”
He waited.
She crossed her arms stubbornly. “…no.”
Shane sighed. “Okay.”
That seemed too easy. Clara narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Okay?”
“Yeah.”
She blinked. “You’re just… giving up.”
“For now.”
He stood and stepped toward the hallway.
Clara frowned. “What are you doing?”
“Getting ice.”
“I don’t want ice.”
“You’re getting ice.”
“I said—”
Shane was already gone.
Clara slumped back against the cabinet again. Her energy was draining fast. Ilya stayed crouched beside her. “You scared us,” he said quietly.
She rolled her eyes weakly. “I threw up. I didn’t die.”
“You almost fell.”
“I would’ve been fine.”
“Maybe.”
Clara stared at the tile floor. Her voice was smaller when she spoke again. “…she’s really not getting better?”
Ilya hesitated. “Not yet.”
Her throat tightened again. “Oh.”
Silence stretched between them.
Shane returned a minute later with an ice pack and a glass of water.
Clara eyed both suspiciously. “I don’t want those.”
Shane ignored her and crouched down again. “Drink.”
“I’m not thirsty.”
“You just threw up.”
“I’ll survive.”
“Drink.”
She stared at him.
He stared back.
After a moment she grabbed the glass and took a small sip. Then another.
Shane nodded slightly. “Good.”
“I still don’t want the ice.”
“That’s unfortunate.”
He gently pulled the edge of her hoodie up before she could stop him. Clara grabbed his wrist instantly. “Stop.”
“Clara.”
“I said stop.”
“Your ribs might be cracked.”
“They’re not cracked.”
“Then you won’t mind me checking.”
“Yes I will.”
He gently but firmly moved her hand away.
The bruising was worse than either of them expected. Dark purple marks spread across her lower ribs, with swelling that made the skin look tight and angry.
Shane swore quietly.
Clara twisted slightly to see. “…oh.”
“Yeah,” Shane muttered. “That’s bad.”
“It looks worse than it is.”
“Clara.”
“I’m serious.”
He pressed lightly along the ribcage. The moment his fingers touched one spot—
Clara gasped sharply.
“Okay,” Shane said immediately. “Yeah. That’s not good.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine.”
“It’s just bruising.”
“You just nearly screamed.”
“I did not scream.”
“You definitely did.”
Ilya leaned closer, studying the injury. “…those might be cracked.”
“They’re not cracked.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
“How?”
“Because if they were cracked it would hurt way more.”
Both of them looked at her. She was pale. Shaking slightly. Breathing shallowly to avoid moving her ribs.
Shane gently placed the ice pack against the bruised area. Clara flinched. “That’s cold!”
“That’s the point.”
“It hurts.”
“It’ll help.”
“I hate you.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya helped her stand slowly. This time she didn’t fight as hard. Mostly because she looked exhausted. They guided her down the hallway toward the living room. Each step made her wince slightly.
When they reached the couch she sank into it with a quiet groan. Shane pulled a blanket over her legs. “I don’t need a blanket,” she muttered.
“You’re shivering.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
She tried to push the blanket off. Shane just tucked it around her more securely. “Stop helping,” she mumbled.
“No.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
She glared weakly at both of them. “I hate living here.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “That’s okay.”
“You’re both extremely annoying.”
“Also okay.”
Clara leaned back against the couch cushions, eyes half-closed now. The adrenaline was wearing off. Pain and exhaustion were taking over instead.

Shane adjusted the ice pack gently. “Leave it there.”
“I know how ice works.”
“Just checking.”
She sighed. After a minute her voice softened. “…don’t tell my dad.”
Shane and Ilya exchanged a glance. “About the ribs?” Shane asked.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because he’ll freak out.”
“He probably should.”
“No.”
“Clara.”
“He’s already dealing with enough.”
Her voice cracked slightly again. “I don’t want him worrying about this too.”
The room went quiet. Ilya sat on the armrest beside her. “Okay,” he said softly. “For now.”
Clara didn’t argue. Her eyes were already drifting closed.
Shane watched her carefully. Still stubborn. Still pretending she didn’t need help. But she didn’t push them away when Shane adjusted the blanket again. And she didn’t protest when Ilya stayed sitting right beside her. Which, for Clara, was basically the same thing as saying thank you.
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  Eventually, Clara fell asleep. Which was a huge relief for Shane and Ilya.
One minute she was muttering that the ice pack was “stupid and unnecessary,” and the next her eyes had drifted shut. The tension in her shoulders slowly loosened as her breathing evened out into something shallow but steady.
Shane noticed first. “…I think she’s out,” he said quietly.
Ilya glanced over from the armrest where he’d been sitting. Clara had slumped sideways into the couch cushions, the blanket tangled around her legs. The ice pack had shifted slightly against her ribs but she didn’t move. For someone who usually moved constantly, even in her sleep, she looked completely drained.
“She has not slept,” Ilya murmured.
“Yeah.”
Shane watched her for another moment. The dark circles under her eyes looked worse up close. Her face still held that stubborn tightness even while she slept, like her body hadn’t gotten the message that it could relax. “She’s exhausted,” Shane said.
“And in pain.”
“Yeah.”
Clara shifted slightly in her sleep and her brow creased. A faint wince pulled across her face. Ilya frowned. “She should be upstairs.”
Shane nodded immediately. “Careful with her ribs.”
“I know.”
Ilya stood and stepped closer to the couch. For a moment he hesitated, studying her. Clara always acted bigger than she was. Loud. Confident. Ready to fight anyone who challenged her. Right now she looked sixteen. Just a kid who’d run out of energy.
He slid one arm under her knees and the other carefully behind her shoulders.
“Easy,” Shane murmured automatically.
“I am being easy.”
Clara stirred as he lifted her. “Mm.”
Her head shifted against his chest and she made a small sound of discomfort when the movement tugged at her ribs. “Shh,” Ilya murmured quietly.
She instinctively curled slightly toward him, one hand gripping weakly at the front of his shirt like she needed something solid to hold onto.
Shane grabbed the ice pack and followed them upstairs.
They moved slowly down the hallway. “Door,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane pushed Clara’s bedroom door open. Ilya lowered her carefully onto the bed. The moment she touched the mattress she let out a quiet breath like her body had been waiting for that exact moment all day.
Shane adjusted the pillow behind her head. Ilya repositioned the ice pack against her ribs. “She’s going to be pissed when she wakes up and realizes we moved her,” Shane said.
Ilya shrugged. “She will survive.”
They pulled the blanket over her.
For a moment neither of them moved. Clara looked strangely peaceful. That almost never happened. Shane finally stepped back. “…I have no idea what we’re doing.”
Ilya snorted softly. “That is correct.”
They left the room quietly and went to their own bedroom.
The house suddenly felt very quiet. No Clara stomping around. No sarcastic comments. No arguing about ice packs.
Shane dropped heavily onto the bed and ran both hands over his face. “What are we supposed to do?”
Ilya leaned against the dresser.  “She is injured.”
“Yeah.”
“She is also scared.”
Shane exhaled slowly. “Yeah.”
“She believes she must pretend she is fine.”
“Because hockey players pretend pain doesn’t exist.”
“And teenagers.”
Shane groaned. “This is way above my pay grade.”
“You do not have a pay grade.”
“Exactly.”
Ilya walked over and sat on the bed next to him.
For a minute they just sat there in silence. Then Shane said quietly, “I hate seeing her like that.”
Ilya looked at him. “She reminds me of you.”
Shane blinked. “…what.”
“Stubborn. Refuses help. Pretends nothing hurts.”
“Okay, rude.”
“It is true.”
Shane leaned his head back against his pillow. “She looked like she was going to pass out in that bathroom.”
“Yes.”
“And she still tried to go to practice.”
“That part actually reminded me of you.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Great.”
They sat in silence again. Then Shane said, “We have a game tomorrow.”
“Yes.”
“And she definitely shouldn’t be left alone.”
“No.”
Shane frowned. “…my parents could come over.”
Ilya looked up. “Your parents?”
“Yeah.”
“They like Clara.”
“They love Clara.”
That was completely true. Shane’s mom, Yuna, had adored Clara the moment she met her at a Centaurs’ event.  And David had treated her like she’d been part of the family for years. “They could stay with her while we’re at the game,” Shane said.
Ilya nodded slowly. “That is a good idea.”
Shane grabbed his phone but didn’t dial yet. “…do you think we should tell her dad about the ribs?”
Ilya thought for a moment. “She asked us not to.”
“Yeah but they might actually be cracked.”
“Yes.”
“So what do we do?”
Ilya leaned back slightly. “For now… we monitor her.”
“Monitor her.”
“Yes.”
“That sounds fake.”
“It means we keep watching her.”
Shane rubbed his face again. “She’s sixteen.”
“Yes.”
“She’s not supposed to be this… complicated.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Teenagers are always complicated.”
“Yeah but not like this.”
He hesitated. “…she looked really scared when we told her about her grandma.”
“Yes.”
“And then she threw up.”
“Also yes.”
Shane stared at the ceiling. “I’m not good with this kind of stuff.”
Ilya studied him. “You were good today.”
“Was I?”
“You stayed calm.”
“I felt like I was about to panic.”
“That is normal.”
Shane looked over at him. “…what if we screw this up?”
Ilya shrugged lightly. “Then we learn.”
“That’s not comforting.”
“You are very dramatic.”
Shane huffed a quiet laugh. “I mean it.”
“I know.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly. “You care about her.”
“Of course I care about her.”
“And she knows that.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m doing this right.”
“There is no right way.”
Shane groaned. “That’s even worse.”
Ilya smirked. Then Shane said quietly, “When she asked us not to tell her dad… did you hear how her voice cracked?”
“Yes.”
“God.”
He rubbed his eyes. “She’s trying to protect him.”
“Yes.”
“She’s sixteen.”
Ilya nodded. “Sixteen-year-olds often try to be stronger than they should.”
Shane looked at him. “…you’re talking from experience.”
Ilya didn’t answer immediately. “Maybe.”
Shane studied him. “You used to do that too, didn’t you?”
Ilya shrugged. “Still do sometimes.”
“Yeah.”
They sat quietly for another moment. Then Shane said, “Okay.”
“Okay?”
“I’m calling my parents.”
He dialed. A few minutes later he hung up. “They’re coming tomorrow.”
Ilya nodded. “Good.”
Shane leaned back into the bed again. “…this feels weird.”
“What does?”
“Being responsible for someone.”
Ilya tilted his head. “You have been responsible before.”
“Not like this.”
He gestured vaguely upstairs. “That’s a whole person.”
“Yes.”
“She’s sarcastic and angry and stubborn and—”
“And she trusts us.”
Shane stopped talking. “…yeah.”
He stared at the ceiling again. “That’s the part that freaks me out.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly. “You are doing better than you think.”
“I doubt that.”
“She did not fight us very hard when we helped her.”
“That’s because she was exhausted.”
“Maybe.”
Shane looked over at him. “…you’re weirdly calm about this.”
“I am not calm.”
“You seem calm.”
“I am just hiding it better.”
Shane snorted. “Fair.”
Ilya stood and stepped closer. Shane looked up. “What.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “You are stressed.”
“No shit.”
Shane blinked. Then he realized how close Ilya was standing. “Oh.”
Ilya leaned down slightly. Shane met him halfway.
The kiss started slow.
Careful.
Like both of them were still half distracted by the fact that there was an injured teenager asleep down the hall. Then Shane grabbed the front of Ilya’s shirt and pulled him closer. “Okay,” Shane muttered against his mouth.
“Better?”
“…a little.”
Ilya laughed softly. They kissed again, slower this time. When they finally pulled apart Shane rested his forehead against Ilya’s shoulder. “We’re really bad at this parenting thing.”
“Maybe. But we’re trying.”
“Yes.”
“And she didn’t tell us to fuck off when we tucked her in.”
“Progress.”
Shane huffed a quiet laugh. “…I think we’re in trouble.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow.
“Why?”
“Because I actually care a lot about whether that kid is okay.”
Ilya smiled slightly.“Yes.”
“That is how parenting works.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Clara woke up at 11:30 AM to the sound of light knocking on the door. “Clara,” Shane said softly.
No response came.
He gently pushed the door open to find Clara laying curled in a ball on the bed, clutching tightly to her blanket like a lifeline. She turned her head slightly to see Shane carrying a plate with toast and eggs, as well as a glass of water and some pills. “I brought you breakfast and some medicine.” He set the plate down on the nightstand, then sat down on the bed with the glass of water. She continued to lay with her back facing him, not saying a word. Shane knew he had to be the one to bring up what happened last night, but he couldn’t let her know he was nervous.
”So, um. Do you… do you want to talk about, um, last night?”
A muffled voice came through the blanket. “No.”
Great work Shane.
“I brought you medicine for your ribs.”
“I’m fine.”
Shane was really fed up with hearing that phrase. “For someone who clearly isn’t fine you sure like saying that a lot.”
That got Clara to look at him, and she snapped. “You don’t have to be such a dick, you know that right?”
Shane let out a loud exhale. “Clara.”
“I’m sorry. That was mean.” And for the first time in days, Clara said something that actually sounded sincere. Shane knew she was sad and hurting, and she just needed some compassion.
“Can I please check your ribs?”
Clara stayed silent for a moment. She was tired, hurt, and completely out of fight. “Okay.”
Shane paused for a moment, shocked. “Really?”
She slowly nodded her head.
“I promise I’ll be gentle.”
A quiet hum of approval left her mouth.
Shane set the water down on the table, and slowly lifted the hem of her shirt, revealing purple and blue bruises that looked even darker and angrier than last night.
“These look worse than yesterday.”
“Great,” she deadpanned.
He started pressing lightly around the bruising, causing small, sharp inhales from Clara. “That hurt?”
“Nope.”
“You’re sticking with ‘i’m fine’ huh?”
“Because I am.”
Shane kept feeling around as he moved down her side, stopping when she inhaled too quickly or started holding her breath. When he got to the bottom of her ribcage, it got harder to hide the hurt.
Suddenly a sharp pain shot up her side.
“Shane. SHANE. Stop! Fuck.”
Clara felt tears coming down her face, and curled back into fetal position to hide from Shane.
A heavy silence fell over the room, just like it always did when someone wanted to say something but wouldn’t.
Shane finally gained the courage to ask. “Will you please let me take you to the doctor?”
“You know what the answer to that is.”
“Clara, we can’t let you go back home to your dad with broken ribs.”
She turned to look at him again. “Even if they are broken they’ll be healed when he comes back because he’s gonna stay in fuckass Louisiana forever.”
“So you admit they could be broken.”
Shit.
“That’s not… that’s not what I meant.”
“Clara.”
“Shane.”
“Will you please stop being stubborn for two seconds and let me help you?”
Clara started, “I’m fi…”
“If you say ‘I'm fine’ I will pick you up and carry you to the doctor right now.”
Clara said nothing.
”We’re not gonna let you play until we know they aren’t broken.”
“You don’t get to make that decision.”
”We are responsible for you, and it’s gotten bad enough already. Let me take you please.”
Clara stared at him for a moment. “If they aren’t broken, can I play?”
Shane thought about it, then said, “Yes. If the doctor confirms your ribs aren’t broken you can play. Carefully.”
“Fine. I’ll go to the doctor”
“Good. Now take the medicine.”
“Okay dad.”
“Stop calling me that.”
“Only when you stop acting like a dad.”
Clara sat up slowly and swallowed the pills. “So when are we going?”
”Me and Ilya have a game today, so my mom and dad are coming over to watch you. We can go tomorrow.”
“I don’t need more babysitters, it’s only a few hours.”
“No, but you need someone to make sure you don’t do stupid shit.”
“You’re such an asshole.”
“Thank you. My parents will be over in a few hours.”
Their conversation wasn’t great, but it was progress. And right now, that was all that Shane could ask for. Progress.
Clara sat up when her phone started vibrating again on the nightstand. She groaned and rolled slightly to reach it. Bad idea. Pain flared sharply along her ribs and she sucked in a breath. “Jesus—”
The phone kept buzzing.
She grabbed it.
Dad.
Her stomach tightened immediately. Clara answered and brought the phone to her ear. “…hi.”
“Hey, kid.”
Her dad’s voice sounded tired. Not just regular tired either, like the kind of tired that had been building up for days. “How are you feeling?”
Clara frowned slightly. “I’m fine.”
A pause.
“Shane mentioned you took a hit in your game.”
Her eyes flicked toward the ice pack on her bed. “…yeah.”
“You okay?”
“I said I’m fine.”
Another pause. She could practically hear him debating whether to push it.
“You’re sure?”
“It was just a hit,” Clara said quickly. “I’ve had worse.”
She shifted slightly against the pillow, careful this time.
“How’s Gram?” she asked.
Her dad exhaled slowly. “She’s… stable.”
Clara stared up at the ceiling. “Everyone keeps saying that.”
“Yeah.”
“So… not really better.”
“No.”
Her chest tightened. She swallowed.
For a few seconds neither of them spoke.
The quiet stretched.
Then her dad said gently, “You sure you’re doing okay there?”
Clara stared at the wall. “I’m fine.”
“You sound tired.”
“I took a nap.”
“Did you eat?”
“…yeah.”
That one was technically a lie. Another small pause.
“Are Shane and Ilya taking care of you?”
Clara huffed quietly. “They’re hovering.”
Her dad chuckled softly. “That sounds about right.”
“They made me put ice on my ribs.”
“Well… that’s probably a good idea.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “They acted like I was dying.”
“Maybe they were worried.”
“I’m fine,” she repeated.
Her dad was quiet for a moment.
Then he said, “Clara…”
“What.”
“You know you don’t have to pretend with me, right?”
Her throat tightened instantly. “I’m not pretending.”
Another pause.
“How’s school going?” he asked instead.
Clara shifted carefully. “It’s fine.”
“Practice?”
“I skipped today.”
“Why?”
“…my ribs hurt.”
There was a short silence. “So they do hurt.”
Clara groaned. “Not that bad.”
“You just said you skipped practice.”
“Because Shane wouldn’t let me go!”
Her dad sighed quietly. “Okay. Fair.”
Clara picked at a loose thread on the blanket. “What are you doing right now?” she asked.
“Sitting in the hospital hallway.”
Her stomach twisted. “Still?”
“Yeah.”
“Have you eaten?”
“Vending machine food.”
“That doesn’t count.”
“It counts enough.”
Clara rubbed her forehead. “You should go back to the hotel and sleep.”
“I will.”
Her dad’s voice softened. “How are you holding up?”
Clara didn’t answer right away. She stared at the ceiling again, blinking slowly. “I don’t know.”
The words slipped out before she could stop them. “…I thought she was getting better.”
“I know.”
“She sounded okay on the phone last week.”
“I know.”
Clara’s eyes started to burn. “And then suddenly you had to fly out there and now you’re stuck there and—”
Her voice cracked. She stopped talking.
“Clara,” her dad said gently.
She wiped quickly at her face. “I just thought things were going back to normal.”
“I know, kid.”
Her chest felt tight. “I thought you were coming home.”
“I thought so too.”
She sniffed quietly. “I haven’t talked to mom. Is she still coming home Thursday?”
There was a small hesitation.
Clara noticed immediately. “…what.”
“Your mom, well her company, they are having issues with their investors.”
“What kind of issues?”
“Issues that require her to stay.”
“So she’s staying in India?”
“For a few more days, yeah.”
Clara sat up slightly. Pain stabbed through her ribs and she sucked in a breath.
“Clara?”
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t sound fine.”
“I’m fine.”
Her voice was shaking now. “So you’re both staying.”
“Yes.”
“For how long?”
“We’re not sure yet.”
The words hit harder than she expected. “…oh.”
Silence stretched between them.
Clara blinked hard but the tears came anyway. “I just…” Her voice wobbled. “I miss you.”
Her dad’s voice softened even more. “I miss you too.”
Another tear slid down her temple into her hair. “Everything just feels weird.”
“I know. You’re doing really well though.”
“I feel like I’m not.”
“You are.”
She wiped her face again. “Shane and Ilya are trying really hard.”
“I’m glad you’re not alone.”
Clara nodded slowly. “…they carried me upstairs earlier.”
Her dad chuckled softly. “That must have been embarrassing.”
“It was. But also kind of nice.”
“That’s good.”
Clara sniffed again. “…are you scared?”
There was a pause. Then her dad answered honestly. “Yeah.”
Clara closed her eyes. “Me too.”
“But she’s strong,” he said gently. “She’s been through a lot before.”
Clara nodded slightly. “…tell her I said hi when she wakes up.”
“I will.”
“And I love her too.”
“I will.”
Clara managed a tiny smile. “Okay.”
“Hey, Clara?”
“Yeah?”
“Take care of those ribs.”
She rolled her eyes again even though he couldn’t see. “Yes, Dad.”
“And listen to Shane and Ilya.”
“Don’t push it.”
“Okay, okay.”
“I mean it.”
“…I know.”
There was another quiet moment. “I love you,” he said.
Clara swallowed. “I love you too.”
They stayed on the phone a few seconds longer before the call ended. Clara stared at the dark screen. Then she slowly set the phone down beside her and lay back against the pillow. The room felt quiet again. Too quiet. A few tears slipped down the sides of her face as she stared up at the ceiling.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Shane’s parents arrived just before the game.
Yuna swept Clara into a gentle hug the moment she walked in.
“Oh honey,” she said softly. “I heard about your ribs.”
“They’re fine,” Clara mumbled.
Yuna gave her a look. “Mhm.”
David smiled from the doorway. “Good to see you, kid.”
Clara managed a small smile. “Hi.”
For the first few minutes, Clara just sat on the couch with the ice pack balanced against her ribs, staring at the TV while the pre-game coverage played. The living room lights were soft and warm, and the quiet hum of the broadcast filled the space.
Shane’s mom, Yuna, sat on one side of her, and David settled into the armchair across from them with a bowl of popcorn.
Clara shifted slightly. Bad idea. Pain tugged along her ribs and she winced.
Yuna noticed immediately. “Still hurting?” she asked gently.
“It’s fine,” Clara muttered.
Yuna gave her a knowing look but didn’t push.
The broadcast cut to the arena. The camera panned across the rink, the bright ice reflecting the stadium lights as the teams skated through warm-ups. Clara leaned forward a little. “There,” she said suddenly.
David glanced at the screen. “What?”
“Shane.”
On the TV, Shane skated along the boards while talking to Ilya near the bench.
Yuna smiled softly. “They look focused.”
Clara shrugged. “They should be. The last team they played was way worse.”
David chuckled. “Harsh.”
“It’s true.”
The warm-ups ended and the teams lined up for the puck drop. Clara shifted forward on the couch, forgetting about her ribs for a second until the movement reminded her immediately. “Ow.”
Yuna frowned. “Do you want another pillow?”
“I’m good.”
The game started. The first few shifts were fast. The opposing team came out aggressive, pushing the puck deep into the zone and forcing the defense to scramble.
Clara’s eyes tracked the movement across the screen like she was watching a puzzle. “That was sloppy,” she muttered.
David glanced over. “What was?”
“The breakout.” Clara pointed at the screen. “They had two forwards open and the defenseman still sent it along the boards. That’s predictable.”
David leaned forward slightly. “Huh.”
“They’re going to get intercepted if they keep doing that.”
Almost immediately, the opposing team stole the puck near the blue line.
David laughed. “Well.”
Clara lifted an eyebrow. “Told you.”
The camera cut to the bench. Donnelly was shouting instructions.
Clara frowned. “…what is he doing?”
Yuna glanced over. “Coaching? Or trying to, at least.”
“No,” Clara said, grabbing the notepad off the coffee table. “He’s messing up the line rotation.”
She flipped the notebook open and started sketching little circles and arrows.
David leaned forward. “Explain.”
“Okay, look,” Clara said, drawing quickly. “They’re putting their rookie out against their fastest line.”
“And that’s bad?”
“Tyler is good,” she said, “that’s why we took him first round. But he’s a rookie, and he definitely hasn’t played enough games to play against a top line in the NHL, even Calgary’s.”
She drew another line. “They should stack the defense on that side and let Ilya rotate in after the turnover.”
David watched the diagram. “That’s… really good.”
Clara shrugged. “I watch a lot of hockey.”
A few minutes later on the TV, he got beaten down the boards by a faster winger.
The other team nearly scored.
Clara groaned. “See? That’s exactly what I meant.”
David laughed. “You might need to call the bench.”
“Trust me,” Clara muttered, scribbling another diagram, “I would if I could.”
The game kept moving. Halfway through the period, Shane’s line jumped over the boards. Clara sat up a little straighter. “Okay,” she said quietly.

On the ice, Shane carried the puck through the neutral zone while Ilya moved wide along the boards. Clara watched closely. “Pass it,” she whispered.
Shane hesitated. “Pass it.”
He passed.
Ilya took the puck and fired a shot that barely missed the net. Clara clapped once instinctively before wincing. “Ow.”
Yuna smiled. “You’re very invested.”
Clara shrugged again but didn’t look away from the screen. “They’re playing better now.”
“They’re adjusting.”
Clara pointed at the screen again. “See how they’re pushing their wingers higher? That forces the other team’s defense to back up.”
David nodded slowly. “That opens space.”
“Exactly.”
A few minutes later there was a whistle and the camera showed the bench again. Clara scribbled something else in her notebook.
“What now?” David asked.
“They’re wasting Ilya’s speed. They keep starting him in the defensive zone.”
David leaned forward again. “So what should they do?”
“Offensive zone starts,” Clara said immediately.
She drew another diagram. “If they start him here,” she tapped the paper, “he can pressure their defense before they set up.”
David whistled softly. “That’s pretty detailed.”
Clara shrugged but a small smile tugged at her mouth. “I’ve been watching them play for my whole life”
Yuna studied her quietly for a moment. “You really love this game, don’t you?”
Clara didn’t answer right away. Her eyes stayed on the TV as another shift started. “…yeah,” she said softly.
The second period started. Clara had shifted sideways on the couch, one pillow tucked against her ribs while she balanced the notebook on her knee. Every few minutes she added another diagram or note. At one point she circled something hard enough that the pen nearly tore the page.
“Why is Donnelly doing that?” she muttered.
David looked up from his laptop. “What now?”
“They’re double-shifting the fourth line. They’re tired, they’ve already played more minutes than usual.” She gestured at the screen. “Look at that guy, he’s barely skating.”
Sure enough, one of the players lagged slightly behind the play.
David laughed. “You have a scary eye for this.”
Clara shrugged. “I just notice stuff.”
Another shift later, Shane’s line jumped onto the ice again.
Clara leaned forward automatically. “Okay.”
Shane carried the puck into the zone and passed to the winger, who shot wide. The puck bounced behind the net. Ilya chased it down. “Shoot,” Clara whispered.
He spun around the defenseman and fired. The puck slammed into the post. Clara slapped the couch cushion. “Ah!”
Yuna laughed. “You sound like a coach.”
Clara blinked. “…do I?”
“A little.”
She looked down at her notebook.
Half the pages were filled with arrows and notes now.
Clara rubbed the back of her neck awkwardly. “I just… like figuring out what’s happening.”
David smiled. “You’re good at it.”
Clara didn’t answer but the corner of her mouth lifted slightly.
Later, during a commercial break, Yuna looked over at her. “You know,” she said gently, “this is Shane and Ilya’s first time doing something like this.”
Clara frowned. “Doing what?”
“Taking care of someone.”
Clara blinked. “…really?”
Yuna nodded.
“They’ve never had to be responsible for a teenager before.”
Clara stared down at the notebook. “…they’re kind of bad at it.”
Yuna laughed softly. “They are. But they’re trying.”
Clara nodded slowly.
“They really care about you.”
Clara’s fingers traced the edge of the paper. “I know.”
Her voice was quiet. “…I was being a jerk earlier.”
“Sometimes people act like that when they’re scared.”
Clara didn’t argue. The game returned from commercial. Clara leaned forward again automatically. On the screen, the teams lined up for another faceoff. She grabbed her pen again. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s see if they finally fix their lines.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The house was quiet when Shane and Ilya finally got back.
The drive home had been mostly silent. Not the comfortable kind either, more like the heavy, frustrated quiet that came after a bad loss. The arena lights were long behind them now, replaced by the soft glow of streetlights outside the car windows. Shane pulled into the driveway and shut off the engine. For a second neither of them moved. “Still annoyed?” Shane muttered.
Ilya let out a slow breath. “Yes.”
“Same.”
Shane leaned his head back against the seat. “We really lost to Calgary.”
“Yes.”
“They’re awful.”
“Yes.”
Shane ran a hand through his hair again. “Donnelly scrambled the lines after five minutes.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not how hockey works.”
“No.”
Shane sighed and opened the car door. “Let’s go inside before I start yelling again.”
They stepped out into the cool night air and walked up to the front door. The lights were still on inside. Shane unlocked it and pushed the door open quietly. The living room was dim, lit mostly by the TV screen. Yuna looked up from the couch. “Oh good, you’re back.”
Shane smiled tiredly. “Hey.”
David stood up from the armchair. “Tough game.”
“Don’t remind me,” Shane muttered.
Ilya stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind them.
“Where’s Clara?” Shane asked.
Yuna pointed toward the couch. Shane turned. Clara was curled up on the far end of the couch under a blanket, the ice pack resting against her ribs. Her notebook was still open on the coffee table in front of her, pages filled with arrows and scribbles. She was completely asleep.
Shane blinked. “…she stayed up for the game?”
“Most of it,” Yuna said softly. “She tried really hard.”
David held up the notebook with a grin. “You might want to see this.”
Shane walked over and took it.
The pages were covered in diagrams.
Line rotations.
Zone entries.
Little notes written in messy handwriting.
“Donnelly starting Ilya in the defensive zone is stupid.”
“Fourth line double-shifted = exhaustion.”
“Defense collapsing too early.”
Shane snorted quietly. “She roasted the entire game.”
David laughed. “She really did.”
Ilya leaned over Shane’s shoulder and flipped through another page. “…these are actually good.”
“Right?” David said. “She explained half the game to us.”
Shane shook his head slightly. “She’s unbelievable.”
Yuna smiled softly. “She had fun doing it.”
Shane glanced over at Clara again. Her face looked more relaxed than it had earlier that day. “How was she?” he asked quietly.
Yuna’s expression softened. “She was alright. Her ribs definitely hurt, but she iced them most of the game. She needed distraction.”
“Yes.”
David nodded. “And hockey definitely helped.”
Shane looked back at the notebook again. “She really wrote all this during the game?”
“Yep,” David said.
“She started analyzing the line rotations in the first period.”
Ilya flipped another page. “She noticed Donnelly double-shifting the fourth line.”
David pointed. “And she predicted they’d get tired.”
Shane shook his head slowly. “…she’s going to be so annoying about this tomorrow.”
Yuna laughed softly. “That sounds about right.”
”We knew she could play, but we didn’t know she could coach too,” Ilya said with a soft smile.
Shane carefully set the notebook back down on the table. “Thanks for staying with her,” he said.
“Of course,” Yuna said warmly. “We’re happy to help.”
David grabbed his coat from the chair. “You two look exhausted.”
“We are,” Shane admitted.
“Get some sleep.”
Shane nodded. “Drive safe.”
They walked them to the door, exchanging quick hugs before Yuna and David headed out.
Once the door closed, the house fell quiet again. Shane glanced toward the couch. Clara shifted slightly in her sleep. The ice pack slid down a little. “Ow,” she murmured faintly.
Shane walked over immediately. “Hey, easy.”
She didn’t wake up fully. Just frowned a little and curled tighter into the blanket. Ilya picked up the ice pack and carefully repositioned it against her ribs. “She should be in bed,” he said quietly.
Shane nodded. “Yeah.”
He crouched beside the couch. “Clara.”
She groaned. “Go away.”
“Time for bed.”
“No.”
“You can’t sleep here.”
“Yes I can.”
Ilya leaned over the back of the couch. “You will complain tomorrow.”
Clara cracked one eye open. “…true.”
She tried to sit up. Immediately regretted it. “Ow—”
“Easy,” Shane said quickly.
“I’m fine.”
“You say that every time you’re not fine.”
She squinted at them both. “You lost.”
Shane sighed. “Yes.”
“Your coach sucks.”
Ilya smirked slightly. “That is accurate.”
Clara pointed weakly at the coffee table. “I wrote notes.”
“We saw.”
“Tell him he’s bad.”
“I’ll text him immediately.”
Clara snorted faintly.Then Shane gently helped her sit up. “Come on.”
“I can walk.”
“Sure.”
She stood. Two steps later she leaned into Shane’s shoulder. “…maybe a little help.”
They slowly guided her upstairs.
Halfway down the hallway Clara mumbled, “You should’ve started Ilya in the offensive zone.”
Shane laughed quietly. “I’ll remember that next time.”
When they reached her room, she hesitated in the doorway. “I’m really sorry.”
Both of them looked at her.
“For being mean earlier,” she muttered.
Ilya shrugged. “You were in pain.”
“And stressed,” Shane added.
Clara looked down at the floor. “…yeah.”
Shane squeezed her shoulder gently. “You don’t have to deal with everything by yourself.”
Ilya nodded.“We are here.”
Clara swallowed and nodded once. “Okay.”
They helped her settle into bed again. This time, when they pulled the blanket over her, she didn’t argue. And within minutes, she was asleep again.
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  The next morning started earlier than Clara would have preferred.
She woke up slowly, dragged out of sleep by the faint sound of voices downstairs and the smell of coffee drifting up through the vents. For a few seconds she just lay there, staring at the ceiling and blinking against the pale morning light leaking through the curtains.
Her brain felt foggy. Heavy.
It took a moment to remember where she was. Then her ribs reminded her.
Pain flared along the right side of her chest when she took a deeper breath, sharp enough to make her wince.
“Great,” she muttered to the empty room.
Carefully, she shifted her weight and rolled onto her side. Even that small movement tugged painfully across her ribs. She paused halfway through the motion, breathing slowly through the ache before pushing herself upright.
The stiffness was still there, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as yesterday.
Which was… something.
Clara sat on the edge of her bed for a moment, pressing a hand against her side and testing how bad it really felt.
Tender.
Bruised.
But manageable.
That realization made a small, satisfied grin pull at the corner of her mouth.
Maybe Shane was wrong. Maybe they weren’t broken after all.
She swung her legs off the bed and stood carefully. The first few steps toward her dresser felt awkward and stiff, but nothing unbearable. She grabbed the nearest hoodie and pulled it on over her head, the fabric soft and warm against her skin.
When she lifted her arms the motion tugged at her ribs again. “Okay,” she muttered. “Still hurts.”
But not hospital-level hurts.
Which, in her opinion, meant she was fine.
Clara shoved her feet into a pair of socks and slowly made her way toward the stairs.
Halfway down, the smell of coffee got stronger.
And toast.
And something that might have been eggs.
She could hear Shane and Ilya talking quietly in the kitchen.
“…she’s still going,” Shane was saying.
“She will complain,” Ilya replied calmly.
“She complains about everything.”
“Not everything.”
Shane snorted. “Name one thing she doesn’t complain about.”
“Food.”
“…fair.”
Clara leaned against the wall at the bottom of the stairs, listening for another second before stepping into the kitchen.
“Good morning, assholes.”
Shane looked up immediately. “Morning.”
Ilya glanced over his shoulder from the stove. “Morning.”
Clara dragged out one of the chairs and dropped into it with a tired sigh.
Her ribs protested slightly at the sudden movement. She ignored them.
“You sleep okay?” Ilya asked.
“Better,” she said.
That wasn’t entirely true. She’d still woken up a few times during the night when she rolled onto the wrong side. But compared to the night before, it had definitely improved.
Shane slid a glass of water across the table toward her.
“Take your meds.”
Clara stared at it for a second.
Then she rolled her eyes.
“You’re very bossy in the morning.”
“Take the meds.”
She grabbed the pills off the counter, swallowed them with the water, and shoved the glass back across the table.
“Happy?”
“Ecstatic.”
Ilya set a plate down in front of her.
Eggs. Toast. Something that looked suspiciously healthy.
Clara poked the eggs with her fork. “This looks nutritious.”
“That is the point,” Ilya said.
She took a bite anyway. It was actually good. Which annoyed her slightly.
Clara leaned back in the chair and folded her arms. For a moment the kitchen was quiet except for the sound of forks scraping plates. Then she spoke again. “So.”
Shane didn’t look up from his coffee. “That word usually means trouble.”

“So when are we going to the doctor?”
Shane blinked.
Slowly.
“…you remembered that?”
Clara gave him a flat look. “I’m not stupid.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You implied it.”
“I absolutely did not.”
She smirked.
Shane rubbed a hand over his face. “I figured you’d conveniently forget.”
“I said I’d go dipshit.”
Shane shook his head slowly. “You are exhausting.”
Clara grinned. “You love me.”
“I tolerate you.”
“Same thing.”
Ilya leaned back against the counter. “We can go this morning.”
Clara nodded. “Cool.”
She took another bite of toast.
Then she frowned slightly. “You know what’s actually exhausting?”
Shane didn’t look hopeful. “…what.”
“Watching how bad your coach is at actually coaching hockey.”
Ilya huffed a quiet laugh from the counter.
Shane slowly set his coffee mug down. “You watched the game while we were gone.”
“Obviously.”
“With my parents.”
“Yep.”
“And you spent the entire time criticizing our coach.”
Clara shrugged like it was the most normal thing in the world. “He deserved it.”
Shane rubbed his face. “I don’t even want to know.”
Clara leaned back in her chair and reached for the notebook sitting on the table beside her. “I took notes.”
“You diagrammed our game.”
“Yes.”
Ilya walked over slowly and leaned over the table as Clara flipped the notebook open. Pages filled with arrows, circles, and messy handwriting stared back at them.
Clara tapped one diagram. “Okay. First problem. Donnelly keeps starting your line in the defensive zone.”
Shane blinked. “That happens sometimes.”
“It shouldn’t when you have Ilya.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Explain.”
Clara pointed at the page. “You’re fast. Like… ridiculously fast. If you start in the offensive zone you pressure their defense immediately before they set up.”
Shane leaned closer to the notebook. “That’s actually…”
“Basic hockey,” Clara finished. “Yes.”
She flipped another page. “Second problem: he double-shifted the fourth line in the second period.”
Shane frowned. “They were tired.”
“Exactly.”
She pointed to another scribble. “They were already playing more minutes than usual and then he throws them out again. Of course they got slow.”
Ilya crossed his arms, studying the page. “You noticed that?”
Clara gave him a look. “I’ve watched you play hockey since I was five.”
Shane turned another page. “You wrote ‘defense collapsing too early.’”
“Because they were.”
“You’re criticizing professional defensemen.”
“I’m criticizing the system,” she corrected. “It’s predictable.”
Shane stared at her. “…you’re sixteen.”
“And?”
“And you just wrote a tactical breakdown of an NHL game.”
Clara shrugged. “I was bored.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “You were not bored.”
She ignored that and grabbed another piece of toast. “Also you should’ve passed earlier in the first period.”
Shane groaned. “Oh my god.”
“You held the puck too long.”
“I was looking for an opening.”
“There was one.”
“No there wasn’t.”
“Yes there was.”
She grabbed the pen and drew a quick triangle on the paper. “If you pass here, Ilya rotates here and the defenseman gets pulled out of position.”
Shane stared at the diagram. “…that’s literally what our video coach said after the game.”
Clara smirked. “See?”
Ilya chuckled quietly. “Maybe we should bring you to team meetings.”
“Please do,” Clara said immediately. “I would love to explain to Donnelly why he’s wrong.”
Shane pointed a finger at her. “Do not start a war with my coach.”
“I’m not starting a war. I’m offering constructive criticism.”
“You called him stupid.”
“He is stupid.”
Shane groaned again and stood up. “Alright. We’re going to the doctor before I lose my mind.”
Clara rolled her eyes but pushed her chair back. “Fine.”
She stood slowly. The moment she straightened fully, pain stabbed through her ribs. Her breath hitched. “Okay,” she muttered.
Shane noticed immediately. Just like always.  “You good?”
“I’m fine.”
Both he and Ilya gave her the exact same look.
Clara sighed. “…I hate both of you.”
“Get your hoodie,” Shane said.
She shuffled down the hallway and grabbed it from the couch before slipping it on carefully. Even the motion of pulling the sleeves down tugged at her ribs.
Still manageable.
Still fine.
Definitely not broken.
Probably.
Ten minutes later they were in the car. Clara sat in the passenger seat with one arm wrapped loosely around her ribs while Shane drove. Ilya sat in the back scrolling through his phone.
The drive was quiet at first. Then Clara said suddenly, “If the doctor says they aren’t broken I’m playing tomorrow.”
Shane didn’t even hesitate. “No.”
“You promised.”
“I promised if the doctor said it was okay.”
“That’s the same thing.”
“It is not.”
She crossed her arms. “Well I’m playing anyway.”
“You are not.”
“You can’t stop me.”
Shane glanced over at her. “I can literally take your skates.”
She stared at him. “You wouldn’t.”
“I absolutely would.”
Clara leaned back in the seat dramatically. “This is oppression.”
Ilya snorted from the back. “You are very dramatic.”
Clara pointed at him. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”
“I am on the side of your ribs.”
“They’re fine.”
“Yes,” Ilya said calmly. “We have heard.”
The car pulled into the hospital parking lot.
Clara stared at the building. “…this is stupid.”
Shane parked the car. “Out.”
She didn’t move. “Clara.”
“This is unnecessary.”
“Out.”
She sighed heavily and pushed the door open.
The hospital waiting room smelled aggressively like disinfectant and stale burnt coffee, the kind that had probably been sitting in the pot since sunrise. The fluorescent lights overhead hummed faintly, flickering just enough to make the room feel even more uncomfortable. A mounted television in the corner played some overly enthusiastic daytime talk show where two hosts were laughing far too loudly about something nobody in the room cared about.
Clara slouched low in one of the stiff plastic chairs, her hood pulled halfway over her head like she was trying to hide from the entire building. One arm was wrapped protectively across the right side of her ribs without her even thinking about it.
Every now and then she shifted slightly in her seat, trying to find a position that didn’t feel like someone had wedged a knife into her side. She was failing. “This place sucks,” Clara muttered under her breath.
Across from her, Shane glanced up from his phone without moving anything but his eyes. “You’ve been here for six minutes.”
Clara glared at him. “That’s six minutes too long.”
Next to her, Ilya sat with the relaxed posture of someone who could apparently fall asleep anywhere. His long legs were stretched out comfortably, hands folded loosely in his lap, expression calm and completely unbothered. “Patience,” he said.
Clara made a face. “I hate patience.”
“Everyone hates patience,” Ilya replied mildly.
Clara shifted again. Immediately she regretted it. A sharp jab of pain shot through her ribs and she sucked in a quick breath through her teeth.
Shane noticed instantly. Of course he did. He lowered his phone. “Still hurts?”
Clara straightened a little and forced her arm away from her side. “I’m fine.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You say that every time you’re not fine.”
She turned her head slowly toward him. “Stop monitoring my breathing like a weirdo.”
“I’m not monitoring your breathing.”
“You literally just did.”
“I did not.”
“You noticed the exact moment I inhaled wrong.”
“That’s because you made a noise.”
“That was a normal noise.”
“That was not a normal noise.”
Ilya watched the exchange with quiet amusement, glancing between them like someone watching a tennis match. “You two argue like siblings.”
Both Clara and Shane turned toward him instantly.
“We are not siblings,” Shane said immediately.
“Thank god,” Clara muttered.
Shane pointed at her. “You threw up yesterday.”
“That was unrelated.”
“People don’t usually throw up for unrelated reasons.”
“I was stressed.”
“You were injured.”
“Allegedly.”
Shane rubbed a hand over his forehead like he was already exhausted. “You got hit full speed by a defenseman twice your size.”
Clara scoffed. “Okay first of all he was not twice my size.”
“Clara.”
“Fine. Maybe one and a half.”
Ilya snorted quietly. Clara shot him a look. “Don’t encourage him.”
Shane leaned back in his chair. “You literally bounced off the boards.”
“That is an exaggeration.”
“You bounced.”
“I absorbed the impact gracefully.”
“You ricocheted.”
“That’s dramatic.”
“You slid halfway across the ice.”
Clara crossed her arms stubbornly. “And yet here I am. Alive.”
“You threw up.”
“Unrelated.”
Shane stared at her for a long moment. “You’re impossible.”
Before Clara could respond, the door leading to the exam rooms swung open. A nurse stepped out holding a clipboard. “Clara Wiebe?”
Clara immediately shot to her feet like she’d been waiting her entire life for someone to say her name. “Finally.”
She started walking before the nurse had even finished lowering the clipboard.
Shane and Ilya exchanged a look before standing up and following her down the hallway.
The corridor smelled even stronger of antiseptic. Doors lined both sides, each with identical small windows and dull beige paint. The nurse led them into a small exam room. It was cold. Very cold. The overhead fluorescent lights made everything look aggressively clean and slightly too bright.

Clara hopped up onto the exam table immediately and swung her legs like she owned the place. Shane leaned against the wall near the door while Ilya positioned himself beside a counter, arms loosely folded.
A few minutes passed before the doctor walked in holding a tablet. He glanced up at Clara. “So,” he said casually, “you’re the hockey player.”
Clara nodded. “Yes.”
“Your chart says you took a hit during a game?”
“Practice,” she corrected.
“Where did the hit land?”
Clara pointed to the right side of her ribs. “Here.”
“On the ice?”
“Yep.”
“Did you fall afterward?”
“Hard,” Shane said.
Clara groaned. “You’re making it sound dramatic.”
“You hit the boards.”
“I brushed the boards.”
“You bounced.”
“That is a malicious exaggeration.”
The doctor stepped closer. “Let’s take a look.”
He gently placed his hands along Clara’s ribcage, pressing lightly along different spots. The first few didn’t hurt much. Then he pressed slightly lower.
Pain exploded through her side. Clara sucked in a sharp breath and grabbed the edge of the exam table.
The doctor paused. “Okay,” he said calmly. “That hurt.”
“No it didn’t.”
Shane stared at her. “Clara.”
“I’m fine.”
The doctor continued carefully along her rib line. “Any trouble breathing?”
“No.”
“Pain when you inhale deeply?”
Clara hesitated. “…maybe.”
Shane immediately pointed at her. “There it is.”
Clara glared. “Traitor.”
The doctor stepped back. “I’d like to get an X-ray just to be safe.”
Clara froze. “…an X-ray?”
“Yes.”
“That seems unnecessary.”
“You took a direct impact to your ribs.”
“I’ve taken worse.”
Shane sighed loudly. “Please listen to the medical professional.”
Clara crossed her arms. “I still think this is dramatic.”
Right on cue, the nurse reappeared in the doorway. “Alright, Clara, come with me.”
Clara slid off the table reluctantly.
The X-ray room felt even colder than the exam room. The machine towered over the center of the room like something straight out of a sci-fi movie.
Clara eyed it suspiciously. “This thing looks evil.”
“It’s just an X-ray machine,” the technician said kindly.
“Sure it is.”
Shane leaned against the wall again. “You faced a six-foot defenseman flying at you and you’re scared of a camera.”
“This camera can see through my bones.”
“That’s literally its job.”
The technician gently guided Clara into position. “Alright, stand still.”
“I’m excellent at standing still.”
“Take a deep breath.”
Clara inhaled slowly. Her ribs immediately protested. “Ow.”
“Hold it.”
“I’m trying.”
The machine clicked. “Okay, one more.”
Clara repositioned and repeated the process, trying very hard not to wince again.
A few minutes later they were back in the exam room. Clara hopped back onto the exam table. “This better not take long.”
The doctor returned shortly after, pulling up the X-ray images on the screen.
“Good news,” he said.
Clara leaned forward instantly.
“Nothing broken.”
She threw both arms in the air. “I TOLD YOU!”
Shane sighed deeply. “That doesn’t mean you’re fine.”
“It means I’m right.”
The doctor pointed at the image. “You have significant bruising along these ribs.”
Clara leaned closer to the screen. “…that looks purple.”
“It will probably feel that way for about a week.”
Shane nodded immediately. “Rest?”
“Yes,” the doctor confirmed. “She should avoid excessive contact.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“You need time to heal.”
“I’m already healing.”
“You’re still in pain.”
“I can tolerate pain.”
Shane folded his arms smugly. “Doctor’s orders.”
Clara glared at him. “You’re enjoying this.”
“A little.”
The doctor tapped the tablet again. “Also, I’d like to run a quick blood test.”
Clara blinked slowly. “…a what?”
“A blood test,” the doctor repeated calmly, as if that somehow made it sound less threatening.
Clara stared at him. “No.”
Shane frowned. “It’s just bloodwork.”
Clara slid slowly off the exam table, putting as much distance between herself and the doctor as the tiny room allowed. “Nope.”
“It’s routine,” the doctor said. “Just to check a few things.”
“I’m declining.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “You can’t decline routine medical care.”
“Yes I can.”
Shane pinched the bridge of his nose. “Clara.”
“I said no.”
Right on cue, the door opened. A nurse walked in carrying a small metal tray. On that tray sat a syringe. Clara’s eyes locked onto it instantly. Her entire posture changed. “Oh absolutely not.”
The nurse smiled politely. “This will only take a moment.”
Clara took two slow steps backward toward the door. “Nope.”
“Just a quick draw.”
“Hard pass.”
Ilya looked between them. “Clara, stop being dramatic.”
Clara whipped her head toward him. “I am not being dramatic.”
“You’re backing toward the exit.”
“I’m strategically repositioning.”
“You’re retreating.”
The nurse took a small step closer. Clara took a bigger step back. “Clara,” Shane warned.
“I refuse.”
“You are not refusing.”
“Yes I am.”
The nurse reached for a tourniquet. That was the moment Clara made her decision.
She bolted.
The door slammed open as she sprinted down the hallway. “CLARA!” Shane shouted.
The entire waiting room turned to look.
Shane ran to the doorway just in time to see Clara disappearing around the corner like a fleeing raccoon.
Behind him, Ilya calmly pushed himself off the wall. “I will get her.”
Shane gestured helplessly down the hall. “She just ran out of a medical facility!”
“Yes.”
“You’re very calm about this.”
Ilya shrugged. “This happens.”
Then he walked down the hallway at a steady pace.
Meanwhile Clara was power-walking toward the exit like a criminal escaping a bank robbery. Her ribs were already protesting the movement, but adrenaline was currently winning the argument.
She could practically see the glass doors ahead.
Freedom.
She was three steps away when suddenly—
A hand grabbed the back of her hoodie.
Clara jerked backward like a dog hitting the end of a leash.
“Absolutely not.”
“Ilya!”
Ilya calmly held the fabric of her hoodie like he was restraining a particularly stubborn cat. “Stop.”
“LET GO.”
“Clara.”
“NO.”
“I am not chasing you outside.”
“I’m leaving!”
“No.”
“HELP ME!” Clara shouted suddenly.
Everyone in the waiting area turned toward them.
Clara pointed dramatically at Ilya.
“THIS RUSSIAN MAN IS KIDNAPPING ME.”
A horrified silence spread through the room.
Ilya closed his eyes briefly. “Sorry,” he said to everyone staring.
He tried to smile reassuringly, which unfortunately made the situation look even worse. Several people gave him extremely suspicious looks. “Clara,” he said quietly.
“LET GO.”
“You are embarrassing everyone.”
“You grabbed me first!”
“You ran.”
“Because she’s trying to stab me!”
“It is a blood test.”
“That’s still stabbing!”
Clara tried to yank her arm away. The movement pulled sharply at her ribs.
“Fuck. Ow.”
She stopped instantly, clutching her side.
Ilya immediately loosened his grip. “See,” he said calmly. “This is why you should not sprint through hospitals.”
Clara glared at him.
“What is your problem? You are avoiding something that takes ten seconds.”
“That lady sucks at her job.”
Ilya frowned. “What lady?”
Clara pulled out her phone and opened her photo gallery. “Look.”
She shoved the screen toward him. The photo showed her forearm from a previous appointment. Multiple puncture marks dotted the inside of her elbow, several surrounded by dark bruising. Dried streaks of blood ran down her arm where someone had clearly missed the vein multiple times.
Ilya stared at it. “…goddamn.”
“Yeah.”
“That is… very bad.”
“Exactly.”
She shoved the phone back in her pocket. “I’m not going back in there.”
“You cannot escape medical care forever.”
“I can escape today.”
“You already ran.”
“That was phase one.”
“Phase two?”
“Leave.”
Ilya sighed. He thought for a moment. Then he said, very calmly, “I will get you McDonald’s.”
Clara froze. Her entire expression changed instantly. “…what?”
“McDonald’s.”
She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “You’re bribing me.”
“Yes.”
“With food.”
“Yes.”
Clara thought about it very seriously. “…if you get me a new nurse.”
Ilya nodded once. “Deal.”
Without another word he grabbed her arm again, not roughly, but firmly, and turned her back toward the hallway.
“Hey!”
“You agreed.”
“I didn’t agree to being dragged.”
“You ran.”
“That was one time!”
They walked back toward the exam room where Shane was waiting with his arms crossed. He looked between them. “You ran.”
Clara lifted her chin. “I made a strategic retreat.”
“That was a sprint.”
“I was repositioning.”
Ilya looked at the doctor. “Clara would like to request a new nurse.”
The doctor nodded easily. “That’s fine.”
Shane looked confused. “Why?”
“Long story.”
The door opened again. A different nurse stepped inside, younger than the first one.
She paused when she noticed Shane and Ilya standing on either side of Clara like security guards. She blinked. “…everything okay?”
Ilya was still holding Clara’s arm. “Sit,” he said.
Clara glared at all three of them. “This is a violation of my rights.”
Shane shook his head. “You don’t have rights here.”
“TRAITOR.”
The nurse smiled softly. “Just relax.”
Clara squeezed her eyes shut. “I refuse to relax.”
“Arm please.”
“No.”
Ilya gently moved her arm onto the table. “Betrayal.”
“Hold still.”
Clara inhaled deeply and mentally prepared for the worst. Her brain was already imagining fifteen failed attempts and another disaster photo. The needle slid in. One second passed.
Then the nurse said, “Alright, you’re all done.”
Clara opened one eye. “…what?”
The nurse was already placing a cotton pad on her arm. “First try.”
Clara stared at her arm like something suspicious had just happened. The nurse had already disposed of the syringe and was placing a small bandage over the spot. “That’s it?” Clara repeated.
“That’s it,” the nurse said with a small smile.
Clara slowly flexed her fingers, then rotated her arm like she expected something dramatic to suddenly happen. Nothing did.
She looked up at Shane. “…huh.”
Shane burst out laughing. “You ran down a hallway for that?”
Clara scowled. “Oh no, there was definitely a reason.” She pointed accusingly at the door. “That other nurse destroyed my arm last year.”
The nurse tilted her head. “Oh? Who was it?”
“Some old lady. Very rude. Her name is Susan or Sherry or something like that.”
The nurse’s expression immediately shifted into the kind of polite professionalism that still somehow managed to contain a huge amount of unspoken meaning. “…ah.”
Shane noticed the reaction. “What?”
The nurse leaned slightly closer to Clara like she was sharing a secret. “Between you and me,” she said quietly, “she’s awful at blood draws.”
Clara sat up straighter instantly. “SEE?”
“We used to practice on each other during training,” the nurse continued, shaking her head slightly. “And oh boy was that insufferable.”
Clara pointed triumphantly at Shane. “See, Shane. Don’t be an asshole.”
Ilya gave Clara a look. “Clara.”
“What?”
“You ran.”
“Because she butchered my arm!”
“You could have explained that first.”
“I tried!”
“You said no and sprinted.”
“That was communication.”
“That was panic.”
The nurse laughed softly while writing something on a clipboard. “You guys seem fun.”
Clara immediately rolled her eyes. “Oh trust me,” she said, jerking a thumb toward Shane and Ilya, “it’s very far from fun with these two.”
Shane leaned back against the wall again. “You’re the one who screamed that Ilya was kidnapping you.”
“You grabbed me!”
“You ran!”
The nurse finished writing and placed the clipboard down. “Well, your bloodwork should come back in about three to five days,” she said.
Clara nodded. “Cool.”
“Someone will call you if anything unusual shows up.”
“Also cool.”
The nurse gave them one last amused smile. “Enjoy the rest of your ‘not fun’ evening.”
“Oh I won’t!” Clara said cheerfully.
The nurse laughed and stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her.
There was a moment of silence. Then slowly… A grin spread across Clara’s face. Not just any grin. A truly obnoxious one. The kind of grin that could only mean trouble.
Shane saw it immediately. “Clara,” he warned. “Don’t.”
She pointed at him with both hands. “FUCK YOU.”
Shane groaned. “Clara—”
“FUCK YOU!” she repeated, louder.
“CLARA.”
“FUCK YOU HOLLANDER!”
Ilya rubbed his forehead.
Clara threw both arms in the air again. “I KNEW IT!”
Shane stared at her. “You’re celebrating being bruised.”
“I’m celebrating being right.”
“You’re not right. The doctor literally told you to rest.”
“That’s a suggestion.”
“That’s medical advice.”
“That’s optional.”
“Your ribs are purple.”
“That’s cosmetic.”
Clara slid off the exam table and grabbed her hoodie. “Okay well,” she said brightly, “Ilya promised McDonald’s so we’re leaving.”
Shane whipped his head toward him. “You what?”
Ilya shrugged calmly. “She negotiated.”
“You bribed her.”
“Yes.”
“With fast food.”
“Yes.”
Shane gestured wildly at Clara. “You cannot reward her for running from medical staff!”
Clara pointed dramatically at him. “First of all, I was escaping a dangerous situation.”
“You were escaping a needle.”
“That lady was a menace!”
“She wasn’t even the one doing it!”
“She could have been!”
Ilya gently steered Clara toward the door before another argument could start. “She held still eventually,” he said.
“She held still because you physically restrained her.”
Clara gasped. “I prefer the term assisted cooperation.”
“That’s not better.”
They stepped out into the hallway again, walking toward the exit. The waiting room was quieter now, but a few people still glanced up when they passed. One older woman immediately recognized Clara. “Oh,” she said slowly. “You’re the girl who said you were being kidnapped.”
Clara smiled politely. “Miscommunication.”
Ilya nodded once. “Very unfortunate misunderstanding.”
Shane just kept walking.
Once they reached the parking lot, the cool evening air hit Clara’s face and she stretched slightly.
Then immediately regretted it. “Ow.”
Shane pointed. “There it is.”
“I’m fine.”
“You literally just said ow.”
“That was unrelated.”
“You’re unbelievable.”
Clara turned toward Ilya. “Okay but you promised.”
“Yes.”
“McDonald’s.”
“Yes.”
“Large fries.”
“Yes.”
“And nuggets.”
“You are pushing the agreement.”
“Eight nuggets.”
Ilya considered this. “Ten.”
Clara’s eyes lit up. “You’re my favorite person.”
Shane scoffed. “You said yesterday that he was ‘emotionally repressed.’”
“That was yesterday.”
They walked across the parking lot toward Ilya’s car.
Halfway there Clara suddenly stopped. “Oh wait.”
Shane sighed immediately.
“What now?”
Clara pulled out her phone again. “Look at what that other fucking nurse did to my arm.”
She shoved the picture directly into Shane’s face.
Shane recoiled violently. “OH MY GOD.”
“Told you!”
“That’s disgusting!”
“Exactly!”
“Put that away!”
She grinned and tucked the phone back into her pocket. “See? I had a perfectly reasonable reaction.”
Shane opened the passenger door and looked back at her. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.”
He jerked his head toward the car. “Get in.”
Clara slid into the backseat like a victorious champion. “McDonald’s victory meal.”
“You are not victorious.”
“I survived.”
“You got a blood test.”
“Barely.”
Ilya started the engine. “You screamed in a hospital.”
“That was tactical.”
“You accused me of kidnapping.”
“That helped.”
Shane leaned his head back against the seat. “I can’t believe this is my life.”
Clara leaned forward between the seats. “Get the fries first.”
“We are not prioritizing fries.”
“Fries are the most important part.”
“You need protein.”
“Nuggets then fries.”
“Fries then nuggets.”
“This is not a debate.”
“Yes it is.”
Ilya sighed quietly as he pulled the car out of the parking lot.
Behind him Clara and Shane were already arguing again.
Something about dipping sauces.
He shook his head slightly. “…patience,” he murmured to himself.
From the back seat Clara immediately responded. “I still hate patience.”
Shane groaned.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

That night Clara walked into the rink feeling confident.
The cold air hit her face the moment she stepped through the arena doors, carrying the familiar smell of ice, rubber mats, and faint popcorn drifting from the concession stand. The sound of skates scraping across the rink echoed through the hallway, mixed with the distant thud of pucks hitting the boards.
For the first time in days, her ribs didn’t immediately complain.
They still ached a little when she moved too quickly, but the sharp pain from earlier in the week had faded into something dull and manageable.
Which meant, in Clara’s mind, she was completely fine.
She rolled her shoulders as she walked toward the locker room, testing the movement.
A little tight.
But fine.
Totally fine.
And most importantly—
She had medical clearance.
Which meant Shane and Ilya couldn’t stop her from playing.That alone made her grin.

When she pushed open the locker room door, the familiar chaos of practice prep filled the room. A few of the boys were already there, tying skates, tossing tape around, or arguing loudly about something completely unrelated to hockey.
One of them glanced up. “Hey, look who survived.”
Clara tossed her bag onto the bench. “Miss me?”
“You disappeared for two days,” another player said.
“I got absolutely flattened into the boards,” Clara replied casually.
“That checks out.”
She sat down and started pulling on her gear, moving a little slower than usual but trying not to make it obvious.
Her ribs tugged slightly when she leaned forward to tighten her skates.
Still manageable.
Still fine.
Once she was fully dressed, she grabbed her stick and headed out toward the ice. The moment her skates touched the rink, a wave of relief ran through her. This was where she belonged. She pushed off from the boards and glided forward, carving a wide arc around the neutral zone. The ice felt perfect under her blades.
Her ribs pulled a little when she leaned into the turn, but she ignored it.
She skated a full lap around the rink, then another, picking up speed.
Everything felt normal.
Finally.
Her confidence grew with every stride.
Maybe Shane had overreacted.
Maybe everyone had.
She slowed near the bench just as practice was about to start.
That’s when her coach lifted a hand. “Clara.”
She skated over. “Yes?”
Her coach stood there with his arms crossed, watching the ice. “You’re benched this week.”
Clara blinked. For a moment she thought she misheard him. “…what.”
“You’re benched this week.”
Her smile vanished instantly. “You’re kidding.”
“No.”
Clara stared at him, trying to process what he just said.
“What are you talking about?”
“You missed two practices without warning.”
“I was injured.”
“You didn’t notify the team.”
Her eyebrows shot up. “I literally—”
“Team rules.”
Clara felt heat rush up the back of her neck. “You’re serious right now.”
“You didn’t communicate,” he continued calmly. “So you’re sitting out this week.”
Clara clenched her jaw. “I was at the hospital.”
“You still didn’t notify the team.”
“I assumed it was obvious!”
Her coach shrugged slightly.“Communication matters.”
Clara stared at him like he had just said the stupidest thing she had ever heard.
“You’re seriously benching me because I didn’t send a text?”
“Team rules.”
The phrase landed like a brick.
Clara opened her mouth again. “We have two games this week. I literally scored a hat trick on Friday!”
“Rules are rules, Clara.”
Clara opened her mouth again. Nothing came out. Finally she muttered, “Fine.”
Her coach nodded once and turned away.
Clara dropped onto the bench.
Hard.
Her stick rested across her knees as practice began around her.
Players skated drills. Pucks slid across the ice. The whistle blew over and over again.
And Clara sat there.
Watching.
Her stick tapped lightly against the floor.
Tap.
Tap.
Tap.
The tapping got harder.
Harder.
Harder.
Every missed pass made her jaw tighten. Every sloppy play made her roll her eyes.
And when they started the breakout drill, the exact one she hated, she nearly laughed.
“Unbelievable,” she muttered under her breath.
The rest of practice dragged on forever. By the time it finally ended, Clara’s frustration had built into a full storm. She shoved her gear into her bag in the locker room faster than usual, barely talking to anyone.
Once she finished, she slung the bag over her shoulder and headed for the parking lot. The cold night air hit her face as she stepped outside. Ilya’s car was already parked near the entrance. He leaned casually against the driver’s door, scrolling through his phone. When he saw her coming, he straightened. “How was practice?”
Clara stopped a few feet away. “My coach is an idiot.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “That bad?”
“He benched me.”
“For injury?”
“For missing practice.”
“But you were injured.”
“Yes.”
“So why?”
“Because I didn’t tell him,” Clara said flatly.
Ilya stared at her for a second. “…you did not send message?”
“I thought it was obvious!”
“You were in hospital.”
“Exactly!”
Ilya opened the passenger door for her. “That sounds like miscommunication.”
“That sounds like him being stupid.”
She climbed into the car, tossing her bag into the backseat.
Ilya got in and started the engine. The car pulled out of the parking lot slowly.
For a moment neither of them spoke. Clara stared out the window, arms crossed tightly over her chest. Then she exploded. “This is ridiculous.”
“Yes.”
“He said ‘team rules.’”
“That sounds like a coach phrase.”
“I hate coach phrases.”
Ilya glanced at her briefly. “You did miss practice.”
“I was injured!”
“You also did not text.”
Clara groaned loudly. “Why do you keep saying that?”
“Because it is true.”
She slumped lower in her seat. “This is stupid.”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “It will only be one week.”
“That’s not the point.”
“What is the point?”
Clara stared out the windshield. “The point is that they’re going to lose without me.”
Ilya smiled slightly. “That is confident.”
“It’s true.”
“You believe team cannot function without you.”
“They absolutely cannot.”
He chuckled quietly. “That is strong statement.”
“I’ve missed 15 games since I joined the team, and they’ve lost every single one.”
She leaned her head back against the seat. “They’ll beg for me to come back.”
“Beg?”
“Beg.”
Ilya turned onto their street. “I would like to see this.”
“Me too.”
The car pulled into the driveway. Clara grabbed her bag and jumped out before Ilya had even fully parked. She marched toward the front door and shoved it open. The door slammed loudly against the wall.
“This is YOUR FAULT!”
Shane blinked up from the couch. “What?”
Clara threw her bag onto the floor.
“My coach benched me!”
“For what?”
“For missing practice!”
“You were injured!”
“Yeah but I didn’t tell him!”
Shane sat up straighter. “That’s not my fault.”
Clara started pacing the living room.
Back and forth.
Back and forth.
“This is stupid.”
“Yes.”
“This is ridiculous.”
“Yes.”
“He literally said ‘team rules.’”
“That sounds like a coach.”
“I hate coaches.”
“You love hockey.”
“Not this hockey.”
“You’re loving this aren’t you?”
”Why would I love you getting benched?”
“Because you don’t want me playing with my not broken ribs.”
“I don’t want you playing in pain.”
”Same thing.”
Finally she dropped onto the couch dramatically. The cushions bounced slightly under her weight. She crossed her arms and stared at the ceiling. After a moment she sighed. “…it’s fine.”
Shane blinked. “That was fast.”
“They’ll lose without me.”
“That’s… confident.”
“It’s true.”
She leaned back smugly. “They’ll beg for me to come back.”
Ilya walked in a moment later and leaned against the doorway. A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “That is possible.”
Clara pointed at him immediately. “See? He agrees.”
Shane shook his head slowly. “I’m not getting involved in this.”
Clara stretched slightly. Her ribs tugged again. She winced.
“You’re still hurting.”
“I’m fine.”
“You just winced.”
“I stretched weird.”
“You always ‘stretch weird’.”
Ilya sat down in the chair across from them. “So,” he said calmly, “you are benched for entire week.”
“Yes.”
“And you are not upset anymore?”
Clara shrugged. “I’m annoyed.”
“But confident.”
“Very confident.”
She leaned back further into the couch. “Just wait.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “For what?”
“For them to realize they need me.”
He sighed. “I cannot wait to see how this goes.”
Clara grinned. “Me neither.”
The house was quiet for about twenty minutes after Clara’s dramatic announcement that her team would “absolutely collapse without her.”
Shane sat on the couch, staring at the TV but not really watching it. Ilya had disappeared into the kitchen, opening cabinets and moving things around quietly.
Clara stayed sprawled across the couch like she had claimed the entire piece of furniture as her personal territory. One leg was thrown over the armrest, her hoodie half zipped, hair still slightly messy from practice.
She stared at the ceiling.
Then she groaned loudly. “I’m bored.”
Shane didn’t look away from the TV. “You’ve been home for twenty minutes.”
“That’s twenty minutes of boredom.”
“You could read something.”
Clara slowly turned her head toward him. “Don’t insult me.”
“Homework?”
She stared at him like he had suggested something deeply offensive. “I just got benched and you want me to do homework.”
“Seems like a good time.”
“No.”
Shane sighed. “Well then what do you want to do?”
Clara thought about it for a second. Then she sat up suddenly. “Movie night.”
Shane blinked. “…movie night.”
“Yes.”
“With what movie?”
Clara grinned. “You’ll see.”
“That’s never a good sign.”
She hopped off the couch and grabbed the remote. “Trust me.”
“I absolutely do not.”
Clara opened the streaming menu and started scrolling.
Ilya walked back into the living room carrying a bowl of popcorn. “What is happening?”
“Movie night,” Clara announced.
Ilya looked pleased. “That is good idea.”
Shane leaned forward slightly. “What movie?”
Clara didn’t answer. Instead she hit play.
The opening music started almost immediately.
Bright guitar.
Country pop.
A wide shot of Nashville.
Shane froze. “…no.”
Clara turned toward him with a huge grin. “Oh yes.”
On the screen, the title appeared.
Hannah Montana: The Movie.
Shane dropped his head back against the couch. “You cannot be serious.”
Clara burst out laughing. “Oh I’m extremely serious.”
Ilya sat down in the armchair. “What is this movie?”
Clara looked at him like he had just asked what oxygen was. “You’ve never seen Hannah Montana?”
“No.”
Shane groaned again. “This is going to be a disaster.”
Clara pointed at the TV. “Quiet. It’s starting.”
The movie played.
For the first ten minutes, Shane sat there with the expression of someone enduring mild torture.
Clara watched happily, shoveling popcorn into her mouth.
Ilya watched quietly, trying to understand what exactly he was witnessing.
About fifteen minutes in, Clara glanced at Shane. “You’re enjoying this.”
“I am not.”
“You are.”
“I am suffering.”
She leaned back smugly. “You’re just mad because you’re old.”
Shane slowly turned toward her. “…old.”
“Yes.”
“I am thirty-two.”
“That’s ancient.”
Ilya chuckled.
“That is not ancient.” Clara pointed at him.
“You’re just as old.”
Shane stared at her.
“You think thirty two is old.”
“Yes.”
“You are sixteen.”
“That’s peak youth.”
Ilya shook his head. “You are very dramatic.”
Clara grinned. “You’re just jealous of my vibrant youth.”
Shane rubbed his face. “I regret agreeing to this.”
They watched in silence for a few more minutes.
Then Ilya leaned forward slightly. “This girl has two lives?”
“Yes,” Clara said. “That’s the whole point.”
“She is famous singer but also normal teenager?”
“Exactly.”
“That seems stressful.”
“That’s why it’s a good movie.”
Shane muttered something under his breath.
Clara heard it. “What was that?”
“Nothing.”
“You said something.”
“I said it’s ridiculous.”
“It’s iconic.”
“It’s ridiculous.”
“You’re ridiculous.”
Ilya watched the screen thoughtfully. “She lies to her friends.”
“Only a little.”
“That is still lying.”
“It’s for dramatic tension.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”
Clara grinned. “See? He gets it.”
Shane leaned forward. “Why are we watching this?”
“Because it’s a classic.”
“No it isn’t.”
“Yes it is.”
“Clara.”
“Yes.”
“This movie came out the year you were born.”
She shrugged. “Still iconic.”
The movie continued.
About halfway through, the emotional parts started.
Miley arguing with her dad.
Returning to the small town.
The music getting softer.
Clara noticed something out of the corner of her eye.
Ilya had gone very quiet.
She looked over.
He was staring at the screen with intense focus.
“You good?”
“Yes.”
“You look emotional.”
“I am invested.”
Shane laughed. “You are not getting emotional over Hannah Montana.”
“It is touching story.”
Clara leaned forward, squinting at him. “Are you crying?”
“I am not crying.”
“You’re definitely crying.”
“There is dust in my eye.”
Shane burst out laughing. “There is no dust.”
“It is emotional scene.”
Clara lost it. “Oh my god the Russian man is crying over Hannah Montana.”
“I am appreciating storytelling.”
“You’re crying.”
“I am not.”
She pointed dramatically at him. “Your eyes are literally watering.”
“It is a powerful message.”
Shane wiped tears from his own eyes from laughing. “This is unbelievable.”
Clara leaned back against the couch, shaking her head. “You two are so old.”
Shane stared at her. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Old people cry at emotional movies.”
“You cry at everything.”
“I do not.”
“You cried during that dog movie.”
“That dog died!”
“That’s the point.”
Clara crossed her arms. “This movie is better.”
On the screen, Miley sang The Climb.
Ilya sat very still.
Clara looked over again. “…you’re crying harder.”
“I am appreciating music.”
“You’re crying.”
“It is inspiring.”
Shane laughed again. “I cannot believe this.”
Clara grabbed her phone. “Oh this is going in the group chat.”
“No photos,” Ilya said immediately.
“Too late.”
She snapped a picture of him.
“This is blackmail. You are evil.”
“Correct.”
Shane shook his head. “You created a monster.”
“I did not create this,” Ilya said.
“She existed before.”
The movie ended about twenty minutes later.
The final song played.
Credits rolled.
Clara stretched dramatically. “Perfect movie.”
Shane groaned. “That was torture.”
“You loved it.”
“I did not.”
“You cried.”
“I did not cry.”
Clara pointed at Ilya. “He cried.”
Ilya wiped his face.
“It was emotional journey.”
Shane leaned back on the couch. “I cannot believe this was our movie night.”
Clara grabbed more popcorn. “You’re welcome.”
“You traumatized us.”
“You’re dramatic.”
Shane looked at her. “Next movie is my choice.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
Clara pointed at him. “If you pick something boring I’m leaving.”
“I’m picking something normal.”
“That sounds boring.”
Ilya stood up and carried the empty popcorn bowl toward the kitchen. “That movie was good.”
Clara beamed. “Thank you.”
Shane stared at him. “You cried.”
“I did not cry.”
“You absolutely cried.”
“It was emotional response.”
Clara leaned back smugly. “Movie night success.”
Shane sighed. “I cannot believe this.”
Clara grinned. “You’ll thank me someday.”
“I doubt that.”
She stretched again, then winced slightly when her ribs pulled.
“You okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“You winced.”
“Oh my god, stop bringing up the ribs. So repetitive.”
Clara grabbed a blanket and flopped back against the couch. “Next week when my team realizes they need me, we’re celebrating with another movie night.”
Shane groaned. “No more Hannah Montana.”
“No promises.”
From the kitchen, Ilya called out. “I would watch sequel.”
Clara burst out laughing.
Shane stared at the ceiling. “This is my life now.”
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    Chapter Notes

      second update for the day 🥳

gonna be super honest, i kinda hate this one!!! i rewrote it about six times before i finished with this because everything felt super repetitive and boring. also if the hockey drills make no sense they make no sense to me either!! it ended up like four drills in one but heated rivalry isn’t really about the hockey is it?

with all that being said please comment your thoughts and enjoyyyyy







  The next morning Clara woke up to her phone buzzing violently on the nightstand. Not the gentle buzz of a single notification. The aggressive, nonstop vibrating of multiple messages coming through at once.
Clara groaned into her pillow. She rolled onto her side, immediately regretting the movement when her ribs pulled sharply. “Ow,” she muttered.
She stayed there for a moment, breathing slowly while the ache faded into the dull soreness she’d gotten used to over the past few days.
Her phone kept buzzing. “Alright, relax,” she mumbled.
She reached blindly across the nightstand until her fingers found the phone and dragged it toward her. Her eyes squinted against the brightness of the screen. At the top of the notifications was a message from the school district.
SCHOOL CANCELLED — BUILDING CLOSED DUE TO PLUMBING ISSUE
Clara blinked. She read it again. Then once more, just to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. Slowly, a grin spread across her face. “Oh hell yes.”
She flopped back onto the pillow dramatically and stared at the ceiling.
No school.
No teachers.
No homework.
No pretending to care about calculus.
Just freedom.
Clara stretched carefully, lifting her arms over her head before her ribs reminded her they were still bruised. “Okay,” she muttered, lowering them again. “Still healing.”
But honestly? It felt way better than it had earlier in the week.
Still sore.
Still tender.
But not “collapse onto the ice and question your life choices” painful. Which meant she was basically healed. Which meant Shane had no reason to be annoying today.
Clara grabbed her phone again and opened the group chat with exactly three of her friends.
She typed three words. TOILET FLOOD WINS
Then she tossed the phone back on the bed and rolled out of it.
Standing still made her ribs tug slightly, but she stretched carefully and rotated her shoulders.
Manageable.
Totally manageable.
She pulled on a hoodie, shoved her hair into a messy ponytail, and wandered toward the stairs.
The smell of coffee drifted up from downstairs. And toast. And something vaguely healthy. Clara made a face. “Gross.”
She walked down the stairs slowly, partly because of her ribs and partly because she wasn’t awake enough to trust gravity yet.
Clara walked into the kitchen. “GOOD MORNING.”
Both of them looked up. Shane blinked. Ilya smiled faintly. “Morning.”
Clara marched over to the counter and grabbed a chair. “I have great news.”
Shane didn’t look impressed. “You’re not allowed to play hockey yet.”
“That’s not the news.”
Ilya leaned slightly against the counter. “What is the news?”
Clara threw both arms into the air dramatically. “SCHOOL IS CANCELLED.”
Shane finally looked up from his coffee. “…why?”
“Plumbing problem.”
“Plumbing problem?”
“Something about pipes exploding or toilets flooding or both.”
Ilya nodded thoughtfully. “That sounds unpleasant.”
“It sounds like freedom.”
Shane took a slow sip of coffee. “You still have homework.”
Clara pointed at him immediately. “Shut up. You know it will take me ten minutes.”
Shane watched her for a second before glancing toward the clock on the microwave. Then his eyes widened slightly. “…oh no.”
Ilya looked up from his phone. “What?”
Shane set his coffee down slowly. “We have practice.”
Clara shrugged. “Cool.”
“No,” Shane said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Not cool.”
Ilya checked his calendar. “Yes. Practice in two hours.”
Shane sighed.
Clara looked between them. “…and?”
They both looked at her at the same time.
Clara frowned. “What.”
Shane leaned back in his chair. “We can’t leave you here alone.”
Clara stared at him like he had just said the dumbest sentence ever spoken. “Yes you can.”
“No we can’t.”
“Why not.”
Shane gestured vaguely at the entire house. “Because.”
“That’s not a reason.”
“You’ll get bored.”
“I have a phone.”
“You’ll start something.”
“I will not.”
“You absolutely will.”
Clara crossed her arms. “I’m sixteen.”
“Yes.”
“That is basically an adult.”
“That is absolutely not an adult.”
“It’s close.”
“It’s not even in the same neighborhood.”
Clara leaned forward. “I can survive in a house for three hours.”
Shane pointed a finger at her. “Last time we left you alone for thirty minutes you tried to cook pasta and set off the smoke alarm.”
“The smoke alarm was dramatic.”
“You filled the kitchen with smoke.”
“It was lightly toasted.”
“You burned water.”
“That is scientifically impossible.”
“And yet you managed it.”
Clara groaned loudly and dropped her head onto the counter. “You guys are ridiculous.”
Ilya leaned against the counter, watching the argument calmly. “You might get bored.”
“I literally just said I wouldn’t.”
“You would start texting us.”
“That is not a crime.”
“You would text us every five minutes.”
“That’s emotional support.”
Shane shook his head. “No.”
Clara sat up again. “You cannot supervise me forever.”
“We’re not supervising you.”
“You absolutely are.”
“We’re preventing chaos.”
“Same thing.”
Shane folded his arms. “You once tried to fix the Wi-Fi by unplugging everything in the house.”
“It worked eventually.”
“After the internet company sent someone.”
“That’s their job.”
Ilya chuckled quietly.
Clara turned toward him. “Thank you for laughing at my pain.”
“I am not laughing at your pain.”
“You are smiling.”
“Only slightly.”
She pointed dramatically. “See? Shane is the problem.”
Shane blinked. “How am I the problem?”
“You don’t trust me.”
“Because I’ve met you.”
Clara stood up from the chair and started pacing the kitchen. “I could do so many things while you’re gone.”
“That sentence is exactly why we can’t leave you alone.”
“I could watch TV.”
“Maybe.”
“I could do homework.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You just celebrated the destruction of the school plumbing system.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m irresponsible.”
“It kind of does.”
Clara groaned again. “You two are unbelievable.”
Shane glanced at Ilya. “We could drop her off somewhere.”
Clara froze. “Where? Daycare?”
“I don’t know.”
“That sounds worse.”
Ilya shook his head slightly. “That seems complicated.”
Clara crossed her arms again. “Or,” she said, “you could just leave me here like a normal person.”
Shane rubbed his face. “You are not normal.”
“Rude.”
“You’re chaotic.”
“That’s a personality trait.”
“It’s a liability.”
Clara pointed at him. “You’re being dramatic.”
“I am being realistic.”
She sighed loudly and leaned against the counter. “Fine. What if I promise to do nothing?”
Shane stared at her. “That’s not a promise you can keep.”
“I absolutely can.”
“The first night here you reorganized the entire bookshelf. ”
“Shane the neat freak didn’t have them in alphabetical order so I fixed it.”
“They were in height order!”
“They were objectively wrong!”
Ilya tilted his head thoughtfully. “There is a solution.”
Both of them looked at him. “We could bring her.”
Clara froze. Then her eyes lit up instantly. “Oh my god yes.”
Shane immediately shook his head. “No.”
Clara spun toward him. “Why not?”
“You will be annoying.”
“I’m always annoying.”
“That’s the issue.”
Clara stepped closer to him. “Please.”
“No.”
“I will sit quietly.”
“No you won’t.”
“I will TRY.”
“That’s worse.”
Ilya spoke calmly. “She likes hockey.”
“That’s not the point,” Shane said.
“She could watch practice.”
Shane looked unconvinced. “She will yell instructions.”
Clara raised a hand. “I would only yell helpful instructions.”
“That’s still yelling.”
She leaned forward over the counter. “Please.”
“No.”
“Please.”
“Clara—”
“PLEASE.”
Shane groaned. “You’re going to distract everyone.”
“I will sit behind the glass.”
“You’ll still yell.”
“I will whisper.”
“You don’t whisper.”
“I can learn.”
Shane looked at Ilya again. “This is a terrible idea.”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “She will follow us around all day if we say no.”
Clara nodded enthusiastically. “That’s true.”
“You’re blackmailing me,” Shane said.
“Yes.”
“That’s evil.”
“Yes.”
She clasped her hands dramatically. “Please let me come.”
Shane hesitated.
Clara pushed harder. “I haven’t been on the ice in days.”
“You’re injured.”
“I’m healing.”
“You’re still injured.”
“I just want to watch.”
“You’ll do more than watch.”
“I swear I won’t.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You swear.”
“I swear.”
“You swear you won’t yell.”
“…mostly.”
“Clara.”
“Okay fine I swear.”
Shane studied her face carefully. She tried to look innocent. Which was difficult because she was practically vibrating with excitement. Ilya smiled faintly. “It might be fun.”
Shane groaned again. “You’re both impossible.”
Clara leaned forward again. “Please.”
He sighed deeply.
“…fine.”
Clara gasped. “WAIT REALLY?”
“We’re not leaving you alone.”
“Yes!”
“And you are not interrupting practice.”
“I won’t.”
“You are not yelling at players.”
“I won’t.”
“You are not running drills.”
“I would never.”
Shane narrowed his eyes. “You’re lying.”
“I’m not lying.”
“You’re definitely lying.”
Clara grinned. “I’m just enthusiastic.”
Shane rubbed his forehead. “This is going to be a disaster.”
Clara fist-pumped the air. “BEST DAY EVER.”
Ilya grabbed his keys from the counter. “We should leave soon.”
Clara immediately ran toward the stairs. “SHOTGUN.”
Shane called after her. “You’re not driving.”
“I wasn’t planning to!”
A door slammed upstairs as she ran to get her shoes.
Shane looked at Ilya. “This is going to end badly.”
Ilya shrugged. “Possibly.”
From upstairs Clara yelled: “CAN I BRING SNACKS?”
Shane closed his eyes. “…why did I say yes?”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Centaur’s practice rink was already buzzing by the time Clara walked in.
The sharp smell of fresh ice and equipment hit her the second the doors opened. Skates scraped somewhere down the hallway. Someone laughed loudly. Music echoed faintly from the locker room.
It felt familiar.
Comfortable.
Clara tugged her hoodie sleeves down over her hands as she followed Shane and Ilya toward the ice. “God I missed this place,” she said.
“You were here like three weeks ago,” Shane replied.
“That’s basically a year.”
Ilya opened the rink door and stepped aside for her.
Clara walked in first.
Then she stopped.
Because there was a dog sitting beside the bench.
A fluffy golden retriever puppy.
Wearing a blue bandana.
Clara froze. “…is that a dog?”
Shane sighed.“Oh no.”
Clara immediately walked toward it.
The dog looked up. Its tail started wagging instantly.
“HELLO.”
The dog barked happily and tried to stand up.
A guy standing nearby laughed. “That’s Maple.”
Clara looked up. “Harris?”
Harris stood next to the bench holding a camera. “Yeah.”
“Why is there a dog here?”
“Because he’s perfect.”
“That’s not an answer?”
Harris shrugged. “He’s from my family’s farm. I brought him today.”
Clara crouched down immediately. “Hi Maple.”
Maple shoved his entire face into her hands.
Clara laughed. “You’re so fluffy.”
Maple licked her cheek.
“Yes you are.”
Shane shook his head. “You met the dog before saying hi to everyone else.”
“Priorities.”
Maple wagged harder.
Clara sat down on the floor beside the bench and Maple immediately climbed halfway into her lap.
“This is the best day of my life.”
Harris laughed. “He likes you.”
“Obviously.”
Ilya crouched down beside them, smiling big. “He is very friendly. Harris, bring the dogs more often again.”
Maple licked his hand too.
“See?” Clara said smugly. “He knows I’m cool.”
Shane leaned against the boards. “He thinks you have snacks.”
“I don’t have snacks.”
Maple sniffed her hoodie hopefully. “…okay maybe I have snacks.”
She pulled a granola bar out of her pocket.
Shane stared. “You actually brought snacks in your hoodie.”
“Yes.”
“You’re like a squirrel.”
Maple accepted the granola piece like it was a Michelin-star meal.
The ice was already alive with players stretching along the boards and passing pucks around lazily while they waited for practice to officially start.
Several of them looked up when they saw her.
“CLARA!”
Troy Barrett skated over immediately.
Clara grinned.
“Hey Troy.”
“You’re alive.”
“Barely.”
“You break your ribs?”
“Apparently.”
He shook his head dramatically. “Teenagers.”
“Old man.”
Troy laughed and skated away again.
Clara waved to the rest of them as they noticed her. “Hi Luca.”
Luca Haas lifted his stick in greeting.
“Hi Zane.”
Zane Boodram saluted dramatically.
“Hi Evan.”
Evan Dykstra tossed her a puck, which she caught easily.
“How ya feeling,” he said.
“I’m alright, thank you.”
Practice whistle blew.
Coach Donnelly stepped onto the ice. “Alright boys let’s go.”
The players gathered around him.
Clara sat behind the bench with Maple curled against her side.
Harris sat nearby filming random moments for social media.
The first drill started. It lasted about thirty seconds. Then Coach Donnelly blew the whistle. “Stop. Stop. Hold on.”
The players slowed, gliding to a stop in different parts of the ice. A few sticks tapped against the boards in mild irritation.
Coach Donnelly stood near the blue line with his clipboard clutched tightly in one hand.
He looked… stressed.
Very stressed.
He rubbed a hand across the back of his neck, then glanced down at the paper like it might magically explain itself better the second time. “Okay,” he said. “So… uh… the idea here is… you know… we want the— the spacing.”
The players stared. Zane slowly turned his head toward Luca. “…what spacing?”
Luca shrugged. “No idea.”
Coach Donnelly gestured vaguely with the whistle. “So when the puck comes around the boards, you’re gonna— you’re gonna swing out wide… but also stay inside… so the center can—”
He paused. “…support.”
The players continued staring.
On the bench behind the glass, Clara sat cross-legged with Maple’s head resting on her knee. She didn’t say anything yet. But her eyebrow slowly started creeping upward.
Coach Donnelly cleared his throat. “So Zane, you’re… you’re over here.”
He pointed vaguely at a random spot on the ice. Zane looked down at where he was standing. “…I’m already over here.”
“Right.”
Coach Donnelly nodded quickly like that had been the plan the whole time. “Yes. Good. Perfect.”
The players exchanged looks. Evan leaned toward Troy and muttered under his breath. “Does he know what the drill is?”
Troy muttered back. “I don’t think he does.”
Coach Donnelly flipped the clipboard page. “Okay so then Luca comes down and— and rotates through the lane—”
“Which lane?” Luca asked.
“The… you know…” Coach Donnelly gestured again. “…the lane.”
Zane rubbed his face. “This spacing makes no sense, Coach.”
Coach Donnelly’s shoulders tensed. “No no it does, you just— you just have to— uh— visualize it.”
Several players looked unconvinced.
Clara shifted slightly on the bench.
Maple sighed and stretched his paws.
Coach Donnelly blew the whistle again. “Alright. Just run it. We’ll… we’ll adjust.”
The players lined up again.
Zane took his spot at the boards.
Luca hovered near the slot.
Evan waited at center ice.
The puck dropped.
They started moving.
Within about fifteen seconds the entire formation collapsed.
Two players skated into the same lane.
Evan had nowhere to pass.
Zane ended up stuck behind the net with no support.
Someone yelled, “Where am I supposed to go?”
Another voice answered, “I don’t know!”
A stick clacked loudly against the ice.
Coach Donnelly blew the whistle again. “Stop.”
The players slowed.
Zane skated toward the circle shaking his head. “This is chaos.”
Luca leaned on his stick. “I thought I was supposed to cut middle.”
Evan pointed. “You said rotate.”
“I rotated.”
“Yeah but you rotated into my lane.”
“I didn’t know it was your lane.”
“Coach said wide!”
“No he said inside!”
“Inside wide!”
“That’s not a thing!”
On the bench Clara pressed her lips together.
Maple blinked lazily.
Coach Donnelly stepped onto the ice again looking more nervous now. “Okay, okay— so— maybe the timing was just off.”
He glanced at the clipboard again. “…or something.”
Troy whispered to Zane. “I swear he just learned this drill five minutes ago.”
Zane snorted. “He definitely googled it this morning.”
Coach Donnelly clapped his hands weakly. “Alright. So. Let’s just— uh— reset.”
The players skated back reluctantly.
He pointed again.
“Zane you’re here.”
Zane sighed.
“I was already here.”
“Yes. Good.”
Coach Donnelly wiped his palms on his jacket. “Then Luca you come down the— uh— the… side.”
“Which side?”
Coach Donnelly blinked. “…the… strong side.”
Zane muttered under his breath. “He didn’t say which side was strong.”
Evan whispered back. “Maybe emotionally strong.”
A couple players laughed.
Coach Donnelly cleared his throat loudly. “Alright! Run it again.”
The whistle blew.
They started again.
It lasted slightly longer this time.
Maybe twenty seconds.
Then Luca and Evan collided lightly in the middle lane.
The puck slid uselessly into the corner.
Zane threw his hands in the air. “What are we doing?!”
Troy skated past him. “I thought you were covering high!”
“You said rotate!”
“I did rotate!”
“Into me!”
Another whistle shrieked. “STOP.”
Coach Donnelly looked like he wanted the ice to swallow him. The players gathered near the circle again. Zane leaned on his stick and looked toward the bench.
Clara was still sitting there quietly.
Maple’s head rested on her knee.
She was watching everything.
Very carefully.
Coach Donnelly ran both hands through his hair now. “Guys… it’s really not that complicated.”
Evan raised a hand. “Respectfully… it feels complicated.”
A few players nodded. Luca added, “Also none of us know where we’re supposed to go.”
Coach Donnelly flipped the clipboard page again. “…right.”
Troy leaned toward Zane again. “I think the paper is blank.”
Zane whispered back. “I’m starting to think that too.”
Coach Donnelly looked out over the ice nervously. “Okay… maybe we just… simplify.”
Zane muttered to Luca. “It’s already simple.”
“Apparently not.”
Another awkward silence stretched across the rink.
Behind the glass, Clara slowly scratched Maple’s ears.
The dog thumped his tail against the bench.
Coach Donnelly looked down at the ice again.
Then back at the players.
Then at the clipboard.
Then back at the players.
He blew the whistle again. “Alright. One more time.”
Zane sighed loudly. “Third time’s the charm.”
Evan muttered. “Or the disaster.”
The players lined up again.
But the entire team now looked skeptical.
And behind the bench…
Clara’s eyebrow slowly crept even higher.
The players lined up again.
You could already see the doubt in their posture.
Zane rested his stick on the ice and glanced toward Luca. “This is not going to work.”
Luca shrugged. “I still don’t know where I’m supposed to go.”
Evan leaned forward slightly. “If he says ‘inside wide’ again I’m leaving.”
Troy snorted.
Coach Donnelly stood near the blue line gripping his whistle tightly, the clipboard pressed against his chest like it might magically fix the drill if he stared at it long enough. “Okay,” he said quickly. “Same setup. Just… better spacing this time.”
Zane muttered under his breath.“Ah yes. Revolutionary.”
The whistle blew.
The puck dropped.
The drill started again.
For about ten seconds it looked like maybe—maybe—it might work.
Zane carried the puck along the boards.
Luca drifted middle.
Evan rotated behind the net.
Then Troy cut through the same lane Luca was already in.
Evan tried to adjust.
Zane passed the puck.
Nobody was where they were supposed to be.
The puck slid untouched across the ice and smacked softly against the boards.
Everyone slowed.
Zane threw both hands in the air. “COME ON.”
Luca skidded to a stop. “Where were you going?!”
Troy pointed defensively. “Coach said rotate!”
“You rotated into my lane!”
“I thought you were going wide!”
“I WAS WIDE!”
Evan tapped his stick loudly against the ice. “This makes no sense!”
Coach Donnelly blew the whistle again.
Long.
Sharp.
“STOP.”
The players coasted to a halt.
Zane dragged a glove across his face. “Coach,” he said tiredly, “I genuinely don’t know what you want us to do.”
Luca nodded. “I think we’re all guessing.”
“Different guesses,” Troy added.
Coach Donnelly looked down at the clipboard again.
Then back at the ice.
Then back at the players.
He looked… nervous.
Really nervous.
“Okay,” he said finally. He blew the whistle again. “Water break.”
Several players sighed with relief.
Helmets popped off as they skated toward the bench.
Water bottles were grabbed.
Zane leaned over the boards near Clara. “That drill is cursed.”
Clara sat behind the bench holding Maple in her arms.
Maple’s small paws hung over her forearm while his tail wagged lazily against her hoodie.
She scratched behind his ears while watching the ice. “Yeah,” she said.
Luca leaned over beside Zane. “I have no idea what’s happening.”
“Also yeah.”
Evan grabbed a water bottle. “No offense to Coach but that explanation was rough.”
Clara didn’t answer right away.
She was watching Coach Donnelly.
He stood near the boards now, staring down at the ice with his hands on his hips.
He looked frustrated.
Not angry.
Just… overwhelmed.
Maple shifted in her arms.
Clara rubbed the puppy’s head.
Shane walked over from the other side of the bench and leaned down toward her. “Don’t.”
Clara looked up at him. “…don’t what?”
“I see that look.”
“What look?”
“The ‘I’m about to interfere with professional hockey practice’ look.”
“I’m just watching.”
“You are absolutely not just watching.”
Clara hugged Maple closer. “I promised to be quiet.”
Shane crossed his arms. “You promised not to take over.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You implied it.”
Clara looked back at the ice.
Coach Donnelly still hadn’t moved.
He was staring at the clipboard like it had personally betrayed him.
Clara sighed.
Shane immediately noticed. “Clara.”
“What.”
“Sit down.”
“I am sitting.”
“Stay sitting.”
“I am staying sitting.”
“You’re about to say something.”
“No I’m not.”
“Yes you are.”
Clara turned toward him. “Do you want the drill fixed or not?”
Shane paused. “…that’s not the point.”
“It kind of is.”
“You promised.”
“I promised to try.”
“That’s not comforting.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “They’re miserable out there.”
Shane looked out at the ice.
Zane was leaning on his stick talking to Luca.
Evan was shaking his head.
Nobody looked particularly confident.
Shane sighed. “…don’t embarrass me.”
Clara grinned. “No promises.”
“Clara.”
She stood up. “Relax.”
Maple barked softly as she adjusted him in her arms.
Shane pinched the bridge of his nose. “I regret everything.”
Clara stepped around the bench and walked down to the boards.
Coach Donnelly noticed her approaching. “Oh— uh— Clara.”
“Hi.”
He straightened awkwardly. “Sorry about… that.”
Clara tilted her head. “The drill?”
He nodded. “I’m still figuring some things out.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “They’re confused.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not entirely your fault.”
He sighed. “It kind of is.”
Clara adjusted Maple in her arms. “Are you okay?”
He hesitated. Then sighed again. “I know hockey,” he said quietly. “I just haven’t coached a group like this before.”
Clara nodded. “That makes sense.”
“I’m used to film sessions. Strategy meetings. Systems.”
“That’s true.” She smiled slightly. “You’re really good in the film meetings.”
He blinked. “…you think so?”
“Yeah.”
“You break things down clearly.”
He looked surprised.
“And you work really well with my dad,” she added.
Coach Donnelly rubbed the back of his neck. “Your dad makes things easier.”
“Still.” She shrugged. “You obviously know hockey.”
He looked toward the players. “I just don’t think they believe I do.”
Clara glanced over too. “They will.”
“How?”
She smiled. “Hockey players are basically big toddlers on skates.”
Coach Donnelly blinked. “…what?”
“They’re competitive, stubborn, emotional, and they don’t listen unless they think you’re in charge.”
He laughed quietly. “That’s… accurate.”
“So the trick is confidence.”
“Confidence.”
“You just have to act like you know exactly what you’re doing.”
“But what if—”
“They’ll believe you.”
He looked skeptical. “You think so?”
“I know so.”
She nodded toward the ice. “Right now they’re confused because you’re nervous.”
He sighed. “Great.”
Clara smiled. “But it’s fixable.”
“How?”
Clara turned toward the rink. “Yo!”
Her voice carried across the ice.
Players looked up.
“Back on the ice!”
Zane blinked. “…wait what?”
Clara nodded firmly. “Same drill.”
The players glanced at each other.
Then slowly hopped back over the boards.
Shane groaned from behind the bench. “Unbelievable.”
Clara stayed behind the boards holding Maple while she pointed to the ice. “Zane, start here.”
Zane moved immediately.
“Luca middle lane but don’t commit early.”
“Got it.”
“Troy stay high.”
“Yep.”
“Evan support behind the net.”
Evan nodded.
“And I don’t know why there’s only four people on the ice, but Tanner come be decoy."
“Only if you promise to not knock me on my ass.”
“Can’t make that promise, sorry.”
Everyone laughed.
Zane looked surprised. “That actually makes sense.”
Clara shrugged. “Because it’s basic spacing.”
She tapped the boards with her hand. “When the puck comes around the boards Zane carries.”
Zane nodded.
“Luca cuts middle.”
“Okay.”
“Troy stays high for the reset.”
“Got it.”
“Evan is your support option.”
Evan gave a thumbs up.
“Tanner, stay down and cover.”
Zane grinned. “That’s already clearer.”
Coach Donnelly dropped the puck. “GO.”
Zane carried the puck around the boards.
Luca cut middle.
Evan rotated behind the net.
Pass.
Clean shot.
Top corner.
Players slowed.
Then looked back at Clara.
“…that worked,” Evan said.
Clara shrugged. “Again.”
They ran it again.
Perfect spacing.
Another shot.
Zane laughed. “Okay that’s way better.”
Shane watched from the bench. He tried to look annoyed. But even he couldn’t deny it was working.
Clara pointed again. “Next drill.”
Players leaned forward immediately.
“What’s next Coach?” Zane joked.
Clara ignored the title. “Power play unit!”
She pointed across the ice. “Shane at the point.”
Shane blinked. “Seriously?”
“Yes.”
He skated out reluctantly.
“Ilya opposite side.”
Ilya moved into position.
“Zane half wall.”
“Got it.”
“Evan bumper.”
Evan slid into the slot.
“And Nick at the net.”
Nick tapped his stick.
Clara looked at the formation.
“Your current power play sucks.”
Players laughed.
“That’s fair,” Zane said.
Clara pointed again. “New play.”
Everyone leaned in.
“You cycle high through Shane.”
Shane nodded.
“Fake the point shot.”
“Okay.”
“That pulls the defense up.”
She pointed across the ice.
“Ilya sends it cross-ice.”
Ilya nodded.
“Zane slides it low.”
Zane grinned.
“And Nick crashes the backdoor.”
Nick raised his stick.
Clara smiled. “Run it.”
They ran the play.
Shane moved it high.
Fake shot.
Defense shifted.
Ilya fired the cross-ice pass.
Zane caught it.
Quick pass low.
Nick tapped it in.
The bench erupted.
“No way!”
“That’s filthy!”
“Run it again!”
Clara grinned, still holding Maple. “Again.”
They ran it again.
Another goal.
Players were laughing now.
Excited.
Zane pointed his stick toward her. “Coach Clara!”
Shane shook his head from the point. “I created this monster.”
But he was smiling now.
And for the first time all morning…
The entire team looked completely locked in.
Zane skated over. “I think she’s our coach now.”
Shane shouted back. “Absolutely not.”
Practice continued.
Clara stayed behind the bench holding Maple while she called instructions.
“Earlier pass!”
“Move your feet!”
“Stop gliding!”
At one point Troy skated by laughing. “You’re terrifying.”
“Good.”
By the end of practice the drills were running smoothly.
Coach Donnelly leaned against the boards beside her. “You might have a future in coaching.”
Clara shrugged. “I just yell a lot.”
“That’s ninety percent of coaching.”
Players skated toward the locker room.
Clara waved. “Good job toddlers.”
Troy pointed at her. “We’re promoting you.”
“No we’re not,”  Shane called back.
“Yes we are.”
She held up Maple like a tiny lion king. “I have the dog.”
“That’s unfair power.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The locker room had mostly emptied by the time Shane finished unlacing his skates. The sounds of practice fading away echoed down the hallway, equipment bags dragging across rubber floors, sticks clattering into bins, distant laughter from the showers. Shane sat on the wooden bench staring down at his skates like they had personally betrayed him.
Across from him, Ilya pulled a sweatshirt over his head and sat down. For a minute neither of them said anything. Then Shane sighed. “…she ran practice.”
Ilya leaned back against the lockers. “Yes.”
“She ran practice better than the actual coach.”
“Yes.”
Shane rubbed his face. “How did that happen?”
Ilya thought about it. “She is confident.”
“That is one word.”
“She is also correct.”
Shane groaned. “That’s the worst part.”
He stood up and grabbed his bag. “She’s sixteen.”
“Yes.”
“She can’t just start coaching professional hockey players.”
“She did.”
Shane glared at him. “That’s not helping.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “Coach Donnelly seemed impressed.”
Shane slung his bag over his shoulder. “Coach Donnelly looked relieved.”
They walked out into the hallway.
Players were still hanging around outside the locker room talking.
Wyatt spotted them first. “Hey!”
Shane already looked tired. “…what?”
Wyatt pointed down the hallway toward the rink. “So is Clara our new coach now?”
Several players laughed.
Shane sighed. “No.”
Luca leaned against the wall. “She ran good drills.”
Evan nodded. “Very efficient.”
Troy crossed his arms. “I’m just saying if she wants a job—”
“She does not want a job,” Shane interrupted.
“She wants chaos.”
Zane shrugged. “She’s good at chaos.”
Shane shook his head and kept walking.
Ilya followed calmly.
Behind them, the players were still talking.
“…she literally fixed the breakout.”
“…while holding a dog.”
“…assistant coach Maple.”
Shane groaned louder.
They found Clara upstairs in the lounge. She was sitting cross-legged on the couch. Maple the golden retriever was sprawled across her lap. Harris sat across from her reviewing footage on his laptop. Clara looked up when Shane walked in. “Oh hey.”
Shane pointed at her. “You ran practice.”
“Yes.”
“You are not allowed to run practice.”
“They were struggling.”
“That does not mean you take over.”
Clara shrugged. “They listened.”
“That’s the problem.”
Ilya sat down beside her. “Coach Donnelly seemed grateful.”
Clara looked proud. “See.”
Shane leaned against the wall. “I can’t believe this is my life.”
Clara scratched Maple’s ears. “I improved your team.”
“You bullied my team.”
“Same thing.”
Harris laughed. “I got the whole thing on video.”
Shane closed his eyes. “Please don’t post that.”
“I’m absolutely posting that.”
Clara grinned. “Title it: ‘Teenager Fixes Professional Hockey Team.’”
Shane groaned again.
Maple yawned loudly.
Clara hugged the dog. “You’re my emotional support coach.”
Ilya chuckled quietly.
Then Shane straightened slightly. “…you can’t do that during a game.”
Clara blinked. “What.”
“You cannot start yelling instructions during an actual game.”
“I wasn’t planning to.”
“Yes you were.”
“…maybe.”
Shane rubbed his temples. “This is going to get us fired.”
Ilya tilted his head thoughtfully. “Or…”
Shane looked at him. “…or what.”
“We could ask.”
“Ask what.”
“If she can sit behind the bench tomorrow.”
Shane stared at him like he’d lost his mind. “You’re kidding.”
“She helped today.”
“That was practice.”
“She might help tomorrow.”
Shane pointed at Clara. “She will absolutely scream at players.”
Clara raised her hand. “Only if they deserve it.”
“That’s everyone.”
Ilya shrugged. “It might be entertaining.”
Shane stared at him. “…you’re serious.”
“Yes.”
Clara’s eyes were wide now. “Wait.”
She sat up straight.“Wait wait wait. You’re talking about me sitting behind the bench?”
“No,” Shane said immediately.
“Yes,” Ilya said calmly.
Clara pointed at him. “I like him better.”
Shane groaned. “This is a terrible idea.”
Clara grabbed Shane’s sleeve. “Please.”
“No.”
“Please.”
“No.”
“I will behave.”
“You absolutely will not.”
“I will TRY.”
“That’s worse.”
Maple barked like he was supporting her.
Clara pointed at the dog. “Even Maple agrees.”
Shane sighed heavily. “…fine.”
Clara gasped. “WAIT REALLY?”
“We’ll ask.”
“That means yes.”
“That does not mean yes.”
“It means yes.”
Ilya stood up. “We should speak to the general managers.”
Shane muttered something about losing control of his life.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The front office was quiet when they arrived. Most of the staff had already gone home. The hallway lights were dim. Ilya knocked on the door marked General Manager. A voice inside said, “Come in.”
They stepped inside.
Two men sat at the large desk reviewing game reports.
One of them looked up. “Oh.”
He leaned back in his chair. “This should be interesting.”
Shane sighed. “…why?”
“Because you only come up here when something chaotic is happening.”
“That feels unfair.”
The second GM smiled. “Let me guess.”
He leaned forward. “Clara.”
Shane closed his eyes. “…yes.”
Ilya sat down calmly. “She assisted during practice.”
The first GM raised an eyebrow. “Assisted.”
“She corrected several drills.”
“And the players listened.”
Both managers blinked. “…they listened.”
“Yes.”
The second GM leaned back slowly. “Did she threaten them?”
“No.”
“Did she bribe them?”
“No.”
“Did she call them toddlers?”
Shane hesitated. “…yes.”
The GM burst out laughing. “That tracks.”
Ilya folded his hands. “We had a request.”
The room grew quiet. The first GM nodded. “I’m listening.”
Shane took a deep breath. “…Clara wants to sit behind the bench tomorrow.”
Both GMs stared at him.
Silence.
Then one of them said: “You’re serious.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Unfortunately.”
The second GM rubbed his chin. “…against New York?”
“Yes.”
“That’s a big game.”
“Yes.”
“She’s sixteen.”
“Yes.”
“And loud.”
“Yes.”
The first GM laughed quietly. “Honestly?”
Shane braced himself. “…what?”
“That sounds hilarious.”
Shane blinked. “You’re not saying no?”
The GM shrugged. “She helped today.”
“That was practice.”
“Still.”
The second GM looked thoughtful. “She can’t interfere with the officials.”
“Obviously,” Shane said.
“She can’t yell during faceoffs.”
“Probably impossible,” Shane muttered.
Ilya spoke calmly. “She will follow instructions.”
The GM looked unconvinced. “But she can sit behind the bench.”
Shane stared at them. “…you’re serious.”
The first GM nodded. “Tomorrow.”
“Against New York.”
“But one condition.”
Shane already looked nervous. “…what.”
“She wears a headset.”
Shane frowned. “Why?”
“So we can hear what she says.”
The room burst into laughter.
When Shane and Ilya walked back into the lounge, Clara jumped off the couch. “Well?”
Shane crossed his arms. “You have conditions.” Clara gasped.
“WAIT WHAT.”
Ilya smiled slightly. “You may sit behind the bench tomorrow.”
Clara froze.
Then she screamed. “YES.”
Maple barked.
Harris dropped his laptop. “You’re kidding.”
Clara started pacing excitedly. “Oh my god oh my god oh my god.”
Shane pointed at her. “You behave.”
“Yes.”
“You don’t scream.”
“…maybe.”
“You don’t fight players.”
“Define fight.”
“CLARA.”
“Okay okay.”
She grabbed Maple and spun around the room. “I’M COACHING A GAME.”
“You are not coaching a game.”
“I’m assistant coach.”
“You are bench decoration.”
“Important bench decoration.”
Ilya chuckled.
Clara pointed at him. “You’re my favorite.”
Shane groaned again. Tomorrow was going to be chaos. And somehow…
He already knew she’d enjoy every second of it.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

That night they sat in the stands at Clara’s rink. The building smelled like cold air, rubber mats, and the faint scent of the snack bar popcorn that always seemed to linger in hockey arenas. The lights above the ice were bright and harsh, reflecting off the fresh sheet like glass.
Clara leaned forward in her seat, elbows resting on the metal railing in front of her.
Her team was already on the ice warming up. Pucks clacked against sticks. Skates carved quick lines across the surface. Players shouted to each other as they passed and shot.
Clara watched everything with intense focus.
Shane sat a row behind her with his arms crossed.
Ilya sat beside him, calm as always.
Clara tilted her head slightly while watching a defenseman try to clear the puck along the boards. “This is going to be painful,” she said.
Shane frowned. “This is your team.”
“Yes.”
“They are your friends.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re rooting for them.”
Clara didn’t even look back. “No.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “You want them to lose?”
Clara leaned back slightly in her seat. “I want them to realize they need me.”
“That seems harsh,” Ilya said calmly.
“They’ll be fine emotionally.”
Shane sighed. “You were literally their captain last week.”
“And now they have to adapt.”
“That’s not how teamwork works.”
Clara shrugged. “They benched me.”
“You got yourself benched,” Shane corrected.
“Technicality.”
The teams lined up for the opening faceoff.
The referee dropped the puck.
Clara leaned forward again immediately.
The first shift lasted maybe thirty seconds before her shoulders started shaking. “Oh no,” she muttered.
The opposing team broke through the neutral zone with almost no resistance.
One pass.
Two passes.
A shot.
The puck snapped into the net.
The red light flashed.
Clara burst out laughing. “Oh my god.”
Shane stared at her. “That’s your team.”
“Yes.”
“They’re losing.”
“Yes.”
She pointed dramatically at the ice. “That breakout was horrible.”
On the ice, Clara’s teammates skated slowly back to the bench looking frustrated.
One of the defensemen slammed his stick lightly against the boards.
The coach said something sharply.
Clara shook her head. “They collapsed too early,” she said.
Shane sighed. “You’re enjoying this too much.”
“They need adversity.”
“That’s not adversity.”
“That’s a learning opportunity.”
The puck dropped again.
Clara leaned forward eagerly.
Within another two minutes the opposing team gained the zone again.
Clara winced. “Oh no.”
The defensemen backed up too quickly. A forward slipped between them.
Shot.
Goal.
Clara wheezed laughing. “This is amazing.”
Ilya covered his mouth, trying not to smile. “You are very cruel.”
“They benched me!”
“That was because you skipped practice.”
“I had a rib injury.”
“You didn’t tell them.”
Clara waved that away. “Details.”
On the ice, the players looked confused now.
One of Clara’s friends, a winger named Mason, gestured angrily toward the defense.
Another player shook his head.
Shane leaned forward slightly. “They’re panicking.”
Clara nodded. “Yep.”
“That’s bad.”
“It’s educational.”
Ilya chuckled softly. “Educational for who?”
“For them.”
The game continued. Clara’s team tried to push back. They had a brief offensive rush. One of the forwards took a slapshot from the blue line. It missed the net by a mile and ricocheted around the boards.
Clara buried her face in her hands. “Oh my god.”
Shane leaned forward. “What now?”
“That was the worst shot selection I’ve ever seen.”
“They’re trying.”
“They’re guessing.”
The opposing team quickly counterattacked. A fast winger streaked down the right side. Pass across the slot. Another shot.
Goal.
Clara nearly fell out of her seat laughing. “This is incredible.”
“That’s the third goal,” Shane said.
“I know.”
“That’s bad.”
“They’ll learn.”
“They’re suffering.”
“Yes.”
Ilya shook his head slowly. “You’re enjoying this too much.”
Clara wiped a tear from her eye. “They look so confused.”
“They are losing,” Shane said.
“They’re learning.”
“From pain.”
The first period ended with the score 4–1.
Clara stretched back in her seat looking extremely satisfied.
Shane stared at her. “You’re clapping.”
“I’m supporting their growth.”
“That’s not support.”
“That’s tough love.”
During intermission the teams skated off.
Clara leaned forward watching them disappear down the tunnel. “They’re going to get yelled at.”
“Yes,” Shane said.
“Good.”
“You’re evil.”
“No I’m strategic.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Do you think they will adjust?”
Clara shrugged. “Maybe.”
“Do you want them to?”
“…a little.”
The second period started. Clara leaned forward again, focused. Her team actually looked better for the first minute. They completed a clean pass through the neutral zone. Clara nodded approvingly. “Okay.”
A winger entered the zone.
Dropped the puck back.
Shot.
Saved.
Clara clapped once. “Better.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You’re proud.”
“For now.”
Then the opposing team intercepted a pass at center ice.
Breakaway.
Clara sighed dramatically. “Oh boy.”
Shot.
Goal.
She immediately started laughing again. “That defense was asleep.”
Shane rubbed his face. “Five to one.”
“Yep.”
“That’s brutal.”
“Valuable life lesson.”
Another shift started.
Clara pointed toward the ice again. “Watch this.”
“What?”
“They’re going to panic clear.”
Sure enough, one of the defensemen grabbed the puck and fired it wildly down the ice without looking. It went directly onto an opponent’s stick.
Ten seconds later…
Goal.
Clara leaned back in her seat. “This is the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.”
Ilya finally laughed out loud. “They are struggling.”
“They need structure.”
“They need their captain.”
“Exactly.”
Shane sighed. “You’re impossible.”
The scoreboard now read 6–1.
Players on Clara’s team looked completely defeated.
They skated slowly.
Heads down.
Their passes became sloppy.
Clara wiped more tears from laughing. “They look so confused.”
“They are losing.”
“They’re learning.”
“Are they?”
The second period finally ended.
The buzzer echoed through the arena.
Clara stretched her arms. “That was delightful.”
Shane groaned. “You’re terrible.”
“They’ll bounce back.”
“Eventually.”
Ilya glanced down at her. “Do you plan to say anything to them after the game?”
Clara considered this. “Yes.”
Shane immediately leaned forward. “No.”
“Why?”
“Because whatever you say will be terrible.”
“I’ll be supportive.”
“You will not.”
“I will.”
“You’re smiling right now.”
Clara shrugged. “They need honesty.”
“They are losing by five goals.”
“That builds character.”
The third period began.
At this point the game was mostly decided.
Players skated slower.
Energy dropped.
But Clara still watched closely.
She analyzed every mistake.
Every pass.
Every bad decision.
With five minutes left the opposing team scored again.
The scoreboard changed to 7–2.
Clara sighed. “That one wasn’t even interesting.”
Shane looked exhausted. “You’ve been enjoying this for two hours.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because they’ll never bench me again.”
The final goal came with two minutes left. A rebound bounced out front. Tap-in.
The scoreboard flashed 8–2.
The buzzer sounded shortly afterward.
The game was over.
Players lined up for handshakes.
Clara stood up and clapped loudly. “Excellent demonstration.”
Shane immediately grabbed the back of her hoodie. “You cannot say that to them.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You absolutely were.”
Clara shrugged. “They’ll figure it out.”
Players from her team slowly skated off the ice.
Some looked angry.
Some looked exhausted.
Some just looked confused.
Clara watched them disappear down the tunnel.
Then she turned toward Shane and Ilya. “Well.”
Shane sighed. “Yes.”
“They need me.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “That appears to be true.”
Clara grinned. “Tomorrow I’ll be generous and help them fix everything.”
Shane shook his head. “I feel bad for your coach.”
Clara started walking toward the stairs. “I feel bad for their breakout.”
Shane followed behind her. “You’re unbelievable.”
Clara looked back over her shoulder. “But I’m right.”
And honestly, after an 8-2 loss, even Shane couldn’t argue with that.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Dinner was simple that night. The kitchen lights were warm against the dark windows, and the house felt calm after the long day. Snow drifted outside in slow flakes, barely visible under the streetlight at the end of the driveway. Shane finished setting plates on the table while Ilya carried the last pan from the stove.
Clara sat at the counter waiting, absently scrolling through her phone. Her hoodie sleeves were pulled over her hands and her hair was still in the messy ponytail she’d thrown it into earlier that morning.
“Food,” Shane said, setting the plate down in front of her.
“Finally.”
“You’ve been waiting three minutes.”
“Those were the longest three minutes of my life.”
Ilya sat down beside Shane. They had barely started eating when Clara’s phone rang. The sound buzzed loudly on the counter. Clara glanced down.
Her eyebrows lifted. “…Mom?”
She picked up the phone and slid off the stool. “I’ll take this.”
She walked out of the kitchen toward the hallway.
Shane and Ilya continued eating quietly.
From the other room they could hear Clara answer.
“Hi.”
There was a pause.
Then Clara spoke again. “Mom? Where are you?”
A rush of background noise came through the phone, voices, announcements, rolling suitcases.
Airport noise.
Her mom sounded a little breathless when she responded. “Hi sweetheart.”
“Are you at an airport?”
“Yes.”
“Which one?”
“I’m still in India.”
Clara frowned slightly.
“Oh.”
“I know I said I’d probably stay another day.”
“That’s okay.”
“Well… plans changed.”
Clara leaned against the hallway wall. “What happened?”
“I have to fly right to London tonight.”
Clara blinked. “…tonight?”
“Yes.”
“It’s kind of last minute.”
“More work?”
“Yes.”
Clara rubbed the back of her neck. “That’s a long flight.” Her mom sighed softly.
“I know.”
Another airport announcement echoed faintly through the phone. “They’re boarding soon,” her mom said.
Clara nodded even though she couldn’t see her. “Okay.”
“I just wanted to call before I got on the plane.”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll call you when I land in London.”
“Okay.”
Her mom paused. “How was your day?”
Clara hesitated. “It was good.”
“Did you go to school?”
“School got cancelled actually.”
“Oh.”
“Plumbing problem.”
Her mom laughed lightly. “Well that’s convenient.”
“Yeah.”
“And hockey?”
Clara glanced toward the kitchen. “Fine.”
“I’m glad.”
Another announcement echoed.
Her mom exhaled. “They’re calling my group.”
“Okay.”
“I love you, sweetheart.”
“Love you too.”
“I’ll call you when I land.”
“Okay.”
The call ended. Clara lowered the phone slowly. She stood in the hallway for a moment. The house was quiet except for the soft clink of dishes from the kitchen.Her chest tightened in a way she didn’t really understand. She swallowed hard. Then suddenly the tears came. Clara wiped at her eyes quickly. “Seriously?” she muttered to herself.
She took a deep breath.
Then another.
But the tears kept falling.
She leaned against the wall, trying to get control of it.
After a minute she pushed herself upright and walked back toward the kitchen.
Shane looked up immediately when she walked in. He froze. Clara’s eyes were red and tears were still sliding down her cheeks. “Hey,” he said softly.
She tried to brush the tears away. “I’m fine.”
Ilya stood up slightly from his chair. “Clara.”
She shook her head and sat down. “It’s nothing.”
Shane leaned forward. “What happened?”
Clara stared at the table.
“My mom called.”
“We figured.”
“She’s still in India.”
“Okay.”
“She has to fly to London tonight.
Shane blinked. “Tonight?”
Clara nodded. “Something came up with work.”
Ilya frowned slightly. “That is very far.”
“Yeah.”
Clara rubbed her eyes with the sleeve of her hoodie. For a moment nobody spoke. Then she said quietly, “Sometimes I feel like… my parents care more about their lives than taking care of me.”
The words slipped out before she could stop them. She immediately looked embarrassed. “But I know that’s not fair.”
Shane didn’t interrupt.
Clara picked at the edge of the table. “They’re busy. They work hard.”
Ilya nodded gently. “Yes.”
“They travel all the time.” She shrugged. “So I try not to complain.”
Shane tilted his head slightly. “Why?”
“Because they’re doing important things.”
“That doesn’t mean you can’t be upset.”
Clara looked down again. “Like… if they need me to stay somewhere or move somewhere or whatever.”
Her voice got softer. “I just do it.” She rubbed her hands together. “Because I don’t want to be selfish.”
The kitchen was quiet except for the faint hum of the refrigerator.
Shane leaned forward slightly. “Clara.”
She looked up.
“You’re allowed to want your parents around.”
She blinked. “I know.”
“That’s not selfish.”
Clara stared at the table again. “…I guess.”
Ilya spoke gently from across the table. “That is a normal thing.”
Clara shrugged. “I just don’t want them to feel bad.”
“They’re the parents,” Shane said.
“I know.”
“You’re the kid.”
“Technically I’m almost an adult.”
“You’re sixteen.”
“Seventeen soon.”
“Still.”
Clara wiped her face again. “I’ve gotten used to it.”
Shane shook his head. “That doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck sometimes.”
Clara let out a small laugh through the last of the tears. “Yeah.”
Ilya leaned back in his chair. “You also have us.”
Clara snorted softly. “Lucky me.”
Shane immediately grabbed the nearest couch pillow and tossed it at her. “Rude.”
The pillow bounced off her shoulder.
She caught it and held it in her lap.
Clara smiled faintly. “Abusive household.”
“You started it.”
Ilya chuckled quietly.
Clara wiped the last tears from her cheeks. “Sorry.”
“For what?”
“For crying.”
“You’re allowed to cry.”
“That’s embarrassing.”
“It’s normal.”
She picked up her fork again.
Her pasta had gone cold.
Shane noticed. “Hold on.”
He stood up and grabbed the plate. “I’ll heat it up.”
“You don’t have to.”
“You’ll complain if I don’t.”
“…true.”
He microwaved it quickly and set it back down in front of her. Clara took a bite. Then leaned back in her chair.  The sadness had softened a little now.
After a minute she sighed quietly. “…they still lost eight to two though.”
Shane dropped his head into his hands. “Oh my god.”
Ilya laughed.
Clara shrugged. “I’m just saying.”
“You cried five minutes ago!”
“I can multitask emotionally.”
“You’re impossible.”
“But correct.”
Shane groaned again. “I cannot believe we agree to live with you.”
Clara smiled a little wider. “You’re welcome.”
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  The next morning came too early. Clara woke slowly to the sound of someone knocking on her door. At first it blended into the tail end of a dream she couldn’t quite remember. Then the knock came again, louder this time. “Clara,” Shane called through the door. “School.”
She groaned and shoved her face deeper into her pillow. “This feels like a personal attack,” she mumbled.
“Five minutes.”
Clara didn’t move. “Five minutes,” she repeated weakly, her voice muffled by the pillow. “Five minutes is not enough time to emotionally recover from yesterday.”
“You have ten.”
“That’s barely better.”
Shane didn’t respond. She heard his footsteps walk away down the hallway.
Clara lay there for another minute, staring at the wall and trying to convince herself she didn’t have to move. Eventually she sighed. “Fine.”
She rolled onto her side and immediately regretted it. A sharp tug pulled across her ribs and she sucked in a breath. “Ow.”
She stayed there for a second, pressing her hand against the sore spot and breathing slowly until the pain faded back into the dull ache she’d gotten used to. “Still bruised,” she muttered.
Carefully, she pushed herself upright. The room was still dim with early morning light filtering through the curtains. Everything felt slow and heavy. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stretched carefully. Her ribs protested again. “Sore,” she said to herself quietly. “But manageable.”
That had become the rule for everything lately.
Sore, but manageable.
Tired, but manageable.
Sad… but manageable.
She stood up and pulled on the first hoodie she saw, dragging the sleeves over her hands as she shuffled toward the door.
Downstairs the house smelled like coffee.
Shane was already in the kitchen when she walked in, fully dressed, holding a travel mug in one hand and leaning against the counter. He looked up when she entered. “You ready?” he asked.
Clara grabbed a granola bar from the counter and ripped the wrapper open. “No.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“Emotionally I’m still asleep.”
“You can sleep in the car.”
“Perfect.”
She took a bite of the granola bar and leaned against the counter. Neither of them spoke for a moment. Eventually Shane grabbed his keys. “Let’s go.”
A few minutes later they were in the car.
The morning sky was pale gray and the streets were quiet in that strange early hour before most people had fully started their day. Clara curled into the passenger seat with her hoodie sleeves covering her hands. She rested her head against the window and watched the houses pass by. Shane drove with one hand on the wheel. For a while neither of them said anything. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable. Just quiet.
Then Clara spoke. “My grandma isn’t doing great.”
Her voice was soft.
Shane glanced over briefly before looking back at the road. “I figured,” he said gently.
Clara nodded, even though he probably couldn’t see it. “My dad didn’t say much,” she continued. “Just… that she’s tired.”
Shane slowed the car slightly as they approached a red light. “That’s usually what people say when they don’t want to say something worse.”
Clara stared straight ahead. “Yeah.”
The car came to a stop at the light.
Outside, the world looked still and cold.
Clara rubbed her hands together slowly. “She’s really old,” she said after a moment.
“Yeah.”
“And she’s been sick for a while.”
“Yeah.”
She swallowed. Then she asked the question that had clearly been sitting in the back of her mind all morning. “Do you think she’s going to die?”
Shane didn’t answer right away. The light was still red. He stared at the intersection in front of them, thinking carefully. Finally he said quietly, “I don’t know.”
Clara nodded slowly. “I hate that answer,” she said.
“I know.”
“But it’s probably the honest one.”
“Yeah.”
The silence stretched again. Clara pressed her forehead lightly against the cold glass of the window. “She taught me how to skate,” she said quietly.
Shane glanced at her again. “Really?”
“Yeah.”
A faint smile flickered across Clara’s face, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “My dad tried first,” she said. “It lasted about ten minutes.”
Shane huffed a quiet laugh. “That sounds about right.”
“He kept yelling instructions like I was already supposed to know everything.”
“What kind of instructions?”
Clara shifted slightly in her seat. “Stuff like ‘bend your knees’ and ‘watch your edges’ and ‘don’t fall.’”
“That’s helpful.”
“Right?”
She rubbed her sleeve against her eyes quickly. “But my grandma…” Her voice trailed off for a second. “She just held my hands.”
Shane waited.
“She skated backwards in front of me so I wouldn’t fall,” Clara continued quietly. “Really slowly. Like… barely moving.”
The light outside turned green. Shane started driving again.
“She kept saying it didn’t matter if I fell,” Clara said. “She said falling meant I was trying.”
Shane nodded slightly. “That’s good advice.”
Clara let out a small breath. “She also bribed me.”
“Of course she did.”
“Hot chocolate.”
“That’s effective.”
“If I made it around the rink without falling, we’d go get hot chocolate after.”
Shane smiled faintly. “Did you fall?”
“All the time.”
“So she bought a lot of hot chocolate.”
“Yeah.”
Clara looked down at her hands. “She never got annoyed about it though,” she said quietly. “Even when I fell like… five times in one lap.”
“That’s because she loved you.”
Clara’s throat tightened slightly. “I know.”
The car passed a park where the grass was still covered in frost.
“She used to come to all my games,” Clara said after a minute. “Even when I was really bad.”
Shane glanced over. “You were probably never that bad.”
“I couldn’t stop.”
“That’s a problem in hockey.”
“I ran into the boards a lot.”
Shane laughed softly.
“She still clapped every time I touched the puck.”
Clara rubbed her face again. “She used to sit right behind the glass,” she said. “And wave at me every time I looked up.”
Her voice started getting quieter. “Even when I messed up.”
Shane kept his voice gentle. “That’s what grandparents do.”
Clara nodded slowly. “I just…” She hesitated.
“What?”
“I don’t want her to die.”
The words came out small.
Shane’s grip on the steering wheel tightened slightly. “Yeah,” he said quietly.
Clara blinked quickly. “I know it’s normal,” she said. “And people die and everything.”
“Yeah.”
“But I don’t want it to be her.”
“I know.”
“She’s the nicest person I know.”
Shane didn’t argue with that.
Clara stared down at her lap. “I keep thinking about the last time I saw her,” she said.
“When was that?”
“Before she got really sick.”
“What did you do?”
Clara swallowed. “We baked cookies.”
Shane smiled slightly. “That sounds nice.”
“She kept forgetting the recipe,” Clara said. “So we had to look it up like four times.”
“That’s okay.”
“She kept apologizing.”
“For what?”
“For being slow.”
Clara’s voice cracked slightly. “She said she didn’t want to be a burden.”
Shane exhaled slowly. “She’s not.”
“I know.”
“But she thinks she is.”
The car rolled through another quiet intersection. Clara wiped her eyes again. “What if she dies before I see her again?” she asked quietly.
Shane’s voice stayed calm. “Then she still knew you loved her.”
“But I want to tell her again.”
“You can call her.”
Clara shook her head slightly. “It’s not the same.”
“No.”
“She always liked seeing me in person.”
Another pause filled the car.
Then Clara whispered, “I’m scared.”
Shane glanced at her. “I know.”
“What if she’s alone?”
“She won’t be.”
“How do you know?”
“Because people who love her will be there.”
Clara nodded slowly. “I just wish I could go see her.”
“Maybe you will.”
“Maybe.”
She leaned her head against the window again. For a while they drove in silence. Then Shane spoke again. “Hey.”
“What?”
“You don’t have to pretend you’re okay.”
Clara let out a quiet breath. “I’m not pretending.”
“You kind of are.”
She looked down. “…maybe a little.”
“You’re allowed to be sad.”
“I know.”
“You’re allowed to cry.”
“I already did.”
“That’s fine.”
Clara’s voice got very quiet. “I just don’t want her to be scared.”
Shane frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”
“When people die,” Clara said slowly, “I wonder if they’re scared.”
He thought about that. “I don’t know,” he admitted.
“I hope she’s not.”
“I think if someone lived a long life and was loved a lot… maybe it’s less scary.”
Clara blinked. “I hope so.”
Shane slowed the car as the school building came into view. “Hey,” he said gently.
“What?”
“Your grandma knows you love her.”
Clara nodded slowly. “Yeah.”
“She always knew.”
Clara stared at the school parking lot. “…I hope she knows how much.”
Shane parked the car. Clara sat there for another second before opening the door. “Call her later,” he reminded softly.
Clara nodded. “I will.”
She stepped out of the car. Then paused and looked back in. “Hey Shane?”
“Yeah?”
“…thanks.”
He nodded once. “Anytime.”
Clara closed the door and walked toward the school. Her chest still felt heavy. But she pulled her hoodie sleeves over her hands and kept walking anyway.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

School was loud.
It was always loud in the mornings, but today it felt worse.
Lockers slammed one after another down the hallway like a chain reaction. Students crowded around each other in clusters, talking too loudly, laughing too loudly, arguing about homework, sports, teachers, and things that felt incredibly unimportant compared to the heavy feeling still sitting in Clara’s chest. She walked through the hallway with her backpack slung over one shoulder, hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands the way she always wore them when she was tired.
Her ribs still ached when she moved too quickly.
Her head still felt a little foggy.
And somewhere in the back of her mind, she kept hearing the quiet words from the car that morning. She’s tired.
Clara shook the thought away and shoved her books into her locker. “Morning.”
She looked over to see one of her classmates leaning against the locker next to hers. “Morning,” she said back.
“Did you do the calc homework?”
“Yes.”
“Of course you did.”
Clara shrugged.
“Some of us have lives,” the girl muttered.
“Some of us procrastinate.”
“Rude.”
Clara smiled faintly and closed her locker. Her first class was calculus. Which meant she already knew exactly how the next forty minutes were going to go.
Her teacher, Ms. Baker loved calling on her when nobody else understood something.
Clara didn’t mind.
Math was easy.
Predictable.
Numbers followed rules.
People didn’t.
She slid into her usual seat near the middle of the classroom and opened her notebook.
Students were still talking loudly when the bell rang.
Ms. Baker clapped her hands. “Alright, settle down.”
The room slowly quieted. Clara rested her chin on her hand as she started writing on the board.
Derivatives again.
Easy.
Her mind wandered as he explained the problem.
She found herself thinking about the car ride again.
About her grandmother.
About hot chocolate.
About the way her grandma used to hold her hands on the ice so she wouldn’t fall.
Her ribs ached slightly as she shifted in her seat.
She didn’t notice the classroom door opening until someone said her name. “Clara?”
She blinked and looked up.
The guidance counselor stood in the doorway.
Mrs. Jennings.
Clara raised her hand slightly. “Yeah?”
Mrs. Jennings smiled politely. “Can you come with me for a minute?”
Immediately the entire class made the dramatic oooooo noise.
Someone in the back whispered, “You’re in trouble.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “I didn’t do anything.”
Ms. Baker waved a hand. “Go ahead.”
Clara grabbed her hoodie sleeve and pushed herself out of the chair.
As she walked past the rows of desks, someone whispered dramatically, “Good luck.”
“Shut up,” she muttered.
Out in the hallway, Mrs. Jennings started walking toward the counseling office.
Clara followed beside her. “Am I in trouble?” Clara asked.
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Because the class reaction suggested otherwise.”
Mrs. Jennings laughed softly. “No, you’re not in trouble.”
“Good.”
They reached the counseling office. The room smelled faintly like coffee and printer ink. Mrs. Jennings gestured toward a chair. “Have a seat.”
Clara dropped into it and leaned back slightly. “So what’s up?”
Mrs. Jennings folded her hands on the desk. “We need a math tutor.”
Clara blinked. “…okay?”
“You’re one of the strongest calculus students in the school, you are our math prodigy in fact.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “That’s concerning.”
Mrs. Jennings smiled. “You consistently score the highest in the class.”
“That says more about everyone else.”
Mrs. Jennings ignored that. “There’s a senior who needs help passing before graduation.”
Clara leaned back further in the chair. “And you picked me?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re patient.”
Clara snorted. “That is not a word people usually use to describe me.”
“Your teachers say otherwise.”
“That’s suspicious.”
Mrs. Jennings slid a piece of paper across the desk. “His name is Denver.”
Clara blinked. “…like the city?”
“Yes.”
“Or the dinosaur?”
“I believe the city.”
Clara sighed dramatically. “Fine.”
“Thank you.”
“When?”
“Now.”
Clara blinked again. “Right now?”
“Yes.”
“During class?”
“You’ll make it up.”
Clara stood up slowly. “This better not ruin my GPA.”
Mrs. Jennings laughed. “You’ll be fine.”
Ten minutes later Clara was sitting in the library.
The library was quieter than the hallway, but still busy.
Students whispered at tables. Pages turned. Laptops clicked softly.
Clara sat at a table near the back with her calculus book open in front of her.
She drummed her fingers lightly on the table while she waited.
A few seconds later someone dropped into the chair across from her.
Clara looked up.
The guy across the table was tall. Senior tall. Messy brown hair. Slightly crooked smile. Hockey hoodie. He leaned back in his chair slightly and looked at her. “You’re my tutor?”
Clara shrugged. “Apparently. Lucky me.”
He studied her for a second. “You look like you should be the one needing help.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Rude.”
“You’re like five.”
“I’m sixteen.”
“That’s basically five.”
Clara grabbed the calculus book and slid it across the table toward him. “Show me what you don’t understand.”
Denver opened the book dramatically.
He flipped a few pages.
Then another.
Then another.
Finally he tapped the page. “All of it.”
Clara stared at him. “…you’re kidding.”
“I wish.”
“You’re a senior.”
“Yes.”
“How did you get this far?”
Denver shrugged. “Charm.”
“That’s not a math skill.”
“It works surprisingly often.”
Clara rubbed her forehead. “Okay.”
She pulled the book back toward her. “Let’s start with derivatives.”
Denver groaned.
“Those are the worst.”
“They’re literally the easiest thing in this chapter.”
“That is terrifying.”
Clara grabbed a pencil and wrote an example problem on the paper between them. “Okay. Watch.”
She worked through the equation step by step.
Denver leaned forward slightly.
For the first time, he actually looked focused.
Clara explained each step.
Derivative rules.
Power rule.
Chain rule.
Basic structure.
Denver watched her work carefully. When she finished, he looked at the paper. Then back at her. “…that actually makes sense.”
“See?”
“Don’t get cocky.”
“Too late.”
He flipped the page again. “Okay what about this one?”
Clara leaned over slightly to look. “That’s the same rule.”
“It looks different.”
“It’s not.”
She took the pencil again and worked through the second problem. Denver watched again. He nodded slowly. “Okay.”
“You try.”
He stared at the paper. “…this is where it goes wrong.”
“Try.”
Denver hesitated. Then started writing. Clara watched quietly. He got halfway through the problem before stopping. “…wait.”
“You forgot the exponent.”
“Oh.”
He corrected it. Finished the equation. Then leaned back slowly. “…I did it.”
“Yes.”
“I did math.”
“Congratulations.”
Denver looked genuinely impressed with himself. “This is a historic moment.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “You’re dramatic.”
“You’re short.”
“Ew, don’t say that. Cringe.”
They worked through a few more problems. Denver made mistakes. Clara corrected them.
Eventually he leaned back in his chair and stretched. “You’re really good at this.”
Clara shrugged. “Thanks.”
“You explain things better than our teacher.”
“That’s not hard.”
Denver tilted his head slightly. “So you play hockey?”
Clara blinked. “How do you know that?”
“You’re wearing three different hockey things.”
Clara glanced down.
Her hoodie had a hockey logo.
Her bracelet was braided from skate lace.
Her backpack keychain was a mini hockey stick. “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“Fair.”
Denver grinned. “What position?”
“Left wing.”
“Of course.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You look like someone who yells at people.”
“That’s accurate.”
He nodded approvingly. “I respect it.”
Clara closed the book slightly. “So do you play?”
Denver shrugged. “I used to.”
“Why’d you stop?”
“School.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “That seems ironic considering this situation.”
“Fair point.”
He leaned forward slightly. “So are you going to tutor me again tomorrow?”
Clara crossed her arms. “That depends.”
“On what?”
“Whether you remember anything from today.”
Denver nodded slowly. “That seems reasonable.”
He picked up the pencil again. “Okay.”
Clara tilted her head. “What are you doing?”
“Practicing.”
She smiled faintly. “Good.”
For the next few minutes, Denver worked through the problems while Clara watched. Every once in a while he looked up and asked a question. And every time she explained it again. Eventually he finished another equation and sat back. “…okay I actually understand this now.”
“See?”
Denver looked impressed. “You’re kind of terrifying.”
“Why?”
“You’re like a tiny math wizard.”
Clara snorted. “That’s not a real thing.”
“It should be.”
He packed his book into his bag. “Same time tomorrow?”
Clara shrugged.
“Nope. During my lunch. 4th period. ”
Denver stood up. “Cool.”
He started to walk away.
Then paused. “Hey.”
Clara looked up. “Yeah?”
“You’re good at this.”
“Thanks.”
“And if I actually pass this class…” He pointed at her. “You’re getting partial credit.”
Clara laughed. “Deal.”
He nodded once and walked out of the library. Clara sat there for another minute, staring at the notebook. Then she packed up her own things and stood. As she walked back toward class, the hallway noise returned.
Lockers.
Voices.
Footsteps.
But for the first time that morning, her mind wasn’t stuck on the same sad thoughts. Instead she found herself thinking about derivatives. And Denver. And the fact that apparently she had accidentally become a math tutor. Which, honestly, felt like a weird twist in her life.

But not a terrible one.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The final bell rang with the same sharp buzz it always did. Students poured into the hallway immediately, the quiet order of the classrooms dissolving into loud conversations, backpacks slamming into lockers, and the constant shuffle of shoes against the tile floors. Clara stepped out of her biology classroom and adjusted the strap of her backpack on her shoulder.
Her ribs still felt sore from the injury earlier in the week, but it had faded into a manageable ache. She could walk normally again, which meant she wasn’t constantly thinking about it anymore.
That was good.
Her brain already had enough things to think about.
Her grandmother.
The conversation with Shane that morning.
And, apparently now, the fact that she had somehow become a math tutor.
She made her way through the crowded hallway toward the front entrance of the school.

Outside, the air was cold and sharp. The parking lot buzzed with the sound of car doors closing and engines starting. And parked right where it always was sat Ilya’s car. Clara walked over and opened the passenger door. The warmth inside the car hit her immediately. She dropped into the seat with a long sigh and let her backpack slide down to the floor.
Ilya glanced over from the driver’s seat. “How was school?” he asked.
Clara leaned her head back against the seat. “Educational.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow slightly. “That sounds suspicious.”
“It means I learned things.”
“You already know everything.”
“That’s not true.”
“You are tutoring someone.”
Clara turned her head slowly. “How do you know that?”
“You texted Shane ‘i’m stuck tutoring a senior bitch’.”
“Oh.” She shrugged. “Yeah. I’m tutoring a senior.”
Ilya looked amused. “You?”
“Yes.”
“That seems backwards.”
“That’s what I said.”
“Is he smart?”
Clara stared out the windshield. “No.”
“That will be challenging.”
“He doesn’t understand derivatives.”
“That is unfortunate.”
“He also thinks I’m five.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “You do look young.”
“Dick.”
He chuckled quietly and started the car. They pulled out of the parking lot and joined the line of cars leaving the school. For a few minutes they drove in comfortable silence. Then Clara spoke again. “He’s also annoying.”
“Why?”
“He keeps smiling.”
Ilya glanced over briefly. “That is his crime?”
“He’s very confident for someone failing calculus.”
“That is impressive.”
Clara shrugged. “I guess he tried.”
“That is something.”
She shifted slightly in her seat and pulled her hoodie sleeves down over her hands. The houses outside the window passed by slowly. Then Clara looked over again. “Can we stop at my house?”
Ilya blinked.
“Why?”
“I need more clothes.”
“That seems reasonable.”
“Also my other hockey bag.”
“That seems less reasonable.”
“I might need it.”
“For what?”
“I don’t know yet.”
Ilya shook his head slightly but turned onto the street that led toward Clara’s neighborhood. A few minutes later they pulled into her driveway. The house looked exactly the same as always.
Quiet.
Still.
Clara unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’ll be quick.”
Ilya nodded.
They walked up the front steps and Clara unlocked the door.
Inside, the house was silent.
No television.
No voices.
Just the faint hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen.
Clara stepped inside and tossed her backpack onto the floor near the stairs. “Home sweet empty home,” she muttered.
Clara started up the stairs.
Ilya followed.
The hallway upstairs was familiar and quiet. Clara pushed open the door to her room. Ilya stepped inside behind her. And immediately paused. Her room was… chaotic.
Hockey sticks leaned against the corner of the wall in a messy bundle.
Posters covered half the walls, teams, players, old tournament banners.
Books were stacked in uneven piles on her desk.
Clothes were draped across a chair.
A pair of skates sat on the floor near the closet.
Ilya slowly turned in a circle. “You live like this?”
Clara was already pulling open dresser drawers. “It’s organized chaos.”
“That is just chaos.”
“I know where everything is.”
“That does not make it organized.”
Clara grabbed a hoodie from the dresser and tossed it onto the bed. “See? Efficiency.”
“You have seven hoodies.”
“They’re all different.”
“They are all gray.”
“They are emotionally different.”
“Not everything is emotional.”
Ilya walked further into the room, studying the walls. Most of the posters were hockey-related. One showed a championship team photo. Another was a large arena shot from a professional game.
He picked up a small framed photo from Clara’s desk. It showed a younger Clara standing on the ice beside an older woman. Clara looked about eight years old in the picture. She was wearing oversized hockey gear and holding a stick that looked almost as tall as she was. The older woman beside her was smiling warmly, one hand resting gently on Clara’s shoulder.
Ilya glanced toward her. “Your grandmother?”
Clara looked over briefly. Then nodded. “Yeah.”
“She looks nice.”
“She is.”
Ilya studied the picture a moment longer before placing it back on the desk.
Clara opened another drawer and pulled out a few shirts. Her movements were quick and practiced.
“You have many hockey things,” Ilya observed.
“Obviously.”
“There are at least six sticks in this room.”
“Backup sticks.”
“You are not an NHL player.”
“Preparation is important.”
Ilya walked over toward her nightstand. He paused. “You also have three alarm clocks.”
Clara glanced over. “Yeah.”
“Why?”
“I don’t wake up easily.”
“That explains a lot.”
“One is backup.”
“And the other?”
“Backup backup.”
Ilya shook his head slowly.
Clara grabbed another hoodie and stuffed it into a duffel bag. “You’re judging my system.”
“You do not have a system.”
“I absolutely do.”
“You have chaos.”
“Functional chaos.”
She zipped the bag halfway and tossed a pair of socks inside.
Ilya wandered toward the wall where her hockey sticks were leaning. He picked one up and examined it. “Game stick?”
“Practice stick.”
“How can you tell?”
“The tape.”
“That seems complicated.”
“It’s not.”
Clara crouched down and grabbed her hockey gloves from under the bed.
Ilya looked around again.
There were medals hanging from a hook near the closet.
Tournament badges pinned to a corkboard.
Photos of teams.
Locker room pictures.
Game celebrations.
“This room is entirely hockey,” he said.
Clara shrugged. “Pretty much.”
“You have normal hobbies?”
“Not anymore.”
“That seems unhealthy.”
“It’s efficient.”
Ilya smiled faintly.
Clara zipped her bag and lifted it onto the bed. “Okay.”
She looked around the room quickly. “What else do I need…”
Ilya pointed toward the corner. “Your other skates.”
“Oh.”
She grabbed them and tossed them into the bag.
Then she glanced toward her desk. The picture of her grandmother sat there quietly. For a moment Clara just looked at it. Her expression softened slightly.
Ilya noticed. “You should call her tonight,” he said gently.
Clara nodded. “Yeah.” She grabbed the bag and slung it over her shoulder. “Ready.”
Ilya gestured toward the door. “After you.”
Clara paused in the doorway and looked back at her room.
Still messy.
Still chaotic.
Still filled with hockey.
Then she shrugged. “Perfect.”
They walked back downstairs and out to the car.
As they pulled away from the house, Clara leaned back in her seat again.
Ilya glanced over. “Feel better?”
“A little.”
“Good.”
Clara stared out the window. “…I think she’d like that I’m tutoring someone.”
“Your grandmother?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“She always liked school stuff.”
“She sounds wise.”
“She also used to tell me to help people if I could.”
Ilya nodded. “That is good advice.”
Clara smiled faintly. “Yeah.”
The car continued down the road, and for the first time all day, Clara felt like maybe things were just a little bit easier to carry.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

That night the arena was packed.
Not just full.
Packed.
The kind of packed where every seat in the stands had someone leaning forward, every railing had someone resting their elbows on it, and the noise inside the building never really settled into silence. Even before the puck dropped the place hummed with anticipation, skates carving warm-up circles on the ice, pucks snapping off sticks, fans shouting across rows to friends they’d spotted three sections away.
Clara loved it.
She sat behind the bench in a folding chair that felt about two inches too small, a headset perched over her ears and the microphone pushed slightly away from her mouth. The cord ran down to the tablet sitting on the small equipment table next to her. Her leg bounced uncontrollably with nervous energy. She didn’t even notice she was doing it.
On the ice, the team finished their last warm-up laps. The overhead lights reflected brightly off the ice surface, making the rink glow.
Clara leaned forward slightly, elbows on her knees, watching every movement like she was studying a chessboard.
Coach Donnelly stood next to her. He looked like someone who had agreed to something he was now deeply unsure about.He glanced at her. Then at the ice. Then back at her. Finally he sighed.“Remember,” he said carefully, “just suggestions.”
Clara didn’t even look up.“Relax.”
Donnelly rubbed the back of his neck.“I’m serious.”
“Me too.”
“You’re sixteen.”
“And?”
“And this is a league game.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re not technically on the roster tonight.”
“Yes.”
“So I’m just saying—”
Clara finally looked up at him.“You asked for help.”
“I did.”
“And I’m helping.”
“That’s what worries me.”
She grinned.“You’ll be fine.”
He stared at her. Then shook his head slowly and looked back at the ice.
Players began skating toward the bench as warm-ups ended.
Shane hopped over the boards first.His helmet was pushed halfway up his forehead as he grabbed a water bottle and took a long drink.“You ready?” he asked Clara.
“Always.”
He smirked.“That’s terrifying.”
Behind him, Ilya stepped onto the bench.He adjusted the tape on his stick and glanced toward Clara.“You have plan?”
“Obviously.”
“Good.”
Zane followed next, tossing his gloves onto the bench before pulling them back on. “Please tell me it’s better than Donnelly’s last power play design.”
Clara tilted her head. “Low bar.”
Evan laughed under his breath.
Nick leaned over the boards, tapping his stick on the ice. “You calling plays tonight?”
Clara pointed at the headset. “Strategic consulting.”
“That sounds fake.”
“It’s very real.”
Coach Donnelly clapped his hands. “Alright! Focus up.”
Players straightened slightly. The referees skated toward center ice. Fans in the stands grew louder. Clara leaned forward again. Her eyes moved across the ice automatically.
Positions.
Spacing.
Defensive pairings.
New York’s lineup.
She had studied them all week.
She knew their tendencies.
Their habits.
Their weak spots.
The puck dropped.
The game started fast.
Both teams pushed hard right away.
Skates dug into the ice as players fought for control in the neutral zone.
Shane and Ilya controlled the blue line on defense.
Clara watched the spacing carefully. “Closer gap,” she muttered quietly into the headset.
Donnelly glanced at her. “Hmm?”
“Tell Shane to close the gap.”
Donnelly leaned forward and shouted toward the ice. “Shane! Tighten up!”
Shane adjusted instantly.
Clara nodded slightly.
Thirty seconds later, New York broke through the neutral zone.
A quick pass through the slot.
A shot from the circle.
The puck rang off the post.
The crowd gasped.
Clara didn’t react. She just watched. “Left winger cheating high,” she said calmly.
Donnelly frowned. “What?”
“He’s leaving early for the breakout.”
Sure enough, two shifts later the same winger tried the exact move again.
But this time Shane stepped into the lane.
Turnover.
Bench erupted in approval.
Clara leaned back slightly. “See?”
Donnelly stared at her. “…okay.”
The game stayed fast.
Both teams traded rushes up and down the ice.
Hits along the boards.
Scrambles in front of the net.
Then halfway through the first period—
New York scored.
It happened quickly.
A deflection in front of the crease.
The puck slipped past the goalie and hit the back of the net.
The opposing bench erupted.
The arena groaned.
Scoreboard changed.
1–0.
Clara didn’t look upset. She immediately leaned forward and tapped the boards. “Run the power play I told you.”
Donnelly blinked. “We’re not on a power play.”
“You will be.”
“What?”
As if on cue—
A New York defenseman hooked Luca during the next rush.
Whistle.
Penalty.
The crowd roared.
Donnelly turned slowly toward Clara. “…how did you know that?”
She shrugged. “They panic when pressured low.”
The referee pointed to the penalty box.
Power play.
Clara leaned forward. “Run the setup.”
Donnelly hesitated.
This was the moment.
He had let Clara suggest things all week in practice.
But now this was a real game.
Real stakes.
He looked at the ice. Then at Clara. Then nodded slowly. “Alright.”
Players jumped over the boards.
On the ice:
Shane moved to the point.
Ilya drifted toward the top of the circle.
Zane took position along the half wall.
Evan slid quietly into the slot.
Nick planted himself in front of the net, battling the defenseman.
Clara leaned forward intensely. Her eyes tracked every movement. “Okay,” she murmured.
The puck moved along the boards.
Zane controlled it.
Clara watched the defenders shift. “Wait…”
Shane faked a shot from the point.
Defenders reacted.
Clara’s eyes sharpened. “Now.”
The play unfolded exactly how she had drawn it.
Shane faked the shot.
Cross-ice pass to Ilya.
Ilya didn’t shoot.
He sent a quick feed down low to Evan.
Defense collapsed.
Evan slid the puck across the crease.
Nick tapped it in.
Goal.
The arena exploded.
Fans jumped to their feet.
Players on the bench shouted.
Clara jumped straight out of her chair. “YES.”
She pumped her fist in the air.
Coach Donnelly stared at her like he had just watched a magic trick. “…that worked.”
Clara sat back down. “Obviously.”
Shane skated past the bench grinning. He pointed at Clara. “Nice one.”
The rest of the period stayed tight.
Both teams pushed hard.
But something had changed.
The bench felt different.
Confident.
Organized.
Players leaned toward Clara between shifts.
“What do they run off faceoffs?”
“Who’s weak on the boards?”
“Where’s the pressure coming from?”
She answered every question instantly.
By the second period, the rhythm of the game had shifted.
Every time the team needed momentum, Clara leaned toward Donnelly and quietly told him exactly what to run.
Cycle low.
Trap the neutral zone.
Pressure the left defenseman.
Donnelly stopped questioning her.
He just relayed the instructions.
Halfway through the second period, the team took the lead.
A clean breakout.
A perfect pass through the neutral zone.
Evan buried the shot top shelf.
Bench erupted again.
Clara clapped loudly. “That’s what I’m talking about.”
But New York wasn’t done.
Late in the second period they tied the game.
2–2.
The arena buzzed with tension again.
Third period started even faster.
Hits were harder.
Passes sharper.
Every shift mattered.
Clara leaned forward constantly, watching every detail.
One minute left.
Score tied.
3–3.
The crowd was standing now.
No one was sitting anymore.
Players were exhausted.
But still pushing.
Clara’s eyes locked onto the ice. “Next shift,” she said quietly.
Donnelly looked at her. “What?”
“Send Shane with Zane and Luca.”
“That line doesn’t usually—”
“Trust me.”
He hesitated.
Then nodded.
Players hopped the boards.
Shane carried the puck through the neutral zone.
Zane cut wide along the boards.
Luca drove the middle lane.
Defense shifted.
Exactly how Clara predicted. “Here it comes,” she whispered.
Shane passed to Zane.
Zane fired it back across the slot.
Shane one-timed it.
The puck rocketed past the goalie.
Goal.
The arena exploded.
4–3.
Bench erupted in chaos.
Players jumped over the boards cheering.
Clara stood up laughing.
Donnelly stared at her again. “You’re terrifying.”
Clara grinned like a maniac. “Told you.”
The final buzzer sounded seconds later.
Game over.
Players piled onto the ice celebrating.
Fans roared from the stands.
Clara pulled off the headset slowly.
Her heart was still racing.
Shane skated straight toward the bench. “You called that play!”
Clara shrugged casually. “Maybe.”
Ilya climbed over the boards. “You are very dangerous strategist.”
“Thank you.”
Nick pointed at her. “You’re running the bench from now on.”
Donnelly shook his head in disbelief. “I might actually let her.”
Clara crossed her arms proudly. “Told you it would work.”
The arena was still roaring around them.
And Clara couldn’t stop smiling.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The arena was still buzzing when they finally left.
Even out in the parking lot, the energy from the game lingered in the air. Fans were still talking excitedly as they walked to their cars, replaying the final goal and the last few minutes of the game like they’d just witnessed something historic.
Clara practically bounced down the arena steps.
She was still wearing the headset around her neck even though she’d taken the microphone off. “I told you,” she said for about the tenth time.
Shane walked beside her, still carrying his gear bag over one shoulder. “Yes,” he said patiently. “You told us.”
“I told you the power play would work.”
“Yes.”
“And the line change in the third period.”
“Yes.”
“And the neutral zone pressure.”
“Yes, Clara.”
She turned and walked backward in front of him. “So you admit I was right.”
“I never said you weren’t.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Behind them, Ilya locked the car doors remotely and caught up to them with an amused expression. “You are enjoying this too much.”
Clara spread her arms. “We won.”
“Yes.”
“Because of my brilliant hockey brain.”
Shane snorted. “We won because Shane scored.”
Clara spun around and pointed at him dramatically. “Because I told you to run that play!”
Shane smirked. “I would like the record to show that I am the one who actually shot the puck.”
“And I designed the play.”
“Which I still don’t understand how you saw.”
Clara shrugged smugly. “Hockey intuition.”
Ilya chuckled quietly.
They reached the car.
Shane tossed his gear bag into the trunk with a heavy thud while Clara climbed into the passenger seat.
Her ribs tugged slightly as she sat down.
She winced.
“You okay?” Shane asked.
“I’m fine.”
“You’ve said that about twelve times this week.”
“And I’ve been right twelve times.”
“You were literally at the hospital.”
“That was a precaution.”
“You ran from the nurse.”
“That was justified.”
Ilya got into the driver’s seat and started the car.
The heater kicked on immediately, filling the quiet interior with warm air.
Clara leaned back in her seat and sighed contentedly. “Best game ever.”
Shane shut the trunk and slid into the backseat behind her. “Your team lost eight to two last night.”
“That was also entertaining.”
“You’re evil.”
“I’m strategic.”
Ilya pulled the car out of the arena parking lot.
Streetlights blurred past outside the windows as they drove.
For a few minutes, none of them spoke.
Clara watched the passing lights with a faint smile still on her face. Eventually she said quietly, “You guys actually looked good tonight.”
Shane leaned forward between the seats. “Actually?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you for the vote of confidence.”
“You listened.”
“That was terrifying.”
“I told you the power play setup worked.”
Shane rubbed his face. “You redesigned our entire power play while holding a dog.”
Clara grinned. “Maple is a good assistant coach.”
“You are not allowed to become a coach.”
“Why?”
“You would terrorize every team in the league.”
“That’s the point.”
Ilya glanced at her briefly. “You did help a lot.”
“See?”
Shane sighed dramatically. “I’m never going to hear the end of this.”
“Nope.”
The car pulled onto the main road leading back toward the house.
Clara leaned her head against the window.
For the first time all day, her body started to feel the exhaustion creeping in.
Adrenaline fading.
Muscles relaxing.
Her ribs ached slightly from the long day.
Still manageable.
But definitely sore.
Shane noticed the way she shifted slightly in her seat. “Your ribs hurting again?”
“A little.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t have been jumping up and down behind the bench.”
“That was necessary enthusiasm.”
“You literally yelled.”
“It was a good play.”
“You scared Coach Donnelly.”
“That man needs confidence.”
Shane laughed quietly. “That’s one way to describe what happened.”
Clara yawned. The warm car and dark road made her eyelids heavy. “You guys owe me dinner tomorrow,” she mumbled.
“For what?”
“Winning the game.”
“You didn’t play.”
“Technicality.”
“You’re unbelievable.”
Clara smiled sleepily. “I know.”
The rest of the drive home passed quietly.
When they finally pulled into the driveway, the house looked dark and still.
Inside, everything was quiet.
Shane dropped his gear bag near the door. “I’m showering,” he announced.
Clara waved lazily. “Goodnight.”
“It’s not even midnight.”
“It’s emotionally midnight.”
She shuffled upstairs slowly, careful of her ribs, and disappeared into her room.
Within minutes she was under the covers.
And asleep.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The house stayed quiet.
Hours passed.
The clock on Clara’s nightstand blinked softly in the darkness.
1:17 AM.
Clara woke slowly. At first she didn’t know why. The room was dark. The house silent.
Then she shifted slightly. Pain tugged along her ribs. “Ugh,” she muttered softly.
She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. Her side felt tight and sore again. Probably from jumping around during the game. “Great,” she whispered.
She sat up carefully, pressing a hand against her ribs.
The ache spread across her side.
Not terrible.
But annoying.
Ice would help.
Clara pushed the blankets aside and slipped out of bed. The hallway outside her room was dark. The house creaked faintly in the quiet way old houses sometimes did at night. She padded down the stairs slowly. The kitchen was dim, lit only by the faint glow of the microwave clock. Clara opened the freezer. The door creaked slightly. She grabbed a small plastic bag and filled it with ice cubes. The clinking sound echoed quietly in the still kitchen.
She pressed the bag gently against her side. Cold immediately spread through the fabric of her hoodie. “Better,” she murmured.
She leaned against the counter for a second.
Then—
CRASH.
The sound exploded through the quiet house. Clara froze. Her heart jumped into her throat. The noise had come from upstairs. She stood completely still, listening. The house went silent again. “…hello?” she called cautiously.
No answer.
Her brain immediately jumped to the worst possible conclusions.
Break-in.
Someone falling.
Something collapsing.
Another muffled thump echoed upstairs. Clara frowned. That definitely came from Shane’s room. She walked slowly toward the stairs. Each step creaked slightly under her weight as she climbed.
Her ribs protested again as she moved. “Fantastic timing,” she muttered.
The hallway upstairs was dark. Shane and Ilya’s bedroom door was half closed. Another small noise came from inside.
Clara pushed the door open.
And stopped.
The bed frame had completely collapsed.
The mattress was halfway on the floor at a weird angle.
Broken wood pieces were scattered across the carpet.
And standing in the middle of the disaster, was a naked Shane and Ilya.
Shane at least had half of the sheet covering him, but Ilya was standing fully naked in the middle of their room. Both of them looked extremely startled.
“Holy fuck.”
Clara immediately slapped a hand over her eyes. “OH MY GOD!” she screamed.
The room went silent.
“Clara…” Ilya started.
“YOU FREAKS! YOU BROKE THE FUCKING BED HAVING VICTORY SEX! Oh my god I’m disgusted. I’m traumatized!”
“Clara, why are you in here?”
“Because your fucking bedframe just snapped so loudly the ENTIRE NEIGHBOURHOOD HEARD IT!”
She kept her hand covering her eyes. “This is what I get for trying to get ice.”
“You went to get ice?” Shane was shocked.
“Yes, because a certain someone told me ice would make my ribs better. But this is not about me, you two broke the entire bed.”
“It was already weak.”
“That is not helping your argument!”
Ilya glanced down at the wreckage. “It collapsed very suddenly.”
Clara pointed at the broken wood. “It collapsed because you were railing Shane too hard.”
Shane groaned. “Please go back to bed.”
“Did you tell him how beautiful his goal was while you backshotted him into outer space?
“Clara.”
“What? You caused this. I hope you know that.”
Clara slowly turned around and walked back into the hallway, hand still over her eyes. “I’m telling everyone,” she called casually.
“You are absolutely not!” Shane yelled.
Clara kept walking. Her grin spread wider with every step. “Oh this is amazing.”
“CLARA.”
She paused outside her door and looked back down the hallway. “You broke the bed.”
“Stop saying it!”
“You BROKE the bed.”
Ilya sighed quietly from inside the room. “This is going to spread very fast.”
Clara nodded. “Correct.”
Shane groaned again. “Worst day of my life.”
Clara pushed open her bedroom door. “No,” she said cheerfully. “Best day ever.”
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  The next morning started badly.
Not because Clara was tired.
Not because her ribs hurt.
But because she had seen things.
Things she absolutely did not want to remember.
Clara walked down the stairs slowly, one hand sliding along the banister as she descended step by step. The house was quiet in that soft, early-morning way that always made it feel bigger than it really was. Pale sunlight crept through the windows in the hallway, faint and gray like the day hadn’t fully committed to happening yet.
She paused halfway down the stairs.
Her brain replayed the memory again.
Broken wood.
The mattress sliding sideways.
Shane standing there looking like someone had just set his car on fire.
And Ilya—
She stopped herself. “Nope,” she muttered under her breath.
She continued down the stairs.
The kitchen came into view.
And there he was.
Shane stood at the counter pouring coffee like it was a completely normal morning. Like he hadn’t demolished an entire bed frame twelve hours earlier.
Steam curled from the mug in his hand. He looked freshly showered, hair still damp, wearing a hoodie and sweatpants.
Calm.
Collected.
Unbothered.
Clara stopped in the doorway. They made eye contact. Silence immediately filled the room. The coffee machine clicked quietly as it finished brewing.
Clara stared.
Shane stared back.
Neither of them spoke.
Five seconds passed.
Ten seconds.
Fifteen.
Shane lifted the mug and took a slow sip of coffee.
Clara blinked once. Then she slowly turned around. “Nope.”
She started walking back toward the stairs.
Behind her, Shane sighed heavily. “Clara.”
“Nope.”
“Clara.”
She kept walking. “I refuse to participate in this conversation.”
“You already did.”
She stopped. Then turned back around slowly. “You broke the bed.”
Shane closed his eyes.
“Please stop saying that.”
“You broke the bed getting your back blown out by your husband.”
“Don’t say that.”
Clara walked fully into the kitchen now. “You broke it so violently that I woke up at one in the morning thinking someone had broken into the house.”
“Thank you for that detailed recap.”
“You’re welcome.”
She grabbed a granola bar from the counter and leaned against it casually. “You also broke it loud enough that I tried to use a bag of ice as a weapon.”
“That’s not a weapon.”
“It was in the moment.”
Shane rubbed his forehead. “Can we not do this before eight in the morning?”
Clara pointed the granola bar at him. “You lost the right to dignity the moment your bed frame snapped like a twig.”
“Clara.”
“And then I had to see—”
“Stop.”
“I SAW ILYA—”
“STOP.”
Clara shoved the granola wrapper into the trash. “You traumatized me.”
“You walked into the room.”
“Because it sounded like a building collapsed!”
Shane leaned against the counter and took another sip of coffee like someone trying very hard to stay calm. “I am begging you to drop this.”
Clara narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “Did you at least apologize to the bed?”
“It’s furniture.”
“It died in the line of duty.”
From behind them, footsteps approached. Then Ilya walked into the kitchen. He looked completely calm. Which somehow made everything worse. “Morning,” he said.
Clara turned slowly toward him. “You.”
“Yes.”
“You owe me emotional damages.”
“For what?”
“For existing naked in front of me.”
Ilya blinked once. “You opened the door.”
“Because the house sounded like it was being demolished!”
Shane covered his face with one hand. “Oh my god.”
Clara continued like she was presenting evidence in court. “I woke up. I just wanted some ice. I thought someone had broken into the house. I walked upstairs. And instead I find the two of you standing in the wreckage of a destroyed bed.”
“It collapsed,” Ilya said calmly.
“You snapped it.”
“It was structurally weak.”
“You’re blaming the bed.”
“It had years of wear.”
Clara stared at him. “You are unbelievable.”
Shane muttered into his coffee, “This conversation needs to end.”
But Clara was just getting started.
She grabbed a bowl from the cabinet. “If you think I’m dropping this, you’re insane.”
She poured cereal dramatically.
Milk splashed loudly.
Ilya leaned against the counter. “You are very loud this morning.”
“I’m coping.”
“With cereal?”
“With justice.”
Shane stared at the ceiling. “This is the worst morning of my life.”
Clara took a bite of cereal. “Oh relax.”
“You threatened to tell people.”
“I didn’t threaten.”
“You said you would.”
“That’s just honesty.”
Ilya poured himself coffee. “Who exactly are you planning to tell?”
Clara chewed thoughtfully. “Oh I don’t know.”
She ticked names off on her fingers. “Zane.”
Shane groaned immediately. “No.”
“Wyatt.”
“No.”
“Nick.”
“No!”
“Evan.”
“Absolutely not.”
Clara grinned. “Maybe the entire team.”
Shane slammed his mug down lightly on the counter. “You are not telling the team.”
“Why not?”
“Because they will never shut up about it.”
“That’s not my problem.”
Ilya sipped his coffee calmly. “They would enjoy this information.”
Shane pointed at him. “You are not helping.”
“I am being realistic.”
Clara took another bite of cereal. “I also think Coach Donnelly deserves to know.”
Shane looked horrified. “You will not tell Coach Donnelly.”
“Why?”
“He’s already nervous around you!”
“Exactly.” She leaned forward. “He should know the leadership of the team is unstable.”
“CLARA.”
She smiled sweetly. “Yes?”
“You’re grounded.”
“I don’t live here.”
“Emotionally grounded.”
“You just said ‘emotionally’.”
The toaster popped suddenly. Everyone jumped slightly.
Clara laughed. “See? Even the toaster is startled by your behavior.”
Shane grabbed toast aggressively. “You’re enjoying this too much.”
“Yes.”
“You’re evil.”
“Yes.”
Ilya leaned on the counter beside her. “You really thought someone broke into the house?”
“Yes.”
“You brought ice.”
“It was the closest object.”
“That would not stop an intruder.”
“I was improvising.”
“You would throw ice cubes?”
“I would throw the bag.”
Shane muttered, “You should have.”
Clara gasped dramatically. “You’re telling me I should have attacked you?”
“You kicked my door open.”
“I pushed it gently.”
“You burst in.”
“You were naked!”
“I was surprised!”
“You were extremely naked!”
Shane groaned again. “I regret waking up today.”
Clara tapped her spoon against the bowl thoughtfully. “Out of curiosity…”
“No.”
“How exactly did the bed break?”
“It collapsed.”
“That’s vague.”
“It broke.”
“How?”
Shane stared at her.
Clara stared back.
Ilya answered calmly.
“The center support beam snapped.”
Clara blinked. “…the center beam?”
“Yes.”
“That’s the strongest part.”
“It was not strong enough.”
Clara slowly lowered her spoon. “I cannot believe you broke the strongest part of the bed.”
Shane rubbed his face. “I hate this conversation.”
Clara burst out laughing. “I cannot wait to tell Zane.”
“You are not telling Zane.”
“Zane will lose his mind.”
“Clara.”
“Wyatt will cry laughing.”
“CLARA.”
“Nick will absolutely make memes.”
“STOP.”
Ilya chuckled quietly into his coffee.
Shane turned to him. “You are supposed to be on my side.”
“I am neutral.”
“You’re smiling.”
“It is funny.”
Clara nodded. “Correct.”
Shane grabbed the coffee pot and refilled his mug aggressively. “You are both terrible.”
Clara shrugged. “You broke the bed.”
“I KNOW.”
“And you did it loud enough to wake the neighbors.”
“That did not happen.”
“I’m pretty sure it did.”
“I checked. It didn’t.”
Clara paused. “You checked?”
“Yes.”
“So you knew it was loud.”
Shane froze. “…that was a mistake.”
Clara grinned like someone who had just found a new weapon. “Oh this just keeps getting better.”
Ilya leaned back against the counter again. “You will never let this go.”
“Nope.”
Shane looked exhausted. “How long will this last?”
Clara thought about it. “A few years.”
“Years?”
“Minimum.”
He dropped his head onto the counter. “This is my villain origin story.”
Clara finished her cereal. “Well.”
She stood up and carried the bowl to the sink. “Actions have consequences.”
“You’re sixteen.”
“And?”
“You shouldn’t be this smug.”
“It’s natural talent.”
Ilya glanced at Shane. “She is enjoying your suffering.”
“I noticed.”
Clara dried her hands and turned back around. “Oh don’t worry.”
Shane looked suspicious. “Why?”
“Eventually something embarrassing will happen to me.”
“That doesn’t make me feel better.”
“But until then…”
She grinned. “This is hilarious.”
Shane stared at her. “You are banned from my room forever.”
“Good.”
“Good?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Clara shrugged. “I’ve already seen everything I need to see.”
Shane nearly choked on his coffee. “OH MY GOD.”
Ilya laughed out loud.
Clara grabbed her backpack.
“Anyway.”
She headed for the door.
“We have to go to school.”
Shane pointed at her. “You’re not done with this conversation.”
“Oh no,” Clara said cheerfully. “I absolutely am.”
She opened the door. Then paused. Looked back. “And Shane?”
He stared at her with deep suspicion. “Yes?”
She smiled sweetly. “Rest in peace to the bed.”
The door closed.
Silence filled the kitchen again.
Shane stood there for several seconds.
Then slowly turned toward Ilya. “I’m moving.”
Ilya sipped his coffee calmly. “She will still find you.”
Shane sighed deeply and grabbed his keys. “I know.”
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
The drive to school was even worse. Not because the traffic was bad. Not because Clara was late. Not even because the morning had already been chaotic.
It was worse because everyone in the car knew exactly what had happened, and no one had any idea how to talk about it without making things worse.
Clara sat in the passenger seat.
Shane drove.
Ilya sat in the back.
The engine hummed quietly as they pulled away from the house. The neighborhood streets were still half-asleep in that early morning way where everything felt slightly gray and slow. A few cars passed them going the opposite direction. A dog walker stood on the corner waiting to cross the street.
Inside the car, though, it felt like someone had sealed the windows shut and sucked all the oxygen out.
Silence filled the space.
Heavy.
Uncomfortable.
The kind of silence that happens when everyone is thinking about the same extremely embarrassing thing but is pretending they aren’t.
Shane kept both hands on the steering wheel, staring straight ahead like the road required every ounce of his concentration.
Clara leaned her elbow against the door and looked out the window.
Ilya rested back in the rear seat, calm in the way that suggested he had already decided this situation was funny.
The tires rolled softly over the pavement.
No one spoke.
Ten seconds passed.
Twenty.
Thirty.
Shane turned the radio on.
Static crackled.
He turned it back off.
Clara noticed.
She didn’t say anything yet.
Another ten seconds passed.
Forty seconds total.
That was about Clara’s limit. “So.”
Shane sighed immediately. It was the sigh of a man who had already accepted that his morning was about to get worse. “No.”
Clara didn’t look at him. “You broke—”
“No.”
“The—”
“NO.”
Clara stared out the window at the passing houses. “You’re being very defensive.”
Shane kept his eyes on the road. “Because you’re being terrible.”
“I’m processing trauma.”
“You’re making jokes.”
“That’s how I process trauma.”
From the back seat, Ilya spoke. “You are surprisingly loud for someone who claims to be traumatized.”
Clara twisted slightly in her seat so she could glance back at him. “That’s because I’m coping.”
“With jokes.”
“Yes.”
“With repeated jokes about the bed.”
Clara nodded. “Yes.”
Shane inhaled slowly through his nose.
The car stopped at a red light.
Clara tapped her fingers lightly against the door. Then she said casually, “You know what the worst part is?”
Shane closed his eyes for a second. “No.”
Clara ignored him. “If you think about it technically—”
“Clara.”
“—the bed died doing what it loved.”
Shane turned his head just enough to glare at her. “Shut up.”
Clara gasped dramatically. Her hand flew to her chest like she had just been stabbed emotionally. “Wow.”
Shane returned his attention to the road. “I’m serious.”
“Wow,” Clara repeated, even more dramatically. “You tell your own child to shut up?”
“You are not my child.”
“You’re going to silence me when I’m trying to process a traumatic event?”
“You are not traumatized.”
“I walked into a crime scene.”
“You walked into a bedroom.”
“I saw things, Shane.”
“You opened the door.”
“I thought someone broke into the house!”
“Shane pinched the bridge of his nose while the light turned green. “You’re unbelievable.”
Clara crossed her arms and leaned dramatically against the window. “You know what?”
“What.”
“I’m deeply offended.”
“Good.”
“I cannot believe you told me to shut up.”
“I can.”
“I’m wounded.”
“You’ll survive.”
Clara stared forward with exaggerated sadness for a few seconds. Then she sighed loudly. “Fine.”
Shane didn’t respond.
Clara kept the serious expression for about five seconds longer. Then she cracked. “Relax,” she said. “I’m joking.”
Shane glanced sideways at her. “About what part?”
“All of it.”
“Really.”
“Yes.”
“You’re not going to tell anyone?”
Clara shook her head slowly. “No.”
Shane looked skeptical. “Really?”
Clara nodded solemnly. “I will suffer in silence.”
“You?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t do silence.”
“I’ll start today.”
“That’s hard to believe.”
Clara folded her hands in her lap like someone making a noble sacrifice. “I will carry this trauma alone.”
Ilya laughed quietly from the back seat.
Clara continued. “I will bury the memory deep inside my soul.”
“Clara.”
“I will never speak of the fallen bed again.”
“Clara.”
“I will honor its memory privately.”
“CLARA.”
She grinned. “See? I’m coping.”
Shane shook his head. “You’re ridiculous.”
“But you’re safe.”
“Am I?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t trust that.”
“You should.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m compassionate.”
“You’re chaotic.”
“That too.”
The school building came into view ahead of them. Students were already crossing the parking lot in small groups. A bus pulled into the drop-off lane near the entrance.
Shane turned into the lot and parked.
The car rolled to a stop.
Clara unbuckled her seatbelt. She grabbed her backpack from the floor.
Then she paused. She looked at Shane. “Hey.”
“What?”
“I really am joking.”
He studied her for a moment. “You’re not going to tell the team?”
She shook her head. “Nope.”
“You swear?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re just going to… keep the trauma to yourself.”
“Yes.”
“Forever?”
“Forever.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Okay.”
Clara opened the door. Cold morning air rushed into the car. She stepped out and started walking toward the school.
Then from the back seat—
Ilya leaned toward the open window. “Have fun tutoring your boyfriend!”
Clara stopped mid-step. She turned around immediately. Her eyes narrowed. “He is not my boyfriend!”
Ilya smiled calmly. “You spend a lot of time with him.”
“It’s tutoring!”
“You looked happy yesterday.”
“That was math happiness!”
“Sure.”
Clara raised her hand and pretended to jerk off at them.
Shane groaned loudly. “CLARA.”
She grinned. “Is that what you were doing when Ilya fucked you so hard that—“
”GO TO SCHOOL!”
Then she turned and walked toward the school entrance.
Ilya leaned back in his seat.
Shane stared at him through the rearview mirror. “…you did that on purpose.”
“Yes.”
Shane sighed and started the car again. “She’s definitely telling the team now.”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “Probably.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

School felt strangely normal after the chaos of the morning.
Clara had expected something dramatic to happen. Maybe she’d trip in the hallway because she was still distracted by the memory of broken wood and Shane yelling her name. Maybe someone would ask a question she couldn’t focus on because her brain kept replaying the image of a collapsed bed frame.
But none of that happened.
School was just… school.
The hallways were loud. Lockers slammed every few seconds. Students shouted greetings across the corridor. Someone down the hall laughed so loudly that half the hallway turned to look. Clara moved through the chaos with her backpack slung over one shoulder, walking at the same fast pace she always did. A few people nodded at her as she passed.
Her first class went by quickly.
She sat in the back, finished the worksheet before most of the class had even read the instructions, and spent the rest of the period doodling little hockey plays in the margin of her notebook.
Second period was history.
The teacher talked for almost forty minutes straight about something involving trade routes and economic shifts that Clara mostly absorbed out of habit rather than interest. She took neat notes anyway. She always did.
Third period was physics. That one was slightly more interesting. At one point the teacher wrote an equation on the board and asked if anyone knew how to approach the problem.
Clara raised her hand halfway through the explanation.
“Yes, Clara?”
“You’re missing a variable.”
The teacher paused. Looked at the board. Then blinked. “…you’re right.”
A few students turned around to look at her.
Clara shrugged and looked back down at her notebook.
The class moved on.
By the time the bell rang again, Clara felt like the morning had settled into something normal.
Predictable.
Routine.
Which made what happened next feel slightly strange.
Because fourth period wasn’t a class.
Fourth period was tutoring.
Clara walked down the hallway toward the library. The noise of students faded a little as she got closer. The library was always quieter than the rest of the building, like stepping into a different environment entirely.
She pushed open the door.
The familiar smell of books and old paper drifted through the air. A few students sat scattered around the tables working on laptops or flipping through textbooks. The librarian sat behind the desk near the entrance typing something slowly.
Clara walked toward the table in the back where she had met Denver the day before.
And stopped.
He was already there.
Denver sat slouched in the chair with a notebook open in front of him. One arm rested across the back of the chair while he tapped a pencil against the table.
When he noticed her walking toward him, he looked up. And grinned. “There she is.”
Clara raised one eyebrow slightly. “You’re early.”
Denver shrugged. “I’m motivated now.”
“That’s suspicious.”
She dropped her backpack onto the floor beside the chair and sat down across from him.
Denver leaned back in his seat. “Did you miss me?”
Clara didn’t even hesitate. “No.”
He pressed a hand to his chest like he’d been wounded. “That hurts.”
“Good.”
Denver laughed quietly. “Harsh.”
Clara reached across the table and pulled his notebook closer. “Did you actually do the homework?”
Denver pushed the notebook toward her dramatically. “I did.”
Clara flipped open the pages.
Her eyes scanned the work quickly. The problems were mostly derivatives and simple calculus exercises that she had assigned him the day before.
For a few seconds she didn’t say anything. Then she paused. Her eyes moved back to the first page. “…you actually did.”
Denver grinned proudly. “I told you I was improving.”
Clara turned another page. Then another. “You did all of it.”
“Yep.”
She tapped one line with the tip of her pencil. “You still wrote the wrong derivative here.”
Denver leaned forward. “…damn.”
Clara grabbed the pencil from the table. “Okay, look.”
She turned the notebook toward herself and began writing beneath the problem.
Denver watched her.
She worked quickly, rewriting the equation and stepping through the process like she was solving a puzzle she’d already seen a hundred times before. “This function here,” she said, tapping the original expression, “changes when you apply the derivative because the exponent affects the entire term.”
Denver nodded slowly. “Okay.”
“So instead of doing this—” she pointed at his work “—you need to apply the rule correctly.” She wrote the corrected version. “There.”
Denver leaned closer to look at the page. “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“That actually makes more sense.”
“Because it’s correct.”
Denver laughed.
Clara slid the notebook back toward him. “Try the next one.”
But instead of looking down at the problem immediately, Denver watched her for a moment. Clara noticed. “What.”
He tilted his head slightly. “You have nice handwriting.”
Clara blinked once. Then looked back down at the notebook. “That’s not relevant.”
“It is to me.”
“That’s weird.”
“I’m appreciating the aesthetics of calculus.”
“That sentence should never exist.”
Denver smiled.
Clara pointed at the next problem. “Derivative.”
He groaned but picked up the pencil. “You’re strict.”
“I’m efficient.”
Denver started working through the equation slowly.
Clara leaned back in her chair and watched him.
At first he wrote carefully.
Then he paused.
Crossed something out.
Rewrote the line.
Clara noticed the improvement immediately. “You’re actually thinking this time.”
Denver looked up briefly. “Is that surprising?”
“Yes.”
“Wow.”
“You told me yesterday you didn’t understand any of it.”
“I exaggerated.”
“You dramatically exaggerated.”
Denver shrugged. “I needed motivation.”
“You needed basic math skills.”
“Also true.”
He finished the problem and slid the notebook toward her. Clara looked it over. The solution wasn’t perfect. But it was much closer. “…better.”
Denver smiled slightly. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“It’s progress.”
“I like progress.”
Clara pointed at another problem. “Do that one.”
Denver sighed loudly. “You’re mean.”
“I’m effective.”
He started working again. After a moment he glanced up at her. “You know what’s weird?”
“What.”
“You’re sixteen.”
“Correct.”
“And you’re tutoring a senior.”
“Yes.”
“That feels backwards.”
“You need help.”
“That’s fair.”
He worked through the problem again, slower this time. Clara watched quietly. Denver eventually finished and pushed the notebook toward her again.
She checked the work. This time the derivative was correct. Clara nodded once. “Good.”
Denver leaned back in his chair. “I’m getting better.”
“You are.”
“See? Motivation.”
“You did homework one time.”
“Still counts.”
Clara flipped the page to the next problem set.
Denver leaned forward again, resting his elbows on the table. “You’re really smart.”
Clara didn’t react much. “Correct.”
Denver smiled slightly. “And intimidating.”
“Also correct.”
“You’re very confident.”
“I’m very accurate.”
He laughed again.
Clara pointed at the next problem. “Focus.”
Denver glanced down. Then looked back up at her again. “You ever thought about tutoring me privately?”
Clara slowly lifted her head. “That sounded worse than you intended.”
Denver immediately laughed. “I meant after school.”
“Sure you did.”
“I swear.”
He held up both hands in surrender. “I meant math tutoring.”
Clara studied him for a second. Then she pointed at the page again. “Do the next one.”
Denver groaned dramatically. “You’re impossible.”
“I’m helping you graduate.”
“That’s a good point.”
He picked up the pencil again.
While he worked, Clara leaned back in the chair and glanced around the library.
Students moved quietly between shelves. Someone near the window flipped through flashcards. A laptop keyboard clicked softly somewhere behind them.
It felt calm.
Peaceful.
Very different from the chaos of her morning.
She looked back at Denver.
He was chewing on the end of the pencil while staring at the equation like it was a riddle.
Clara shook her head slightly. “What.”
“You’re thinking too hard.”
“That’s new for me.”
“Just apply the rule.”
Denver tried again. A minute later he slid the notebook across the table. Clara checked the work. Correct. She nodded again. “See?”
Denver leaned back in the chair with a small grin. “Told you I’m improving.”
Clara shrugged. “Maybe.”
He watched her for a moment. “You’re going to tutor me again tomorrow, right?”
Clara closed the notebook. “We’ll see if you survive today.”
Denver laughed. “Fair enough.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Meanwhile, at the rink, the mood was very different from the quiet focus of Clara’s tutoring session.
Practice had just started.
The Centaurs filtered onto the ice in small groups, the sound of skate blades scraping across the surface echoing through the arena. Sticks tapped against the boards. Someone fired a puck lazily toward the empty net during warmups. A few players circled slowly near center ice, stretching their legs and loosening up.
The arena lights reflected brightly across the freshly resurfaced ice, and the cold air carried the familiar smell of rubber, metal, and ice shavings.
Coach Donnelly stood near the bench with a folded piece of paper in his hand.
Clara’s paper.
He unfolded it slowly.
And immediately regretted it.
The page wasn’t just a few notes.
It was… an entire system.
Drills were organized into sections. Each section had arrows, timing notes, and player positions drawn out like a miniature tactical map. Some of the diagrams looked like full play breakdowns. Others were simple instructions about positioning and pacing.
There were even little stars next to certain drills with short explanations written in the margins.
Coach Donnelly rubbed his forehead slightly as he read. “Good lord…”
It was incredibly detailed.
There were warm-up drills.
Transition drills.
Defensive structure adjustments.
Offensive zone entries.
Screen formations.
Even small notes about how long each drill should last.
Somewhere near the middle of the page was a section titled:
SCREENED SHOT WORK – THEY SUCK AT THIS RIGHT NOW
Donnelly sighed.
Then he kept reading.
More diagrams followed.
Defensemen firing from the point.
Forwards rotating into screen positions.
Rebound control strategies.
Then his eyes landed on a line written in darker pen.
A line that made him pause.
ZANE AND EVAN NEED TO WORK ON GETTING THE FUCK OUT OF THE WAY DURING SCREENED SHOTS
Donnelly blinked.
He read the sentence again.
Then he slowly looked up.
Across the ice, Zane and Evan were already arguing. Zane skated backward while gesturing dramatically with his stick. “I’m telling you it wasn’t my fault!”
Evan followed him. “You literally blocked the shot!”
“I was screening!”
“You screened our own goalie!”
“That’s not what happened!”
“You were standing directly in front of Wyatt!”
“That’s where screens happen!”
Donnelly looked back down at the paper.
The sentence appeared again lower on the page.
SERIOUSLY – THEY ARE IN THE WAY HALF THE TIME
He exhaled. Then he folded the paper once and clapped his hands loudly. “Alright!”
The team slowly gathered near the bench.
Some players leaned on their sticks. Others circled lazily nearby.
Shane glided to the front of the group.
Nick skated up beside him.
Zane and Evan were still arguing quietly behind them.
Wyatt tapped his stick against the ice impatiently from the crease.
Coach Donnelly held up the paper. “We’re trying Clara’s plan today.”
Groans echoed immediately.
Zane dropped his head back. “Oh come on.”
Nick laughed. “She’s not even here.”
Wyatt shouted from the net. “THIS BETTER NOT INVOLVE ME GETTING HIT WITH MORE PUCKS.”
“It does,” Donnelly replied.
“Great.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow slightly. “What part are we starting with?”
Donnelly glanced at the paper. “Screened shot drills.”
More groans.
Zane pointed his stick toward the coach. “I feel personally targeted already.”
Evan nodded. “Same.”
Donnelly ignored them.
“Defensemen at the point. Forwards rotate through screen positions. Rebounds get cleared immediately.”
He pointed at Zane and Evan.
“And you two—”
They both groaned again.
“—are staying out of Wyatt’s sightline unless you’re actively screening.”
Wyatt raised his glove. “THANK YOU.”
The players moved into position.
Wyatt settled into the crease, tapping his posts lightly.
Shane and Nick took spots near the blue line.
Zane drifted toward the slot.
Evan hovered near the edge of the crease.
Donnelly glanced back at Clara’s notes one more time.
Then he blew the whistle.
The drill started.
Shane fired the first puck from the point.
The shot sailed toward the net.
Zane accidentally drifted sideways.
The puck hit his shin pad. “OW!”
Wyatt threw his arms up. “I CAN’T SEE ANYTHING!”
Donnelly immediately shouted. “ZANE! EVAN! OUT OF THE LANE!”
Zane scrambled sideways. “I WAS MOVING!”
Evan pointed at him. “You were literally standing there!”
“YOU were standing there!”
“Both of you move!”
The next shot came from Luca.
This time the lane stayed clear.
Wyatt saw the puck.
Glove save.
The rebound dropped in front of the crease.
Evan jumped forward and swatted it toward the boards.
Donnelly nodded slightly. “Again!”
Another shot.
This time Zane moved into position correctly, screening Wyatt without blocking the defensemen’s shot lane.
The puck sailed past him.
Wyatt barely saw it.
The puck hit the post.
The team collectively reacted with surprised noise.
Nick tapped his stick on the ice. “Okay that was actually good.”
Donnelly blew the whistle again. “Reset!”
They ran the drill again.
And again.
Gradually the chaos started to settle.
Players began adjusting their spacing.
Screens became more deliberate instead of accidental.
Defensemen timed their shots better.
Wyatt started calling out where players needed to move.
“LEFT!”
“SCREEN!”
“MOVE!”
Clara’s instructions were simple.
But they forced everyone to think about positioning.
The drill picked up speed.
Pucks flew faster.
Players rotated quicker.
Rebounds got cleaned up almost immediately.
By the end of the first section, the team was breathing harder.
But they also looked sharper.
More organized.
More aware of where everyone else was.
Donnelly glanced down at the paper again.
There was another note scribbled in the margin.
IF THEY COMPLAIN, MAKE THEM DO IT AGAIN
He smiled slightly. “Alright,” he called. “We’re doing it again.”
Groans echoed.
Wyatt laughed from the crease. “THIS IS DEFINITELY CLARA’S PLAN.”
Zane wiped sweat from his helmet. “How can she boss us around when she’s not even here?”
Nick shrugged. “She’s scary.”
Shane smirked slightly. “That’s accurate.”
The drill restarted.
This time it ran smoother.
Players anticipated the rotations.
Screens formed quicker.
Rebounds were cleared faster.
Wyatt made a difficult save and shouted, “NOW THAT’S WHAT I’M TALKING ABOUT.”
After another few minutes, Donnelly blew the whistle and called them to the bench.
The players gathered again.
Everyone leaned on the boards catching their breath.
Nick looked out at the ice thoughtfully. “…why is this working?”
Shane shrugged. “Clara.”
Zane wiped sweat from his helmet. “She wrote ‘get the fuck out of the way’ three times on this sheet.”
Evan looked offended. “That’s excessive.”
Wyatt shouted from the crease. “IT’S ACCURATE.”
Nick laughed.
Shane glanced down at the paper in Donnelly’s hand. “What’s next?”
Donnelly flipped the page.
His eyebrows rose slightly. “…zone entry timing.”
Zane groaned again. “Of course it is.”
Evan pointed at him. “If she wrote something about us again I’m quitting.”
Donnelly scanned the notes. Then he chuckled. “Oh she did.”
Zane stared. “What does it say?”
Donnelly read the line out loud. “ZANE STOPS AT THE BLUE LINE LIKE HE FORGOT HOW HOCKEY WORKS.”
Nick burst out laughing.
Shane covered his mouth trying not to laugh.
Evan pointed at Zane. “That’s amazing.”
Zane looked horrified. “She wrote that down?”
Donnelly nodded. “Yep.”
Wyatt yelled from the crease again. “RUN THE DRILL COACH.”
The whistle blew.
And practice continued.
Under Clara’s very aggressive guidance.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The final bell of the day echoed through the school halls, sharp and loud, followed immediately by the familiar explosion of noise that came with dismissal. Lockers slammed open and shut. Students poured out of classrooms in waves. Conversations overlapped in every direction as people talked about homework, sports practice, weekend plans, and whatever drama had unfolded during the day.
Clara moved through the crowd easily, her backpack slung over one shoulder. She wasn’t rushing like some of the other students. Her steps were steady and relaxed, like she already knew exactly where she was going and wasn’t worried about getting there first.
Beside her walked Denver.
They had spent the last part of fourth period finishing the tutoring session in the library. By the end of it, Denver had actually managed to solve two calculus problems correctly without Clara correcting him halfway through, which he had treated like a major personal victory.
Now they were walking toward the front doors together, weaving through clusters of students.
“So,” Denver said, adjusting his backpack slightly on his shoulder, “I think I deserve some credit.”
Clara glanced at him briefly. “For what?”
“For not completely failing today.”
“You still messed up the chain rule.”
“Once.”
“Twice.”
“That second time barely counts.”
Clara pushed open the front doors of the school, and a cool afternoon breeze drifted in from outside. The parking lot stretched out ahead of them, filled with buses, cars, and groups of students heading toward rides or walking home.
Denver followed her down the steps. “I’m improving,” he continued.
“You’re improving slowly,” Clara said.
“Improvement is improvement.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “That’s technically true.”
They stepped onto the sidewalk that led toward the student parking area.
For a few moments they walked in comfortable silence.
Mostly comfortable.
Denver nudged her shoulder lightly. Not hard enough to be annoying, but noticeable. “So you’re coming back tomorrow, right?”
Clara didn’t look at him. “For tutoring.”
Denver gave her a look. “Sure.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “You’re unbelievable.”
He grinned. “I’m charming.”
“Debatable.”
“Highly debatable or slightly debatable?”
“Extremely debatable.”
Denver placed a hand dramatically over his heart. “That hurts.”
Clara ignored him and continued walking toward the parking lot entrance.
The afternoon sun had started dipping lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the pavement. Students gathered around cars, some leaning against doors while they talked, others tossing backpacks into back seats.
Denver kept walking beside her. “You have to admit though,” he said, “I did pretty well today.”
“You did homework one time.”
“And?”
“That’s not a pattern yet.”
“Give me time.”
Clara glanced at him briefly. “That’s exactly what I’m doing.”
They stepped off the sidewalk and onto the edge of the parking lot.
Denver kicked a small pebble across the pavement as they walked. “So what happens if I actually pass calculus?”
Clara looked ahead. “Then you graduate.”
“I mean with the tutoring.”
“What about it?”
“Do you get credit for saving my academic career?”
“No.”
“Not even a little?”
“No.”
“That seems unfair.”
Clara shrugged. “Life is unfair.”
Denver smiled again. “You’re very intense.”
“You’re very distracting.”
“That’s a compliment.”
“It’s not.”
They reached the edge of the curb where cars pulled up for pickup.
Ilya’s car waited a short distance away near the front of the line.
Clara spotted it immediately.
Denver noticed her attention shift and followed her gaze. He nodded toward the car.
“Your ride?”
“Yeah.”
Ilya sat in the driver’s seat, one hand resting casually on the steering wheel. The window was down slightly, and he looked relaxed in the way he always did.
But his eyes were focused on them.
Watching.
Denver noticed that too.
He looked back at Clara. “Is that…?”
Clara shook her head. “Nope.”
“You didn’t even let me finish.”
“Not talking about it.”
Denver nodded slowly. “Got it.”
They walked the last few steps toward the car. Clara slowed slightly. Denver hesitated for a second like he was deciding whether to say something else. “See you tomorrow, Clara.”
“Yeah.”
She reached for the car door handle. “Bring your homework.”
Denver laughed. “Yes, coach.”
Clara opened the passenger door. Before she got in, she gave him one last look. “Don’t mess up the derivatives again.”
“No promises.”
She shook her head slightly but couldn’t quite stop the small smile that appeared for a second. Then she slid into the passenger seat and closed the door.
Denver lifted a hand in a small wave before turning and walking back across the parking lot.
Inside the car, the atmosphere changed immediately.
Ilya had watched the entire interaction.
Silently.
Carefully.
Suspiciously.
Clara buckled her seatbelt.
The car didn’t move.
Ilya didn’t start driving.
Instead, he said calmly, “He likes you.”
Clara groaned immediately. “Oh my god.”
Ilya pulled the car slowly away from the curb. “He was flirting.”
“No he wasn’t.”
“He leaned very close.”
“That’s because he’s bad at math.”
“He complimented you.”
“He complimented my handwriting.”
“That still counts.”
“It absolutely does not count.”
Ilya turned onto the street outside the school parking lot. “He called you smart.”
“That’s factual.”
“He smiled at you.”
“He smiles at everyone.”
“He did not smile at the security guard.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“The security guard doesn’t tutor him.”
Ilya nodded thoughtfully. “Ah. So tutoring is romantic.”
Clara turned in her seat slightly to glare at him. “That is not what I said.”
“You spend time together.”
“Because he’s failing calculus.”
“You talk after class.”
“Because I’m explaining derivatives.”
“He walked you outside.”
“He was already leaving.”
“He nudged your shoulder.”
“That was annoying.”
“You smiled.”
“That was involuntary.”
Ilya’s mouth curved slightly into a quiet smile.
Clara pointed a finger at him. “You are not allowed to analyze my social life.”
“You are sixteen.”
“Exactly.”
“That is why I analyze it.”
She slumped deeper into the seat dramatically. “You’re the worst.”
Ilya chuckled softly. “You could just admit he likes you.”
“I will not.”
“He does.”
“He does not.”
“He looked nervous when he said goodbye.”
“He looked confused by calculus.”
“That too.”
Clara crossed her arms. “You’re impossible.”
Ilya kept his eyes on the road. “He will definitely ask you to tutor him again.”
“He already did.”
“And you said yes.”
“I said maybe.”
“You will say yes.”
“Because he needs help.”
“Of course.”
Clara groaned again and leaned her head against the window. “I’m never speaking to you again.”
“You will in approximately five minutes.”
She sighed. “…probably.”
Ilya smiled slightly as he continued driving. “You are very easy to annoy.”
“You are very annoying.”
“That is also true.”
Clara stared out the window as the school disappeared behind them. “You’re still the worst.”
Ilya nodded calmly. “I know.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Later that afternoon, Clara arrived at her own team’s practice. The rink felt different from the moment she stepped inside. It wasn’t anything obvious at first. The building looked the same as it always did. The familiar cold air drifted out from the rink as the door opened. The smell of ice and rubber and old equipment hung in the air.
But something about the atmosphere felt… off.
Clara adjusted the strap of her hockey bag on her shoulder and walked down the hallway toward the locker rooms. The distant sound of skate blades cutting across the ice echoed through the building, mixed with the occasional sharp crack of a puck hitting the boards.
Practice had already started.
She could hear it.
Clara changed quickly and headed out toward the rink.
When she stepped onto the ice, the cold hit her immediately, sharp against her face and hands. The arena lights reflected brightly across the smooth surface. Players from her team were already skating warm-up laps around the rink, sticks tapping the ice as they moved in wide circles.
Some of them noticed her right away.
A few nodded in greeting as they passed.
One of the defensemen lifted his stick slightly. “Hey, Clara.”
“Hey,” she said back.
But she didn’t join the warm-up.
Instead, she skated slowly toward the boards where Coach stood watching practice.
Coach had his arms folded as he tracked the players moving across the ice. His eyes followed the puck as someone fired a shot during warmups. Clara slowed when she reached him. For a second she just stood there, resting her hands on the top of her stick. Then she spoke. “Hey.”
Coach glanced over. His expression didn’t change much when he saw her. “Clara.”
There wasn’t anger in his voice. But there wasn’t warmth either.
Clara shifted her weight slightly on her skates. “Can we talk?”
Coach let out a quiet sigh.
Not dramatic.
Just tired.
“What about?”
Clara hesitated for a second, even though she already knew exactly what she was going to say. “Playing again.”
Coach didn’t even pause to think. He shook his head immediately. “No.”
The answer came so quickly that Clara felt the frustration spike in her chest before she could stop it.
“You missed practices,” he said.
Clara tightened her grip on her stick. “I was injured.”
Coach glanced back toward the ice briefly where the team continued skating their warm-up laps. Then he looked back at her. “You didn’t tell me.”
Clara frowned. “I’m telling you now.”
“You should have told me then.”
“I couldn’t.”
“Why not?”
Clara didn’t answer right away. She looked down at the ice for a moment. Then back up. “I just couldn’t.”
Coach crossed his arms. “Team rules are team rules.”
Clara felt her jaw tighten. “I’m healthy now.”
“That’s not the point.”
She gestured vaguely toward the ice. “Then what is the point?”
“The point is commitment.”
“I am committed.”
“You weren’t here.”
“I was injured.”
“You didn’t communicate.”
Clara exhaled slowly through her nose. For a moment neither of them spoke. The sound of skates carving into the ice filled the silence between them. Someone shouted from the far side of the rink as a puck slid wide of the net.
Clara looked back at the ice.
Her teammates skated fast and confidently, passing the puck back and forth during warmups. She should have been out there. She should have been skating with them. Instead she stood at the boards. Watching.
“So I’m just…” she started, then stopped.
Coach waited.
Clara tried again. “So I’m just benched forever?”
Coach shook his head slightly. “For now.”
Clara stared at him. “For now?”
“You missed time.”
“I had a reason.”
“You didn’t tell me the reason.”
“I’m telling you now.”
Coach didn’t respond.
Clara felt the frustration bubbling higher now. Her ribs had hurt for days. She had pushed through it anyway. She had come back. And now she wasn’t even allowed on the ice. “…that’s stupid,” she muttered.
Coach didn’t react. “Maybe,” he said.
“But it’s still the rule.”
Clara looked away from him. Her eyes followed the movement of the puck sliding across the ice again. One of the forwards caught it and fired a quick shot toward the net. The goalie blocked it easily. The drill kept moving. Practice continued like nothing was wrong.
But Clara felt like she was standing outside of it. Like she had somehow been pushed to the edge of something she belonged in. She looked back at Coach one more time. “You’re really not going to let me play.”
It wasn’t even a question.
Coach held her gaze for a moment. Then he shook his head again. “Not today.”
Clara swallowed the rest of the argument that had started forming in her head. She could feel it there. All the reasons she wanted to say. All the ways she wanted to fight back. But something in Coach’s expression made it clear it wouldn’t matter. So she didn’t argue.
Instead, she nodded once.
A small movement.
Quiet.
“…okay.”
Coach didn’t say anything else.
Clara pushed away from the boards and turned her skates toward the open ice. For a second she just stood there. Then she started skating.
Not toward the drills.
Not toward the puck.
Just away.
She glided across the ice slowly, circling near the far boards while the rest of the team practiced.
No one stopped her.
No one asked questions.
The drills kept going.
Players shouted instructions to each other.
Pucks snapped off sticks.
Skates scraped against the ice.
Clara skated quietly along the edge of it all.
Watching.
Waiting.
Trying not to think about how badly she wanted to be part of it again.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Centaurs group chat had been quiet for most of the afternoon.
Practice had ended about an hour earlier. Most of the players had already gone home, showered, eaten dinner, and settled in for the night. Some were watching TV. Some were playing video games. A few were probably pretending to stretch while actually just sitting on the floor scrolling through their phones.
No one had said much in the team chat during the day.
Which was unusual.
Normally the chat was full of nonsense, memes, complaints about practice, arguments about food, and the occasional hockey-related message that somehow turned into a completely unrelated debate.
But today everyone had been thinking about the same thing.
Clara’s practice plan.
The one she had left behind.
The one Coach Donnelly had actually used.
Eventually, Zane broke the silence.
His message appeared suddenly on everyone’s phones.
Zane:

okay serious question
Within seconds, the “typing” bubble appeared from multiple people.
Nick answered first.
Nick:

what
Zane waited a moment.
Then he sent the message.
Zane:

can we promote clara to head coach?
There was a pause.
About two seconds.
Then the chat absolutely exploded.
Wyatt:

seconded
Evan:

thirded
Nick:

practice was actually good today
Zane:

i hate that shes right about everything
Wyatt:

the screened shot drill worked
Nick:

i feel personally attacked by the note she wrote
Zane:

“get the fuck out of the way” was directed at you
Evan:

IT WAS DIRECTED AT BOTH OF US
Wyatt:

accurate though
Luca:

im voting clara for head coach
Zane:

same
Wyatt:

unanimous decision
Evan:

im okay with this
The chat paused briefly.
Then another name appeared.
Shane.
The alternate captain had clearly been watching the conversation unfold in silence up until that point.
His response was short.
Very short.
Shane:

absolutely not
Zane:

coward.
Nick:

she already runs the team
Wyatt sent a laughing emoji before typing again.
Wyatt:

lets be honest here
Wyatt:

shes basically assistant coach already
Shane:

she is sixteen
There was a two-second pause.
Then Wyatt replied.
Wyatt:

minor detail
Shane sent another message instantly.
Shane:

NO
The chat went quiet for about ten seconds.
Then Zane started typing again.
Zane:

counterpoint
Zane:

today was the best practice weve had in weeks
Nick:

thats unfortunately true
Evan:

im still mad about the note though
Wyatt:

you should be
Wyatt:

you were standing directly in front of me the whole drill
Evan:

YOU WERE ALSO STANDING THERE
Luca:

yeah but you were the bigger problem
Evan:

wow okay
Zane:

clara literally wrote it three times
Wyatt quoted the note dramatically.
Wyatt:

GET THE FUCK OUT OF THE WAY
Nick:

GET OUT OF THE LANE
Zane:

STOP BLOCKING THE GOALIES EYES
Wyatt:

she underlined it twice
Evan:

okay thats excessive
Nick:

it was necessary
Zane:

also the passing rotation drill worked
Wyatt:

yeah
Wyatt:

i actually knew where everyone was supposed to be
Nick:

which never happens
Evan:

i hate that she understands hockey better than all of us
Zane:

her dad is the coach
Nick:

its embarrassing
Wyatt:

its impressive
Shane finally typed again.
Shane:

she has been around hockey her entire life
Zane:

yeah but still
Luca:

she redesigned our power play in like ten minutes yesterday
Wyatt:

and it worked
Evan:

i dont like how calm she was about it
Zane:

she literally said “obviously”
Tanner:

that was rude
Wyatt:

confident though
Shane:

she is not becoming head coach
Zane:

assistant coach
Nick:

interim head coach
Wyatt:

strategic consultant
Evan:

offensive coordinator
Luca:

director of yelling
Wyatt:

she would be excellent at that
Shane:

no
Zane:

counterpoint
Zane:

today i scored two goals
Nick:

thats actually suspicious
Wyatt:

that never happens
Zane:

IT HAPPENS SOMETIMES
Evan:

not usually
Nick:

the clara system works
Wyatt:

all hail coach clara
Shane:

stop
Zane:

im just saying
Zane:

if we win the championship this year its technically because of her
Nick:

facts
Evan:

im uncomfortable with how believable that is
Wyatt:

same
Then another notification appeared.
A new person had started typing.
Ilya.
The message appeared a moment later.
Ilya:

she will enjoy reading this
The chat went completely silent.
Three seconds passed.
Then Zane panicked.
Zane:

WAIT
Zane:

DONT SHOW HER
Nick:

NO
Evan:

ABSOLUTELY NOT
Wyatt:

she will never shut up about this
Shane sent one final message.
Shane:

do not encourage her
Ilya responded calmly.
Ilya:

too late
The typing bubble appeared again.
Everyone waited.
Then a new name popped up in the chat.
Clara.
Her message was short.
Very short.
Clara:

head coach sounds correct
The chat exploded instantly.
Zane:

THIS IS YOUR FAULT ILYA
Nick:

WE ARE ALL GOING TO SUFFER
Wyatt:

she has power now
Evan:

this was a mistake
Shane:

i hate all of you
Clara replied immediately.
Clara:

practice tomorrow at 6
Clara:

dont stand in front of the goalie
Wyatt:

yes coach
And unfortunately for everyone involved…
It wasn’t entirely a joke.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Dinner that night started later than usual.
The house had slowly settled into its normal rhythm after the long day. The arena noise was gone. The chaos of practice was over. Phones had stopped buzzing with messages from the Centaurs group chat, and the quiet hum of the house felt almost peaceful by comparison. The kitchen lights cast a warm glow across the table.
Shane stood at the stove finishing the last part of dinner while Ilya leaned against the counter, scrolling lazily through something on his phone. The smell of food filled the room, something simple but comforting.
Clara wandered in a few minutes later.
Her hair was still slightly damp from her shower after practice, and she wore one of the oversized hoodies she had basically claimed as her own since staying at the house. She dropped into her usual chair at the table and pulled one knee up under her.
“Food?” Shane asked without turning around.
“Yeah,” Clara said.
Her voice was normal. Maybe a little quieter than usual. Shane noticed anyway.
He turned off the stove and carried the pan over to the table, setting it down in the center before grabbing plates. Ilya moved from the counter and helped pass things around without anyone needing to ask.
Soon the three of them were sitting at the table.
For the first few minutes, the only sounds were forks against plates and the occasional clink of glasses.
Normally dinner in this house involved at least three arguments, two sarcastic comments, and Clara threatening to expose embarrassing stories about Shane.
Tonight was different.
Clara sat slightly hunched over her plate, slowly pushing pieces of food around with her fork instead of actually eating them.
Shane noticed almost immediately. He watched her for a moment before speaking. “You okay?”
Clara didn’t look up. She shrugged one shoulder. “My coach still won’t let me play.”
Shane leaned back slightly in his chair. “That sucks.”
Clara poked at her food again. “Yeah.”
Her answer was quiet.
Not angry.
Just… flat.
Ilya glanced over at her from across the table. He had been quiet most of dinner, but he was watching her the same way Shane was. “You will get back,” he said calmly.
Clara nodded. “I know.”
But the words didn’t carry much conviction.
Shane frowned slightly.
He had seen Clara frustrated before. He had seen her angry, sarcastic, competitive, and stubborn. But this was different.
This looked more like disappointment.
And Clara hated being disappointed.
Shane rested his elbows on the table. “What exactly did he say?”
Clara sighed. “That I missed practices.”
“Well… technically you did.”
“I was injured.”
“You didn’t tell him that.”
“I tried today.”
“He said team rules. Again.”
Shane made a face. “Yeah… coaches love their rules.”
Clara stabbed a piece of food with her fork. “It’s stupid.”
“Probably.”
“But he still won’t let me play.”
“For now,” Shane said.
Clara looked up at him. “That’s what he said.”
“See?”
“That doesn’t mean anything.”
“Sometimes it does.”
Clara didn’t respond.
She just went back to pushing food around her plate.
The table grew quiet again for a moment.
After a few seconds, Ilya spoke. “You will earn your place again.”
Clara glanced at him. “I already earned it.”
“That is true.”
“Then why do I have to prove it again?”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “Because sometimes people need reminders.”
Clara leaned back in her chair. “That’s exhausting.”
Shane chuckled softly. “Welcome to sports.”
Clara gave him a look. She sighed. “Yeah.”
Another quiet moment passed.
Then Shane spoke again. His voice was more casual this time, like he was trying to change the direction of the conversation. “You thought about going home soon?”
Clara froze slightly.
It was subtle.
But both Shane and Ilya noticed it immediately.
“…yeah,” she said after a second.
The room got quieter.
Not awkward exactly.
Just heavier.
Ilya rested his forearms on the table. “What will that be like?” he asked.
Clara stared down at her plate.
She dragged her fork slowly through the food again without actually taking a bite. “Different.”
Shane tilted his head slightly. “Different how?”
Clara shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Your parents will be there,” Ilya said.
“Maybe.”
Shane frowned. “What does that mean?”
Clara shifted in her chair. “My mom travels.”
“For work?”
“Yeah.”
“Like… a lot?”
“Pretty much constantly.”
Shane glanced briefly at Ilya before looking back at Clara.
“And your dad?”
Clara gave a small shrug. “He’s with you idiots all the time.”
Shane studied her face for a moment. “You don’t see them much?”
Clara shrugged again. “Sometimes.”
The silence that followed felt heavier than the ones before it.
The clink of forks against plates sounded louder now in the quiet kitchen.
Clara forced a small smile. “It’ll be fine.”
Shane didn’t look convinced. “You don’t sound like you believe that.”
Clara leaned back in her chair slightly. “…I don’t know.”
She hadn’t really thought about it before.
Or maybe she had and just didn’t like thinking about it.
This house had become… normal.
Somehow.
The chaos.
The hockey talk.
The constant noise.
Shane yelling at the TV during games.
Ilya making dry comments from across the room.
The late-night arguments about strategy.
The endless teasing.
Even the completely ridiculous moments.
Like the broken bed.
Clara pushed her food around again.
Going home meant leaving all of that.
And suddenly that thought felt heavier than it should have.
Ilya spoke gently. “You will not be alone.”
Clara nodded slowly. “I know.”
But something about the idea of leaving this house—
The noise.
The laughter.
The ridiculous arguments.
Even the middle-of-the-night disasters.
Made her chest feel unexpectedly tight.
She poked her food again. “…can we not talk about this tonight?”
Shane nodded immediately. “Yeah.”
Ilya nodded too. “Of course.”
The conversation shifted after that. They went back to eating quietly. The tension eased slightly as the topic faded away. After a minute or two, Clara finally took a few actual bites of her food.
Shane noticed.
Progress.
A few minutes passed. Then Clara glanced up at him. Her expression had shifted slightly.
Not sad anymore.
Not heavy.
More… mischievous.
“…you still broke the bed though.”
Shane froze. Then groaned immediately. “Oh my god.”
Clara leaned back in her chair. “You literally destroyed an entire piece of furniture.”
“We already talked about this.”
“No we didn’t.”
“Yes we did.”
“You yelled ‘stop’ repeatedly.”
“That counts.”
“It absolutely does not count.”
Ilya hid a smile behind his glass.
Clara pointed at Shane dramatically. “You snapped the bed frame in half.”
“That is not what happened.”
“It is exactly what happened.”
“It was… structural failure.”
Clara stared at him. “Structural failure.”
“Yes.”
“During what activity exactly?”
Shane buried his face in his hands. “I hate this house.”
Clara grinned. “Too late.”
Ilya finally spoke again, completely calm. “We will need a new bed.”
Shane groaned again. “Please stop encouraging her.”
Clara leaned forward on the table. “I’m telling the entire team.”
“You are absolutely not.”
“Oh I definitely am.”
“Clara.”
“They deserve to know.”
“They absolutely do not deserve to know.”
Ilya looked thoughtful. “They will find it funny.”
Shane pointed at him. “You are also not helping.”
Clara laughed.
And just like that, the heaviness from earlier slowly faded from the room. The conversation turned back into teasing and sarcasm. The kind of ridiculous back-and-forth that had somehow become normal in this house.
And even though Clara didn’t say it out loud—
For a little while longer…
She was glad she was still here.
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  Late that night the house was quiet again.
Not just the ordinary kind of quiet, but the deep, settled quiet that only shows up after midnight. The kind where every little sound seems louder because everything else has stopped moving.
The refrigerator hummed steadily in the kitchen downstairs. Somewhere in the hallway a vent clicked softly as the heating system adjusted. Pipes shifted faintly in the walls.
The house was asleep.
Clara wasn’t.
She lay on her back staring at the ceiling, the faint yellow glow of the lamp on her nightstand barely lighting the room. Shadows from the blinds stretched across the walls like stripes.
Her ribs ached when she shifted. Still a dull soreness that reminded her they weren’t completely healed yet.
She shifted again anyway. It had been almost an hour since she turned off the lights. Sleep refused to come. Her brain wouldn’t stop moving.
The conversation at dinner replayed again and again in her head.
You thought about going home soon?
Her parents will be there.
Maybe.
The words echoed in her thoughts.
She rolled onto her side, pulling the blanket up around her shoulders.
The room felt strangely empty.
For weeks she had been surrounded by noise. Hockey talk. Arguments. The sound of skates hitting the floor in the entryway. Shane shouting at the TV during games. Ilya making snarky comments from across the room.
Now everything felt too still.
Too quiet.
Her brain kept drifting back to the same thought.
Home.
What would that even feel like now?
Her mom traveling constantly.
Her dad going back to coaching the best team in hockey.
The big quiet house that always seemed too empty.
Clara shut her eyes.
Don’t think about it.
Just sleep.
The quiet stretched on.
Then—
Her phone buzzed.
The sudden vibration on the nightstand made her jump slightly.
Clara frowned and reached over, grabbing it.
The bright screen lit up her face in the dark.
Dad.
She blinked. It was late. Later than he usually called. Her stomach tightened slightly.
Clara pushed herself up into a sitting position and answered the call. “Hi.”
For a second there was only background noise on the other end. It sounded like movement. Doors opening. Voices somewhere in the distance. Then her father’s voice came through. “Hey, kid.”
His voice sounded tired.
Not the normal end-of-the-day tired.
The kind of tired that came from stress.
Clara pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “Where are you?”
“Still at the hospital, sweetheart,” he said quietly.
Her chest tightened slightly. “How’s Gram?”
There was a pause. Not a long one. But long enough that Clara felt it. Her dad exhaled slowly. “I wanted to talk to you about that.”
Clara felt a knot form in her stomach. “Okay.”
She shifted slightly on the bed, pulling her knees up.
Another pause.
Then he said it. “I’m not coming back yet.”
Clara blinked. “…what?”
“Clara, I— Things got worse with your grandmother.”
Clara sat up straighter. “Worse how?”
“She collapsed earlier today.”
The words hit like ice water.
“What?”
“They had to move her into the hospice wing.”
Clara gripped the phone tighter. “What happened?”
“They’re not completely sure yet,” he said. “Her heart… it’s been weak for a while.”
Clara felt her throat tighten. “But she’s okay, right?”
There was a silence on the other end of the line.
Too long.
Clara’s heart started beating faster. “Dad?”
“She’s alive,” he said carefully.
Clara’s chest rose slightly in relief.
“But she’s in extremely critical condition.”
The relief vanished instantly. The room suddenly felt smaller. “What does that mean?”
“It means the doctors don’t know if she’s going to recover.”
Clara stared at the wall across from her bed. The words didn’t feel real. “…no.”
“I’m sitting outside her room right now,” her dad continued quietly. “They’ve got her hooked up to a lot of machines.”
Clara swallowed hard. “Can she talk?”
“No.”
“Is she awake?”
“Sometimes.”
Clara pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead.
Her gram.
The same woman who had stood at the rink cheering for every game.
The one who always called her “kiddo.”
The one who made hot chocolate after practice when Clara was little.
“She was asking about you earlier,” her dad said softly.
Clara’s chest tightened painfully. “What did you say?”
“I told her you were playing hockey.”
Her throat burned.
“She smiled.”
Clara squeezed her eyes shut. “Is she going to die?” she whispered.
Another silence.
Then her father said the words he clearly didn’t want to say. “We don’t know.”
Clara stared at the ceiling. Her breathing had started to feel strange. Too tight.
“I can’t leave right now,” her dad continued. “The doctors want family here.”
“So you’re staying in Louisiana?”
“For now.”
Clara nodded slowly even though he couldn’t see her. “Oh.”
The quiet stretched again. Finally he spoke more gently. “I just didn’t want you to hear it from someone else.”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll keep you updated.”
“…okay.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Clara nodded again. “Okay.”
“I love you.”
Her voice felt small. “Love you too.”
The call ended. The room went silent. Clara sat there with the phone still in her hand.
Her grandmother.
Memories came rushing in before she could stop them.
Standing at the rink when Clara was six years old, holding her tiny hands while she wobbled across the ice. “Easy, kiddo. Just keep your knees bent.”
Clara falling. Her gram laughing and pulling her back up. “You’re fine. Every hockey player falls.”
The smell of her kitchen in Louisiana.
Cinnamon.
Vanilla.
Fresh cookies cooling on the counter.
Her gram sitting in the stands at Clara’s first real game.
Clapping louder than anyone else.
Even when Clara missed the net.
Even when she fell.
Clara pressed her hand against her chest.
Her breathing felt tight.
Too tight.
Her heart was beating faster now.
She suddenly felt like the room had no air.
Clara pushed the blankets away and stood up quickly. The house was dark as she walked into the hallway. Every step creaked softly under her feet.
Her chest felt strange.
Not painful exactly.
Just tight.
Like something was squeezing around her lungs.
She walked downstairs. The kitchen was dark. Clara flipped the light on. The sudden brightness made her blink. Her hands felt shaky. She walked to the cabinet and grabbed a glass.
The faucet ran quietly as she filled it with water.
Her gram’s voice echoed in her head. “You skate like your grandfather, you know.”
Clara’s hands trembled. Her breathing hitched. The glass slipped.
CRASH.
It shattered across the kitchen floor.
The sound exploded through the silent house.
Clara froze.
Her chest tightened harder.
Her breathing became shallow.
Too fast.
Too fast.
She tried to inhale. It didn’t feel like enough air. Her heart was racing now. Her hands shook violently. “Oh god,” she whispered.
Her knees gave out. Clara slid down against the cabinet until she was sitting on the floor.
Broken glass scattered around her.
Her breathing came in short, panicked gasps. Her chest hurt. Her vision blurred. She couldn’t slow it down. Her brain spiraled.
What if Gram dies?
What if I never see her again?
What if—
Her hands were shaking so badly she couldn’t wipe the tears from her face.
The kitchen felt like it was closing in around her.
And she couldn’t breathe.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Upstairs, the house was completely dark.
Shane had been asleep for hours.
The kind of deep sleep that only comes after a long day: practice, dinner, arguments, the usual chaos that filled the house from morning to night. His room was quiet except for the faint hum of the heating system and the occasional shift of the old floorboards settling under the weight of the house.
Then the sound came.
CRASH.
The noise tore through the silence like a gunshot.
Shane’s eyes snapped open instantly.
For a moment he didn’t move, his brain still halfway between sleep and awareness. His heart kicked once, hard, as he tried to understand what he had heard.
Glass.
Breaking.
His body reacted before his mind fully caught up.
He pushed himself upright in bed, blinking into the darkness.
“What the—”
He stopped.
Listening.
The house fell quiet again.
Too quiet.
Then he heard it.
Breathing.
Fast.
Uneven.
Panicked.
It was coming from downstairs.
Shane swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up immediately. “Clara?”
No answer.
A knot of alarm twisted in his stomach.
He moved quickly across the room, yanking the door open and stepping into the dark hallway. The house was still mostly silent, but now that he was fully awake he could hear it more clearly.
Breathing.
Sharp gasps.
Like someone struggling to catch their breath.
“Clara?” he called again, louder this time.
Still no response.
Shane didn’t hesitate anymore. He rushed toward the stairs, taking them two at a time as he went down. His bare feet hit the steps hard, the wood creaking under the sudden movement.
The kitchen light was on. That alone was enough to make his stomach drop. When he reached the bottom of the stairs he slowed slightly, stepping carefully around the corner toward the kitchen doorway.
And then he saw her.
Clara sat on the floor. Curled slightly forward, her back pressed against the cabinet beneath the sink.
Shards of broken glass were scattered across the tile around her like glittering fragments under the overhead light. A puddle of water spread slowly across the floor where the glass had shattered.
Her hands were shaking violently.
Her breathing was ragged and uneven, coming in short, panicked gasps.
Her eyes were wide.
Unfocused.
For half a second Shane just froze in the doorway.
The sight hit him like a punch to the chest. “Clara?”
She didn’t respond.
Her chest rose and fell rapidly, her shoulders trembling with every breath.
Shane’s stomach twisted. He moved immediately. “Hey—hey—”
He stepped carefully around the broken glass, watching his footing so he wouldn’t make things worse. The last thing she needed right now was someone cutting their foot on the floor.
When he reached her, he crouched down slowly beside her. “Clara.”
She gasped again, the sound thin and desperate. “I can’t—” Her voice broke apart before the sentence finished.
Shane felt a flash of panic of his own, but he forced it down instantly. If he panicked too, it would only make things worse.
“It’s okay,” he said quickly, his voice low and steady.
He gently placed his hands on her shoulders.
They were trembling under his grip.
“Look at me.”
Her breathing was still frantic.
Too fast.
Too shallow.
Her chest was heaving like she’d just sprinted a mile.
“Clara,” he said softly again. “Look at me.”
For a second it seemed like she couldn’t hear him.
Then slowly, very slowly, her eyes shifted.
They found his face.
“That’s it,” he murmured. “You’re okay.”
She shook her head immediately. “I can’t breathe—”
“Yes you can.”
Her voice cracked again. “I can’t—”
“Yes. You can.”
He kept his voice calm.
Measured.
Like he was talking to someone standing on the edge of a cliff.
“You’re just breathing too fast.”
Her chest heaved again. Her hands clenched in the fabric of her shirt like she was trying to hold herself together.
Shane took one slow breath.
A deep inhale.
Then a long, slow exhale.
“Follow me,” he said gently.
He exaggerated the movement so she could see it clearly.
Inhale.
Exhale.
“Like this.”
Clara tried.
The first attempt came out uneven and shaky.
Her breath caught halfway through the inhale.
“That’s okay,” Shane said immediately.
“You’re doing fine.”
She tried again.
Still shaky.
Still uneven.
But slightly slower.
“That’s it.”
Another breath.
Her shoulders trembled.
Tears streaked down her face.
Shane didn’t move his hands from her shoulders.
“Just keep breathing with me.”
Inhale.
Exhale.
Inhale.
Exhale.
Her breathing gradually started to slow.
Not completely steady yet.
But no longer the frantic gasping from before.
Her hands were still shaking.
So Shane did the only thing he could think of.
He pulled her into a hug.
Gently.
Carefully.
Wrapping his arms around her shoulders and holding her against him.
“Just breathe,” he murmured.
Her forehead pressed weakly against his shoulder.
Another breath.
Another.
Her body still trembled, but the tight, desperate rhythm of her breathing slowly eased.
The silence of the kitchen returned, broken only by the sound of their breathing and the quiet hum of the refrigerator.
After a minute or two Shane spoke again. “What happened?”
Clara didn’t answer right away.
Her voice finally came out in a cracked whisper.
“My gram.”
Shane frowned slightly. “What about her?”
“She’s in the hospital.”
The words sounded fragile.
Like they might break if she said them too loudly.
“…critical.”
Shane felt his chest tighten. “Oh.”
His grip on her shoulders tightened slightly.
“I’m sorry.”
Clara’s breathing trembled again. “I can’t lose her.”
The words came out almost like a child’s.
Raw.
Scared.
Shane rested his chin lightly on the top of her head.
The kitchen light hummed faintly above them.
“You’re not alone,” he said quietly.
She didn’t respond.
But her grip on the front of his shirt tightened slightly.
They stayed there on the kitchen floor for a long time.
Minutes passed.
Clara’s breathing slowly evened out completely.
The shaking in her hands faded little by little.
The tears eventually stopped.
What replaced them was exhaustion.
The kind that hits after a wave of panic finally breaks.
Her body sagged slightly against him.
Her eyes drifted closed.
At first Shane thought she was just resting.
Then her breathing shifted again.
Slow.
Deep.
Even.
She had fallen asleep.
Still leaning against him.
Shane stayed where he was for another minute, just to be sure she was okay.
The broken glass glittered around them on the floor.
The kitchen smelled faintly like tap water and cold tile.
Carefully, he slid one arm under her knees.
The other around her back.
Then he lifted her.
Clara barely stirred.
She was light.
Too light, he thought absently as he stood.
He stepped carefully around the glass again and carried her out of the kitchen.
Up the stairs.
The hallway was dark and quiet again.
He nudged her bedroom door open with his shoulder.
The room was dim except for the lamp still glowing on the nightstand.
He laid her down gently on the bed.
Pulled the blankets over her.
Clara shifted slightly, curling onto her side instinctively.
But she didn’t wake up.
Her breathing stayed slow and steady.
Shane sat down on the edge of the mattress.
For a while he just watched her.
Making sure her breathing stayed normal.
Making sure the panic didn’t come back.
The house was quiet again.
Eventually he leaned forward and turned off the lamp.
Darkness filled the room.
But he didn’t leave right away.
He stayed there a few minutes longer.
Just watching her breathe.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The next day at school felt unreal.
Clara woke up when her alarm went off, but it didn’t feel like waking up from sleep. It felt more like surfacing from somewhere far away, like her brain had never fully shut down during the night. Her body moved through the motions automatically, sitting up, pulling on clothes, brushing her hair, but everything felt slightly delayed, like there was a thin layer of fog between her and the world.
She barely remembered getting into the car that morning.
The drive to school passed in quiet pieces. The streets blurred by outside the window, gray buildings and traffic lights sliding past while she stared straight ahead without really seeing any of it. Shane had asked her once if she was okay. She had said yes. He hadn’t pushed further.
By the time she stepped through the school doors, the hallways were already loud.
Lockers slammed open and shut. Students called to each other across the corridor. Someone’s music leaked faintly from a pair of headphones. The usual chaotic energy of a normal school day filled the building.
Clara moved through it like she was underwater.
Everything felt slightly muffled.
Someone bumped her shoulder in the hallway and said sorry. She nodded automatically and kept walking.
First period passed.
She sat at her desk with her notebook open while the teacher talked at the front of the room. Words filled the whiteboard—equations, explanations, steps—but they didn’t seem to stick in her brain. She copied a few lines without really thinking about what they meant.
Every few minutes her mind drifted somewhere else.
A hospital room in Louisiana.
Her grandmother lying in a bed surrounded by machines.
Her dad sitting in a chair beside her.
Clara blinked hard and forced herself to look back at the board.
Second period was worse.
A girl in the row behind her kept whispering with her friend and giggling about something on her phone. The sound normally would have annoyed Clara enough to turn around and tell them to shut up.
Today she barely noticed.
She sat with her chin resting on her hand, staring at the same paragraph in her textbook for almost ten minutes before realizing she hadn’t actually read any of it.
Her chest felt heavy.
Not like the panic attack from the night before.
Just a dull weight sitting there.
Third period drifted by the same way.
When the bell rang, students stood up immediately, chairs scraping loudly against the floor. Conversations exploded across the classroom as everyone rushed toward the door.
Clara stayed seated for a few seconds longer.
Then she gathered her things slowly and walked into the hallway.
The noise felt louder than usual.
Or maybe she just had less energy to deal with it.
She moved through the crowd automatically until she reached the library.
Tutoring time.
Normally she didn’t mind it.
Actually, she usually enjoyed it. Teaching math to someone else forced her brain to stay sharp, to focus on solving problems step by step.
Today her brain felt like it was wrapped in cotton.
She pushed open the library door and walked inside.
The room was quieter than the hallway but still filled with the low murmur of students studying or working on computers.
Denver was already there.
He sat at their usual table near the back, leaning back slightly in his chair with his notebook open in front of him. His messy brown hair stuck up in several directions like he had run his hands through it too many times.
When he saw Clara, he lifted his head and smiled. “There she is.”
Clara dropped her backpack onto the chair across from him and sat down. “Hi.”
Her voice sounded flat even to her own ears.
Denver tilted his head slightly. “You’re early.”
“You’re earlier.”
“I’m becoming a dedicated student.”
“That’s concerning.”
Normally she would have delivered the line with some dry sarcasm.
Today it just came out tired.
Denver watched her for a moment. “You okay?”
Clara nodded automatically. “Just tired.”
He leaned forward slightly, studying her face. “You look exhausted.”
Clara rubbed one hand over her eyes briefly. “I didn’t sleep much.”
“That’s obvious.”
“Thanks.”
He shrugged lightly. “I’m just being honest.”
She forced a small shrug of her own. “Just a long night.”
Denver didn’t respond right away.
He kept watching her.
Not in the joking, teasing way he usually did.
More carefully.
“You sure?” he asked after a second.
“Yeah.”
Clara opened his notebook and flipped to the page with the problems they had been working on the day before. “Let’s just do the homework.”
Denver didn’t move. “You’re not even going to pretend that answer was convincing?”
Clara picked up a pencil. “I’m very convincing.”
“You look like you haven’t slept in three days.”
“I slept.”
“Not enough.”
She pointed at the page. “Derivative of this.”
Denver sighed dramatically but grabbed his pencil anyway. “Fine.”
He bent over the notebook and started writing.
Clara watched the numbers appear on the page.
Normally she would have immediately pointed out mistakes or corrected his steps before he even finished writing them.
Today she stared at the problem for a few seconds before her brain caught up with what he was doing. “…that’s wrong,” she said quietly.
Denver glanced up. “Where?”
She leaned forward slightly and pointed to the middle of the equation. “You forgot to apply the chain rule.”
“Oh.”
He scratched out the line and started again.
For a minute they worked in silence.
Denver solved another problem.
Clara checked it.
Corrected a step.
Explained a derivative.
But her explanations came slower than usual.
Her brain felt like it was working through mud.
Denver noticed.
He finished another problem and slid the notebook toward her.
“You didn’t even look at that one.”
Clara blinked. “…what?”
“You’ve been staring at the same line for like twenty seconds.”
“Oh.”
She forced herself to focus on the page. “Sorry.”
Denver leaned back in his chair. “What happened last night?”
Clara stiffened slightly. “Nothing.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re a terrible liar.”
“I’m not lying.”
“You definitely are.”
Clara looked up at him. “I’m just tired.”
Denver held her gaze for a moment.
Then he sighed and held up his hands in surrender. “Okay.”
Clara looked back down at the notebook. “Derivative is correct,” she said quietly.
He nodded. “Good.”
Another few minutes passed.
The quiet stretched between them as they worked through another problem.
But Denver kept glancing at her.
Eventually he spoke again. “You sure you’re okay?”
Clara didn’t look up. “Yeah.”
“You seem… different today.”
She forced a small shrug. “Just tired.”
Denver studied her face again.
Her eyes looked heavier than usual.
Her shoulders slightly slumped forward.
Like she was carrying something invisible.
But he didn’t push further.
Instead he picked up his pencil and turned to the next problem.
“Alright,” he said. “Let’s see if I fail this one too.”
Clara almost smiled.
Almost.
The tutoring session continued quietly after that.
Denver asked questions.
Clara explained answers.
But he watched her carefully the entire time.
Even when she wasn’t looking.
Because something about the way she moved that day felt… off.
And he couldn’t quite figure out why.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The house was quiet that afternoon.
Not the peaceful kind of quiet that came late at night when everyone was asleep. This was a quieter, heavier silence that settled in the hours after school when the house was mostly empty. The sunlight coming through the kitchen windows had that pale late-afternoon quality to it, casting long rectangles across the tile floor.
Shane stood near the kitchen sink, staring out the window without really seeing the yard.
He had been standing there for several minutes.
His mind kept replaying the same scene over and over again.
Clara sitting on the kitchen floor.
Glass everywhere.
Her breathing so fast he thought for a second she might actually pass out.
He rubbed his face with both hands and exhaled slowly.
Across the kitchen, Ilya leaned against the counter with his arms crossed. He had been watching Shane quietly for a while without interrupting his thoughts.
Eventually he spoke. “She did not sleep.”
Shane glanced over. “You noticed.”
“Yes.”
Ilya’s voice was calm, but there was a sharp edge of concern underneath it. “She looked terrible this morning.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Yeah.”
He ran a hand through his hair and turned away from the window, leaning his hip against the counter.
“She didn’t sleep,” he said again.
The words felt heavier the second time he said them.
Ilya studied him. “You stayed up?”
“Not the whole night.” Shane sighed. “But most of it.”
He looked down at the tile floor for a second before continuing. “She had a panic attack.”
Ilya’s brow furrowed immediately. “What happened?”
Shane hesitated for a moment, trying to find the right way to explain it. “She got a call,” he said finally. “From her dad.”
“About?”
Shane’s jaw tightened slightly. “Her grandmother.”
Ilya straightened a little against the counter. “What about her?”
“She’s in the hospital.”
Ilya waited.
Shane continued. “Critical.”
The word hung in the air between them.
Ilya slowly leaned his shoulder back against the counter again. “That is not good.”
“No,” Shane muttered. “It’s not.”
For a moment neither of them spoke.
The refrigerator hummed quietly behind them.
Outside, a car drove past on the street.
Shane crossed his arms and stared at the floor. “She dropped a glass in the kitchen,” he said after a moment.
Ilya looked at him. “What?”
“When she heard.”
Shane rubbed the back of his neck. “I woke up when it shattered.”
He paused. “She was sitting on the floor when I got downstairs.”
Ilya’s expression darkened slightly. “Could she breathe?”
“Barely.”
Shane shook his head slowly. “She was hyperventilating.”
Ilya didn’t interrupt.
“She kept saying she couldn’t breathe.” Shane swallowed. “I thought she was going to pass out.”
The memory still made his stomach tighten.
He remembered how cold her hands had felt when he grabbed her shoulders.
How fast her chest had been moving.
How scared she looked.
Ilya watched him carefully. “What did you do?”
“Got her to slow her breathing down.”
Shane shrugged slightly. “Eventually it worked.”
He looked down again. “She fell asleep like ten minutes later.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “That happens sometimes.”
Shane glanced up. “You’ve seen that before?”
Ilya gave a small shrug. “With younger players sometimes. Panic attacks after injuries.” He paused. “It is exhausting.”
Shane let out a quiet breath. “Yeah.”
Another short silence settled in the kitchen.
Ilya broke it. “How is she today?”
Shane frowned slightly. “Not great.”
He pushed himself upright from the counter and started pacing slowly across the kitchen. “She went to school,” he said. “But she looked… off.”
“Off how?”
“Like she wasn’t really there.”
Ilya nodded once. “That makes sense.”
Shane stopped pacing. “What do you mean?”
“She is worried.”
“Well obviously.”
“And she did not sleep.”
“Yeah.”
“And she had panic attack.”
Shane sighed. “I get it.”
Ilya watched him for another moment. “Where is she now?”
“Probably tutoring with the guy.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched slightly. “The boyfriend.”
“He’s not her boyfriend.”
“Sure.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Shut up.”
Ilya shrugged innocently.
They stood in silence again for a few seconds.
Then Shane spoke again. “We’re supposed to leave tomorrow.”
Ilya nodded. “For Montreal.”
“And then Philadelphia.”
“Yes.”
Shane rubbed his face again. “I don’t want to leave her here.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “With your parents?”
Shane shook his head immediately. “Not like this.”
Ilya studied him.
Shane continued. “She barely slept. And her grandmother might be dying. And she’s supposed to just… sit here by herself while we’re gone for the weekend?” He shook his head again. “No.”
Ilya leaned back against the counter thoughtfully. For a few seconds he didn’t say anything.
Shane waited.
Finally Ilya spoke. “Then we take her.”
Shane blinked. “What?”
“We take her with us.”
Shane stared at him. “You think that’s a good idea?”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “She should not be alone.”
Shane hesitated. “There’s games.”
“Yes.”
“Practice.”
“Yes.”
“Travel.”
“Yes.”
Ilya met his gaze calmly. “She will be fine.”
Shane wasn’t completely convinced. “I don’t know.”
“Why not?”
Shane rubbed the back of his neck again. “It’s a lot.”
“For who?”
“For her.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “You think she cannot handle road trip with hockey players?”
Shane paused. “…okay when you say it like that.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “Exactly.”
Shane looked toward the hallway for a moment. “She already has enough going on.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “Yes.”
“That is why she should come.”
Shane frowned slightly. “Explain.”
Ilya pushed himself away from the counter and walked over to the table. “Right now,” he said, “she sits here alone. Thinking.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Probably.”
“Thinking about grandmother.”
“Yeah.”
“Thinking about hospital.”
“Yeah.”
“Thinking about father far away.”
Shane crossed his arms. “Yeah.”
Ilya spread his hands slightly. “That is not good.”
Shane sighed. “I know.”
“Better she is with people.”
Shane thought about that.
About Clara sitting quietly in her room.
About the way she had looked that morning.
Exhausted.
Detached.
Not really present.
Ilya continued. “She likes being around the team.”
“They make her laugh.”
“Sometimes.”
“They annoy her.”
“Constantly.”
“She will completely take over from Donnelly.”
“Probably for the best, right?”
Shane sighed. “You’re right.”
“Is better than being alone.”
Shane nodded slowly. “That’s fair.”
Ilya leaned back in his chair slightly. “And we can watch her.”
Shane looked up. “What do you mean?”
“If she has another panic attack.”
Shane frowned slightly. “Yeah.”
“Better we are there.”
Shane nodded again. “Yeah.”
The idea started settling into place in his mind.
Taking Clara with them.
It wasn’t exactly a normal solution.
But then again, nothing about the past few weeks had been normal anyway.
Bruised ribs.
Doctor visits.
Team practices.
Midnight panic attacks.
Why not add a hockey road trip to the list?
Shane exhaled slowly. “Yeah.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “That is yes?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah.” Then he added quietly, “She shouldn’t be alone right now.”
Ilya gave a small approving nod. “Exactly.”
For the first time since the conversation started, Shane felt a little less tense.
Not completely relaxed.
But better.
Because at least now there was a plan.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

That evening the rink was louder than usual.
Clara noticed it the moment she stepped inside.
The cold air rushed over her face as the doors opened, carrying the familiar smell of ice, rubber, and the faint metallic sharpness of skate blades carving across frozen water. Normally that smell alone was enough to wake something up in her brain. Hockey had always done that for her. The second she walked into a rink, everything usually sharpened, her attention, her instincts, the part of her mind that watched the ice like a chessboard.
Tonight that switch never flipped.
The arena buzzed with noise.
Parents filled the stands, talking over each other while they found seats. The boards rattled occasionally as players slammed into them during warmups. Pucks cracked against sticks and clattered against the glass. Coaches shouted instructions that echoed through the building.
Clara followed Shane and Ilya toward the stands without saying much.
She had agreed to come watch her team play again. Normally she would have been pacing near the locker room before the game, irritated that she wasn’t allowed to play. Normally she would have been analyzing line combinations before the puck even dropped.
Tonight she didn’t even feel angry about being benched.
She just felt… far away.
Like she was watching everything through thick glass.
They found seats a few rows up from the boards.
Shane leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees, watching the ice while the teams finished warmups. Ilya sat back with the relaxed posture of someone who had watched thousands of hockey games and rarely felt the need to lean forward unless something dramatic happened.
Clara sat between them.
Her eyes followed the players skating across the ice automatically.
Her teammates moved through their warmups, fast passes, quick turns, shots on net that cracked loudly off the boards.
Normally she would have been picking apart everything she saw.
The spacing.
The defense.
Who looked confident.
Who looked nervous.
Tonight the thoughts barely formed.
The game started.
The referee dropped the puck at center ice and both teams exploded into motion.
The pace was fast immediately.
Too fast.
Within the first few minutes it became obvious something was wrong with Clara’s team.
They looked disorganized.
Passes missed their targets.
Defenders hesitated half a second too long.
Six minutes into the first period, the opposing team scored.
The goal horn blared loudly.
Parents groaned around them.
Someone behind them muttered something about terrible defense.
Clara didn’t react.
She just kept watching the ice.
Shane glanced sideways at her.
Normally she would have said something immediately. A sharp comment. A quiet, irritated “that was preventable.”
Tonight she didn’t move.
Her hands rested loosely in her lap.
The second period was worse.
Another rush down the ice.
Another shot.
Another goal.
3–0.
A few rows behind them, a dad started loudly explaining what the team should be doing like he was the coach.
Clara didn’t react to that either.
Shane leaned slightly toward Ilya. “She’s quiet,” he murmured.
Ilya glanced at Clara briefly. “Yes.”
“That’s weird.”
“Yes.”
They both looked back at the ice.
The third period wasn’t any better.
Another goal.
4–0.
Parents began leaving early.
Clara stayed seated until the final buzzer.
When the game ended, the scoreboard glowed harshly above the rink.
Players skated slowly toward the bench, frustration written all over their faces.
Clara stood when Shane stood. They walked out with the rest of the crowd.
Outside the rink the air was colder, the night sky dark and quiet compared to the noise inside. They reached the car. Clara slid into the back seat. Shane started the engine. For a few minutes the car was silent except for the hum of the road beneath the tires.
Streetlights flickered past the windows.
Clara stared out at them without really seeing them.
Eventually Shane glanced in the mirror. “Hey.”
Clara blinked slightly. “What?”
He hesitated. Then said it casually. “So we talked earlier.”
“About what?”
“The road trip.”
She frowned faintly. “What road trip?”
Ilya answered from the passenger seat. “Montreal tomorrow.”
“And Philadelphia after.”
Clara nodded slowly. “Oh.”
She already knew that. They had mentioned it before.
Shane continued. “We don’t want to leave you here.”
Clara blinked again. “What?”
“You’re coming with us.”
She stared at the back of his seat for a moment. “…what?”
Ilya turned slightly to look at her. “You come with the team. For the trip.”
Clara didn’t respond right away. Her brain processed the sentence slowly. “You mean… like… traveling with you guys?”
“Yes,” Ilya said simply. “For the games.”
Shane nodded. “You’ll stay with the team.”
Clara stared at them both. Normally that news would have exploded into questions immediately.
Logistics.
Hotels.
Schedules.
Instead she just said quietly, “Oh.”
Shane frowned slightly. “That’s it?”
Clara shrugged faintly. “Okay.”
Ilya and Shane exchanged a quick glance.
That reaction was… underwhelming.
Shane tried again. “You’re going to Montreal.”
Clara nodded slowly. “Okay.”
“And Philly.”
“Okay.”
Shane waited. Nothing else came. “Clara.”
“Yeah?”
“You’re allowed to be excited.”
She stared out the window again. “I’m tired.”
Neither of them pushed further.
The rest of the drive home stayed quiet.
When they got back to the house Clara kicked off her shoes near the door and wandered into the living room.
Shane stood in the middle of the room for a moment watching her.
She sank slowly onto the couch like someone whose energy had completely drained away.
That was when Ilya clapped his hands loudly.
“Alright.”
Clara blinked. “What?”
Ilya grabbed the TV remote. “Emergency movie marathon.”
“…what?”
“We are watching movies until morale improves.”
Clara frowned slightly. “What movies?”
Ilya grinned. “The entire Cars franchise.”
Clara stared at him.
“You’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
She blinked slowly. “That’s three movies.”
“Yes.”
“That’s like five hours.”
“Correct.”
Shane walked over and sat down on the couch. “This seems necessary.”
Clara looked at him. “You too?”
He shrugged. “Morale is very low.”
Clara sighed. “You’re both insane.”
But she shifted slightly and stayed seated between them.
Shane started the movie.
Bright animation filled the screen.
Lightning McQueen roared across the racetrack.
Ilya tossed a bag of popcorn onto Clara’s lap. “Popcorn.”
She looked down at it. “You planned this.”
“Obviously. Very strategic.”
Clara shook her head. “This is ridiculous.”
Shane leaned back into the couch. “Yet you’re still here.”
“I’m trapped.”
“Not really.”
She glanced at the door. “…maybe a little.”
The movie continued.
Shane quoted random lines before the characters said them.
Ilya occasionally commented on the racing strategy like it was a real sport.
Clara groaned at both of them. “You’re both unbelievable.”
Ilya grinned. “You love us.”
“Debatable.”
Lightning McQueen crashed through the desert on screen.
Mater appeared.
Shane attempted a terrible impression of his voice.
Clara covered her face. “Oh my god.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Needs improvement.”
Shane ignored him.
Clara sighed again.
But this time—
The corner of her mouth twitched slightly.
And for the first time all day…
She almost smiled.
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  Clara woke up slowly.
Not the normal kind of slow.
Not the kind where she groaned, stretched, checked her phone, and immediately started thinking about hockey, school, or the five things she needed to argue with someone about before breakfast.
This slow felt heavier.
Like her brain was waking up from somewhere deeper than usual. For a while she didn’t move at all. She just lay there on her back staring at the ceiling.
The room was quiet.
The faint gray light of early morning filtered through the blinds, stretching thin stripes across the wall and the blanket tangled around her legs. The lamp on her nightstand was still on from the night before, its soft yellow glow mixing with the pale daylight.
For a moment Clara didn’t remember falling asleep. Then the memory returned slowly.
The panic attack.
The kitchen floor.
Shane sitting beside her while she tried to breathe.
Being carried upstairs.
After that everything blurred.
She shifted slightly under the blanket.
Her ribs protested immediately. A dull ache spread along the side of her chest, not sharp like before but still noticeable. It was the kind of soreness that reminded her the injury hadn’t fully disappeared yet.
Clara winced slightly but pushed herself up onto one elbow.
That part felt normal.
The lingering soreness.
The stiffness after sleeping weird.
The quiet house in the morning.
Everything else felt… dull.
Not painful.
Not overwhelming.
Just distant.
Like the emotions from the night before had drained out of her overnight and left behind a strange empty quiet in her chest.
Clara rubbed her eyes and looked around the room. Nothing had changed. Her hoodie from yesterday was draped over the chair. Her backpack sat near the wall. A pair of sneakers were half under the bed where she’d kicked them off the night before. Everything looked exactly the same.
But her brain felt slower.
Like someone had turned down the volume on everything.
She reached over to the nightstand and grabbed her phone.
The screen lit up instantly, bright in the dim room.
Notifications flooded the screen.
More than usual.
Clara blinked.
Group chat messages.
Several.
Team notifications.
A couple texts from unknown numbers.
Two missed calls from someone on the Centaurs staff.
And one email.
She frowned slightly.
Normally she would have opened the group chat first. The Centaurs players were constantly arguing in there, and Clara usually woke up to at least twenty chaotic messages about line combinations, dumb bets, or someone roasting Zane for something he’d said.
Today she ignored the chat.
Her eyes stayed on the email.
The subject line made her sit up a little straighter.
Centaurs Organization Announcement
Clara frowned.
That sounded… official.
She tapped the message.
The email opened.
The message itself was short.
Short enough that she could read the entire thing without scrolling.
She read the first sentence.
Effective immediately, Coach Donnelly has stepped down from his position as interim head coach due to personal reasons. The organization thanks him for his leadership and wishes him the best.
Clara blinked slowly. “…what?”
Her voice sounded quiet in the empty room.
Coach Donnelly stepped down?
That was… unexpected.
Her brain moved slowly through the information.
Donnelly hadn’t been perfect. Clara had disagreed with half his systems and had written several aggressively worded notes about the team’s defensive structure.
But he hadn’t seemed like someone about to quit overnight.
She kept reading.
The next line sat directly underneath the first paragraph.
Clara’s eyes stopped there.
She read it once.
Then again.
Beginning today, Clara Wiebe will assume the role of head coach for the Centaurs.
For several seconds she didn’t move.
Her brain took longer than usual to process the sentence.
Head coach.
Clara.
The two words sat next to each other like they were completely normal.
Normally that sentence would have detonated inside her brain.
Shock.
Excitement.
Immediate planning.
A thousand strategy adjustments.
Half a dozen ideas for new power plays.
She would have been halfway through reorganizing the entire defensive structure before even getting out of bed.
Instead she just stared at the screen.
The glow from her phone reflected faintly in her eyes.
Her thoughts moved slowly.
Head coach.
She blinked again. “…huh.”
That was all she said.
No excitement.
No disbelief.
Just quiet acknowledgment.
Clara lowered the phone slightly and sat there for another moment staring at the wall. Then she pushed the blanket off her legs and swung her feet onto the floor. The hardwood felt cool under her feet.
She stood slowly.
Her ribs pulled slightly when she straightened, but the pain was manageable. Nothing like the sharp stab from earlier in the week.
Clara pulled on the hoodie hanging over the chair and slipped her phone into the pocket.
Then she walked out into the hallway.
The house was already awake. She could hear it immediately. Footsteps downstairs. The faint whir of the coffee maker. Someone opening and closing cabinets. Low voices drifting up through the staircase.
Clara walked down the stairs slowly.
Each step creaked softly under her weight.
As she reached the bottom she could hear the voices more clearly.
Shane.
Ilya.
They were talking quietly in the kitchen.
Clara stepped into the doorway.
The conversation stopped immediately.
Both of them turned toward her at the same time.
Clara noticed that instantly. She leaned against the doorframe and squinted slightly at them. “…why are you both staring at me like that?”
Shane was leaning back against the counter with a mug of coffee in his hand.
Ilya stood near the sink, one hand resting on the edge of the counter.
They exchanged a quick glance.
Then Shane spoke. “You saw the email?”
Clara walked into the kitchen. “Yeah.”
She opened the cabinet and grabbed a glass. “You mean the one where you guys made me head coach?”
She filled the glass with water from the sink.
Shane took a sip of coffee. “Technically the organization did.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “You definitely helped.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “…maybe.”
Clara took a sip of water. The cold liquid felt nice after waking up. Then she shrugged. “Okay.”
That was it.
Just one word.
Okay.
Shane blinked. “…okay?”
Clara nodded. “Yeah.”
“You’re head coach.”
“Yeah.”
“You’re sixteen.”
“I’m aware.”
“You’re not excited?”
Clara shrugged again. “I guess it makes sense.”
Shane and Ilya exchanged another look.
Normally Clara would have been halfway through redesigning their power play by now.
Instead she leaned against the counter quietly.
Calm.
Detached.
Ilya watched her for a moment. Then he asked carefully, “How are you feeling?”
Clara looked at him. “…fine.”
Shane frowned slightly. “You sure?”
“Yeah.”
She took another sip of water.
The room stayed quiet for a few seconds.
Shane tapped the side of his coffee mug lightly against the counter. Then he cleared his throat. “Okay well… next update.”
Clara raised one eyebrow. “What.”
“You’re not going to school today.”
She blinked. “…what?”
“You’re coming to practice.”
“With us.”
Clara stared at him. “Why?”
Shane shrugged casually. “You’re the head coach.”
“That feels like a technicality.”
“It’s not.”
Clara looked between him and Ilya. “…okay.”
Again.
The same quiet acceptance.
No excitement.
No protest.
Just acknowledgment.
Ilya watched her closely. “You also remember we leave today.”
Clara nodded slowly. “Montreal.”
“Yes.”
“Right after practice.”
She took another sip of water. “Okay.”
Shane frowned slightly. “…Clara.”
“What?”
“You’re allowed to react to things.”
“I am reacting.”
“That was not reacting.”
She shrugged again. “I’m tired.”
The words weren’t defensive.
Just matter-of-fact.
Neither of them pushed further.
But the look Shane and Ilya exchanged said everything.
They were worried.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Practice that afternoon felt strange.
Not because Clara was running it.
That part, oddly enough, felt completely normal.
If anything, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.
Standing behind the bench. Watching the ice. Seeing the entire rink like a moving diagram in her head.
That had always made sense to her.
The strange part was everything else.
The arena echoed with the familiar sounds of skates scraping against the ice as players warmed up. The sharp crack of sticks hitting pucks bounced off the boards. Someone laughed near the bench. A puck slammed off the glass near center ice.
All of it was noise Clara normally loved.
Normally the sound of a rink would sharpen her attention immediately.
Tonight it just… existed.
She stood near the boards holding Maple in her arms.
The small puppy shifted slightly against her hoodie, his nose twitching while he sniffed the cold air of the arena. Every so often his tail wagged lazily against her arm.
Clara absently rubbed his head.
Her eyes stayed on the ice.
Players skated warm-up laps while passing pucks across the neutral zone. A couple defensemen practiced shots from the blue line while Wyatt warmed up in net.
Shane stood near the boards talking to one of the assistants.
He kept glancing over at Clara.
Watching her.
Not obviously.
Just enough to check.
She hadn’t said much since they arrived.
Which, for Clara, was… unusual.
Normally she would already be arguing about line combinations.
Or complaining about someone’s skating angle.
Or rewriting the power play on the whiteboard before practice even started.
Instead she just watched.
Quiet.
Calm.
Still.
Across the ice, the team began drifting toward the bench.
Players leaned on their sticks while they waited.
Zane was the first to speak. He rested his elbows on the boards and looked at Clara. “So… we’re listening to a sixteen-year-old now.”
Luca shrugged from beside him. “She already ran practice better than Donnelly.”
“That’s true,” Tanner said. He adjusted his gloves. “Also she swears more.”
Zane nodded thoughtfully. “That does help.”
Wyatt leaned on the top of his goalie stick. “Her drills make sense.”
Nick pointed toward the whiteboard behind the bench. “Also she writes extremely aggressive notes.”
Zane laughed. “‘GET OUT OF THE SHOOTING LANE’ was underlined four times.”
“Because you weren’t moving,” Nick said.
“That’s not proven.”
Clara stepped up onto the bench area. Maple stayed tucked against her chest. She glanced across the ice. Every player looked back. “Alright.”
The team straightened slightly.
“We’re starting with neutral zone transitions.”
Zane blinked. “…already?”
“Yes.”
“Warmup?”
“You already did warmup.”
“Oh.”
Nick shoved Zane lightly. “Move.”
The first line skated to center ice.
Clara leaned against the boards slightly. Maple rested calmly in her arms now, watching the movement on the ice with curious eyes.
Clara’s gaze tracked every player.
Every pass.
Every turn.
Every small hesitation.
“Go,” she called.
The drill started.
Two forwards pushed through the neutral zone while the defense rotated behind them.
Pucks moved quickly.
Clara watched the spacing. Immediately she spoke. “Zane.”
He glanced up.
“You’re drifting too wide.”
He corrected instantly.
Nick skated the puck through the middle. “Nick move your feet.”
He accelerated.
The pace improved immediately.
“Wyatt watch the rebound.”
The goalie nodded from the crease.
The drill repeated.
And repeated again.
Players rotated through lines while pucks moved faster and faster.
Clara’s voice carried clearly across the ice.
But something about it sounded different.
Normally her instructions were sharp.
Fast.
Almost impatient.
Tonight they were quieter.
Still precise.
Still confident.
Just… softer.
The players noticed.
None of them said anything.
But they noticed.
Zane coasted to a stop near the boards while waiting for the next rotation. He leaned toward Evan. “She seems… weird.”
Evan watched Clara carefully.
She was still holding Maple.
Still giving instructions.
Still tracking every movement on the ice.
But something felt off.
“Yeah,” Evan said quietly. “But the drills are working.”
“They always do.”
Across the ice the drill sped up.
Clara adjusted positioning every few minutes.
“Defense rotate faster.”
“Stick in the lane.”
“Don’t drift.”
Players listened.
The transitions became sharper.
Cleaner.
Pucks moved through the neutral zone faster.
The next drill started immediately.
Breakout structure.
Defensemen retrieved pucks behind the net while forwards spread along the boards.
Clara shifted Maple slightly.
The puppy licked her chin again.
She ignored it.
“Nick lower on the wall.”
He adjusted instantly.
“Evan support the middle.”
He moved two steps closer.
“Zane don’t cheat the zone.”
Zane sighed. “I wasn’t cheating.”
“You were.”
“…a little.”
The drill restarted.
Pucks moved out of the defensive zone smoothly.
Shane watched from the bench.
He leaned against the boards with his arms folded.
His eyes stayed on Clara.
The strategy was solid.
The drills flowed perfectly into each other.
The team looked organized.
Focused.
Sharper than usual.
That part didn’t surprise him.
Clara had always been brilliant when it came to hockey systems.
What worried him was everything else.
Her energy.
Her voice.
Her expression.
She looked calm.
Too calm.
Like something inside her had dimmed.
The next drill started.
Power play rotations.
Clara called out assignments quickly. “Shane.”
He glanced up.
“Left circle.”
“Got it.”
“Ilya high slot.”
Ilya nodded.
“Nick net front.”
Nick grinned.
“Finally.”
Zane leaned toward Evan. “I feel like we should be taking notes.”
Evan nodded. “She’s building an entire system while holding a puppy.”
“That feels unfair.”
The puck dropped.
The power play unit began moving.
Clara watched the spacing.
“Rotate.”
They shifted.
“Faster.”
They moved quicker.
The puck zipped across the ice.
Shane fired a shot.
Wyatt blocked it.
“Rebound!” Clara called.
Nick jumped forward and buried the second shot.
“Better.”
The players reset.
The drill repeated.
Again.
And again.
Clara never put Maple down.
The puppy remained perfectly content in her arms.
Occasionally his tail wagged.
Occasionally he licked her chin again.
Each time she barely reacted.
Just kept coaching.
Shane noticed that too.
Normally she would have been laughing.
Or complaining.
Or dramatically accusing Maple of sabotaging practice.
Instead she just kept watching the ice.
Calm.
Focused.
Detached.
The final drill started.
Rapid shooting rotation.
Defensemen fired pucks from the point while forwards battled for position in front of the crease.
Wyatt shouted immediately. “I CAN’T SEE ANYTHING.”
Clara nodded. “That’s the point.”
Zane shoved Nick slightly. “Move your elbow.”
“Stop leaning on me.”
“You’re in the lane.”
“You’re in the lane,” Nick mocked his voice.
Clara watched the chaos. Then said calmly, “Both of you move.”
They both shifted.
The next shot flew through the screen and hit the corner of the net.
Wyatt groaned. “Okay that one was good.”
The drill continued for another fifteen minutes.
By the end of practice everyone was sweating heavily.
Clara finally glanced at the clock. “Alright.”
The players coasted toward the boards.
“Good work.”
Her voice was quiet but clear.
“That’s it.”
The team nodded.
Players started skating toward the locker room.
Zane stepped off the ice and leaned his stick against the wall.
He paused near Shane. “She okay?”
Shane hesitated.
He watched Clara across the rink. She was still holding Maple. Still standing quietly behind the boards. Watching the last players leave the ice.
“…I think so,” Shane said.
But even as he said it…
He wasn’t sure.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The trip to Montreal started that evening.
By the time the team finished practice, packed their gear, and finished the last round of chaotic locker-room arguments, the sky outside the arena had already turned dark.
Cold air settled over the parking lot.
The team bus waited near the side entrance, its headlights glowing against the pavement while the driver leaned casually against the door scrolling through his phone.
Inside the arena hallway, players dragged equipment bags toward the exit.
The bags were massive: stuffed with pads, sticks, spare gloves, tape, and half a season’s worth of random gear that somehow accumulated inside every hockey bag. The rubber wheels clattered loudly over the concrete floor as players hauled them along.
Zane shoved his bag forward with his foot. “I swear this thing gets heavier every trip.”
Nick glanced over. “That’s because you never clean it.”
“I cleaned it last month.”
“You spilled Gatorade in it.”
“That adds character.”
Evan walked past them carrying two sticks over his shoulder. “You’re both disgusting.”
The group pushed through the side doors into the parking lot.
The cold air hit immediately.
A couple players groaned.
“Why is Canada always colder than I expect,” Wyatt muttered.
“Because it’s Canada,” Luca said.
“Helpful.”
The team bus sat waiting with the luggage compartments already open along the side.
Equipment managers began stacking bags quickly.
Players tossed their gear inside and climbed aboard.
Inside the bus, chaos started immediately.
Zane sprinted down the aisle. “I CALL BACK ROW.”
“You always call back row,” Evan complained.
“Because I’m always faster.”
Nick pointed at the middle seats. “I’m not sitting near the bathroom again.”
“That was one time,” Wyatt said.
“You clogged it.”
“That’s not proven.”
Someone turned on a speaker.
Music filled the bus almost instantly.
Loud.
Fast.
The kind of playlist designed to keep everyone awake during long road trips.
Players dropped into seats, argued over who was sitting where, and shoved bags into overhead compartments.
Shane climbed aboard near the front. He tossed his jacket into one of the seats and glanced down the aisle. “Everyone got their stuff?”
“Yeah,” Nick called.
“Mostly,” Zane said.
“That’s not reassuring.”
More players climbed aboard.
The bus filled quickly.
The aisle slowly cleared.
Then Clara stepped onto the bus last.
She moved slower than usual.
Not injured-slow.
Just tired.
Maple trotted in beside her on his leash, his small paws making quiet tapping sounds against the bus floor.
Several players immediately noticed.
Zane leaned across the aisle. “Oh good, the emotional support dog is here.”
Maple wagged his tail enthusiastically.
Clara didn’t respond to the comment.
She just walked halfway down the aisle and slid into a seat near the middle of the bus.
Maple hopped up beside her immediately.
The puppy curled into a small ball next to her leg like he had already decided the seat belonged to him.
Clara leaned back against the window.
She pulled her hoodie sleeves over her hands slightly and rested her head against the glass.
Outside the window, the parking lot lights reflected faintly across the surface.
Shane glanced back from his seat. “You good?”
Clara nodded once. “Yeah.”
That was all she said.
The bus engine started.
A low rumble vibrated through the floor.
Outside, the driver closed the luggage compartments and climbed into his seat.
The bus slowly rolled forward.
Within minutes they were pulling out of the arena lot and onto the highway.
City lights stretched ahead of them.
The road hummed under the tires.
Music played quietly near the back of the bus while players continued arguing about seat arrangements.
Zane leaned across the aisle toward Evan. “You took my seat.”
“No I didn’t.”
“Yes you did.”
“You sat there last trip.”
“That means it’s mine.”
“That’s not how buses work.”
Nick leaned over from the next row. “You’re both idiots.”
Further back someone opened a bag of chips.
The smell drifted down the aisle.
Shane turned slightly in his seat and glanced toward the middle of the bus.
Clara was already asleep. Her head rested against the window. The city lights flickered across her face as the bus passed through intersections. Maple remained curled beside her. The puppy’s chest rose and fell slowly. Completely relaxed.
Shane blinked. “…she’s asleep.”
Ilya followed his gaze.
He sat one row behind Shane on the opposite side of the aisle.
“Yes.”
Shane leaned over the seat slightly. “That was fast.”
The bus had been moving maybe ten minutes.
Clara hadn’t moved once. Her posture had gone completely slack the moment she leaned against the window.
“I don’t think she even made it past the first song,” Shane muttered.
Ilya watched her quietly. “She is exhausted.”
That was true.
Clara had barely slept the night before.
Between the panic attack, the call about her grandmother, and everything else that had happened, it would have been surprising if she wasn’t exhausted.
Still.
Something about the way she slept made Ilya uneasy.
Her breathing was steady.
Slow.
Deep.
Her shoulders had relaxed completely.
One arm rested loosely against Maple while the puppy slept beside her.
It looked peaceful.
But it also looked… heavy.
Like the kind of sleep that came after someone had pushed themselves past the point of exhaustion.
Shane noticed the look on Ilya’s face. “You okay?”
Ilya kept watching Clara. “…I am worried.”
Shane sighed quietly. “Yeah.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Me too.”
The bus continued rolling north.
City lights slowly faded behind them as the highway stretched out into darker countryside.
Inside the bus, the noise level gradually dropped.
Some players continued talking quietly.
Others leaned back and put headphones on.
A couple guys started watching something on a tablet near the back.
Zane eventually gave up on arguing about seats and stretched out across two chairs. “I’m claiming both.”
“You can’t do that,” Evan said.
“I just did.”
Nick shook his head. “You’re a child.”
Up near the middle of the bus, Clara never moved.
Twenty minutes passed.
Shane glanced back again. “She hasn’t moved.”
Ilya nodded slightly. “Yes.”
“Not even once.”
“She is sleeping.”
Shane tilted his head. “…yeah but like.”
He gestured vaguely. “She’s out.”
That part was true.
Clara normally slept lightly. The kind of sleep where the smallest noise could wake her up. Right now she looked completely gone.

The bus hit a small bump in the road. Most passengers shifted slightly in their seats. Clara didn’t react.
Maple didn’t react either. The puppy stayed curled beside her like a tiny warm pillow.
Another hour passed.
The bus continued down the highway.
Outside the windows the sky grew darker.
Streetlights appeared occasionally along the road, casting brief flashes of yellow light inside the bus.
Clara remained asleep through all of it.
Ilya watched her quietly for most of the ride.
Not staring constantly.
Just checking.
Every few minutes.
Her breathing stayed steady.
Her head rested against the window at the same angle.
Her body hadn’t shifted once.
Eventually Shane spoke again. “How long has it been?”
Ilya glanced at the clock. “Two hours.”
Shane exhaled. “…wow.”
He leaned back in his seat.
For a while neither of them spoke.
The road hummed steadily beneath the bus.
The heater clicked on quietly overhead.
Several players had already fallen asleep.
Nick snored softly in the back row.
Zane threw a pillow at him.
It missed completely.
Nick kept snoring.
Another two hours passed.
Then another.
By the time the bus had actually reached Montreal, most of the team was asleep.
The lights inside the bus had dimmed.
The music had long since stopped.
Only the quiet rumble of the engine filled the space.
Clara still hadn’t moved.
Six hours.
The entire ride.
She slept through all of it.
Didn’t wake up once.
Didn’t shift.
Didn’t even stir when the bus slowed and turned into the hotel parking lot.
Shane stood and stretched when the bus finally stopped. “Alright.”
Players groaned as they woke up. “Are we here?”
“Yeah.”
“Finally.”
Ilya stood slowly.
Then he glanced down the aisle toward Clara again.
She was still asleep.
Exactly where she had been six hours earlier.
Maple remained curled beside her.
Still asleep too.
Shane walked halfway down the aisle. He crouched slightly beside the seat. “Hey.”
No response.
He nudged her shoulder gently. “Clara.”
She stirred slightly. Her eyes opened slowly. “…are we here?”
“Yeah.”
She blinked a few times.
The lights from the parking lot glowed through the window beside her.
Clara sat up slowly.
Maple stretched and yawned.
The puppy’s tail wagged immediately.
Shane watched her carefully. “You slept the entire ride.”
Clara rubbed one eye. “…oh.”
That was her only reaction.
Shane and Ilya exchanged another quiet look.
They were both thinking the same thing.
She needed that sleep.
But the fact that she had crashed that hard, and stayed asleep that long, still worried them.
Clara grabbed her bag from the overhead compartment and stood.
Around them, players were already filing down the aisle toward the bus door.
Gear bags thumped against seats.
Someone dropped a water bottle.
Nick muttered something about needing coffee immediately.
Outside, the cold air hit everyone the second they stepped off the bus.
Clara stepped down onto the pavement last.
Maple hopped out beside her and immediately started sniffing the ground like the parking lot was the most interesting place he had ever seen.
The team gathered near the entrance while the equipment managers unloaded bags.
Shane grabbed his duffel and held the door open.
“Alright let’s go.”
Everyone shuffled inside.
The warmth of the hotel lobby felt almost shocking after the cold outside.
Bright lights reflected off the polished tile floor. A few late-night travelers sat quietly near the seating area while the front desk staff prepared a stack of room keys for the team.
The players lined up loosely near the counter.
Zane leaned against a pillar. “If we don’t get food soon I might actually pass out.”
“You ate three protein bars on the bus,” Nick said.
“That was hours ago.”
“That was two hours ago.”
“Same thing.”
The hotel manager handed Shane a stack of key cards. “Your team block is on the seventh floor.”
“Thanks.”
Shane started distributing keys. “Nick and Wyatt.”
He tossed a card toward them. “Zane and Evan.”
Zane caught the card midair. “Back row bus privileges extend to hotel rooms.”
“That’s not how that works,” Evan said.
“Too late.”
More players grabbed their keys and headed toward the elevators.
Shane flipped through the last few cards. Then he handed one to Clara. “You’re with us.”
Clara looked down at the key. Then she shook her head. “Nope.”
Shane blinked. “What?”
“I’m not rooming with you.”
“…why.”
She gave him a completely flat look. The kind of look that clearly meant she thought the answer was obvious. “I saw what you did to that bed.”
For a second Shane didn’t react. Then realization hit him. He groaned loudly. “Oh my god.”

Several players nearby started laughing immediately. Nick leaned against the counter. “Still the funniest moment of the week.”
“It wasn’t funny,” Shane said.
“Yes it was,” Zane replied.
Clara crossed her arms. “I’m not risking that again.”
“That was one time.”
“You broke the bed.”
“It collapsed.”
“That’s worse.”
“It was defective!”
“Sure.”
Ilya stood nearby trying very hard not to laugh.
Clara held up her key card. “Connecting room.”
Shane squinted at it. “…seriously?”
“Yep.”
She flipped it around so he could see the room number. “Problem solved.”
Shane sighed. “Fine.”
He ran a hand through his hair. “But if you redesign the entire playbook overnight I’m blaming you.”
“That sounds like a compliment.”
Players started moving toward the elevators.
Someone yelled from the hallway. “TEAM FOOD RUN.”
Zane immediately perked up. “YES.”
Nick pointed toward the elevator doors. “Let’s go before the kitchen closes.”
The team piled into the elevators in loud chaotic groups.
Laughter echoed down the hallway as they reached the seventh floor.
Doors opened.
Players spilled out into the corridor.
Zane raised both arms dramatically. “TEAM OUTING.”
Evan rolled his eyes. “You’re too excited about food.”
Nick pointed toward the elevators again. “Come on.”
They all started heading back down the hallway toward the lobby.
Shane turned toward Ilya. “You coming?”
Ilya shook his head. “No.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
Ilya tilted his head slightly toward Clara. “…Clara.”
She stood a few feet away unlocking the connecting door between their rooms.
“Oh.” Shane nodded slowly. “Fair.”
He clapped Ilya lightly on the shoulder. “Don’t let her redesign the entire playbook.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched slightly. “No promises.”
Shane smirked. “Good luck.” Then he turned and jogged down the hallway to catch up with the rest of the team.
The noise faded quickly.
The hallway became quiet again.
Clara pushed open the door to her room.
Maple trotted inside immediately and jumped onto the bed like he had already decided it belonged to him.
She dropped her bag on the floor.
Ilya stood outside the room for a moment. He didn’t move right away. He just watched Clara’s door.
He could hear faint movement inside.
Maple’s nails tapping lightly against the floor.
A bag zipper opening.
The quiet rustle of fabric.
He knew Shane had noticed something was wrong.
But Ilya had noticed it earlier.
Earlier that morning.
At practice.
On the bus.
Clara had been calm.
Too calm.
The kind of calm that didn’t match the situation.
The kind that usually meant someone was holding everything in too tightly.
Ilya waited a couple minutes. Just enough time for the hallway to stay quiet. Just enough time for the team to reach the lobby and leave the building.
Then he stepped forward and knocked softly on the door. “Clara?”
There was a brief pause.
The sound of footsteps crossed the room.
Then the door opened. Clara stood there in a hoodie and sweatpants. Her hair was slightly messy from the bus ride, falling loosely around her face. The sleeves of the hoodie hung over part of her hands the way they always did when she was tired.
She blinked up at him. “You’re not out with them.”
“No.”
Her expression didn’t change much. She just stepped aside.
Ilya walked into the room. The door clicked shut behind him. The hotel room looked almost identical to his. Two beds.
A small desk near the window.
A television mounted on the wall.
One lamp casting soft yellow light across the room.
Maple was already curled up on one of the beds.
The puppy lifted his head when Ilya entered, wagged his tail once in recognition, then dropped his head back onto the blanket.
Clara walked over and sat on the edge of the other bed. She leaned forward slightly, resting her elbows on her knees. Her shoulders looked tired.
Ilya closed the door behind him and stood quietly near it.
For a minute neither of them spoke.
The silence didn’t feel awkward.
Just heavy.
Clara stared down at the floor.
Ilya watched her.
Then he crossed the room.
Without saying anything he pulled her into a hug.
A real one.
Not the quick half-second hugs people give when they’re saying hello or goodbye.
A full hug.
His arms wrapped around her shoulders.
Clara froze for a moment.
Not because she didn’t want the hug.
Just because she hadn’t expected it.
Her brain took a second to catch up.
Then slowly she hugged him back. Her arms wrapped around his back.
For a few seconds neither of them said anything.
The room stayed quiet.
Maple shifted slightly on the bed behind them but didn’t get up.
Finally Ilya spoke. His voice was low and gentle. “You scared me last night.”
Clara’s voice came out small. “…sorry.”
Ilya pulled back slightly so he could look at her. “You do not need to apologize.”
She shrugged faintly. “I’m okay.”
Ilya shook his head gently. “You are not.”
Clara didn’t argue. She just looked down again.
The silence returned.
The room felt very still.
Finally she spoke again. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I think my gram is dying.”
The last word broke slightly as it left her mouth.
Like the sentence had caught in her throat.
Ilya didn’t hesitate. He pulled her into another hug immediately. This time tighter.
Clara buried her face against his shoulder.
For a moment she held it together. You could almost feel her trying. Her shoulders tensed. Her breathing hitched slightly. Like she was trying to keep everything locked down the way she had been all day.
But this time—
The wall cracked.
The tears came.
Not loud.
Not dramatic.
No sobbing or shouting.
Just quiet shaking breaths.
The kind that made her shoulders tremble slightly as she tried to breathe.
“I’m scared,” she admitted softly.
Ilya’s hand rested gently against the back of her head. “I know.”
“I don’t want her to die.”
“I know.”
Her voice cracked again. “She taught me everything.”
Ilya rested his chin lightly against the top of her head. “You love her very much.”
Clara nodded against his shoulder.
Tears soaked into the fabric of his shirt.
Her breathing came in uneven waves.
“And I’m not even there,” she whispered.
That part hurt the most.
The distance.
The fact that she was here in Montreal while her grandmother was somewhere else in a hospital room.
Possibly alone.
Ilya tightened his arms around her slightly. “She knows you love her.”
Clara shook her head faintly. “But what if I never see her again?”
The words hung in the air between them.
They were quiet.
But heavy.
Ilya didn’t answer immediately. Because there wasn’t a good answer. There wasn’t a sentence that could fix that fear. Instead he said softly, “Then she still knows.”
Clara didn’t respond right away.
She just cried quietly against his shoulder.
The tears kept coming.
Slow.
Steady.
The kind that had clearly been waiting all day to come out.
She had been holding it in.
At practice.
On the bus.
At the hotel.
Everywhere.
Now she finally let herself feel it.
Minutes passed.
Neither of them moved.
Ilya just held her while she cried.
Maple eventually hopped off the bed and wandered over.
The puppy sniffed Clara’s leg curiously.
Then he sat down beside her and rested his chin against her knee.
Clara eventually noticed.
She sniffed slightly and reached down to scratch behind his ears.
Maple’s tail wagged slowly.
Her breathing gradually steadied.
The crying slowed.
Then stopped.
She leaned back slightly but didn’t fully pull away from Ilya.
Her eyes were red now.
Her face looked tired again.
But something else had shifted.
The numbness from earlier had cracked.
The emotions were there now.
Even if they still hurt.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured again.
Ilya shook his head immediately. “No. You do not apologize for that.”
She wiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her hoodie. “I didn’t want to freak everyone out.”
“You do not have to hide this.”
Clara stared at the carpet for a moment.
Then she asked quietly, “What if she dies while I’m here?”
Ilya answered honestly. “That is possible.”
Clara swallowed. Her hands tightened slightly in the sleeves of her hoodie.
“But you will still have loved her,” he added gently. “And she will still have loved you.”
Clara nodded slowly.
She leaned back slightly on the bed.
Maple climbed up beside her again and curled against her side.
For a while none of them spoke.
The city lights outside the window glowed faintly against the dark sky.
Cars moved quietly along the street below.
Inside the room everything was still.
Clara reached down and absently scratched Maple’s head. Her voice came out softer now. “Thanks for staying.”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “Of course. Always.”
She glanced at him. “You didn’t have to.”
“Yes I did.”
She leaned back against the headboard.
For the first time all day—
She didn’t feel like she had to hold everything in.
And even though the fear about her grandmother was still there, at least now she wasn’t carrying it alone.
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  Clara woke up to sunlight.
Not the dull gray light that had filtered through the hotel blinds the morning before. This light was brighter, warmer, pushing its way through the thin slats in long golden stripes that stretched across the wall and the rumpled blanket tangled around her legs.
For a few seconds she didn’t move. She just lay there, staring at the ceiling.
Her brain felt different.
Not perfect. Not fully rested. There was still a faint heaviness sitting somewhere behind her eyes, the kind that came after crying too much and sleeping too little.
But it was better.
Clearer.
Like her thoughts had finally floated back to the surface after being buried underwater for too long.
She took a slow breath.
The air in the room smelled faintly like hotel laundry detergent and cold morning air leaking in from the window unit.
The emotional weight from the panic attack the night before hadn’t disappeared. That kind of thing didn’t vanish overnight. The fear about her grandmother was still there, sitting quietly in the back of her mind like a shadow she couldn’t quite look at directly.
But it didn’t feel like it was crushing her chest anymore.
Yesterday it had felt like something heavy pressing down on her lungs, squeezing every breath out until her thoughts scattered into panic.
Now it was different.
Still painful.
Still frightening.
But manageable.
Like a heavy backpack she had to carry instead of a wall she couldn’t climb.
Clara blinked slowly and rolled onto her side. Something warm and small shifted beside her.
Maple.
The puppy was curled tightly against her ribs, wedged into the space between her side and the mattress like he had claimed the spot sometime during the night. His soft golden fur rose and fell with steady little breaths.
Clara frowned slightly, trying to remember when he’d moved there. She was pretty sure he’d fallen asleep near her feet.Somehow during the night he had migrated upward until he was basically using her as a pillow.
Typical.
Clara watched him for a moment.
His ears twitched slightly in his sleep. One tiny paw rested against the sleeve of her hoodie like he had grabbed onto it and refused to let go.
Clara felt the faintest smile pull at the corner of her mouth. “Morning, dude,” she murmured softly.
Maple’s ear twitched again. Then his eyes opened. For a split second he just stared at her. Then recognition hit. His tail started wagging immediately.
Clara groaned quietly. “Oh no.”
Too late.
Maple scrambled forward and climbed directly onto her chest, tiny paws pressing against her hoodie as his tail wagged with wild enthusiasm.
Then he started licking her chin.
Clara squeezed her eyes shut. “Okay. Okay! I’m awake.”
She laughed weakly as she tried to push him back a little. “Personal space, Maple.”
The puppy ignored this request entirely.
Eventually Clara managed to sit up.
Maple slid down into her lap, still wiggling with excitement.
Clara rubbed her eyes with one hand.
Her ribs protested slightly when she shifted. She pressed a hand lightly against her side. “Still annoying,” she muttered.
Maple barked once as if agreeing.
Clara stretched her arms slowly over her head.
Her muscles felt stiff but functional.
Manageable.
She looked around the room.
The hotel was quiet. The sunlight had grown brighter now, spreading across the floor in wide pale rectangles. The TV was off. The air conditioner hummed softly near the window.
Her phone sat on the nightstand. The screen lit up briefly. Notifications stacked across it.
Group chat messages.
Team messages.
Probably Zane sending something stupid.
Clara stared at the screen for a second. Then she turned away. She’d deal with it later. Right now she just wanted a minute where nothing demanded her attention.
She swung her legs out of bed.
Maple hopped down immediately and trotted in a quick excited circle around her feet.
Clara grabbed a hoodie from the chair and pulled it over her head. The soft fabric settled around her shoulders.
Comfortable.
Then she bent down and clipped Maple’s leash onto his collar. “Come on,” she said quietly.
The puppy’s ears perked up instantly. He trotted beside her like he had an important job to do.
Clara walked across the room and pushed open the connecting door to the next room. Shane and Ilya’s room.
The door opened quietly. Inside, the room was already awake.
Shane sat on the edge of one of the beds tying his sneakers. His gear bag was open beside him with half his equipment organized extremely neatly on the floor.
Ilya stood near the window scrolling through his phone, one shoulder resting lightly against the wall.
Both of them looked up when the door opened. Shane blinked. “Well look who’s alive.”
Clara leaned against the doorframe. “I was alive yesterday.”
“Debatable.”
Maple barked happily.
Shane grinned immediately. “Oh good,” he said. “Maple’s here too.”
The puppy wagged his tail like he had just been personally complimented.
“I can’t believe Harris let you bring the dog.”
“I’m very convincing.”
“Oh trust me, we know.”
Clara walked further into the room and dropped onto the edge of the bed beside Shane. The mattress bounced slightly. “I slept better,” she said.
It wasn’t a dramatic announcement.
Just a simple statement.
But Shane paused mid-knot on his shoe laces.
Ilya looked up from his phone again.
He studied Clara’s face carefully. Her posture. The way her shoulders sat. “…yes,” he said finally.
Shane nodded slowly. “You look less like a ghost.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
She scratched Maple behind the ears while the puppy leaned happily against her knee. Then she glanced around the room. “What time is practice?”
Shane checked the clock on the nightstand. “Twenty minutes.”
Clara stood up immediately. “Cool.”
Shane blinked. “…that’s it?”
Clara paused halfway to the door. “What?”
“You’re not going to complain about morning practice?”
She shrugged. “I have a team to coach.”
The words came out casually. Like it was the most normal thing in the world.
Shane and Ilya exchanged a look. A very specific look.
Because yesterday Clara had barely reacted to becoming head coach.
She had shrugged it off like someone telling her the weather forecast.
But now…
Now the edge in her voice was back.
The focus.
The sharpness that meant her brain was already running through strategies and drills and line combinations.
There she was.
Shane leaned back slightly. “Well,” he said, “Guess we better not embarrass ourselves.”
Clara tilted her head. “Too late.”
He laughed.
Ilya slipped his phone into his pocket. “You look better,” he said quietly.
Clara shrugged again. “Yeah.”
She didn’t explain further.
Didn’t talk about the conversation from the night before.
But she didn’t need to.
Ilya could see it.
The difference between yesterday and today.
Yesterday Clara had moved through the world like someone wrapped in fog.
Present.
Functioning.
But distant.
Now she was sharper.
Still carrying the weight of everything happening with her grandmother. But no longer drowning in it. She was back in control of her thoughts. Clara reached for the door again. “Come on,” she said. “We’re going to be late.”
Shane stood and grabbed his stick. “Relax, coach.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Don’t call me that.”
He grinned. “Yes, coach.”
Maple barked again like he approved of the title.
Clara groaned. “This is going to be a long weekend.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The arena felt completely different in the morning.
At night, during games, it was loud and electric. Music blasted through giant speakers. Fans filled every seat, shouting and stomping their feet until the entire building vibrated with energy.
But mornings were quiet.
Almost peaceful.
The stands were empty, rows of dark blue seats stretching upward without a single person sitting in them. The massive scoreboard hung silent above center ice. Even the lights felt softer, only partially turned on so the rink glowed in a pale white haze.
The ice itself looked untouched.
Perfect.
Freshly resurfaced, smooth as glass, reflecting the ceiling lights in faint shimmering lines. No skate marks yet. No snow piled along the boards.
Just a clean sheet waiting to be carved up.
Clara paused near the entrance to the bench area and took a breath. Cold air filled her lungs immediately. That familiar sharp arena cold that always smelled faintly like metal and ice and rubber.
It felt good.
Grounding.
A few other players from different teams were already skating quiet warmup laps on the far side of the rink. Their sticks tapped softly against pucks as they practiced passing drills. The sounds echoed more loudly in the empty building, every skate scrape and puck hit bouncing off the high ceiling.
The Centaurs began stepping onto the ice slowly.
One by one.
Some players looked awake.
Others absolutely did not.
Zane shuffled out first, dragging his stick lazily behind him as he stepped onto the ice. He yawned loudly enough that it echoed across the rink. “I hate mornings,” he announced to nobody in particular.
Nick skated past him and shoved his shoulder. “You hate everything.”
“That’s not true.”
“You complained about breakfast.”
“The eggs were suspicious.”
“They were scrambled eggs.”
“Exactly.”
Nick shook his head and skated away.
Clara stepped behind the bench, Maple tucked securely in her arms.
The puppy had insisted on coming along, and after ten minutes of wiggling excitement in the hallway Shane had given up trying to convince him otherwise.
Now Maple sat comfortably against Clara’s chest like he owned the place. His tiny ears twitched at the unfamiliar sounds of skates cutting across the ice. Clara adjusted her grip on him and leaned slightly against the boards.
Her eyes moved across the rink.
Immediately.
Instinctively.
She wasn’t just watching.
She was analyzing.
Players warming up.
Who looked stiff.
Who looked slow.
Who was overthinking their edges.
Her brain started sorting information almost automatically.
Line combinations.
Matchups.
Transition speed.
Yesterday she had felt foggy.
Disconnected.
Like the world around her was happening a few seconds too late for her brain to catch up.
Today that fog was gone. Her posture was sharper. Her shoulders straight instead of slumped. Her voice stronger when she spoke. “Alright.”
The word carried clearly across the ice.
Players looked up almost instantly.
Even the ones who were still half asleep.
Clara lifted her clipboard slightly. “We’re running quick pace drills,” she said. “Twenty minutes. No wasted time.”
Zane leaned closer to Evan as they glided toward the blue line. “She’s back,” he whispered.
Evan nodded without looking away from the bench. “Yep.”
Yesterday Clara had run practice calmly.
Efficiently.
But something about her had felt muted.
Like her brain was operating behind glass.
Today—
Today her eyes were sharp again.
The drills started immediately.
Clara clapped once. “Nick, you’re first.”
Nick grabbed a puck and pushed forward.
The drill was simple on paper.
Fast transition from defensive zone to offensive entry with two passing options and a trailing shooter.
But Clara designed it for speed. Not comfort. “Go.”
Nick accelerated.
Zane and Troy moved into position automatically.
The puck snapped across the ice.
Clara’s voice followed instantly. “Nick faster.”
He pushed harder.
“Zane stop coasting.”
Zane straightened immediately and drove toward the boards.
“Troy rotate earlier.”
Troy adjusted his angle without hesitation.
The drill reset.
Then ran again.
And again.
Within minutes the ice filled with movement.
Skates carved sharp white lines into the previously perfect surface.
Players accelerated through the neutral zone at full speed.
Pucks slammed against sticks and boards.
Clara watched everything.
Maple rested calmly in her arms now, his head tucked beneath her chin while the chaos unfolded on the ice.
Her eyes tracked each play like a chess board unfolding in real time.
Who hesitated.
Who overcommitted.
Who adjusted quickly.
Her brain fired through possibilities.
Systems.
Timing.
Defensive coverage.
The strategy that lived permanently in her head snapped back into place like gears locking together.
Ilya skated past the bench during one of the rotations. He slowed just long enough to glance up at her. “Hey coach.”
Clara didn’t even look at him. “Move your feet.”
“Yes ma’am.”
He pushed off again immediately.
Behind him Luca leaned toward Zane while they waited their turn. “She’s terrifying,” he whispered.
Zane nodded. “Correct.”
The drills ran smoothly.
Almost too smoothly.
Clara didn’t waste a single second.
Quick transitions.
Breakout timing.
Neutral zone pressure.
Every repetition was fast.
Focused.
Demanding.
Players barely had time to breathe before she reset the drill again. “Again.”
Nick grabbed another puck. “Rotate faster.”
Zane nearly slipped trying to adjust. “Better.”
Maple lifted his head slightly as the noise increased around them.
Clara absentmindedly scratched behind his ears while still watching the ice. “Wyatt keep your glove up.”
The goalie adjusted immediately.
“Good.”
Her voice never stopped.
Not once.
Correction.
Instruction.
Encouragement.
Sometimes all three in the same sentence.
Her brain was firing again.
Fully online.
The systems and strategies she carried around in her head clicking into place like pieces of a puzzle.
Shane circled back toward the bench again after another rush attempt. “You feeling better?” he asked casually.
Clara nodded once. “Yeah.”
Then she pointed toward the ice. “Also your timing is late.”
Shane blinked. “…rude.”
She finally glanced at him. “You hesitated before the blue line.”
“I did not.”
“You absolutely did.”
“That was strategic patience.”
“That was slow.”
Shane shook his head and skated away laughing.
Behind him Luca muttered to Zane again. “I take it back.”
“What?”
“She’s not terrifying.”
Zane raised an eyebrow.
“She’s worse.”
Zane frowned. “…how?”
“She’s correct.”
Zane grimaced. “Oh.”
Practice continued.
The pace stayed high.
The players pushed harder than usual without even realizing it.
Because Clara demanded it without raising her voice.
Without yelling.
She just expected it.
And when Clara expected something—
The team delivered.
Twenty minutes passed quickly.
Clara glanced down at the stopwatch clipped to her clipboard. Then she clapped once. “Alright.”
The sound echoed across the rink.
Players slowed.
“Last rep,” she called.
Nick grabbed the puck again.
The drill ran one final time.
Fast.
Clean.
Perfectly executed.
When it ended Clara nodded once. “That’s it.”
Players coasted toward the bench breathing hard. Evan leaned on his stick dramatically. “Morning practices are cruel.”
Nick shoved him again. “You survived.”
“Barely.”
Shane stepped off the ice and leaned against the boards. He looked up at Clara. “You’re definitely back.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “I was gone?”
Shane shrugged. “Little bit.”
She thought about that for a moment. Then she scratched Maple’s head again. “Not anymore.”
The team filed off the ice slowly, the quiet morning arena filling with the sounds of skates scraping and gear clattering as players stepped through the bench gate and headed toward the locker room.
They were sweaty, breathing harder than they expected after what had technically been a short practice.
Clara’s practices tended to do that.
Twenty minutes with her usually felt like an hour anywhere else.
Nick wiped his face with the sleeve of his undershirt as he walked. “Why do I feel like I just played a full game?”
Wyatt walked beside him, dragging his stick along the rubber floor. “Because she doesn’t believe in mercy.”
Evan snorted. “That’s true.”
Behind them Clara hopped down from the bench. Maple trotted happily beside her, his tiny nails clicking against the rubber floor as he followed her like a small golden shadow. The puppy had spent the entire practice quietly watching the ice from Clara’s arms, occasionally tilting his head whenever someone slammed into the boards or shouted. Now that practice was over he seemed thrilled to be moving again. He trotted forward proudly like he had also just completed an important training session.
Clara nudged the locker room door open with her shoulder.
Inside the room the familiar chaos of post-practice routines started immediately.
Players dropped sticks.
Gear bags unzipped.
Someone turned on music.
Shane tossed his gloves into his locker and stretched his arms over his head with a satisfied sigh. “Alright.”
Clara looked up from unclipping Maple’s leash. “What.”
Shane turned toward her. “Field trip.”
Clara frowned immediately. “…what.”
“We’re going somewhere.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Where?”
Shane grinned in the most suspicious way possible. “You’ll see.”
“No.”
Ilya stepped in calmly from the other side of the room, leaning casually against the row of lockers. “Yes.”
Clara crossed her arms. “I have game prep.”
Shane grabbed a water bottle and took a drink. “You have two hours.”
“Still.”
“Come on.”
Clara stared at him. “Where are we going?”
Shane grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. “Hayden Pike’s house.”
Clara froze. Completely froze. “…nope.”
Shane zipped his jacket. “Yes.”
“Nope.”
Ilya shook his head once. “You are coming.”
Clara pointed at herself. “I am head coach.”
“Yes.”
“I have responsibilities.”
“Yes.”
“I’m not going.”
Shane walked over and grabbed Maple’s leash before she could react. “Too bad.”
Maple wagged his tail immediately, thrilled by the sudden movement.
Clara stared at Shane like she was considering throwing a skate at him. “You can’t kidnap the coach.”
“Too late.”
Ilya pushed off the lockers. “It will be good for you.”
Clara groaned. “This feels illegal.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The ride to the Pike’s house took about twenty minutes. Clara spent most of it sitting in the back seat with her arms crossed dramatically. Maple sat in her lap like he had absolutely nothing to do with the situation. “You’re both unbelievable,” Clara muttered.
Shane drove with one hand on the wheel. “You’re welcome.”
“I didn’t say thank you.”
“You’re about to.”
Ilya sat in the passenger seat watching the city streets pass quietly outside the window.
Montreal in the late morning felt different than it did at night.
Less chaotic.
Snow piled along sidewalks.
Coffee shops full of people warming their hands around paper cups.
Clara stared out the window. “…if we lose today it’s your fault.”
“We’re not going to lose,” Shane deadpanned.
“You don’t know that.”
“You’re terrifying.”
“Correct,” Ilya said.
Clara rolled her eyes. “You’re both ridiculous.”
Maple barked once.
Shane glanced down briefly. “Maple agrees with us.”
Clara scratched the puppy behind the ears. “Maple is easily manipulated.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Hayden Pike’s house was loud.
Very loud.
The kind of loud that hit you immediately when the front door opened.
Kids ran through the living room.
Cartoons blasted from the TV.
Someone was laughing in the kitchen.
Something clattered loudly on the floor somewhere down the hallway.
The moment Shane opened the door four small figures sprinted toward them like they had been waiting for this exact moment all morning.
“PUPPY!”
Ruby reached Maple first.
Jade followed right behind her.
Arthur slid across the hardwood floor in socks like a tiny hockey player attempting a dramatic stop.
Amber stood in the hallway with a giant grin.
Clara barely had time to react before Maple was surrounded.
The puppy wagged his tail so hard his entire body wiggled.
He looked like he had discovered absolute heaven.
Ruby scooped him up carefully. “He’s so cute!”
Jade bounced on her toes. “Look at his ears!”
Arthur crouched down. “Can he play with us?”
Clara laughed and crouched down so she was eye level with them. “Okay okay slow down.”
Ruby hugged Maple gently. “He’s so soft.”
Arthur pointed at Clara. “Can we play?”
Clara smiled. “Obviously.”
The kids cheered immediately.
Across the room Shane and Ilya slipped quietly into the kitchen. Hayden stood near the counter drinking coffee. Jackie leaned casually against the stove with her arms crossed. Hayden looked up when they walked in and grinned. “So this is your coach’s daughter.”
Shane shrugged. “She needed a break.”
Jackie glanced toward the living room.
Clara now sat cross-legged on the floor surrounded by kids and Maple, laughing as the puppy attempted to chew Arthur’s shoelaces.
Jackie smiled slightly. “She looks happier already.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes.”
Amber suddenly grabbed Clara’s hand. “COME ON.”
Clara blinked. “…what?”
“JUST DANCE.”
Clara froze. “No.”
“Yes.”
“Absolutely not.”
Amber pointed dramatically at the TV. “Extreme mode.”
Clara groaned. “Why?”
Ruby giggled. “Because it’s fun.”
Arthur crossed his arms seriously. “You’re gonna lose.”
Clara slowly turned her head toward him. “…that’s not happening.”
Amber shoved a controller into her hand. “Let’s go.”
Clara stared at it. “This is a mistake.”
The TV menu flashed bright neon colors as Amber navigated through song options with lightning speed. “THIS ONE!”
The music started blasting through the speakers.
Bright flashing colors filled the screen.
Clara stood in the middle of the living room surrounded by children. “…I regret everything.”
Amber pointed at the screen. “FOLLOW THE DANCER.”
“I’m an athlete,” Clara muttered. “This should be easy.”
Thirty seconds later she realized something. Just Dance extreme mode was exhausting. The routine moved fast. Way faster than she expected.
Arm swings.
Spins.
Footwork that made absolutely no sense.
Amber executed every move perfectly.
Ruby jumped enthusiastically.
Arthur flailed wildly but with impressive commitment.
Clara attempted to keep up.
After three minutes she was breathing harder than she had during morning practice. “How—” she gasped. “—is this— harder— than hockey?”
Amber yelled happily. “YOU’RE LOSING!”
“I am not!”
“You are!”
Clara spun the wrong direction and nearly tripped over the rug.
Arthur pointed immediately. “HA!”
Clara glared at him. “This game is rigged.”
Five minutes later she stumbled into the kitchen gasping for air. She grabbed a glass and filled it with water from the sink. “Why,” she panted, “is Just Dance so hard.”
Shane leaned casually against the counter smirking. “You’re out of shape.”
Clara glared at him over the rim of the glass. “Excuse me. Just Dance extreme mode is a war crime.”
Jackie laughed.
Amber’s voice echoed from the living room. “CLARA YOU QUIT!”
“I did not quit!”
“YOU LEFT!”
Clara rubbed her face. “This was a trap.”
Shane shrugged. “You’re welcome.”
Clara pointed accusingly at him. “You can’t even hate. We know you get your physical activity another way.”
The room went completely silent.
Hayden blinked. “…what.”
Jackie looked between them. “Oh no.”
Clara slowly turned and pointed at Shane. “Why don’t you tell them what happened to your bed?”
Shane immediately groaned and buried his face in his hands. “Oh my god.”
Hayden stared at him. “…what happened to your bed.”
Jackie already looked like she was about to laugh.
Clara grinned. “Collapsed.”
Hayden nearly dropped his coffee. “YOU TWO BROKE A BED?”
Jackie burst out laughing.
Shane groaned louder. “It was one time.”
Clara shrugged. “Structural failure.”
“Stop helping.”
Hayden wiped tears from his eyes. “I have questions.”
“You’re not getting answers.”
Amber sprinted into the kitchen again. “CLARA COME BACK.”
Clara sighed dramatically. “…I regret everything.”
Ruby appeared behind Amber holding Maple. “He wants to dance too!”
Maple barked happily.
Clara looked at the living room. Looked at the kitchen. Then looked back at Amber. “…fine.”
Amber cheered loudly and grabbed her hand again. “LET’S GO.”
Shane leaned back against the counter watching them disappear back into the living room.
Hayden shook his head slowly. “You broke a bed.”
Shane groaned again. “I hate this house.”
From the living room Amber’s voice shouted triumphantly. “EXTREME MODE ROUND TWO!”
Clara’s exhausted voice followed immediately. “Why are there so many spins?!”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Clara did not win the Just Dance round.
She would later insist, loudly, repeatedly, and with impressive dedication, that the loss had absolutely nothing to do with her own performance.
In her version of events, the problem was clearly the game.
“Just Dance,” she announced five minutes later, hands on her hips in the middle of the living room, “is biased against people with actual athletic coordination.”
Amber gasped dramatically. “YOU LOST.”
Clara pointed at the TV like it had personally betrayed her. “I slipped.”
“You spun the wrong way.”
“That’s subjective.”
Ruby laughed so hard she nearly fell off the couch.
She had curled up there halfway through the round, clutching her stomach as Clara attempted to keep up with the wildly energetic dance routine flashing across the screen.
Arthur flopped backward onto the carpet like he had just finished an exhausting competition of his own.
“You’re washed,” he announced.
Clara slowly turned her head toward him. “You’re ten.”
Arthur shrugged. “Still won.”
Clara narrowed her eyes at him in mock offense.
Amber bounced excitedly in the center of the room, still holding the game controller. “REMATCH.”
“No,” Clara said immediately.
“Yes.”
“Nope.”
Amber leaned closer, lowering her voice like she was delivering a challenge. “You’re scared.”
Clara grabbed the nearest water bottle off the coffee table and took a long drink. She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her hoodie and shook her head. “Just Dance is exhausting.”
Amber gasped again like Clara had just admitted defeat in the most dramatic way possible. “You’re quitting.”
“I am not quitting.”
“You left the dance floor.”
“I was hydrating.”
Arthur pointed accusingly. “That counts as quitting.”
Clara turned slowly and glared at him again. “You’re ten,” she repeated.
Arthur grinned. “Still won.”
From the kitchen Shane leaned against the counter, watching the entire situation unfold with a very obvious smirk.“You’re the one who insisted you’re in elite athlete shape.”
Clara pointed at him without looking. “I coach elite athletes,” she corrected. “Big difference.”
Shane chuckled.
Hayden shook his head from the other side of the kitchen island, clearly entertained. “You just lost to a group of children.”
Clara pointed dramatically at the television again. “Extreme mode should be illegal.”
Jackie, who had settled comfortably into one of the kitchen chairs, smiled. “Pretty sure that’s the point.”
Amber suddenly sprinted across the room again and grabbed Clara’s sleeve. “One more!”
Clara groaned loudly. “I have a hockey game tonight.”
Ruby sat up straighter on the couch. “You’re the coach!”
Clara nodded. “Yes.”
Arthur crossed his arms and tilted his head thoughtfully. “Then you should win.”
Clara stared at him for a second. Then she nodded slowly. “…that is a very good point.”
Amber blinked. “Wait.”
She pointed directly at Clara. “You’re the coach?”
Clara shrugged casually. “Yes.”
Amber turned toward Shane in confusion. “Why is a kid the coach?”
Shane opened his mouth to answer.
Clara beat him to it. “Because I’m better than them.”
Ilya snorted immediately.
Hayden burst out laughing.
Jackie shook her head, smiling wider. “I like her.”
Clara gave a small bow like she had just delivered an excellent punchline.
Amber narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “…are you really the coach?”
“Yes.”
Ruby leaned forward excitedly. “Do you tell them what to do?”
“All the time.”
Arthur looked impressed. “Do they listen?”
Clara paused. “…sometimes.”
Shane laughed from the kitchen. “She yells at us.”
“I do not yell.”
“You absolutely yell.”
“I provide constructive guidance.”
“You called Zane a tactical disaster today.”
“That was constructive.”
Arthur nodded approvingly. “Sounds like coaching.”
Amber stared at Clara with renewed interest. “Do you get to sit on the bench?”
“Yes.”
“Do you wear a headset?”
“No.”
“That’s lame.”
Clara shrugged. “Hockey doesn’t do headsets.”
Amber crossed her arms. “You should.”
Ruby suddenly pointed at Maple, who was now lying on the rug happily chewing on one of Arthur’s socks. “Maple could be assistant coach.”
Clara crouched down and scratched the puppy’s ears. “Maple would be terrible at that job.” Maple wagged his tail proudly.
Arthur looked thoughtful again. “Does Maple know hockey?”
“Not yet,” Clara said. “But we’re working on it.”
Amber bounced in place again. “REMATCH.”
Clara groaned. “You are relentless.”
“Yes.”
Ruby clapped her hands. “Do it!”
Arthur pointed dramatically at the TV. “You have to defend your honor.”
Clara looked around the room slowly.
At Amber.
At Ruby.
At Arthur.
At Maple.
Then she looked toward the kitchen where Shane and Ilya were watching with far too much amusement. “…I am surrounded by chaos.”
Shane raised his hands innocently. “You chose this.”
“I absolutely did not.”
Amber shoved the controller toward her again. “Round two.”
Clara stared at it. Then she sighed. “Fine.”
Amber cheered so loudly Maple jumped up in excitement. “EXTREME MODE!”
Clara pointed at her immediately. “If there are more spins, I’m leaving.”
“There will be spins.”
“I hate spins.”
The music started again.
Loud.
Bright.
Ridiculous.
Amber jumped straight into the routine like a professional.
Ruby followed enthusiastically.
Arthur mostly stomped around but seemed extremely confident about it.
Clara attempted to keep up. It went… slightly better than the first round. But not by much.
Three minutes in she was already breathing hard again. “Why,” she gasped, “is this harder than skating?”
Amber yelled back happily. “Because you’re losing again!”
“I am not losing!”
“You are!”
Arthur pointed at the score bar. “You are.”
Clara spun in the wrong direction again.
Ruby collapsed onto the couch laughing.
Five minutes later Clara stumbled back into the kitchen again. She grabbed the same water bottle. “I hate this game.”
Shane applauded slowly. “Great effort.”
Clara glared at him. “You are banned from commentary.”
Hayden wiped tears from his eyes again. “This is the best morning I’ve had in weeks.”
Jackie nodded. “Same.”
Amber ran into the kitchen again moments later. “CLARA YOU LOST AGAIN.”
“I slipped again.”
“That’s not how slipping works.”
Clara pointed toward the living room. “Your game is broken.”
Ruby carried Maple into the kitchen and held him up proudly. “He danced!”
Clara scratched the puppy’s head. “Of course he did.”
Arthur leaned against the doorway. “You’re still washed.”
Clara pointed at him again. “You’re still ten bud.”
Eventually Shane checked the time on his phone. He frowned slightly. “Alright.” He clapped once loudly. “We have to go.”
Amber groaned dramatically. “Nooooo.”
Ruby hugged Maple tightly. “You have to bring him back.”
Clara smiled and gently pried the puppy from her arms. “I will.”
Arthur pointed at her again like he was delivering an official command. “You better win.”
Clara nodded seriously. “I plan to.”
Hayden gasped. “What about your dad?”
Amber looked up. “Dad doesn’t have a puppy.”
He sighed. “That’s fair.”
Shane grabbed his jacket from the chair. Ilya stepped toward the door.
Hayden followed them into the hallway. “Seriously though,” he said quietly to Shane and Ilya, nodding toward Clara “She seems better.”
Shane glanced back toward the living room.
Clara was crouched down near the door while Ruby and Amber said goodbye to Maple like he was leaving for a long journey. The puppy wagged his tail happily.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “She needed that.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “Yes.”
Jackie leaned against the doorway with her arms crossed. “She’s tough.”
Shane smiled slightly. “You have no idea.”
Behind them Clara finally stood up and stepped into the hallway. “Alright,” she said. “Let’s go win a hockey game.”
The car ride back to the hotel was quieter than the drive earlier that morning. Not silent, Maple’s collar jingled occasionally when he shifted in Clara’s lap, and the tires hummed steadily against the road, but the loud chaos of Hayden Pike’s house had faded into a calmer rhythm.
Clara leaned back against the back seat with one arm draped loosely around the puppy. Maple had curled into a tight ball the moment the car started moving, his head tucked against her hoodie as if he had used up all of his energy running around with the kids.
Clara stared out the window.
Her muscles felt… strange.
Not painful exactly.
Just sore in places she wasn’t used to feeling sore.
She rolled her shoulders experimentally. “Just Dance should count as cardio,” she muttered.
Shane snorted from the driver’s seat. “You did three songs.”
“They were extreme.”
“Everything about that game is extreme.”
Clara poked Maple lightly when he shifted. “You saw the spins.”
Ilya, sitting quietly in the front seat, glanced up from the window. “You looked very competitive.”
Clara frowned slightly. “I don’t lose to children.”
“You did.”
“That’s not proven.”
Shane laughed again. “There’s literally a scoreboard.”
“It was inaccurate.”
“Clara.”
“Yes.”
“You finished last.”
Clara crossed her arms. “That is an interpretation.”
Ilya shook his head slightly. “You are ridiculous.”
Clara didn’t respond right away. Instead she turned her attention back to the window.
The city had that quiet winter brightness that only happened when sunlight reflected off snow and pale stone buildings.
Snow sat piled along the sidewalks in uneven ridges.
People walked through the streets bundled in coats and scarves, some holding steaming coffee cups while they hurried between shops.
Old buildings stacked close together along the narrow streets, their balconies and windows covered in light frost.
A street musician stood on a corner playing violin while a few pedestrians paused nearby.
Clara watched it all quietly.
Her mind felt steadier now.
The chaos of the morning.
The laughter.
The ridiculous dance battle with children.
It had done something she hadn’t expected.
It had shaken the weight loose.
Not completely.
The worry about her grandmother was still there.
Still present in the back of her thoughts.
But it wasn’t crushing her chest anymore.
Now her mind had shifted into something more familiar.
Focus.
Game mode.
Her brain started working through strategies automatically.
Line combinations.
Matchups.
Power play adjustments.
Montreal’s aggressive neutral zone pressure from the night before.
She tapped her fingers lightly against Maple’s back while she thought.
“You’re thinking again,” Shane said casually.
Clara blinked. “…what.”
“You do that thing.”
“What thing?”
“The quiet staring out the window thing.”
“That’s called thinking.”
“Yeah.”
Shane glanced at her briefly before looking back at the road. “You do it before games.”
Clara shrugged. “I have a hockey game tonight.”
“You’re the coach.”
“Exactly.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly. “You seem calmer.”
Clara nodded. “Yeah.” She scratched Maple behind the ears. “Kids are weirdly good therapy.”
Shane grinned. “You’re welcome.”
“You kidnapped me.”
“You needed kidnapping.”
“…that is not a sentence I expected to hear today.”
Maple lifted his head sleepily. Clara scratched his chin. “You’re lucky you’re cute,” she told the puppy.
The rest of the drive passed quietly.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The team was already gathering in the hotel lobby when they arrived. Players stood around in small groups, some sitting on couches, others leaning against the walls with gear bags at their feet. The atmosphere had shifted from the relaxed energy of the morning to something sharper.
Game day focus.
Nick spotted them first as they walked through the doors. “There she is.”
Zane turned immediately. He pointed dramatically across the lobby. “Coach!”
Clara rolled her eyes as she walked toward them. “What.”
Zane leaned forward like he was about to deliver a serious question. “You ready to destroy Montreal?”
Clara didn’t hesitate. She nodded once. “Yes.”
Evan grinned immediately. “That’s the energy I like.”
Luca leaned back in his chair. “Feeling confident, coach?”
Clara shrugged. “I ran the numbers.”
“There are numbers?”
“There are always numbers.”
Zane looked impressed. “That sounds official.”
Clara shifted Maple in her arms. “It is.”
Wyatt stood nearby stretching his arms across his chest.
His goalie pads leaned against the wall beside him.
“I’m starting tonight,” he said.
Clara turned toward him. Her expression sharpened slightly. “Good.” Then she added calmly, “Don’t give up rebounds.”
Wyatt straightened immediately. “Yes ma’am.”
Nick chuckled. “Motivational.”
Clara glanced at him. “You want motivational?”
Nick held up his hands. “I’m good.”
Ilya walked over and clapped his hands once. “Alright.”
The sound echoed lightly through the lobby.
Players looked up.
“Bus in ten.”
The room immediately shifted into motion. Players grabbed gear bags. Helmets were lifted off tables.
Zane slung his stick bag over his shoulder. “Let’s go win a hockey game.”
Evan followed behind him. “Try not to get penalties.”
Zane shrugged. “No promises.”
Nick stretched his neck as he walked toward the elevators.
Wyatt grabbed his goalie mask carefully.
The lobby slowly emptied as players headed upstairs to finish getting ready.
Clara remained where she stood for a moment. Maple still rested quietly in her arms.
Her eyes moved across the room slowly.
Checking.
Observing.
Measuring the mood of the team.
They looked ready.
Focused.
The nerves were there too.
She could see it in small movements.
The way Wyatt kept adjusting his gloves.
The way Luca bounced lightly on his heels.
The way Zane kept cracking his knuckles.
But nerves weren’t a bad thing. Nerves meant they cared.
Clara shifted Maple and handed the leash to Shane. “Hold him.”
Shane blinked. “Why.”
“I have to think.”
“…that’s concerning.”
Clara ignored him. She leaned back slightly against the wall. Her mind moved through the game plan again.
Montreal’s speed.
Their aggressive forecheck.
Their tendency to collapse too hard toward the net on defense.
Opportunities.
Weak spots.
She visualized the plays like a diagram unfolding across the ice. Then she pushed off the wall again. “Alright,” she said quietly.
Shane looked at her. “You ready?”
Clara nodded.
The nerves were still there.
But now they felt different.
Not fear.
Not panic.
Something sharper.
Determination.
“Yeah,” she said. “Let’s go win.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The arena was already loud when the team bus pulled into the loading area behind the building.
Not normal loud.
Not the low hum of fans slowly finding their seats.
This was full energy.
Music echoed through the concrete hallways leading toward the locker rooms, bass thumping through the walls like a heartbeat. The distant roar of the crowd drifted down the corridors every time a door opened somewhere deeper inside the arena.
Montreal fans didn’t ease into games.
They started loud.
By the time the Centaurs finished unloading their gear and walked through the tunnel toward the rink, the stands were already filling with jerseys, scarves, and signs pressed against the glass.
The ice shone bright under the arena lights.
Fresh.
Perfect.
The massive scoreboard hung above center ice flashing pregame graphics in bright red and blue. Spotlights swept slowly across the stands while music blasted through the speakers loud enough to rattle the boards.
Players from both teams skated warmup laps across the ice.
Fast.
Loose.
Pucks slammed against the glass as shooters warmed up their wrists and goalies stretched in their creases.
Clara stood near the bench with her clipboard tucked against her side.
Her eyes moved constantly.
Left.
Right.
Across the ice.
Tracking everything.
Montreal’s defense looked aggressive during warmups, pushing quick breakout passes and practicing hard neutral zone pressure drills. Their forwards skated fast laps through the neutral zone, snapping passes back and forth with sharp precision.
Clara noticed all of it.
Every small detail.
The speed of their transitions.
Which players looked confident.
Which players hesitated.
Her brain worked through possibilities automatically.
Matchups.
Line rotations.
Zone entries.
Maple would normally be sitting somewhere nearby. Probably tucked into her arms or resting beside the bench watching everything with curious ears perked up. But tonight the arena staff had gently but firmly informed her that puppies were not allowed near the ice during games. So Maple had been left with one of the equipment staff members in a quiet office down the hallway.
Clara had reluctantly handed over the leash fifteen minutes earlier. She missed him already.
Ilya skated past the bench during warmups and tapped his stick lightly against the boards. “You look intense.”
Clara didn’t look away from the ice. “I am.”
Ilya grinned and pushed off again, gliding back toward center.
Shane passed the bench seconds later on the opposite side. His skates carved a smooth arc across the ice as he slowed briefly near the boards. “Good,” he said simply.
Clara flipped one page on her clipboard and checked the line combinations again.
Everything looked right.
Top line ready for fast offensive pressure.
Second line set to push aggressive forechecking.
Defensive pairings balanced for speed and coverage.
She tapped the pencil against the board once.
Satisfied.
The warmup horn echoed through the arena a few minutes later.
Players started clearing the ice.
Some skating quickly toward the locker room tunnel.
Others taking one final shot on goal before leaving.
Clara stayed where she was.
Watching.
Thinking.
That’s when someone stepped toward her.
Clara turned slightly.
An older man approached from the Montreal bench.
Gray hair.
Heavy coat draped over a thick suit.
His posture stiff and deliberate.
The Montreal head coach. Theriault.
He stopped in front of her. For a moment neither of them spoke. Then he extended his hand. Clara shook it. His grip was firm. But his eyes were already studying her with clear skepticism.
“You’re the new coach?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He snorted. Not even trying to hide it. “Hockey is a game for real men.”
Clara stared at him. Her face didn’t move.
He leaned slightly closer, lowering his voice just enough to make sure only she could hear. “Not women.”
He paused.
Then added with quiet disdain,
“Not whatever fucking queer shit you got going on either.”
The air between them went very still.
Across the ice Shane heard the tone immediately. He couldn’t hear every word from where he stood near the blue line, but he recognized the expression on Clara’s face. And the posture of Theriault. Posture he knew all too well.
Ilya noticed too.
Both of them slowed slightly while skating toward the bench.
Clara’s expression didn’t change. Not even slightly. She tilted her head just a fraction. Then she smiled.
It wasn’t a warm smile.
It was sharp.
Confident.
Almost amused.
“Good luck, old man,” she said.
The coach frowned.
“You’re going to fucking need it.”
She turned and walked away before he could say anything else. Her footsteps echoed lightly across the rubber flooring behind the bench.
Shane skated over immediately. “What did he say?”
Clara grabbed her clipboard again like nothing had happened. “He’s about to lose a hockey game.”
Shane blinked. “…that bad?”
Clara shrugged. “Worse.”
Ilya stopped beside the bench and looked across the ice toward the Montreal side. His expression had gone very cold. “…good,” he said quietly.
The warmup horn sounded again.
Players cleared the ice.
Game time was close.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The locker room buzzed with energy. Players moved around the room pulling on shoulder pads, tightening skate laces, and adjusting gloves. The smell of hockey gear filled the air.
Rubber.
Tape.
Cold metal.
Music played quietly from someone’s phone speaker near the lockers.
But the moment Clara stepped into the room the noise slowly faded. One by one players looked up. Helmets came off. Sticks leaned against the wall. The team gathered around the center of the room.
Shane leaned back against the wall with his arms crossed.
Ilya stood beside him, calm but watchful.
Nick sat forward on the bench.
Zane bounced slightly on his heels.
Everyone waited.
Clara stood in front of them. Clipboard in hand. Her posture calm. But something about the way she held herself felt sharper tonight. More focused. Her voice was steady when she spoke. “Listen up idiots.”
The room went completely silent.
“We are faster than them.”
Players nodded immediately. They had seen it in warmups.
“We are smarter than them.”
More nods.
Zane cracked his knuckles.
Clara paused briefly.
Then she added calmly, “And we are also deeply offensive to their coach’s worldview.”
Zane blinked. “…what.”
Clara shrugged.
“He thinks hockey is only for straight men.”
For half a second the room went completely silent.
Then Troy burst out laughing. “Oh that’s hilarious.”
Nick leaned forward. “You’re serious?”
Clara nodded once. “Very.”
Ilya cracked his knuckles slowly.
The sound echoed softly through the room.
Nick grinned. “Well.”
Shane pushed himself off the wall slightly. “That sounds like motivation.”
Zane leaned forward. “So what you’re saying is…”
Clara finished the sentence for him. “We’re going to ruin his night.”
The room filled with quiet grins.
Players grabbed helmets.
Adjusted gloves.
Energy shifted.
Focused.
Sharp.
Clara looked around the room one more time. Her voice calm again. “Let’s fucking get it.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The arena was loud. Not the normal kind of loud that most regular season games carried.
This was different.
This was the kind of noise that pressed into your chest and vibrated through the benches. The kind that rattled the glass and echoed off the rafters until it felt like the entire building had turned into one massive speaker.
Playoff loud.
Even though it wasn’t technically a playoff game, the energy inside the building felt like one.
The stands were packed with Montreal jerseys. Red and white filled every section, every aisle, every row leaning forward over the railings.
Fans pounded the glass during warmups.
Some shouted toward the ice.
Others waved signs and flags while music blasted through the arena speakers, bass thumping hard enough to shake the boards.
The Centaurs bench buzzed with movement as players finished their final warmup laps.
Clara stood behind the bench with her clipboard tucked under her arm. She barely noticed the noise.
Her eyes never stopped moving.
Left.
Right.
Across the ice.
She watched the Montreal defensive pairings skating their routes through the neutral zone. Watched the way their left defenseman hesitated for a half-second before pivoting backward. Watched the way their forwards rotated during a passing drill near center ice. Watched the goalie stretching slowly in the crease, adjusting his pads and rolling his shoulders as he tracked warmup shots.
Clara memorized everything.
Patterns.
Timing.
Who hesitated.
Who rushed.
Which players cheated slightly forward in anticipation of offense.
Which ones played safer.
Her brain turned it all into information.
Data points sliding into place like pieces of a puzzle.
Shane skated past the bench during his last lap and tapped his stick lightly against the boards. “You look like you’re plotting something.”
Clara didn’t look at him. “I am.”
Shane grinned and pushed off again. “Good.”
Across the ice Coach Theriault stood behind his bench with his arms crossed. The older man watched his team finishing warmups, occasionally shouting a quick instruction. For a moment his gaze drifted toward the Centaurs bench. Toward Clara. His expression tightened briefly before he looked away again.
Dismissal.
Clear.
Intentional.
Clara noticed.
She didn’t react outwardly.
But Shane saw the slight tension in her jaw.
Just for a second.
The horn blasted through the arena. Players cleared the ice immediately. The warmup music faded out as teams disappeared down the tunnel toward their locker rooms. The game was about to start.
The puck dropped. And the game exploded into motion. There was no slow feeling-out phase. No cautious opening shifts.
Montreal came out fast.
Very fast.
Their forwards attacked the neutral zone aggressively, pushing hard along the boards and forcing the Centaurs defense to make quick decisions with the puck.
Clara leaned forward slightly against the boards as the play unfolded. “Good pressure,” she muttered quietly.
Montreal’s top line tried to trap the puck near the right boards.
Troy stepped in first.
He timed it perfectly.
His stick slid between the Montreal winger’s skates and lifted the puck cleanly away.
“Nice,” Clara said under her breath.
Troy pushed the puck toward center ice.
Shane grabbed it in stride. Within seconds he accelerated through the neutral zone. The crowd reacted immediately. Boos poured down from the stands like rain.
Shane ignored them completely. He cut slightly toward the left circle and snapped a quick wrist shot toward the net.
The Montreal goalie tracked it cleanly.
Glove up.
Catch.
Whistle.
“Good look,” Clara said calmly.
Players skated toward their positions for the faceoff.
The pace stayed high.
Both teams pushed aggressively through the neutral zone.
Back and forth.
Rush after rush.
Montreal’s forwards tried to overwhelm the Centaurs defense with speed.
The Centaurs countered with quick breakout passes and fast transitions.
Clara tracked every shift carefully.
Every line change.
Every small adjustment.
Halfway through the period Montreal broke through.
The play started with a harmless-looking shot from the blue line.
Wyatt saw it the entire way. He blocked it easily.
But the rebound kicked out slightly too far to his right.
One of Montreal’s forwards reached it first.
Quick.
Sharp.
He snapped the puck back toward the open side of the net before Wyatt could fully reset.
Goal.
The red goal light flashed.
The arena erupted.
Fans jumped to their feet screaming.
The sound hit like a wall.
Montreal players slammed their sticks against the glass in celebration while teammates swarmed the goal scorer near the boards.
Wyatt stayed in the crease for a moment before skating slowly back toward the net.
Clara didn’t react.
Not outwardly.
She simply wrote something on her clipboard.
Shane skated past the bench a moment later. “You’re calm.”
Clara looked up. “We’re fine.”
“Down one.”
“Doesn’t matter.”
Shane nodded once.
He believed her.
Play resumed.
The pace didn’t slow.
If anything, Montreal pushed even harder with the early lead.
Clara watched their patterns carefully.
Their defensive pairings pinched aggressively.
Their forwards tried to trap the puck along the boards whenever possible.
“Too aggressive,” she muttered quietly.
A weakness.
One she planned to use later.
A few minutes later the puck slid along the boards near the Centaurs defensive zone.
A Montreal forward tried to chase it down.
Ilya got there first.
The collision was immediate.
Hard.
Shoulder into shoulder.
The Montreal player hit the boards and dropped to the ice.
The referee’s arm shot up instantly.
Penalty.
The crowd roared with approval.
Montreal fans loved physical hits.
Especially when they resulted in penalties for the opposing team.
Ilya didn’t argue.
He simply turned and skated toward the penalty box.
Shane glided past the bench shaking his head. “He barely touched him.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “Montreal home crowd.”
Translation: the call was never getting overturned.
The penalty kill unit jumped over the boards immediately.
Zane.
Troy.
Two defensemen rotating behind them.
Clara leaned forward against the boards again. “Pressure the point.”
Montreal’s power play set up quickly in the offensive zone.
Their defenseman tried to control the puck near the blue line.
Zane didn’t give him time. He charged forward and forced a rushed pass. The puck bounced off a stick and slid loose

toward the boards.
Zane grabbed it and fired it down the ice.
The crowd groaned loudly.
Thirty seconds gone.
Montreal reset their formation.
Another entry attempt.
Another pass toward the point.
Clara watched every movement. “Stay tight,” she called.
Ilya leaned forward slightly inside the penalty box watching the play unfold.
Montreal tried one more cross-ice pass.
Troy intercepted it cleanly.
Another clear down the ice.
The crowd groaned again.
By the time Montreal re-entered the zone the penalty clock had nearly expired.
Ten seconds.
Five.
The buzzer sounded.
Ilya stepped out of the box and rejoined the play immediately.
Montreal never got a clean shot.
Clara nodded once. “Good kill.”
Shane tapped his stick lightly against the boards.
The game was far from over.
And the Centaurs were just getting started.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The second period started faster than the first.
And rougher.
Much rougher.
The moment the puck dropped it became obvious that Montreal had changed their approach. The speed was still there, but now there was something else layered on top of it, something heavier.
More physical.
Montreal’s players began finishing every hit.
Not just the normal contact that happened during a hockey game, but heavy body checks that drove players into the boards. Sticks pressed harder into backs in front of the net. Gloves shoved into ribs during scrums after whistles.
Little things.
Annoying things.
The kind of things designed to get under someone’s skin.
Clara noticed it within the first thirty seconds.
She leaned slightly forward against the boards, watching a Montreal winger slam Troy into the glass a full second after the puck had already moved up ice.
“They’re trying to bait us,” she said quietly.
Zane skated past the bench on his way to the defensive zone. “It’s working.”
Clara didn’t answer.
But she kept watching.
Montreal’s strategy wasn’t subtle. They were pushing the physical edge of the game, forcing the Centaurs players to react emotionally instead of strategically.
More hits.
More shoves.
More small cheap shots after whistles.
Shane got cross-checked lightly in front of the net during one offensive rush.
Nick got bumped in the ribs as he tried to leave the corner.
Luca got tangled up behind the goal line and shoved to the ice after the puck had already moved.
The referees called some of it.
Ignored some of it.
And the crowd loved every second.
Another whistle blew six minutes into the period.
Clara didn’t even need to look up.
She already knew.
Ilya.
Sure enough, the referee pointed toward the penalty box.
Ilya skated slowly away from the boards with his hands slightly raised in disbelief.
Shane groaned loudly as he glided toward the bench. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Clara glanced toward the ice. “What did they call?”
“Boarding.”
She watched the replay on the arena screen.
The hit had been hard.
But clean.
Ilya sat down in the penalty box looking annoyed, though not especially surprised.
Shane leaned on the boards near Clara. “He barely touched him.”
Clara didn’t react emotionally. She simply watched Montreal’s power play unit jump onto the ice. “Well we’re in Montreal,” she said.
Meaning: the refs were not about to start making calls against the home team unless they absolutely had to.
The Centaurs penalty kill unit stepped over the boards.
The puck dropped.
Montreal moved it quickly.
Their power play was structured well, quick passes along the blue line, forcing defenders to chase the puck while their forwards drifted into shooting lanes.
Clara tracked every movement. “Watch the weak side,” she muttered.
Nick pressured the puck carrier.
The pass moved across the ice.
Then back toward the point.
Shot.
Blocked.
The puck bounced toward the corner.
For a moment it looked like the Centaurs might clear it.
But Montreal recovered first.
Another pass.
Another quick shot.
This one slipped through traffic.
Wyatt reacted late.
The puck slid past his pad and into the net.
The goal horn blasted.
The crowd exploded.
Fans jumped to their feet screaming while Montreal players piled together near the boards.
Scoreboard.
2–0.
Shane slammed his stick lightly against the boards in frustration as he skated past the bench.
Clara didn’t react outwardly. But she immediately began writing on her clipboard.
Lines.
Matchups.
Adjustments.
Her brain moved quickly.
Montreal had started dictating the physical pace of the game.
So she adjusted.
She rotated Nick’s line to get them against Montreal’s second defensive pairing.
She changed the defensive assignments so Evan’s line faced Montreal’s faster forwards.
And she shortened the shifts.
Speed.
Pressure.
Momentum.
Five minutes later the changes started working.
Nick carried the puck across the blue line during a rush.
He didn’t try to force anything fancy.
Instead he dropped the puck back toward the point.
A defenseman stepped into it immediately.
Nick wound up and fired a full slapshot.
The puck rocketed toward the net.
Troy drifted into the shooting lane at exactly the right moment.
He angled his stick.
Tip.
The puck changed direction just enough.
The Montreal goalie reacted, but too late.
The puck slipped between his pads and into the net.
Goal.
For half a second the arena went silent.
Then the Centaurs bench erupted.
Players jumped to their feet yelling.
Gloves slammed against the boards.
Troy raised his stick as teammates swarmed him near the corner.
Scoreboard.
2–1.
Shane skated past the bench pointing dramatically toward Clara. “Coach magic.”
 
Clara didn’t smile.
She simply pointed toward the ice. “Focus.”
The game was far from over.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

If the second period had been rough—
The third period felt like a war.
The physical play didn’t slow down. If anything it intensified.
Every puck battle along the boards turned into a full collision. Bodies slammed into glass. Sticks clattered across the ice. Players shoved each other after nearly every whistle.
The sound of hits echoed across the arena.
Fans screamed constantly.
Montreal wanted the chaos.
They wanted the Centaurs frustrated.
But Clara kept the bench calm. “Short shifts,” she reminded them.
“Move the puck.”
“Don’t chase hits.”
The players listened.
Mostly.
Halfway through the period the momentum finally shifted.
Luca intercepted a pass in the neutral zone and pushed the puck forward.
Shane grabbed it immediately.
Open ice.
Two Montreal defenders reacted instantly and started chasing him.
Shane accelerated.
The crowd rose to their feet.
The rush happened fast.
He cut slightly toward the center of the ice, dragging the puck across his body while the defenders tried to close the gap.
One reached with his stick.
Missed.
Shane snapped a quick shot.
Top corner.
The puck slammed into the net before the goalie even reacted.
Goal.
For a moment the entire arena froze.
Then the Centaurs bench exploded.
Players jumped up yelling.
Gloves pounded against the boards.
Shane skated past the bench pointing upward in celebration.
Scoreboard.
2–2.
Tie game.
Clara allowed herself exactly one quick smile. Then she looked back down at her clipboard. “Next shift,” she called calmly.
The game wasn’t over.
Not even close.
And if anything, the chaos kept increasing.
A few minutes later another whistle blew.
Clara didn’t even need to look up again. “Ilya?”
Shane nodded while skating toward the bench. “Yep.”
Ilya sat in the penalty box again, staring at the ice with visible aggravation. “I didn’t fucking touch him!”
The referee ignored him.
Montreal’s power play unit returned.
The crowd roared again.
The Centaurs killed the penalty.
Barely.
Two minutes later—
Another whistle.
Again.
Ilya.
Even he looked confused now. “This is ridiculous,” he muttered while skating toward the box again.
Shane passed him laughing. “You’re cursed.”
Ilya shook his head. “No.”
He glanced toward the Montreal bench. “This is intentional.”
Clara crossed her arms. “They’re trying to keep you off the ice.”
Ilya paused halfway to the penalty box.
Then nodded slowly. “…that makes sense.”
Montreal clearly saw him as a problem.
So the solution was simple.
Keep drawing penalties.
Keep him off the ice.
The referees were helping.
But despite all of it, the Centaurs held the line.
Wyatt made several strong saves.
Luca cleared two dangerous rebounds.
Shane blocked a shot that nearly caught him in the knee.
Time kept ticking down.
The final two minutes of regulation were frantic.
Completely chaotic.
Both teams sensed the opportunity.
Both teams pushed harder.
Shots came from everywhere.
Montreal fired three quick attempts during one rush.
Wyatt stopped all of them.
The crowd groaned loudly.
Moments later Zane broke free on a partial breakaway after a perfect pass from Nick.
He raced toward the net with only the goalie ahead of him.
Shot.
The Montreal goalie made a huge glove save.
The arena exploded with cheers.
Thirty seconds left.
Players crashed into the boards chasing loose pucks.
One last rush for Montreal.
Wyatt made another save.
The rebound bounced loose.
Cleared.
Five seconds.
Four.
Three.
The final horn blasted through the arena.
End of regulation.
Scoreboard still read:
2 – 2.
Tie game.
Overtime.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The locker room was loud.
Not the frantic noise of a game in progress.
Not the roar of a crowd.
This was different.
This was the sound of exhausted athletes trying to catch their breath while adrenaline still burned through their systems. Players dropped heavily onto the wooden benches. Sticks clattered against the walls. Helmets thumped against hooks as they were ripped off and tossed aside. Sweat ran down faces and soaked through jerseys.
Everyone was breathing hard.
Really hard.
Overtime hockey, especially three-on-three, was brutal.
It demanded speed, awareness, and constant movement. One mistake could end the game instantly.
The room buzzed with energy.
Excitement.
Nerves.
And the electric tension that came with knowing the game could be decided in a single play.
Clara stood at the front of the locker room. Her clipboard rested against the table beside her. The players were still settling in when she grabbed the whiteboard marker. “Listen up fuckers.”
The room quieted almost immediately. Not completely silent, players were still breathing too hard for that, but the chatter stopped. Heads lifted. Eyes focused.
They trusted her now.
At the beginning that hadn’t been guaranteed.
But after everything that had happened over the past few weeks, after the wins, the adjustments, the comebacks, the strategies that kept working, they listened when she spoke.
Shane leaned forward slightly from his bench.
Ilya rested his forearms on his knees.
Nick sat with a towel around his neck.
Zane was still catching his breath but turned his head toward the front of the room.
Clara looked around at them.
Every player was exhausted.
Sweaty.
Bruised.
But alert.
“You played a hell of a game,” she said.
A few tired smiles appeared around the room.
Luca nodded.
Zane raised a hand halfheartedly like he was accepting an award.
Shane tapped his stick lightly against the floor.
But Clara lifted the marker again before the moment could linger. “But we’re not done.”
The smiles faded into focus.
Game mode.
Clara turned toward the whiteboard.
She started drawing quickly.
Circles appeared first.
Then arrows.
Routes.
Lines crossing the center of the board as she sketched the movement of players and the expected defensive reactions.

Her brain worked fast.
The players watched the diagram grow piece by piece.
Ilya leaned forward slightly.
Shane squinted at the board.
Troy shifted closer so he could see.
Clara kept drawing.
The play was simple on the surface.
But it relied heavily on timing.
Positioning.
And trust.
Three-on-three overtime created huge open spaces on the ice. If you forced defenders to commit to the wrong player, even for half a second, it opened a shooting lane.
Clara tapped the board. “This is what we’re running.”
Shane leaned forward more. “Nice.”
Ilya studied the diagram carefully. “Yes.”
He could already see what she was doing.
The play forced the defense to collapse toward the center of the ice, toward him, because he was the biggest physical threat driving the middle lane.
That left the shooter free.
Clara looked around the room again. Then something shifted in her expression. The smallest smirk. “And since apparently we are deeply offensive to their coach…”
The room paused.
Then a few players started grinning.
Everyone knew what she was referencing.
The Montreal coach’s comment before the game.
Shane chuckled under his breath.
Clara tapped the whiteboard. “I want the three best queers in hockey on the ice.”
For a split second the room was silent. Then it exploded. Laughter filled the room.
Zane nearly fell off his bench laughing.
Nick clapped his hands together.
Shane pointed dramatically at himself. “That’s me.”
Ilya nodded seriously. “Yes.”
Troy raised his hand like he was volunteering for a school presentation. “Honored.”
More laughter. The tension in the room broke instantly.
But Clara was already finishing the play on the whiteboard. She circled one final position. “Shane takes the shot.”
Shane blinked. “Wait really?”
“Yes.”
“Why me?”
Clara looked at him like the answer was obvious. “Because you deserve some fucking revenge.”
Shane considered that for about half a second. “Fair enough.”
A few players laughed again.
Clara tossed the marker onto the equipment table.
The plastic clattered softly.
Then she looked at them all one more time.
Her voice shifted again.
Focused.
Confident.
“Let’s go crush these assholes.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The arena felt electric. Three-on-three overtime had a completely different energy from the rest of the game.
Everything moved faster.
Every decision mattered more.
One bad pass.
One missed defensive rotation.
One moment of hesitation.
And the game ended.
Fans knew it.
Players knew it.
The entire building buzzed with anticipation as both teams returned to the ice.
The scoreboard still glowed overhead.
2 – 2.
The crowd roared as the teams skated out.
Montreal fans pounded the glass.
Centaurs players leaned over the boards watching the faceoff circle.
Clara stood behind the bench again. Her arms rested on the boards as she leaned slightly forward. Her eyes moved constantly. She didn’t blink much when she was in game mode.
The referee stepped toward center ice.
Players crouched into position.
The puck dropped.
And overtime began.
Montreal won the faceoff.
Immediately they pulled back into the neutral zone to control possession.
Three-on-three hockey often turned into a possession game first. Teams would cycle the puck and wait for the right opening instead of forcing risky plays.
But Ilya didn’t give them time.
He accelerated forward immediately.
The massive defenseman closed the distance quickly and pressured the puck carrier along the boards.
The Montreal player tried to pivot away.
But the puck bounced loose off his stick.
Troy reacted first.
He grabbed the puck and turned up ice instantly.
Shane was already moving.
The three Centaurs players surged forward together.
They entered the offensive zone.
Exactly like the play.
Clara leaned forward slightly.
Everything was unfolding perfectly.
Troy looped wide along the boards.
Pulling one defender with him.
Ilya cut straight down the middle lane toward the slot.
Both Montreal defenders reacted instantly.
They followed Ilya.
Just like Clara predicted.
Which left one player open.
Shane.
Wide open.
Clara whispered under her breath. “Now.”
Shane didn’t hesitate. The puck slid onto his stick. He fired immediately. The shot screamed through the air.
The Montreal goalie lifted his glove—
Too late.
The puck slammed into the top corner of the net.
Goal.
For a moment the entire arena went silent.
Absolute silence.
Then the Centaurs bench exploded.
Players jumped over the boards.
Helmets flew.
Gloves hit the ice.
Shane threw his arms into the air before being immediately tackled by three teammates.
Then four.
Then six.
He disappeared completely under the dogpile.
The referee pointed toward the net.
Goal confirmed.
Game over.
On the Centaurs bench players were yelling, laughing, slamming sticks against the boards.
Clara actually laughed.
A real one.
Not the quiet amused smile she sometimes showed.
A full laugh.
Behind her, across the ice, the Montreal head coach slammed his clipboard against the bench in frustration.
Hard.
The sound echoed faintly across the ice.
Clara didn’t even look at him.
She was too busy watching her team celebrate.
The locker room afterward was absolute chaos. Music blasted from someone’s phone through a portable speaker. Players yelled across the room. Gear flew everywhere.
Zane skated in still wearing half his equipment and immediately started spraying water from a bottle like a victory fountain. Nick tackled Troy into a pile of gear bags. Someone started pounding on a locker rhythmically. Someone else tried to start a chant.
It was loud.
Messy.
Perfect.
Shane finally escaped from the earlier dogpile and stumbled into the locker room still laughing. His hair was completely soaked with sweat. His jersey half untucked. He looked around the room.
Then he spotted Clara standing near the door. He pointed dramatically. “COACH!”
Every player turned instantly. And then the chanting started. “Coach! Coach! Coach!”
Zane banged a stick against the bench in rhythm.
Nick joined in.
Even Ilya smirked slightly as the room filled with chanting players. “Coach! Coach! Coach!”
Clara rolled her eyes. But she couldn’t stop smiling. Not this time. She shook her head slightly and crossed her arms. “You’re all ridiculous.”
Shane walked over and pointed at her again. “You called the play.”
Nick raised his hands dramatically. “Coach magic!”
More cheering.
Clara sighed.
But she was still smiling.
And for the first time all night, the tension that had been sitting in her chest since the game started finally faded.
They had done it.
They had won.
The hallway outside the locker room was chaos.
Reporters crowded together near the entrance to the media area, microphones raised, cameras balanced on shoulders, recorders held out like a forest of blinking lights. The noise from the arena still echoed faintly through the concrete corridors, fans leaving the building, music playing somewhere far above, equipment carts rattling over the floors.
The Centaurs players walked out in small groups, still half in their gear.
Some had jerseys hanging loose around their shoulders. Others carried helmets under their arms. A few still had tape wrapped around their wrists and sticks tucked under one elbow.
Winning in overtime did something to the mood.
Everyone looked looser.
Lighter.
The kind of adrenaline that came with a sudden-death goal hadn’t faded yet.
Shane was still laughing about something Zane had said as they walked down the hallway when a reporter stepped forward and raised a microphone.
“Shane!”
Shane slowed slightly but kept walking.
“You scored the overtime winner. Walk us through that play.”
Shane glanced back toward the locker room where Clara had disappeared earlier. “Honestly?” he said. “That was all her.”
The reporter blinked. “Your coach?”
“Yeah.”
Shane pointed vaguely back toward the hallway. “She drew it up exactly like that.”
The reporter scribbled something quickly. “Did you know the shot lane would open?”
Shane shrugged. “Not exactly. But when Clara tells you to shoot…” He grinned. “You shoot.”
A few reporters laughed.
Across the hallway another microphone hovered near Ilya.
He stood calmly with his arms folded across his chest while a camera pointed directly at him.
The reporter holding the microphone looked both excited and slightly nervous. “Ilya, you took a lot of penalties tonight,” she said. “What happened?”
Ilya shrugged. “I do not know.”
The reporter blinked. “You don’t know?”
“No.”
He said it with complete sincerity.
Behind the camera, Shane immediately started laughing.
The reporter tried again. “Do you think the referees were unfair tonight?”
Ilya tilted his head slightly as he thought about the question. His expression stayed completely calm. “I think,” he said slowly, “Montreal coach was very upset that the best players in overtime were queer.”
For half a second the hallway went completely silent.
Then the reporter nearly choked trying not to laugh.
Behind the camera Shane lost it. He bent forward laughing so hard he had to grab the wall for balance. “Oh my god, he wheezed. Normally he would’ve been petrified by Ilya’s comment, but right now, after that big win, he didn’t even care.
Another reporter muttered, “That’s going in the headline.”
Ilya didn’t react at all. He simply nodded politely and walked away.
Shane followed a few seconds later still laughing. “I cannot believe you said that.”
Ilya shrugged again. “It is true.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The bus ride back to the hotel felt quieter than the ride to the arena earlier that evening.
Not silent.
But calmer.
Players leaned back in their seats exhausted.
Some scrolled through their phones reading postgame reactions.
Others just stared out the windows watching the lights of Montreal pass by in long streaks of yellow and white.
Luca fell asleep halfway through the ride with his head against the glass.
Nick and Troy quietly argued about which goal had been better, the deflection in the second period or Shane’s overtime winner.
Shane sat near the front of the bus still replaying the final shot in his head.
But Clara barely spoke during the ride. She sat quietly near the middle with Maple curled in her lap. The puppy had been reunited with her the moment the team returned to the arena hallway earlier. He had immediately climbed into her arms like he had been waiting all night. Now he slept peacefully against her hoodie. Clara scratched his ears absently while she stared out the window.
The adrenaline was starting to fade.
Her body felt heavy now.
Exhausted.
But her mind was still buzzing with flashes of the game.
The overtime play.
The moment Shane fired the shot.
The silence before the crowd realized what had happened.
The explosion of noise from the Centaurs bench.
She leaned her head back against the seat. For the first time all day, she felt something close to calm.
Later that night the hotel floor had mostly quieted down. Most of the team had disappeared into their rooms. A few players still lingered in the hallway talking quietly. But the loud celebration energy from the locker room had settled into something calmer.
Clara sat on the edge of the bed in the connecting hotel room.
The lights were dim.
The curtains were half closed against the cold Montreal night.
Maple slept curled beside her.
Across the room Shane sat in one of the chairs scrolling through his phone while Ilya leaned against the wall watching something on the television with the volume turned low.
No one spoke for a while.
The adrenaline had finally worn off.
Clara’s phone rested in her hands.
She stared at the screen for a long moment.
Thinking.
Her thumb hovered over one contact.
Then she pressed call.
The phone rang once.
Twice.
Then someone answered. “Hey kid.”
Her dad’s voice sounded warm and familiar.
Clara smiled faintly. “Hi.”
Across the room Shane glanced up briefly.
Ilya lowered the television volume slightly.
“I watched the game,” her dad said.
Clara blinked. “You did?”
“Yeah.”
She sat up a little straighter. Her heart skipped. “You didn’t tell me that.”
“I wanted to surprise you.”
There was a brief pause. Then he continued. “That overtime play…”
Clara felt a small smile tug at the corner of her mouth. “Yeah?”
“You were incredible.”
For a moment she didn’t know what to say.
The words hit harder than she expected.
All day she had been focused on the team.
On the strategy.
On the pressure of the game.
But hearing that from him…
It landed somewhere deeper.
“Thanks,” she said quietly.
Another pause.
She could hear faint sounds in the background on his end of the line, probably the television still playing somewhere in his own hotel.
Then he spoke again. “I’m really proud of you.”
For a second Clara couldn’t speak. Her throat tightened unexpectedly. She looked down at Maple sleeping beside her. The puppy’s tiny paws twitched slightly in his sleep. Finally she managed to smile. “Thanks, Dad.”
They talked for a few more minutes after that.
About the game.
About the overtime play.
About how loud the crowd sounded through the broadcast.
Eventually the conversation wound down.
“Get some sleep,” her dad said. “You’ve earned it.”
Clara laughed softly. “Yeah. I probably should.”
“Love you, kid.”
“Love you too.”
She ended the call and set the phone down on the bed beside her.
For a moment she just sat there.
Quiet.
Across the room Shane looked over. “Your dad?”
Clara nodded. “Yeah.”
“What did he say?”
She shrugged slightly. “He watched the game.”
Shane grinned. “Oh wow.”
Ilya glanced over as well. “And?”
Clara leaned back against the pillows. A small smile lingered on her face. “He said he’s proud of me.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Sounds about right.”
Maple shifted in his sleep and rolled onto his back. Clara scratched his stomach absentmindedly.
Across the room Shane and Ilya exchanged a quiet glance.
They didn’t interrupt.
They didn’t tease her.
They didn’t say anything at all.
Because for the first time all day—
Clara looked completely at peace.
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  The next morning started earlier than anyone would have preferred.
Not because alarms went off.
No one on the team had bothered setting one.
They didn’t need to.
The hallway outside the hotel rooms started getting loud around six-thirty anyway.
Suitcases rolled across carpet with that hollow rumbling sound cheap hotel luggage always made. Equipment carts rattled past the elevator threshold with heavy metallic clunks. Somewhere down the hall someone was loudly arguing about a missing pair of gloves.
Another door opened.
Someone’s phone speaker started playing music. Not even good music. Just loud enough to wake everyone up. Road trips always sounded glamorous when people talked about them on TV.
Flying to different cities.
Playing in big arenas.
Seeing new places.
The reality was mostly exhausted athletes stumbling through hotel lobbies with messy hair, wrinkled hoodies, and giant cups of coffee they could barely keep their eyes open long enough to drink.
Clara woke slowly.
Very slowly.
At first she didn’t even realize she was awake.
She just knew something was moving.
Something small.
Something energetic.
Something directly on top of her chest.
Her brain caught up a few seconds later.
Maple.
The puppy stood squarely on her chest like he had claimed the territory overnight.
His tail wagged back and forth in a steady rhythm like a tiny metronome.
Clara groaned without opening her eyes. “Oh my god.”
The puppy responded immediately. Maple leaned forward and licked her chin. Clara made a face. “Okay, okay,” she muttered, pushing herself upright slightly. “I’m up.”
Maple wagged harder. Clearly satisfied with the results.
Clara blinked slowly at the ceiling while her brain caught up with reality.
Hotel room.
Road trip.
Montreal game last night.
Overtime win.
She stretched her arms above her head carefully and sat up. Her ribs were still annoying, but she barely even noticed anymore.
Maple immediately crawled into her lap like he had been waiting for permission. Clara rubbed his ears. “You’re very energetic for six in the morning.” The puppy licked her sleeve.
Across the connecting door she could already hear movement from the other room.
Closet door sliding open.
Suitcase zipper dragging slowly closed.
Something hitting the floor.
Then Shane’s voice. “…where did my other sock go?”
Clara snorted quietly.
She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up.
The carpet felt cold against her feet.
She grabbed the nearest hoodie from the chair beside the bed and pulled it over her head before clipping Maple’s leash onto his collar.
“Alright,” she said quietly to the puppy.
“Let’s go see the chaos.”
She opened the connecting door and stepped into the next room.
Ilya stood near the bed stuffing clothes aggressively into a duffel bag like he was trying to defeat it through sheer determination.
Shane sat in the chair near the window scrolling through his phone calmly.
The contrast between them was ridiculous.
One looked like a tornado had entered the room.
The other looked like he was relaxing in a quiet library.
Both looked up when Clara walked in.
“Well,” Shane said immediately. “Look who survived overtime.”
Clara dropped onto the edge of the nearest bed. “Barely.”
Maple hopped onto the blanket beside her and immediately rolled onto his back. His paws stuck up in the air dramatically. Clara scratched his stomach automatically. Shane zipped his bag shut and glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “Bus leaves in thirty.”
“Cool.”
“Flight’s at nine.”
“Cool.”
Shane narrowed his eyes slowly. “You’re suspiciously agreeable this morning.”
Clara shrugged without looking up. “I’m tired.”
Ilya looked up from his bah. He studied her face quietly for a moment. “…yes.”
The room stayed quiet for a minute.
Shane tossed his bag onto the floor near the door and stretched his arms above his head. “God,” he muttered. “My entire body hurts.”
Clara didn’t look up. “You scored the overtime goal.”
“Yes.”
“That usually involves getting hit.”
“Still rude.”
Ilya set his phone down and stood up slowly. “You both complain too much.”
Shane blinked. “You took like six penalties last night.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re saying we complain too much?”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “I did not complain.”
“You yelled at a referee.”
“That was discussion.”
Shane laughed. “Sure.”
Maple rolled onto his side and thumped his tail against the blanket happily.
Clara leaned back slightly and looked toward the window.
She yawned.
Shane noticed. “You look like you slept three minutes.”
“I slept six hours.”
“That explains it.”
Clara glared at him. “I slept fine.”
“Sure.”
“I did.”
Shane crossed his arms. “You stayed up reading comments, didn’t you?”
Clara’s expression didn’t change. “No.”
“You did.”
“I didn’t.”
Ilya looked between them quietly. “…she did.”
Clara groaned. “You two are extremely annoying.”
Shane shrugged. “Just saying.”
She reached down and scratched Maple’s ears again. The puppy wagged his tail enthusiastically. At least someone in the room was happy.
Shane grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. “You ready?”
Clara stood up slowly. “Sure.”
Maple hopped off the bed and trotted beside her.
The hallway outside their room was exactly as chaotic as expected.
Players moved in every direction.
Gear bags stacked near the elevator.
Nick argued loudly with Zane about whose charger had disappeared overnight.
Troy leaned against the wall drinking coffee like it was the only thing keeping him alive.
Someone down the hall shouted. “WHO TOOK MY SKATES?”
“Probably you.”
“No I DIDN’T.”
Shane shook his head. “This team is a disaster.”
Clara smirked slightly. “You love it.”
“Unfortunately.”
Ilya walked calmly between them carrying his bag over one shoulder. “Bus will leave without you.”
“We know,” Shane said.
“Relax.”
The elevator finally arrived with a loud ding.
Players piled inside.
Too many.
Someone groaned. “This is illegal.”
Nick shoved Shane sideways. “Move.”
“I’m moving.”
“You’re not.”
Clara stood in the corner holding Maple while the puppy watched the chaos like it was the most interesting thing he had ever seen.
When the doors finally opened into the lobby the noise got even louder. Players gathered near the entrance. Hotel staff rolled carts past them. Coffee cups everywhere.
Clara stepped outside into the cold morning air.
The team bus idled near the curb.
Exhaust drifting into the street.
She adjusted Maple’s leash and climbed the steps onto the bus.
Players scattered into seats.
Some immediately fell asleep again.
Others stared blankly at their phones.
Clara dropped into a seat near the middle. Maple curled into her lap automatically.
Shane sat across the aisle. Ilya took the seat beside him.
The bus pulled away from the hotel slowly.
Montreal streets moved past the windows.
Early morning traffic.
Coffee shops opening.
People walking to work.
Clara leaned her head back against the seat. The exhaustion finally settled in. Her ribs still ached slightly. Her legs felt heavy.
But her brain was already shifting into the next game.
Next practice.
Next strategy.
Shane glanced over. “You’re thinking again.”
Clara opened one eye. “I’m always thinking.”
“That’s terrifying.”
Ilya nodded slightly. “Yes.”
Maple sighed in his sleep.
The bus rolled toward the airport.
And the road trip continued.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The team moved through the airport like a loud migrating flock.
There was no quiet, organized line of professional athletes moving neatly toward their gate. Instead, there was a loose, constantly shifting cluster of players, gear, and bags spreading across the terminal like a traveling circus that had accidentally wandered into an airport.
Gear bags bumped against rolling suitcases.
Carry-ons dragged behind tired players who clearly would have preferred to still be asleep in their hotel beds.
Jerseys stuck halfway out of backpacks.
Half the team wore headphones, music bleeding faintly into the air as they shuffled forward in line. The other half argued loudly about coffee like it was the most important issue currently facing humanity.
“Airport coffee is terrible,” Zane announced.
Nick snorted. “You drink gas station energy drinks.”
“That’s different.”
“It is not.”
“It absolutely is.”
Zane pointed toward a small café across the terminal. “That coffee costs eight dollars.”
“Yeah,” Nick said. “Because you’re in an airport.”
“That’s a scam.”
Shane walked past them carrying his bag over one shoulder. “You guys realize the plane leaves in forty minutes, right?”
Nick waved dismissively. “We’re moving.”
They were not moving.
Security was moving very slowly.
Clara stood near the middle of the line holding Maple’s leash loosely while the puppy sat calmly beside her, watching the world with wide, curious eyes. Maple seemed fascinated by airports. Every new sound made his ears perk up.
Rolling suitcases.
Boarding announcements.
The beep of the security scanners.
Clara shifted her weight slightly.
Shane noticed her rubbing her side. “You good?”
“Yeah.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
Ilya stood quietly beside them with his arms folded, watching the chaos around the security line like a calm observer studying a wildlife documentary.
Eventually they reached the scanners.
And then the chaos got worse.
Nick stepped through the metal detector.
The machine beeped loudly.
The security officer raised an eyebrow. “Step aside please.”
Nick blinked. “What?”
“You’ve been randomly selected for additional screening.”
Zane immediately burst into laughter. “It’s because of your suspicious face.”
Nick glared. “My face isn’t suspicious.”
Zane crossed his arms dramatically. “It’s your dangerous aura.”
“Shut up.”
“You just look like you’d smuggle something.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Illegal hockey sticks.”
The security officer tried very hard not to laugh while waving Nick toward the secondary screening table.
Nick threw his hands up. “This is discrimination.”
“Move,” Shane said, pushing him forward.
The rest of the team made it through security with only minor delays.
Eventually they gathered near their gate.
Some players collapsed into chairs immediately.
Others wandered off in search of caffeine.
Clara sat near the window with Maple curled beside her feet. She leaned her head back against the glass.
For a few quiet minutes the noise of the airport blurred together into a distant hum.
Then the boarding announcement came.
The team stood up again in one large, disorganized movement.
They boarded the plane in the same chaotic cluster they had arrived in.
Gear bags shoved into overhead bins.
Backpacks under seats.
Players arguing about who had stolen whose window seat.
Eventually everyone settled.
The flight to Philadelphia wasn’t long.
Just under two hours.
The plane lifted into the gray morning sky and leveled out above the clouds.
Within ten minutes half the team was asleep. Zane slumped sideways against the window. Nick leaned back with his mouth slightly open. Even Troy closed his eyes.
Shane sat across the aisle from Clara. Ilya sat beside him.
Maple curled comfortably in Clara’s lap like he had done this a hundred times before.
Clara had her phone out.
Scrolling.
Scrolling.
Scrolling.
At first Shane didn’t think much of it.
Players always checked their phones after games.
Postgame reactions.
Highlights.
Sports media posts.
Normal stuff.
He glanced over again a few minutes later.
Clara was still scrolling.
Not liking posts.
Not responding to messages.
Just reading.
Scrolling.
Reading again.
Another five minutes passed.
Still scrolling.
Shane leaned slightly across the aisle. “What’re you looking at?”
Clara didn’t look up. “Nothing.”
“You’ve been scrolling for twenty minutes.”
“Congratulations.”
Shane frowned slightly. “…Clara.”
She finally looked up. “What.”
“Give me the phone.”
“No.”
“I’m serious.”
“No.”
Shane held out his hand. “Let me see it.”
Clara’s grip tightened slightly around the phone. “I said no.”
He leaned closer. “You’re reading comments.”
“So?”
“They’re going to be awful.”
“I don’t care.”
Shane gave her a long look. “…yes you do.”
Clara’s expression didn’t change. “I really don’t.”
That wasn’t true.
Not even a little.
Her notifications had exploded overnight.
Sports media posts.
Game highlights.
Clips of the overtime goal.
Interviews.
Headlines.
And the comments.
Thousands of them.
She kept scrolling.
Some were supportive.
Some were even excited.
But a lot of them weren’t.
“Sixteen year old girl coaching men’s hockey?”
“This league is a joke.”
“Diversity hire nonsense.”
“Put a real coach behind the bench.”
“Go back to TikTok.”
“This is embarrassing.”
Clara’s thumb moved slowly down the screen.
More replies.
More posts.
More people arguing about her existence like she was a debate topic instead of a person.
Some of them were worse.
Much worse.
She didn’t stop.
Shane reached across the aisle again. “Give me the phone.”
She pulled it slightly away. “No.”
“Clara.”
“I said I don’t care.”
Ilya looked over from the seat beside Shane. “…she cares.”
Clara glared at both of them. “I’m literally fine.”
Shane sighed. “Just… stop reading them.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
Clara looked back down at the screen. “Drop it.”
Shane leaned back slowly in his seat. But he didn’t look convinced. Not even a little.
The plane landed in Philadelphia about an hour later.
Cold wind hit them immediately when they stepped outside the airport doors.
Philadelphia was colder than Montreal.
Windier too.
The air cut through jackets and hoodies like it had something personal against everyone walking outside.
The team bus waited near the curb.
Players loaded their bags into the storage compartments.
Clara climbed onto the bus and took a seat near the middle. Maple curled into her lap immediately. The puppy sighed contentedly.
The bus pulled away from the airport.
Downtown Philadelphia rolled past the windows.
Rows of red brick buildings stacked tightly together.
Narrow streets full of traffic.
People walking quickly along sidewalks with scarves wrapped around their necks and coffee cups clutched in their hands.
Clara barely noticed any of it.
Her phone was back in her hands.
Scrolling.
Still scrolling.
Still reading.
More comments.
More posts.
Some were just trolls trying to get reactions.
Others were genuine anger.
A sports radio host had posted a rant earlier that morning.
A long video complaining about “the circus happening in the Centaurs organization.”
Clara tapped the post.
The replies underneath were brutal.
Hundreds of them.
Thousands.
She kept reading.
Her jaw tightened slightly.
Maple rested his chin on her arm.
The puppy could feel the tension in her body.
Shane noticed. “…Clara.”
She didn’t look up. “Drop it.”
He looked toward Ilya. Ilya frowned slightly. But neither of them pushed further.
For now.
The bus rolled deeper into the city.
Clara kept scrolling.
Reading every word.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The practice facility the team used in Philadelphia had a completely different atmosphere from the arena in Montreal.
Montreal had been loud.
Intense.
Everything there felt dramatic, the huge crowds, the bright arena lights, the echo of skates and pucks in a massive building that held thousands of screaming fans.
The Flyers’ practice rink was the opposite.
Quiet.
Controlled.
Almost peaceful.
The building itself was smaller, tucked into a large sports complex on the edge of the city. The hallways smelled faintly like rubber mats, cold air, and the familiar sharp scent of freshly resurfaced ice.
When the Centaurs players stepped inside that afternoon, their voices echoed slightly off the lower ceilings.
No roaring crowd.
No blasting arena music.
Just the quiet hum of refrigeration systems under the rink and the distant sound of skates cutting across ice.
The rink itself still looked perfect.
Bright white ice stretched across the surface like a sheet of polished glass. The overhead lights reflected cleanly across it, creating long glowing streaks that followed the boards around the rink.
The ice had just been resurfaced.
Not a single mark yet.
Players began stepping onto the rink slowly.
Some hopped over the boards casually.
Others pushed through the bench gate and glided out with lazy warmup laps.
A few still looked half-asleep from the travel that morning.
Zane yawned so loudly it echoed across the rink. “God,” he muttered. “I hate afternoon practices.”
Nick shoved him lightly with his shoulder as he skated past. “You hate everything.”
“Correct.”
Shane skated two easy circles around the neutral zone, stretching his legs.
Ilya moved more quietly, gliding near the blue line while tapping a puck back and forth with slow, controlled stickhandling.
Behind the boards, Clara stood exactly where she always did.
Near the bench.
Phone finally tucked away.
Clipboard in hand.
Her posture had shifted again.
Game mode.
Even though it was only practice.
The moment she stepped into the rink area, the tiredness faded from her expression.
Focus took its place.
Her eyes moved constantly.
Watching every player as they stepped onto the ice.
Tracking who looked slow.
Who looked sharp.
Who still seemed half asleep.
She tapped the boards once with the edge of her clipboard. “Alright.”
The single word carried clearly across the rink.
Players looked up immediately.
They had learned quickly that when Clara spoke during practice, it usually meant they were about to start moving. “We’re scrimmaging,” she said.
Zane’s head snapped up. His face lit up. “Oh good.”
Nick stretched his arms across his chest and rolled his shoulders. “Full ice?”
“Yes.”
Shane leaned slightly toward Ilya as he coasted past. “This should be fun.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Clara glanced down at her clipboard one last time. “Five-on-five. Two teams. No whistles unless someone dies.”
Luca raised a hand. “Define dies.”
Clara didn’t look up. “You’ll know.”
The players laughed.
She blew a short whistle. “Go.”
The scrimmage started instantly.
Pucks dropped.
Players exploded into motion.
Five-on-five hockey without whistles moved differently than a structured drill.
It flowed.
One rush turned into another.
Turnovers turned instantly into counterattacks.
Players battled along the boards, then broke free toward the neutral zone seconds later.
Clara leaned slightly against the boards, watching. Her eyes tracked everything.
Passing lanes.
Defensive positioning.
Breakout patterns.
She watched Shane carry the puck through center ice.
Watched Nick cut wide along the boards.
Watched Ilya step up to break up a pass near the blue line.
For a few minutes she stayed perfectly still.
Then she sighed quietly.
And tossed her clipboard onto the bench.
Shane noticed immediately. He blinked. “…wait.”
Clara stepped over the boards.
Nick groaned loudly. “Oh no.”
Zane burst out laughing. “Coach is playing.”
Clara grabbed a spare stick from the rack near the bench, and pulled skates out of her bag. “I need to test something.”
Ilya skated backward slowly. “You say that like it’s not terrifying.”
Zane pointed at her. “You just want to hit people.”
Clara shrugged. “Also true.”
The scrimmage resumed without hesitation.
Clara jumped into the flow of the game like she had never left it.
And immediately it became obvious that she still knew exactly what she was doing.
She moved well.
Really well.
Her skating wasn’t quite professional-player fast, but it was sharp.
Efficient.
Every stride had purpose.
Her hockey instincts were ridiculous.
She read the ice two steps ahead of most players.
Within thirty seconds she intercepted a pass near the blue line and flipped it toward center ice before anyone expected it.
Nick blinked. “Okay that was annoying.”
Shane circled back toward the bench laughing. “She’s cheating.”
Clara didn’t respond.
She was already skating back into the play.
Half the team kept forgetting she was technically their coach.
She moved like a player.
Talked like a coach.
And somehow did both at the same time.
“Rotate!” she shouted while skating past the boards.
“Nick backcheck!”
“Yes ma’am!”
Then Tanner Dillon stepped onto the ice.
The same defenseman she had tripped at Bring Your Kids to Work day all of those months ago.
Shane saw him first. And immediately started laughing. “Oh my god.”
Nick turned his head. “Oh no.”
Zane nearly dropped his stick. “Not again.”
Clara saw Dillon at the same moment. Their eyes met across the ice. Dillon raised an eyebrow. Clara tilted her head slightly.
Neither of them said anything.
But the entire team knew.
Five minutes passed.
The scrimmage stayed fast.
Passes flew back and forth across the neutral zone.
Shane fired a shot that clanged off the post.
Zane missed a breakaway and blamed the ice.
Nick body-checked Troy into the boards just hard enough to make everyone laugh.
Then it happened.
Clara cut across the slot chasing a loose puck.
Dillon turned to pivot toward the boards.
Their paths crossed for half a second.
Her stick clipped his skate.
Down he went.
Hard.
The entire rink exploded.
Zane doubled over laughing so hard he had to grab the boards.
Nick slammed his stick against the ice.
Shane nearly fell over. “Oh my god she did it again!”
Dillon lay flat on his back staring up at the ceiling. “…I hate this team.”
Clara glided past him calmly. She pointed down at him with her stick. “Move your feet.”
Even Dillon started laughing. He rolled onto his side and pushed himself back onto his skates. “I’m filing a complaint.”
“To who?” Nick asked.
“The coach.”
Clara shrugged. “Good luck with that.”
The scrimmage continued for another fifteen minutes.
Players were still laughing about the trip long after Dillon got back up.
Every time Clara skated near him someone yelled “watch your skates.”
Eventually she blew the whistle again.
Practice ended.
Players gathered near the bench breathing hard and dripping sweat.
Zane shook his head. “You’re a menace.”
Clara grabbed her clipboard again. “Move your feet.”
Dillon groaned. “This is harassment.”
Luca leaned on his stick beside the bench. “I cannot believe you tripped him twice.”
Clara smirked slightly. “Skill issue.”
Even Shane cracked a small smile.
And for the first time since the plane ride, Clara looked like she wasn’t thinking about the comments at all.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

That night the entire team went out to dinner.
Not because it had been carefully planned.
Not because someone had organized a formal team event.
Mostly because no one felt like sitting alone in their hotel rooms after a long travel day and practice.
And because someone, probably Zane, had loudly declared that if they didn’t eat real food soon he was “going to pass away dramatically in the lobby.”
So now they were all crammed into a loud restaurant near the waterfront in Philadelphia.
The place was busy even before the team arrived.
Warm lights hung low over wooden tables. Music played softly somewhere near the bar, though it was nearly impossible to hear over the constant noise of conversation and clinking glasses. Large windows lined one side of the restaurant, looking out over the dark water of the river where the city lights reflected in long shimmering lines.
The moment the Centaurs walked in, the noise level doubled.
Hockey players had a special talent for turning any quiet public place into chaos.
The host took one look at the group, nearly the entire roster, and sighed in a way that suggested this was going to be a long evening.
Eventually they were guided to a long table near the back of the restaurant.
It stretched across half the room.
Chairs scraped loudly across the floor as players dropped into seats.
Jackets piled onto chair backs.
Phones landed on the table.
Menus appeared, though almost no one looked at them.
Within five minutes the table already had too many appetizers.
Nobody could remember who ordered what.
Plates of fries.
Bowls of wings.
Mozzarella sticks.
Garlic bread.
Three different kinds of nachos.
Nick stared at the growing mountain of food. “…did we order the entire menu?”
Zane grabbed a handful of fries. “Yes.”
“You did.”
“That’s different.”
Shane sat near the middle of the table with his chair tipped back slightly on two legs.
Clara sat a few seats away from him. Maple curled under the table beside her feet. The puppy had quickly decided that restaurants were extremely interesting places.
Too many smells.
Too many people.
Too many opportunities for dropped food.
Clara rested one foot lightly against his side to keep him from wandering too far.
Players talked over each other constantly.
Someone argued about the practice earlier.
Someone else debated whether the Flyers arena food was worse than Montreal’s.
Troy tried to explain some complicated defensive play while Zane loudly interrupted every ten seconds.
Shane watched the chaos for a minute before leaning back further in his chair.
He looked down the table.
Clara sat quietly for the moment, picking at a basket of fries.
He tilted his head slightly. “So.”
Nick looked up immediately. “So.”
Zane grinned. “Are we talking about it?”
Clara frowned. “Talking about what?”
Nick pointed directly at her. “You being coach.”
The table quieted slightly.
Not completely.
But enough.
A few players leaned forward.
Others stopped mid-conversation.
Shane nodded slowly. “Yeah.”
Clara leaned back in her chair. “…okay.”
Zane spread his hands dramatically like he was presenting a formal argument to the table. “You’re clearly good at it.”
Nick nodded with his mouth full of fries. “Very good.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Flattery won’t help you avoid practice drills.”
“Worth a shot,” Nick said.
Ilya spoke from farther down the table. His voice was calm as usual. “You should stay coach.”
Clara blinked. “…for the rest of the season?”
Shane shrugged casually. “Why not.”
Zane leaned forward over the table. “You literally outcoached Montreal.”
Nick added quickly, “Also the players like you.”
Clara looked around the table.
Everyone seemed… serious.
That surprised her.
She had expected jokes.
Teasing.
Maybe sarcasm.
Instead most of the team looked genuinely thoughtful.
Nick nodded again. “Not even kidding.”
Zane pointed his fry at her. “You actually make us better.”
“That’s the job,” Clara said.
“No,” Zane replied. “A lot of coaches don’t do that.”
Shane balanced his chair back onto all four legs again.
“You see things differently.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “That’s vague.”
Nick leaned forward. “You read the ice like a player.”
“And you think like a coach,” Troy added.
Clara looked slightly uncomfortable now. She picked up her drink and stared at the condensation on the glass for a second.
Maple shifted under the table and bumped her ankle.
She scratched his head automatically.
Zane watched her carefully. “You know you’re allowed to admit you’re good at something.”
Clara snorted. “I know I’m good.”
Nick laughed. “There she is.”
Shane pointed at her. “Confidence restored.”
Clara leaned back again. “But staying coach for the season?”
She shook her head slightly. “That’s a lot.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
“That is the point.”
Zane tilted his head. “You already act like the coach.”
Nick grinned. “Yeah, we kind of forgot you weren’t.”
Shane laughed quietly. “Same.”
Clara stared down the table again. “…you’re not joking.”
“Nope,” Shane said. “Not even a little.”
Nick gestured toward the rest of the players. “Ask anyone.”
Several heads nodded immediately.
Even Dillon, sitting near the far end of the table, raised his hand slightly.
Clara noticed. “You’re just saying that because I tripped you twice.”
Dillon pointed at her. “That was illegal.”
“Skill issue.”
The table erupted with laughter again.
Luca wiped his eyes. “She’s never letting that go.”
Dillon shook his head. “I’m filing paperwork.”
“To who?” Zane asked.
“The league.”
Nick snorted. “They’ll trip you too.”
Eventually the food arrived.
More food than the table had space for.
Large plates slid into every empty spot.
Steaks.
Burgers.
Pasta.
More fries.
The noise returned immediately.
Players talking over each other again.
Shane leaned toward Clara slightly. “You’re thinking about it.”
She looked at him. “Thinking about what.”
“Staying coach.”
Clara looked back down at her drink again.
The ice cubes clinked softly when she moved the glass.
“I said we’ll see.”
“That’s not a no.”
“That’s not a yes either.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Fair.”
Across the table Zane started loudly telling the story of Dillon getting tripped during practice again. “…and he just goes down like a tree!”
Dillon groaned. “That’s not what happened.”
“It absolutely is.”
Nick pointed at Clara. “She didn’t even look sorry!”
Clara raised a finger. “Move your feet.”
The table exploded again.
For a while the conversation drifted away from coaching.
They talked about the upcoming game.
About the Flyers arena.
About whether Zane could survive eating an entire plate of wings by himself.
(He could not.)
Clara mostly listened.
Watching.
Thinking.
Processing everything they had said earlier.
Eventually Shane leaned back in his chair again. “You know something.”
Clara glanced over. “What.”
“You look like a coach.”
“That’s because I am currently coaching.”
“No,” Shane said.
“I mean like… a real one.”
She rolled her eyes. “Wow.”
He shrugged. “Just saying.”
Clara stared at the table for another moment.
Processing again.
Then she shrugged lightly. “We’ll see.”
But the way she said it this time sounded slightly different.
Less dismissive.
More thoughtful.
Shane noticed. He didn’t say anything about it. He just smiled slightly and reached for another basket of fries.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Morning came too early.
Game days always seemed to start that way.
The hotel room was quiet except for the soft hum of the air conditioner and the distant sounds of other guests moving through the hallway. Somewhere down the corridor a suitcase rolled across the carpet. A door shut. Someone’s muffled voice drifted through the walls for a moment and then disappeared again.
Clara was already awake.
She hadn’t meant to wake up that early.
Her alarm hadn’t gone off yet.
But once she opened her eyes, sleep didn’t come back.
She lay there staring at the ceiling for a minute, letting her brain catch up with the day.
Philadelphia.
Game day.
Practice later.
Team meeting.
Everything lined up in her mind automatically, the schedule clicking into place like pieces of a puzzle she had already solved.
Then she rolled onto her side.
And reached for her phone.
The screen lit up instantly.
Notifications filled it.
Mentions.
Messages.
Clips from sports networks.
Articles.
And comments.
So many comments.
Clara told herself she would only check a few.
Just enough to see what people were saying about the last game.
Just a quick glance.
Nothing serious.
Her thumb started scrolling.
The first few posts were highlights from the previous night’s game.
Shane’s goals.
Wyatt’s saves.
Clips of the bench celebrating.
Those were normal.
Then she scrolled a little farther.
The comments started appearing underneath the clips.
Some were positive.
That overtime play was actually smart.
Kid knows hockey.
But the positive ones never lasted long.
More appeared underneath them.
“Sixteen year old running a pro bench. What a joke.”
“League’s turning into a circus.”
“This is what happens when organizations care more about headlines than experience.”
Clara kept scrolling.
Her face stayed neutral.
But her jaw tightened slightly.
More posts appeared.
Someone had clipped a short video from a sports radio segment earlier that morning.
The title alone made her pause.
“Centaurs Coaching Situation Raises Questions”
She tapped the video.
The screen filled with a studio set.
Bright lights.
Two commentators sitting behind a desk.
The host leaned forward toward the camera with the kind of expression people used when they were about to say something they knew would get attention. “You have to admit,” the host said, shaking his head slightly. “This whole situation is strange.”
Clara didn’t move.
The second commentator nodded.“Strange is one word for it.”
The host continued. “Coach Wiebe takes a leave of absence for personal reasons. Completely understandable. Happens in sports all the time.”
Clara felt her stomach twist slightly.
The man leaned back in his chair. “But then suddenly… his daughter gets promoted to head coach?” He raised his eyebrows. “Sixteen years old.”
The second commentator laughed quietly. “I mean, come on.”
Clara’s thumb hovered over the screen. But she didn’t stop the video.
The host continued talking. “Look, I’m sure she’s a smart kid. I’m sure she knows the game. But this is professional hockey. You don’t just hand a team to someone because of their last name.”
The second man nodded again. “Exactly. It’s ridiculous.”
Clara felt something tight in her chest.
The host leaned closer to the camera again.
“It raises serious questions about the Centaurs organization. Is this about merit, or is this just a feel-good story?”
Clara kept watching.
She told herself she didn’t care.
But she didn’t look away.
The door to the connecting room clicked open.
Clara didn’t notice.
Shane stepped into the room first, still half awake, running a hand through his messy hair. He wore a hoodie and sweatpants and looked like someone who had been dragged out of bed ten minutes earlier.
Ilya followed behind him quietly.
Shane was about to say something when he stopped.
Clara sat on the edge of the bed with her phone in both hands.
Completely still.
The video kept playing. “…and I’m not saying she’s not talented,” the commentator said on the screen, “but the optics here are terrible.”
Shane’s expression changed immediately. “…Clara.”
She didn’t look up.
The host on the video continued. “This isn’t youth hockey. This is a professional locker room. If the Centaurs wanted a real coach, they should have hired one.”
Shane stepped closer. “Clara.”
She still didn’t respond.
Ilya moved slightly behind him and looked at the screen.
The video ended.
But the comments below it were already loading.
Thousands of them.
Clara started scrolling again.
Shane’s voice was softer this time. “Clara.”
She finally looked up. “What.”
Her tone was flat.
Shane glanced at the phone. “You’re watching that?”
“It’s news.”
“It’s garbage.”
She shrugged. “It’s what people think.”
Ilya stepped forward. “…give me phone.”
Clara frowned. “No.”
He held out his hand. “Clara.”
“Ilya.”
Shane crossed his arms. “You’re reading hate comments at seven in the morning.”
“I’m fine.”
“That’s not what fine looks like.”
Clara looked back down at the screen.
Another comment loaded.
Another message.
Another stranger explaining why she didn’t belong where she was.
Ilya moved quickly.
He reached forward, took the phone from her hands, and stepped back before she could react. “Hey—”
He pressed the power button.
The screen went black.
Clara stared at him. “Ilya.”
He held the phone calmly. “No.”
“I was reading that.”
“You were hurting yourself.”
“I was not.”
“Yes.”
Shane leaned against the wall beside the bed. “He’s right.”
Clara glared at both of them. “I don’t need babysitting.”
“No,” Shane said gently. “But you also don’t need to read people being idiots before breakfast.”
Ilya set the phone down on the desk across the room.
Far out of reach.
Clara crossed her arms.
For a moment none of them spoke.
Then Shane sighed. “You know the team doesn’t care about that stuff, right?”
Clara didn’t answer.
Ilya nodded once. “Players trust you.”
Shane added quietly, “And we’re winning.”
Clara looked down at the floor for a second. Then leaned back on her hands. “…they said I only got this job because of my dad.”
Shane shrugged. “People say dumb things.”
Ilya spoke calmly. “People who know hockey do not say that.”
Clara looked toward the desk where her phone sat.
Still dark.
Still silent.
Then she sighed. “…fine.”
Shane smiled slightly. “Good.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes.”
Outside the hotel room, the hallway started getting louder again.
Suitcases rolling.
Players talking.
Another game day beginning.
Clara knew she needed to focus. She had a lot to prove tonight.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The arena in Philadelphia was loud.
Just not the same kind of loud as Montreal.
Montreal had been intense. Sharp. Every cheer and every boo had cut through the air like a blade. The fans there had felt almost ceremonial about hockey, loud, proud, and dramatic.
Philadelphia was different.
Philadelphia fans were… creative.
That was the nicest way anyone on the Centaurs had figured out how to describe it.
The arena buzzed with constant noise even before warmups finished. Music blasted from the speakers between announcements, but it barely mattered because the crowd itself was doing most of the work.
Someone was yelling from three rows up.
Someone else was banging on the glass.
Another group had already started chanting something completely unrelated to hockey.
Clara stood behind the Centaurs bench with her clipboard tucked under her arm, watching the ice as the final warmup laps finished.
The ice was bright and clean under the arena lights.
Players glided across it in quick circles, firing the last warmup shots toward the net.
Shane skated past the bench and tapped the boards with his stick. “Crowd’s weird tonight.”
Clara didn’t look away from the ice. “It’s Philadelphia.”
“That explains nothing.”
Ilya glided past them on the other side of the bench. “It explains everything.”
The horn sounded.
Warmups ended.
Players skated toward the locker rooms.
The crowd grew louder.
The game started fast.
Very fast.
The puck dropped and both teams exploded into motion immediately.
But something became clear within the first few minutes.
The Centaurs were playing better.
Much better.
Their passes connected smoothly.
Breakouts moved quickly through the neutral zone.
Their defense stayed tight in front of their own net.
Clara watched every shift closely. But after the first few minutes she leaned slightly against the boards.
Relaxed.
They had control.
First period.
The first goal came eight minutes in.
Nick stole the puck along the boards in the neutral zone and flipped it ahead toward center ice.
Shane grabbed it in stride.
The Flyers defenseman tried to close the gap.
Too slow.
Shane cut across the slot and snapped a quick wrist shot toward the far corner.
The puck slid past the goalie’s glove.
Goal.
The Centaurs bench jumped to their feet cheering.
The Flyers crowd responded with loud boos.
Shane skated past the bench grinning.
Clara nodded once. “Good shot.”
“I know.”
Second period.
The game stayed fast.
But the Centaurs kept controlling the pace.
Their forecheck forced turnovers.
Their defense cleared rebounds quickly.
Midway through the second period they scored again.
Troy fired a slapshot from the blue line.
The puck bounced off two players in front of the net before sliding behind the goalie.
2–0.
The Flyers fans responded the way Philadelphia fans always did.
By yelling.
A lot.
Some of it was directed at their own team.
Some of it was directed at the referees.
Some of it was just yelling.
Clara wrote a few notes on her clipboard. “Keep pressure on their left side,” she told the defense during the next line change. “They’re slow rotating.”
Nick nodded. “Got it.”
Late in the second period the Flyers finally scored.
A rebound slipped past Wyatt’s pad after a scramble in front of the net.
The crowd roared.
2–1.
Clara didn’t react much.
She just tapped her pen against the clipboard thoughtfully.
Then adjusted the line rotations slightly.
Third period.
The Centaurs came out aggressive.
Within two minutes they scored again.
Zane tipped a shot in front of the net.
3–1.
Five minutes later Shane scored again on a breakaway.
4–1.
At that point the game felt mostly under control.
Clara stood behind the bench relaxed.
Shane noticed. “You look calm.”
“We’re winning.”
“Fair.”
Then something strange started happening.
The Flyers mascot had somehow decided Shane was his personal enemy for the night.
Which should have been harmless.
Mascots were supposed to be harmless.
Clara leaned against the boards behind the Centaurs bench, clipboard tucked under one arm, watching the ice while the third period ticked down.
They were up by three.
Comfortable.
Not safe enough to relax completely, but comfortable.
Shane hopped over the boards during a line change.
As soon as he skated past the glass…
There he was.
Gritty.
Bright orange fur.
Huge, unblinking googly eyes.
Pure chaotic energy.
The mascot appeared directly behind the glass again, waving both arms wildly.
Shane groaned. “Why is he obsessed with me?”
Nick laughed from the bench. “He loves you.”
“I don’t want his love.”
Gritty pressed his face dramatically against the glass.
Then pretended to cry.
Huge exaggerated sobbing motions.
Then he blew Shane a kiss.
The crowd behind him erupted laughing.
Shane pointed his stick at the glass. “You’re a menace.”
Clara didn’t even turn around. “Focus.”
Shane skated away muttering.
The game continued.
Another rush.
Another line change.
Then it happened again.
Shane chased a puck along the boards near the photographer’s corner.
The small gap between the glass panels where photographers sat was just wide enough for someone to reach through.
And Gritty—
Very deliberately—
Stuck his leg through the gap.
Shane’s skate clipped it.
Down he went.
Hard.
The entire section exploded.
Fans were doubled over laughing.
Phones came out immediately.
Shane slid into the boards before pushing himself back onto his knees. “ARE YOU SERIOUS?”
Clara turned this time. Her eyebrows shot up.
Nick collapsed onto the bench laughing. “Oh my god.”
Zane grabbed the boards to stay upright. “He got you!”
Shane stood up furious. “That fucking mascot tripped me!”
The referees skated closer, already looking exhausted.
But someone else had seen it too.
Ilya.
He had been skating back toward the defensive zone when Shane went down. Now he turned sharply. His expression changed instantly. He pointed toward the glass. “…he interfered.”
Nick blinked. “Oh no.”
Shane skated toward the bench. “Let it go.”
Too late.
Ilya was already skating toward the glass.
The referees reacted immediately. “Oh no.”
“Stop—”
Ilya slammed to a stop directly in front of the boards where Gritty stood.
The mascot waved happily.
That did not help.
“You cannot interfere with game,” Ilya said through the glass.
Gritty shrugged dramatically.
Then pretended to skate away.
Ilya leaned closer. “You tripped him.”
Gritty wagged a finger.
The crowd behind the glass started chanting.
“GRIT-TY! GRIT-TY! GRIT-TY!”
The referee skated closer. “Hey—”
But at that exact moment—
Gritty stuck his leg through the gap again.
Just a little.
Just enough to be obnoxious.
Ilya stared at it.
Then something in his brain clearly snapped.
Before anyone could react—
He stepped onto the boards.
Grabbed the top of the glass.
And vaulted through the photographer opening.
For half a second the entire arena froze.
The referee blinked. “…did he just—”
Ilya landed in the photographer’s space beside the glass.
Directly in front of Gritty.
The mascot tilted his head.
Then spread his arms dramatically like he was ready for battle.
The crowd lost their minds.
Nick screamed from the bench. “OH MY GOD HE’S FIGHTING THE MASCOT!”
Shane covered his face with both hands. “No no no no—”
Clara slammed her clipboard against the boards. “ILYA!”
Too late.
Gritty lunged first.
Which was absolutely not what anyone expected.
The giant orange mascot wrapped his arms around Ilya in a chaotic tackle.
Both of them crashed sideways into the padded wall behind the glass.
Photographers scrambled backward.
Cameras lifted everywhere.
Flash.
Flash.
Flash.
The entire arena roared with laughter and shock.
Ilya tried to maintain balance while wrestling with a six-foot orange chaos monster. “This is ridiculous!”
Gritty shook him dramatically.
Then pretended to throw a fake punch.
The crowd screamed louder.
On the ice the referees stared in disbelief.
One of them whispered, “…what do we do?”
Nick was crying laughing. “This is the best day of my life.”
Shane looked horrified. “He’s going to get suspended for fighting a mascot.”
Zane pounded the boards. “LET THEM FIGHT!”
Clara was pacing behind the bench now. “ILYA!”
Inside the photographer area, Ilya finally broke free of the mascot’s grip.
He stepped back.
Gritty raised both arms like a wrestling champion.
The crowd roared.
Ilya pointed at him. “You cheated.”
Gritty wagged a finger again. Then dramatically fell backward onto the ground like he had been knocked out.
The arena exploded.
Security finally rushed over.
Two guards grabbed Ilya and guided him back toward the boards.
The referees were still staring. “…I don’t even know what rule that is.”
Nick shouted from the bench. “Give the mascot two minutes!”
Shane shook his head slowly. “I cannot believe this is real.”
Ilya climbed back through the glass opening onto the ice.
The referees immediately blew the whistle. “Major penalty!”
The crowd booed.
Mostly because the fight had ended.
Ilya skated calmly toward the bench to exit the ice.
Clara pointed at him. “You fought the mascot.”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“Why?”
“He cheated.”
She stared at him. “You are unbelievable.”
Ilya stepped toward the exit to the locker room and nodded. “…yes.”
Across the arena Gritty suddenly sprang back to life.
He raised both arms victoriously.
And the entire Philadelphia crowd cheered like he had just won the Stanley Cup.
Behind the glass Gritty waved again.
Shane pointed his stick at him. “We’re not done.”
Nick laughed. “Oh this rivalry is permanent now.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The final minutes of the game passed quickly.
By that point the result was already clear.
The Centaurs had controlled most of the night. Their passing had been sharper, their defense tighter, their transitions faster. Even the chaos with the mascot earlier hadn’t slowed them down for long.
When the final horn sounded, the scoreboard read 5-2. The Centaurs bench stood up almost automatically. Players tapped their sticks against the boards. A few gloves were raised in the air.
It wasn’t the explosive celebration of a playoff win or a comeback victory. It was more the calm satisfaction of a team that had done exactly what it intended to do.
Business handled.
Shane skated past the bench first. “Good game,” he muttered, breathing hard.
Nick tapped his helmet with his stick. “Nice coaching.”
Clara nodded once. “Nice execution.”
Zane skated by next, raising both hands toward the bench. “I’m counting that as revenge for the mascot incident.”
Shane pointed at him. “I’m still filing a complaint.”
“Against who?” Nick asked.
Shane glanced toward the far side of the rink where the giant orange mascot was currently dancing for the crowd. “…the monster.”
Even Ilya allowed the faintest hint of a smile as he skated past.
Clara stepped back from the boards as the team began heading toward the tunnel that led to the locker rooms.
The arena was still loud.
Philadelphia fans were never quiet.
Even after a loss.
Clara walked behind the players, clipboard tucked under her arm again.
Her posture was calm.
Focused.
Just another game finished.
The players ahead of her began stepping off the ice and into the tunnel one by one.
The bright arena lights faded behind them.
The concrete corridor ahead looked dimmer, quieter.
Then—
Something flew over the glass.
No one saw it at first.
It happened quickly.
A plastic cup spinning through the air.
Golden liquid sloshing wildly inside.
The cup cleared the top of the glass.
Dropped straight down.
And exploded against Clara’s shoulder.
Cold liquid splashed across her hoodie.
Her hair.
Her clipboard.
Beer.
Cold.
Sticky.
The plastic cup bounced off the floor of the tunnel entrance.
For a second everything froze.
Then the section of fans above the tunnel erupted.
They were laughing.
Leaning over the railing.
Pointing.
Shouting down toward the ice.
“GO BACK TO SCHOOL!”
“NOT A REAL COACH!”
“GO HOME!”
More laughter.
More shouting.
Phones were already out.
Recording.
Clara stood there for half a second.
Beer dripping down her sleeve.
Running off the edge of her clipboard.
Her hoodie was soaked along one side now.
Sticky liquid slowly sliding down the fabric.
The arena lights behind her reflected off the wet floor.
Shane turned around first. He stopped dead when he saw her. “…what the hell.”
Nick followed behind him and froze. “Oh my god.”
Zane’s expression changed immediately. “That was aimed at her.”
Above them the fans were still yelling.
“GO BACK TO DAYCARE!”
“YOU DON’T BELONG HERE!”
More laughter.
More phones pointed down.
Clara didn’t look up.
She didn’t look at the crowd.
She didn’t say anything.
She simply adjusted the grip on her clipboard.
And started walking again.
Down the tunnel.
Beer still dripping from her hoodie.
From her hair.
From the edge of the clipboard.
Shane stood frozen for a second longer.
His face had gone tight.
Angry.
Really angry.
“What the hell is wrong with people?”
Nick looked up toward the stands. “Hey!” he shouted.
But the fans were already laughing and moving away from the railing.
Security further down the aisle had finally started reacting.
Too late.
Ilya hadn’t moved yet.
He stood near the tunnel entrance staring up toward the stands.
His expression was different now.
Not surprised.
Not amused.
Cold.
The same look he sometimes had on the ice right before a fight.
Shane noticed immediately. “…Ilya.”
Ilya didn’t answer. His jaw tightened slightly.
Shane stepped closer. “Hey.”
Still nothing.
Nick glanced between them. “Oh no.”
Ilya took one step toward the boards.
Shane grabbed the front of his jersey. “No.”
“They threw drink.”
“I know.”
“They insulted her.”
“I know.” Shane held his grip tighter. “Don’t.”
Ilya looked toward the tunnel where Clara had already disappeared.
Beer dripping behind her.
Then he looked back toward the stands.
The fans were still shouting.
Still laughing.
His shoulders tensed.
Shane spoke again, quieter this time. “Don’t give them the show they want.”
For a moment it looked like Ilya might ignore him.
Then slowly, very slowly, he relaxed.
Just slightly.
Nick exhaled. “Good.”
Shane released his jersey. “Locker room.”
Ilya nodded once. “…yes.”
They turned and headed down the tunnel.
Inside, the hallway felt colder.
Quieter.
The noise from the arena faded quickly behind them.
Concrete walls.
Equipment carts pushed against one side.
The familiar smell of ice and rubber flooring.
Clara was already halfway down the corridor.
Still walking.
Her hoodie clung to one shoulder now where the beer had soaked through.
The sticky smell followed her faintly down the hallway.
She hadn’t wiped it off.
Hadn’t reacted.
Hadn’t even looked back.
Shane jogged a few steps to catch up. “Clara.”
She kept walking.
“You okay?”
“Yep.”
Her voice was completely calm.
Too calm.
Nick caught up on the other side. “You want a towel or something?”
“I’ll shower.”
Another few steps.
Ilya walked behind them quietly.
Still watching.
Still tense.
They reached the locker room door.
Clara pushed it open.
The room inside was bright.
Warm.
Equipment bags lined the walls.
Music hadn’t started yet.
The players inside who had arrived earlier looked up immediately.
Then they saw her.
Beer dripping from her sleeve.
“What happened?” Troy asked.
Luca looked horrified. “Did someone dump a drink on you?”
Clara walked straight to her locker. “Fan.”
The room went silent.
Wyatt shook his head slowly. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Shane slammed his glove onto the bench beside his stall. “That’s unbelievable.”
Across the room Tanner muttered, “Philadelphia.”
Clara peeled the soaked hoodie off slowly.
The fabric made a sticky sound.
Beer still dripped from the sleeve onto the locker room floor.
She tossed it into the equipment bin without looking at it.
Then she grabbed a towel.
Shane watched her carefully. “You sure you’re okay?”
She shrugged. “They lost.”
“That doesn’t make it okay.”
Clara wiped her hair with the towel. “It’s fine.”
But Ilya stepped closer. Not angry now. Just serious. “…it is not fine.”
Clara glanced at him. “Stuff happens.”
“They humiliated you.”
She met his eyes for a moment. Then looked away again. “They’re fans.”
Nick shook his head. “No. They’re idiots.”
The room slowly started moving again.
Players changing gear.
Water bottles opening.
But the mood had shifted.
Quieter now.
More serious.
Clara sat down on the bench in front of her locker.
Still calm.
Still composed.
Still acting like nothing had happened.
But Shane and Ilya both noticed the same thing.
She hadn’t laughed.
Hadn’t rolled her eyes.
Hadn’t made a sarcastic comment like usual.
She had just walked away.
Dripping beer.
While the crowd laughed behind her.
Later that night the team wanted to go out again.
It had become a pattern on the road.
Win a game. Eat somewhere loud. Wander through whatever city they were in like a slightly chaotic traveling group of hockey players.
Philadelphia had plenty of options.
Restaurants.
Late-night diners.
Bars that stayed open far too late.
Nick had already started planning before they even left the arena.
“Alright,” he said in the locker room while pulling on a hoodie. “We’re not wasting a win in Philadelphia.”
Zane immediately pointed at him. “Yes we are not.”
Ilya tossed his towel into his bag. “What’s the plan?”
Nick grinned. “Waterfront place I found. Supposedly amazing burgers.”
Troy raised a hand. “I’m sold.”
Zane nodded enthusiastically. “Food is a strong argument.”
Someone turned on music in the locker room.
The speakers crackled before a bass line filled the space.
Players moved around their stalls grabbing jackets and phones.
The energy slowly shifted back toward normal.
But one locker stayed quiet.
Clara sat there for a while after the others started getting ready.
She had already showered.
Her hair was still slightly damp, pulled into a loose knot at the back of her head.
The hoodie she wore now was different from the one soaked in beer earlier.
But the smell of the locker room still carried the faint memory of it.
Shane noticed she hadn’t moved. “You coming?”
She looked up. “Where?”
Nick leaned across the room. “Dinner.”
Zane added dramatically, “Celebration.”
Clara shook her head. “I’m good.”
Shane frowned slightly. “You sure?”
“Yeah.”
Nick tilted his head. “You’re not still thinking about the crowd thing, right?”
Clara shrugged. “Not really.”
“Because we could go somewhere quiet if—”
“I said I’m good.”
Her tone wasn’t angry.
Just firm.
Nick held up both hands. “Alright.”
Shane studied her face for a moment longer. “…okay.”
Ilya stood nearby pulling on a jacket. He didn’t say anything. But he looked at Clara carefully. Then nodded once. “…we bring food back.”
Clara almost smiled. “Deal.”
The group slowly filtered out of the locker room.
Jackets zipped.
Voices fading down the hallway.
Within a few minutes the space felt empty again.
Clara finished tying her shoes.
Maple wandered over and nudged her ankle with his nose.
“Yeah,” she murmured softly. “Let’s go.”
The hotel room was quiet when she got back.
Much quieter than the arena.
Much quieter than the locker room.
The hallway outside had the occasional sound of footsteps or a door closing somewhere down the corridor, but inside the room everything felt still.
Clara dropped her bag beside the bed.
Maple immediately jumped up onto the mattress and spun in two quick circles before collapsing into a small satisfied loaf near the pillows.
Clara sat down beside him.
The room lights were dim.
The city outside the window glowed faintly through the curtains.
Philadelphia traffic hummed far below.
For a few minutes she didn’t move.
She leaned back against the headboard.
Maple rested his head against her leg.
Her phone sat on the bedside table.
Silent.
Dark.
She looked at it.
Then reached over.
The screen lit up.
Notifications exploded across it immediately.
Mentions.
Messages.
Tags.
Sports accounts.
Clips.
Hundreds of them.
Maybe thousands.
Clara exhaled slowly. “Just checking,” she muttered to herself.
Her thumb started scrolling.
The first videos were normal.
Highlights from the game.
Shane’s breakaway goal.
Wyatt’s saves.
Clips of the team celebrating after the final horn.
Some of the comments underneath were supportive.
Great win.
Team looks solid.
Kid coach actually knows what she’s doing.
Clara scrolled farther.
Then the videos changed.
A new clip appeared.
Different angle.
Different lighting.
The title read:
“Fans Troll Centaurs Coach After Game”
Her stomach tightened slightly.
She tapped the video.
The screen filled with footage from someone sitting a few rows above the tunnel.
The camera angle looked down toward the ice.
She watched herself walking toward the tunnel behind the players.
Clipboard under her arm.
Hoodie on.
Then—
The cup flew.
Slow motion.
Beer spraying everywhere.
The liquid splashed across her shoulder.
The camera zoomed in slightly.
Fans behind the person filming burst out laughing.
Someone near the microphone shouted,
“GO BACK TO SCHOOL!”
The video kept rolling.
Clara kept watching.
She watched herself pause for half a second.
Then keep walking.
Beer dripping down her sleeve.
The crowd roaring.
The video ended.
The comments appeared instantly underneath.
Thousands.
Her thumb hovered.
Then started scrolling again.
This is what happens when you put a kid behind the bench.
She shouldn’t even be there.
Fans are right.
Clara kept scrolling.
Another video loaded.
Different angle.
This one was from directly above the tunnel.
Clearer view.
The beer cup spinning through the air.
The moment it hit her.
Slow motion replay.
Zoomed in.
Someone in the crowd shouted,
“NOT A REAL COACH!”
Laughter followed.
More comments.
More messages.
Some were worse.
Much worse.
“This league is a joke.”
“Her dad handed her the job.”
“Embarrassing.”
“Gayest team in hockey fucks up again.”
Clara’s jaw tightened.
But she didn’t stop scrolling.
Maple shifted beside her and rested his chin against her thigh.
She scratched behind his ears absently.
Another video appeared.
This one from a sports account.
Professional broadcast clip.
The caption read:
“Controversial Moment After Centaurs Win”
The clip replayed the same moment again.
Different angle.
Better camera.
Slower motion.
The beer splashing across her shoulder.
Her face visible for half a second.
Completely blank.
She watched it three times.
Then looked at the comments.
Thousands.
“She looks like she’s about to cry.”
“She deserves it.”
“Maybe she’ll quit.”
Clara scrolled farther.
More videos.
More commentary.
More strangers explaining why she didn’t belong in professional hockey.
Maple nudged her again.
She barely noticed.
Her eyes kept moving across the screen.
Reading.
Every single comment.
Every insult.
Every joke.
Every message from people who had never met her.
Who had never been inside the locker room.
Who had never seen her run a practice.
Or draw plays on the whiteboard.
Or talk to the team between periods.
But they all had opinions.
And they were all writing them down.
Clara told herself it didn’t matter.
She had said it earlier.
In the locker room.
To Shane.
To Ilya.
“It’s fine.”
“Stuff happens.”
But her thumb kept scrolling.
Another video loaded.
This one zoomed in closer.
Right on her face.
The moment the beer hit.
The second where she paused before walking away.
Someone had slowed it down dramatically.
A comment underneath read:
“She looks like a kid because she IS a kid.”
Clara stared at the screen for a long moment.
Then kept scrolling.
Maple sighed quietly and curled closer against her side.
The room stayed silent.
Outside the city noise continued.
Cars passing.
Distant sirens.
Inside the hotel room Clara sat perfectly still on the bed.
Phone glowing in the dim light.
Her eyes moving across the screen.
Reading.
Every single one.
Even the ones that hurt.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    ok so basically clara getting a beer chucked at her is actually inspired by the last time i went to a flyers game.
it was flyers vs ducks and if you know the recent history there the rivalry is HUGE. i was sitting with a ducks fan two rows in front of me and he was chirping the entire fucking game it was actually ridiculous. so eventually this guy a few rows back starting fighting with him, like full grown man screaming match. and then the guy chucks his beer at the ducks fan and does it hit the ducks fan? no. it fucking hits ME and i was covered in fucking miller lite for the remaining PERIOD AND A HALF.
anyways that is my storytime and if you are a ducks fan we can not be friends i am sorry.


  


      

  












      Chapter 16: Chapter 16
  



    Chapter Notes

      hey guys…
i am so SO sorry that i disappeared this week. i fear the ao3 curse did get me….
i was in a minor accident that left me with two broken ribs and a concussion 🥳 clara might not have broken ribs but i sure do!!!
im posting what i already have written and then i promise i’m gonna try my hardest to keep going even tho i do have limited screentime
please comment your thoughts and enjoyyyy







  The flight back to Ottawa felt longer than it actually was.
Not because of turbulence.
Not because the plane was delayed.
Because everyone was tired.
Road trips always ended this way. The adrenaline of games, the chaos of travel, the late nights in unfamiliar hotel rooms, all of it eventually caught up with the team at the same time. By the time they boarded the plane, even the loudest players usually ran out of energy.
The Centaurs moved through the small terminal like a tired traveling circus.
Gear bags rolled behind them with heavy thuds. Hockey sticks were bundled together in long taped stacks. Someone was arguing with a staff member about baggage weight limits before the team equipment manager intervened with a tired, practiced sigh. “Just let us through,” he muttered.
Eventually they were waved forward.
The players boarded the plane in their usual semi-organized chaos.
Nick walked on first, already yawning loudly enough to make the flight attendant laugh.
Zane followed behind him wearing sunglasses indoors for absolutely no practical reason.
Shane stepped onto the plane next, adjusting the strap of his duffel bag as he scanned the rows for empty seats.
Clara boarded a few seconds later.
Maple was tucked comfortably against her side in a small travel carrier, though the puppy’s head poked out the top like he had zero interest in staying hidden.
The flight attendant smiled. “Well hello there.”
Maple wagged his tail enthusiastically.
Clara gave a small apologetic shrug. “He’s very friendly.”
The team slowly filled the middle rows of the plane.
Bags thumped into overhead compartments. Jackets were stuffed into corners. Someone struggled briefly with a pair of goalie pads before finally managing to wedge them into the storage area near the back.
Nick dropped into his seat with the energy of someone who had fully accepted defeat. “Oh thank god.”
Zane slid into the window seat beside him. “I might actually sleep for three years.”
“Same.”
Across the aisle, Clara settled into her seat.
Maple was out of the carrier immediately, curling into a warm ball in her lap like he had already mastered air travel.
Clara rested one hand gently on his back.
The puppy sighed happily and tucked his nose under his paw.
Within minutes, the plane began to taxi.
The energy in the cabin drained almost instantly.
Road trips did that.
Once the movement stopped, once the players were finally forced to sit still, fatigue hit them all at once.
Nick fell asleep before the plane even reached the runway.
Zane lasted slightly longer. He leaned his head against the window and mumbled something about cheesesteaks. “…worth it,” he muttered.
Then he was asleep too.
Shane sat across the aisle from Clara, one leg stretched into the aisle.
He watched the cabin for a moment.
Half the team was already unconscious.
The rest were drifting there.
Clara, however, was awake. She stared quietly out the window as the plane lifted into the gray early morning sky.
Maple slept peacefully in her lap.
Shane noticed something else.
Her phone wasn’t in her hand.
Normally it would be.
After games she always checked stats. Highlights. Articles. Comments.
Now the phone sat face down in the seat pocket in front of her.
Shane leaned slightly toward her. “…you didn’t bring it out today.”
Clara didn’t look over. “I’m taking a break.”
He nodded slowly. “That’s healthy.”
She shrugged a little.
Maple lifted his head briefly, looked around the cabin like he was doing a quick safety check, then dropped his chin back onto Clara’s leg with a quiet sigh.
Behind them, Ilya sat one row back.
He had a book open in his hands.
But he wasn’t reading.
Not really.
His eyes occasionally drifted forward.
Watching.
He noticed the small things.
The faint tiredness in Clara’s eyes.
The way she leaned her head against the window but didn’t fall asleep.
The way her fingers absentmindedly scratched Maple’s ears without looking down.
He didn’t say anything.
But he noticed.
The flight itself was quiet.
Engines humming softly.
Occasional announcements from the cockpit.
Most of the team slept through the entire thing.
Clara didn’t. She just watched the clouds slide past outside the window.
Ottawa would be colder when they landed.
Quieter too.
Home.
The word felt strange in her head.
Because the last few days had been anything but quiet.
Philadelphia still lingered in the back of her mind.
The game.
The fight.
The beer.
The videos.
She hadn’t slept earlier in the night. Her phone had been in her hand for hours while Maple slept beside her.
Scrolling.
Watching.
Reading.
The beer video had spread faster than she expected.
Every sports account posted it.
Every hockey forum discussed it.
Comment sections filled up almost instantly.
Some people defended her.
Some people thought it was funny.
A lot of people didn’t.
She hadn’t told anyone how long she stayed up reading them.
She definitely hadn’t told Shane.
Or Ilya.
Or anyone else.
Now the phone sat quietly in the seat pocket.
Face down.
Ignored.
The plane began its descent an hour and forty minutes later.
Nick woke up first. He blinked slowly. “…did we win?”
Zane lifted his head groggily. “Yes.”
“Good.”
Nick leaned forward in his seat. “Did I snore?”
Shane didn’t even look at him. “Yes.”
“Loud?”
“Extremely.”
Nick sighed. “Classic.”
The wheels touched the runway a few minutes later.
The plane slowed.
Ottawa waited outside.
The team gathered their bags slowly once the seatbelt sign turned off.
Gear thumped onto the aisle floor.
Players stretched stiff shoulders and cramped legs.
Clara stood carefully so Maple wouldn’t fall.
The puppy stretched dramatically.
Front paws extended.
Tiny yawn.
Then his tail started wagging again.
Shane noticed. “He travels better than most rookies.”
Clara smiled faintly. “He slept the entire time.”
Maple looked very proud of that accomplishment.
The team stepped off the plane one by one.
And the cold hit them immediately.
Ottawa wind cut through jackets in a way that felt sharper than Philadelphia’s.
The kind of cold that slid down the back of your neck if your collar wasn’t zipped high enough.
Nick shivered instantly. “Oh that’s rude.”
Zane sniffed the air dramatically. “Smells like winter and bad decisions.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Everything smells like bad decisions to you.”
“Because everything is bad decisions.”
Players pulled hoodies tighter around their shoulders while they walked across the small runway toward the waiting team bus.
Equipment managers loaded gear into the storage compartments underneath.
Clara climbed onto the bus near the middle.
Maple hopped onto the seat beside her and immediately pressed his nose against the window.
The world outside fascinated him.
Cars.
People.
Snow.
Everything moved.
Everything smelled new.
Clara leaned back in her seat.
The bus rumbled to life and began rolling slowly away from the airport.
The ride through Ottawa felt quieter than most road trip returns.
It always did.
Players were tired.
Travel drained them.
The excitement of the games had faded into that familiar post-road-trip exhaustion.
Evan scrolled through his phone.
Wyatt listened to music with his hood pulled up.
Shane leaned back in his seat and stared at the ceiling.
Ilya sat near the back reading again.
Clara watched the city pass outside the window.
Snow lined the sidewalks.
People hurried down the streets with scarves wrapped around their faces.
Coffee shops glowed warmly through frosted windows.
It looked calm.
Normal.
After everything that had happened in Philadelphia, the quiet almost felt strange.
Eventually the bus turned into a familiar parking lot.
The Centaurs’ practice facility stood ahead of them.
Home ice.
The building lights reflected softly off the snow.
The bus doors opened with a loud hiss.
Players stepped off one by one.
Bags hit pavement.
Doors slammed.
Cold air filled their lungs.
And the smell of the rink drifted from the building.
Ice.
Rubber.
Faint echoes of skates cutting across frozen surfaces.
Clara stepped down last.
She clipped Maple’s leash onto his collar. The puppy immediately wagged his tail. “Alright buddy,” she murmured. “Time to go see Harris.”
Maple perked up instantly.
The team walked toward the entrance together.
Their footsteps crunched across the thin layer of snow.
Inside, the rink felt warm compared to the wind outside.
Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.
Somewhere in the distance, pucks slapped against boards during a youth practice.
Clara crouched slightly to scratch Maple behind the ears. “Let’s go.”
The puppy wagged harder.
Home smelled good.
Harris was waiting near the equipment room. He had clearly been checking the hallway every few minutes, because the moment the team walked through the doors he looked up immediately.
And the moment he saw Maple…
His entire expression brightened.
“There’s my guy!”
Maple perked up instantly.
The puppy had been trotting beside Clara through the hallway with the enthusiastic bounce of a dog who believed every hallway existed specifically for him to explore. The second he heard Harris’s voice, his ears shot up and his tail started wagging so fast it looked like a tiny helicopter blade.
Clara barely had time to react before Maple pulled forward on the leash. “Hey—”
The puppy was already halfway across the hallway.
Harris crouched down just in time to catch him. “There he is!” Harris said again, laughing as Maple enthusiastically tried to climb into his lap.
Clara walked over, shaking her head. “Okay, okay.”
Maple licked Harris’s chin. Harris pretended to fall backward dramatically. “Oh wow,” he said. “I missed you too.”
Clara unclipped the leash and handed it over. “There you go.”
Harris immediately scratched Maple behind the ears. “Miss me?” he asked the puppy.
Maple’s tail wagged even faster.
Clara crossed her arms and leaned lightly against the wall beside the equipment room door. “He behaved,” she said.
Harris raised an eyebrow. “Behaved?”
Clara hesitated. “…mostly.”
Harris looked suspicious. “What does mostly mean?”
Clara thought for a moment. “He tried to steal fries at a restaurant.”
Harris looked impressed instead of concerned. “Good instincts.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “That’s not helpful.”
Behind them, players walked past carrying gear bags toward the locker room.
Harris stood up slowly while Maple bounced around his feet. “Well,” Harris said. “Come on, buddy.”
He gently tugged the leash and started walking toward the equipment room.
But Maple didn’t move.
The leash went tight.
Harris stopped. “…huh.”
Maple had turned around.
The puppy looked back toward Clara.
Then he whined.
It wasn’t a loud sound.
Just a small, confused little noise.
Clara tilted her head. “Hey?”
Harris tugged again. “Come on, buddy.”
Maple didn’t move.
Instead he whined again.
Then he trotted back toward Clara.
The leash stretched tight between them.
Harris blinked. “…well that’s new.”
Clara crouched down automatically. “Hey.”
Maple shoved his nose into the front pocket of her hoodie like he was checking to make sure she hadn’t disappeared. His tail wagged happily once he confirmed she was still there. Then he looked up at her. The expression on his face was incredibly dramatic.
Shane had walked over during the exchange. He leaned against the wall and watched the scene unfold. “…oh no.”
Clara glanced up. “What?”
Shane nodded toward the puppy. “You’ve been claimed.”
Ilya stepped into the hallway behind him. He folded his arms and studied the situation quietly. Maple sat down beside Clara’s knee and leaned against her leg like that was the most natural position in the world. Ilya nodded once. “…he has chosen.”
Clara stared at them. “That’s not how dogs work.”
Harris sighed and tugged gently on the leash again. “Come on, Maple.”
Maple didn’t budge.
He sat perfectly still.
Looking directly at Clara.
Harris rubbed his forehead. “You ruined him.”
Clara laughed quietly. “I didn’t do anything.”
“You spent three days with him.”
“That’s not ruining.”
Harris tried again. “Maple.”
The puppy tilted his head.
But he still didn’t move.
Nick walked past carrying a pair of skates over his shoulder. He pointed at the dog. “He’s staging a protest.”
Zane appeared behind him and nodded solemnly. “Respect.”
Harris looked increasingly stressed. “This is a problem.”
Clara shrugged helplessly. “He’ll go with you.”
Harris tugged the leash again. Maple whined softly.
Then—
He sat down harder.
Planting his paws firmly against the floor like a tiny stubborn statue.
The leash went completely tight.
Harris stared at him. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Shane pushed himself off the wall. “Not really.”
Everyone looked at him.
He shrugged casually. “I mean… we can help.”
Clara blinked. “…what.”
Shane gestured toward himself. Then toward Ilya. “We’re around all the time.”
Ilya nodded calmly. “Yes.”
Clara stared at them both.
Shane continued. “He can stay with us when you’re busy.”
Harris looked deeply skeptical. “You two taking care of a puppy sounds dangerous.”
Nick raised his hand from halfway down the hallway. “I want daily updates.”
Zane nodded. “Preferably videos.”
Clara looked back at Shane. “You’re serious?”
He shrugged again. “Yeah.”
She looked at Ilya. He crouched down slowly and scratched Maple behind the ears. The puppy wagged instantly. “He likes us,” Ilya said.
Maple immediately tried to lick his hand.
Clara sighed. “…this is going to end badly.”
Shane grinned. “Probably.”
Harris stared at the three of them for a long moment. Then he handed the leash back to Clara. “Congratulations.”
Clara caught it automatically. “What.”
“You have a dog now.”
“I had a dog already.”
“Not like this.”
Maple barked happily. Like he fully agreed with Harris’s decision.
Problem solved.
The hallway slowly emptied as players headed into the locker room.
Nick paused one last time. “Remember,” he said. “Daily updates.”
“Go away,” Clara replied.
He grinned and disappeared around the corner.
Clara stood there for a moment holding the leash. Maple sat beside her happily.
Shane stretched his arms above his head. “Well.”
“Well what.”
“You’re a parent now.”
Clara groaned. “I hate that sentence.”
Ilya stood up. “We will help.”
Clara gave him a look. “You fought a mascot two days ago.”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“That does not inspire confidence.”
Shane laughed. “Relax.”
Maple tugged on the leash again. But this time it wasn’t to run away. He simply moved closer to Clara. Then sat on her shoe. Like he had decided that was his official position.
Clara looked down at him. “…you’re ridiculous.”
Maple wagged.
Shane smirked. “He’s your dog.”
She sighed. “…apparently.”
Ilya watched the puppy for a moment. Then looked back at Clara. “You need name for this arrangement.”
Clara frowned. “What arrangement?”
“The three of us,” he said calmly.
Shane immediately grinned. “Oh no.”
Clara already hated where this was going. “No.”
Ilya ignored her. “Shared custody.”
Shane laughed out loud. “That’s terrible.”
Clara pointed at him. “Do not encourage him.”
Maple barked again.
Shane crouched down and scratched the puppy’s head.“You like hockey teams, huh.”
Maple wagged harder.
Clara rubbed her face with one hand. “This is a disaster.”
Shane stood up again. “Relax.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes.”
Clara looked between them. Then down at Maple. Then back at them. “…I regret everything.”
Maple licked her hand.
Shane grinned. “Too late.”
And just like that—
Clara had accidentally gained a puppy.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The parking lot outside the rink was almost completely empty by the time they finally left.
Hours earlier it had been full of cars, equipment trucks, and the constant noise of players moving in and out of the building. Now only a few scattered vehicles remained under the tall overhead lights. The snowbanks along the edges of the lot looked gray and uneven where plows had pushed them aside.
It was nearly three in the morning.
The cold had that deep, quiet feeling that only showed up late at night, when the city had mostly gone to sleep and the wind moved slowly across empty pavement.
Clara stood on the sidewalk just outside the players’ entrance with Maple’s leash looped around her wrist.
The puppy sat beside her boots, nose lifted into the air as he sniffed the cold like it was the most fascinating smell in the world.
His tail wagged slowly.
Every few seconds he looked around, ears twitching at distant sounds.
Clara rubbed her hands together and breathed warm air into them.
Her breath came out in little clouds.
Behind her, the metal rink door slammed open.
Shane stepped outside first, a duffel bag slung over one shoulder and a paper coffee cup in his hand that looked like it had been reheated more than once. “You’re still here?” he asked.
Clara didn’t turn around. “You told me to wait.”
“That was twenty minutes ago. You could’ve waited inside.”
“Your version of twenty minutes is extremely unreliable.”
Shane shrugged and walked toward the truck parked near the curb. “Time is a social construct.”
Maple immediately spotted him. The puppy jumped to his feet and wagged his tail harder. “Oh hey buddy,” Shane said, crouching down.
Maple practically launched himself forward.
Clara tightened her grip on the leash. “Easy.”
Shane scratched behind the puppy’s ears. “You survived the road trip.”
Maple wagged even harder.
Clara rubbed her face with one hand. “I’m so tired.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, standing up. “You look it.”
She glared at him. “That was rude.”
“Honest.”
Before she could respond, the door behind them opened again.
Heavy footsteps echoed across the concrete.
Ilya stepped outside wearing a thick jacket and carrying his own gear bag over one shoulder. “You are still here.”
Shane shrugged. “We were waiting for you.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “That was mistake.”
Clara sighed. “Agreed.”
Maple immediately noticed the new arrival and started wagging again.
Ilya crouched down slightly. The puppy trotted over and sniffed his glove. “Hello,” Ilya said calmly.
Maple tried to lick his hand.
Ilya accepted this as a perfectly normal greeting. “Good dog.”
Clara leaned against the car. “Can we go home now?”
Shane tossed the duffel bag into the back of the truck. “Yes, grandma.”
“Shane.”
“Yes.”
“If you call me that again I’m going to throw your coffee into the snow.”
He quickly took another sip. “Noted.”
Ilya walked around to the back of the car and loaded his bag beside Shane’s.
The three of them climbed in a moment later.
Maple hopped up onto the front seat and immediately curled into a tight ball between Clara and the center console.
The heater blasted warm air as Shane started the engine.
The Land Rover rumbled to life.
Clara leaned back against the seat.
For a moment none of them spoke.
The quiet felt heavy in the warm cab after the freezing air outside.
Maple yawned. A long dramatic puppy yawn. Then rested his chin on Clara’s leg.
Shane pulled the car out of the parking lot slowly.
The streets around the rink were almost completely empty.
Traffic lights blinked lazily between red and yellow.
Snow lined the sidewalks.
Clara stared out the window.
Her reflection looked exhausted.
Shane glanced at her briefly. “You still have school later.”
Clara didn’t react immediately. “…don’t.”
“You do.”
“I swear to god.”
“Eight-thirty start time, right?”
She turned slowly toward him. “You’re going to pay for that.”
Shane grinned. “I’m just stating facts.”
“You’re stating them at three in the morning.”
“Which technically makes it today.”
Clara pointed at him. “Shane.”
“Yes.”
“If you keep talking about school I’m going to push you out of this car while it’s moving.”
Ilya spoke calmly from the back seat. “She would do it.”
Shane laughed. “You’re supposed to defend me.”
“I defend truth.”
Maple lifted his head briefly at the sound of their voices. Clara scratched behind his ears. The puppy settled back down instantly.
“I’m exhausted,” she muttered.
Ilya leaned forward slightly from the back seat. “You should skip school.”
Shane turned halfway around. “Absolutely not.”
“She has been awake almost two days.”
“I did study on the plane,” she confessed.
Ilya made a face. “That’s horrifying.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Some of us care about our grades.”
“Grades are overrated,” Ilya said.
“You say that because you don’t have calculus quizzes.”
Ilya nodded thoughtfully. “Calculus is terrible.”
They drove through a quiet intersection.
A single diner still had its lights on.
Neon signs glowed faintly in the window.
Clara watched it pass.
Maple shifted in her lap.
They stopped at a red light.
The intersection was empty.
Clara closed her eyes briefly.
Shane glanced over. “You asleep?”
“No.”
“Sounded like it.”
“I’m resting my eyes.”
“That’s what old people say.”
She opened one eye. “You’re really pushing your luck tonight.”
Ilya leaned forward again. “I think she is too tired to kill you.”
“Wow,” Shane said. “Comforting.”
The light turned green.
They continued driving.
Snow crunched under the tires as they turned into a quieter residential area.
Streetlights cast soft yellow light across the road.
Most houses were dark.
The entire neighborhood felt asleep.
Clara rested her head against the cold window.
Maple crawled halfway into her lap. “You’re heavy,” she muttered.
The puppy ignored her completely.
Shane glanced at him. “He’s getting bigger.”
“I know.”
“Soon he will not fit on the seat.”
“Don’t remind me.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly and scratched the puppy’s back. Maple wagged in his sleep. “Good dog,” Ilya said.
They turned onto their street a few minutes later.
The house sat halfway down the block with the porch light still on.
Clara frowned. “Did we leave that on?”
“Probably,” Shane said.
“Electricity bills exist.”
“You’re sixteen.”
“That doesn’t mean I don’t understand utilities.”
Ilya chuckled quietly.
Shane pulled into the driveway.
The engine idled for a moment.
Clara looked down at Maple. The puppy was already fully asleep. “Wow,” she said softly. “He’s impressive.”
Shane shut off the engine. “You’ve got about five hours before school.”
Clara slowly turned her head toward him again. “You’re unbelievable.”
“I’m realistic.”
“You’re dead.”
Ilya opened the back door. “She is serious.”
Shane laughed.
Clara carefully scooped Maple into her arms.
The puppy barely reacted.
Still asleep.
Still warm.
They stepped out into the cold night air again.
The porch light cast a soft glow across the snow.
Inside the house it was warm and quiet.
The familiar creak of the floorboards echoed softly as they walked in.
Clara carried Maple into the living room and placed him gently on the couch.
The puppy stretched once.
Then immediately curled up again.
Shane dropped the gear bags near the stairs. “Well,” he said. “That was a day.”
Clara leaned against the couch. “That was several days.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes.”
Clara glanced at the clock.
3:14 AM.
Shane noticed. “You’ve got five hours to sleep.”
She pointed at him. “If I fail that quiz tomorrow I’m blaming you.”
“How?”
“I’ll figure something out.”
“That’s threatening.”
“Good.”
Ilya headed toward the kitchen. “You should sleep.”
Clara sighed. “Yeah.”
She started up the stairs. Halfway up she stopped. “Hey.”
Shane looked up. “Yeah?”
“…thanks.”
“For what?”
“Taking me with you.”
He shrugged. “Anytime.”
Ilya lifted a bottle of water from the fridge. “Yes,” he said calmly. “Next time we leave rink earlier.”
Clara nodded tiredly. “Please.”
Upstairs, her door closed a moment later.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

School the next morning felt… normal.
Which was weird.
After everything that had happened.
After Philadelphia.
After the game.
After the videos.
After the comments.
Clara walked through the hallway between classes with her backpack slung over one shoulder like nothing had changed.
Students moved around her in every direction.
Lockers slammed shut in sharp metallic bursts. Someone down the hall groaned loudly about a math test. Another kid sprinted past carrying three notebooks and nearly ran straight into a teacher turning the corner.
“Sorry!”
“Slow down!”
Normal chaos.
Clara stepped around two freshmen arguing about something involving a missing calculator and kept walking.
The strange thing was that nobody seemed to care about the hockey world right now.
No cameras.
No reporters.
No comment sections.
Just school.
Her brain still felt a little foggy from lack of sleep.
Three in the morning had been a terrible time to get home if you had classes the next day.
But somehow she had made it.
Her calculus quiz first period had gone fine.
Now she had tutoring.
Which meant the library.
She pushed through the doors and immediately felt the quiet settle around her.
The difference between the hallway and the library always felt dramatic.
Outside: noise, lockers, voices.
Inside: soft footsteps and whispers.
Rows of bookshelves stretched across the room. Lamps glowed faintly on study tables. The air smelled faintly like paper and dust and the occasional hint of dry erase marker drifting in from the study rooms along the back wall.
Clara walked over and dropped her backpack onto the chair she usually used. Then she sat down and pulled out her notebook. A calculus worksheet sat neatly inside. She flipped her pencil between her fingers once. Then started solving the first problem.
Numbers were easier right now.
Equations made sense.
There were rules.
You followed them and got answers.
Her pencil moved quickly across the page.
First derivative.
Second derivative.
Simplify.
Solve.
She finished the first problem in about thirty seconds.
The second one took a little longer.
She was halfway through the third when someone dropped into the chair across from her.
Denver. “Hey.”
Clara didn’t look up immediately. “Hey.”
Denver leaned forward slightly and looked down at her worksheet. His eyebrows lifted almost instantly. “You’re terrifyingly fast at that.”
Clara shrugged. “Practice.”
He watched her finish the equation. The answer appeared neatly at the end of the line.
Denver leaned back in his chair. “That’s not normal.”
“It’s calculus.”
“That doesn’t make it normal.”
Clara erased a tiny part of the equation and rewrote it cleaner. “Some people play video games.”
“Yeah.”
“Some people do math.”
Denver considered that. “Those people are scary.”
Clara smirked slightly but kept looking at the page.
Denver rested his elbow on the table and tapped his pencil lightly against the surface. The sound was soft enough not to disturb the rest of the library. “So.”
Clara wrote another line of numbers. “So.”
“There’s a party Friday.”
Her pencil paused. Then she slowly looked up. Clara raised one eyebrow. “You’re inviting me to a party?”
Denver nodded. “Yes.”
She leaned back slightly in her chair. “That seems like a mistake.”
Denver grinned. “It’s a good one.”
Clara looked back down at the worksheet. “I have practice.”
“You always have practice.”
“That’s because I play hockey.”
Denver leaned forward again. “You could take one night off.”
Clara finished solving the equation and circled the answer. “We have a game Saturday.”
“That’s not Friday.”
“It’s still preparation.”
Denver watched her flip the worksheet to the next page. “You’re impossible.”
Clara shrugged. “You knew that already.”
Denver tapped his pencil again. “So… the reason I invited you.”
She looked up again. “There’s a reason?”
“Yeah.”
Clara rested her chin lightly on her hand. “This should be good.”
Denver hesitated for a second. Then shrugged. “I want to be friends.”
Clara blinked. “…what.”
He gestured vaguely between them. “We only ever talk here.”
“Because this is tutoring.”
“Exactly.”
“And?”
“And I thought it would be nice to hang out outside of tutoring.”
Clara stared at him for a moment. The honesty caught her slightly off guard. Most people at school didn’t talk to her like that. Usually they either ignored her completely or asked weird questions about hockey.
Denver just sat there waiting.
She finally looked back down at the worksheet. “That’s a terrible sales pitch.”
He laughed quietly. “I’m serious.”
“I believe you.”
“So?”
“So what.”
“Would you come?”
Clara solved the next derivative slowly. “You realize parties are not my thing.”
“How do you know?”
“I play hockey.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is in this context.”
He pointed at her. “You live a much cooler life than the rest of us.”
Clara shook her head, frowning slightly. “That’s not true.”
He studied her face for a second. “You okay?”
Clara finished the equation. Circled the answer. Moved on to the next one. “I’m fine.”
Denver didn’t push further. Instead he tapped his pencil again. “So anyway.”
Clara sighed. “Back to the party.”
“Yes.”
“Why that party?”
“It’s at Jason’s house.”
“I don’t know Jason.”
“That’s fine.”
“And you think I’ll enjoy this?”
Denver shrugged. “Maybe.”
“Convincing.”
“You might meet people.”
“I meet people every day.”
“Different people.”
Clara solved another equation.
Denver leaned forward again. “I’m not trying to drag you into something weird.”
“Parties are weird.”
“Not always.”
“They are when someone invites the quiet calculus girl who coaches a hockey team.”
Denver laughed softly. “That’s exactly why.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Explain.”
“You’re interesting.”
“That’s not a reason.”
“It is if someone wants to be your friend.”
Clara didn’t respond immediately. Her pencil moved across the page again.
The library stayed quiet around them.
Pages turning.
Chairs shifting softly.
Someone whispering near the bookshelves.
Denver waited patiently.
Finally Clara finished the last equation on the page. She set the pencil down. Looked at him again. “You’re persistent.”
“It’s a strength.”
“It’s annoying.”
“Also that.”
She leaned back in her chair. “You really just want to hang out outside tutoring?”
“Yes.”
“No secret motive.”
“No.”
“No attempt to get hockey tickets.”
“Honestly I don’t even watch hockey.”
Clara blinked. “…seriously.”
“Seriously.”
That surprised her more than anything else he had said.
She studied him for a moment. Then shrugged. “I’ll think about it.”
Denver immediately pointed at her. “That’s not a no.”
“That’s not a yes either.”
He smiled anyway. “Progress.”
Clara shook her head and picked up her pencil again.
Outside the library windows, students crossed the courtyard between buildings.
Inside, the quiet stayed steady.
Numbers filled the page in front of her again.
Normal life.
And for the first time since Philadelphia—
Normal actually felt kind of nice.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Centaurs practice that afternoon started without Clara.
Which immediately made the entire rink feel slightly different.
Usually she was already standing near the bench by the time players walked out of the locker room. Clipboard in hand. Hood pulled up. Watching everything like she was already halfway through three different plans in her head.
Today the space beside the bench was empty.
Instead, Assistant Coach Clay Johnson stood there with his arms folded and a single sheet of paper in his hand.
The paper was clearly not his.
The handwriting across the top was small, tight, and extremely organized.
Clara’s.
Players trickled out onto the ice one by one.
Nick stepped out first, gliding toward center ice and stretching his shoulders as he skated slow circles.
Zane followed behind him, still adjusting his gloves.
Shane stepped onto the ice a moment later, tapping his stick against the boards twice as he passed the bench.
Ilya came out last.
He skated slowly toward the others, completely relaxed.
Clay watched them gather. Then he looked down at the paper again. He exhaled slowly. “Yeah,” he muttered to himself. “She’s mean.”
Nick heard that. “What?” he asked.
Clay clapped his hands loudly. “Alright boys!”
The sound echoed across the rink.
Players slowly gathered around center ice.
Some leaned on their sticks.
Others bent forward slightly catching their breath from warmups.
Nick looked toward the bench. “…where’s Coach?”
Clay held up the paper. “School.”
Shane immediately looked guilty.
Zane noticed instantly. “Oh no.”
Nick pointed. “You did something.”
Shane raised his hands. “I told her she still had school.”
Zane groaned dramatically. “You made Clara go to school?”
“She’s sixteen!”
“That’s not the point!”
Clay cleared his throat. “Focus.”
The players quieted slightly.
Nick leaned on his stick again. “What’s the damage today?”
Clay looked down at the page. “Coach’s plan.”
Zane immediately groaned. “Oh no.”
Nick squinted toward the bench. “She wrote it before leaving?”
“Yep.”
Shane rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s terrifying.”
Clay scanned the first section. Then paused. Then slowly looked back up at the team. “…wow.”
Wyatt narrowed his eyes. “What.”
Clay flipped the page slightly so he could read the first line clearly. “First drill—bag carries.”
The entire team reacted instantly.
“No way.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Come on!”
“That’s cruel!”
Tanner dropped his head against his stick. “You’re joking.”
Clay raised one finger. “Wait.”
He looked back down at the page.
Then read the small note written underneath the drill title.
His eyebrows lifted. “Oh that’s cold.”
Shane immediately pointed. “What.”
Clay turned the paper slightly so they could see.
At the top of the practice plan, Clara had written:
Bag carries — because Ilya fought a mascot and Shane told me to go to school.
There was a small arrow pointing underneath.
This is your fault.
Silence lasted exactly one second.
Then the entire team erupted.
Zane nearly fell over laughing.
Nick pointed directly at Shane. “Oh my god she blamed you!”
Shane groaned. “Are you serious?”
Clay shrugged. “Her words.”
Ilya looked at the note calmly. Then shrugged. “He cheated.”
Luca stared at him. “You fought a mascot.”
“He tripped Shane.”
“That does not make it better.”
Zane pointed at both of them. “You two are dead.”
Shane crossed his arms. “She wrote that before leaving for school?”
Clay nodded. “She seemed motivated.”
Zane skated slowly toward Shane. “If we have to do bag carries because you two can’t behave in public arenas…”
He tapped his stick against the ice. “…I will personally kill both of you.”
Nick nodded. “Fair.”
Shane looked offended. “You’re all overreacting.”
Clay clapped his hands again. “Bag carries. Go.”
Groans echoed across the rink.
Players skated toward the bench and grabbed heavy equipment bags.
These weren’t small bags either.
They were thick, overstuffed gear bags full of spare pads, weights, and extra equipment.
Each one weighed enough to make the drill miserable.
Nick dragged one onto the ice. “I hate this.”
Zane grabbed another. “This is abuse.”
Shane lifted one and slung it over his shoulder. “You’re all dramatic.”
Nick pointed. “You’re the reason this is happening!”
Ilya picked up a bag without complaint.
Clay blew his whistle. “Skate the blue lines.”
More groaning.
Players pushed off slowly.
The bags bounced awkwardly against their backs as they started skating laps around the rink.
The first lap looked manageable.
The second lap looked worse.
By the third lap everyone was breathing harder.
Nick skated past the bench. “This is revenge!”
Clay held up the paper again. “She wrote the workout.”
Zane shouted while skating past Shane. “I’m serious! I will end you!”
Shane laughed. “You’ll survive!”
Nick skated past Ilya. “You’re even worse!”
Ilya remained completely calm. “He cheated.”
Nick looked exhausted already. “It was a mascot!”
The bags kept bouncing against their backs as they pushed through the final lap.
By the time Clay blew the whistle again, several players immediately dropped the bags onto the ice.
Nick collapsed against the boards. “That was unnecessary.”
Clay looked at the paper again. “We’re just getting started.”
Zane pointed at the clipboard. “Burn it.”
Clay ignored him. “Next drill—breakout drills.”
Nick groaned. “Of course.”
Clay continued reading. “Full speed.”
Shane winced. “Yeah that tracks.”
Clay pointed toward the far end of the rink. “Three groups.”
Players slowly gathered into lines.
Despite the complaining, the team immediately shifted into focus mode.
Breakout drills were serious.
Defensemen retrieved pucks behind the net.
Wingers moved along the boards.
Centers rotated through the middle lane.
Clay blew the whistle.
The drill started.
Pucks snapped across the ice.
Skates cut sharp arcs along the blue line.
Passes moved quickly up the boards.
Nick chased down a loose puck along the wall.
Zane received the pass at center and redirected it cleanly.
Shane cut across the slot and fired a quick shot into the empty net.
Clay nodded. “Again.”
The repetition continued.
Breakout after breakout.
Players skated hard.
Turned hard.
Passed hard.
Within twenty minutes everyone was breathing heavily again.
Nick leaned on his stick during a reset. “I blame the mascot.”
Zane nodded. “Absolutely.”
Shane pointed. “He tripped me!”
Nick pointed back. “You still fought him!”
Ilya skated past them. “He started it.”
Clay shook his head slightly and looked back down at the practice sheet. At the bottom of the page, Clara had written one final note.
If they complain about bag carries, make them skate faster.
Clay smiled slightly. “Alright boys.”
Nick looked up. “…what now.”
Clay tapped the paper. “Coach says if you complain, you skate faster.”
Zane looked at Shane and Ilya again. “Still planning the murder.”
Ilya sighed. “Worth it.”
Clay blew the whistle again. “Let’s go.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Later that evening, Clara stepped onto a completely different rink.
The air smelled the same.
Cold ice. Rubber from skate blades. The faint metallic scent of the boards.
But everything else felt different.
This rink was smaller than the professional arena she had been standing in all week with the Centaurs. The lighting was harsher. The stands were mostly empty except for a few parents scattered around with coffee cups and winter jackets pulled tight.
This was her rink.
Her actual team’s rink.
The one she had been playing in long before the last week of chaos had turned her life upside down.
Clara stepped through the side gate near the benches and walked onto the rubber mat along the boards.
Her skates clicked softly against the floor.
Out on the ice, her team was already skating warmup laps.
The boys moved in loose circles around the rink, passing pucks back and forth lazily while they waited for the full practice to start.
Somebody fired a shot at the empty net.
The puck clanged off the post.
“Nice shot, idiot,” someone else yelled.
Clara leaned her forearms on the top of the boards and watched.
For a moment she didn’t say anything.
It felt strange being back here after the past week.
Professional arenas.
Road trips.
Press.
Now this.
Just a normal practice.
One of the defensemen noticed her first. “Hey!”
Heads started turning.
A few of the guys slowed their skating.
One of the forwards lifted his stick. “Look who finally showed up!”
Another voice echoed across the ice. “Celebrity!”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Shut up.”
A couple of them laughed.
One of the team’s centers skated closer to the bench. “So did Ilya actually fight a mascot?”
Clara sighed. “Yep.”
He grinned. “That’s awesome.”
Clara shook her head and pushed herself upright.
Down the bench a few feet away, her coach stood watching the ice with his arms folded.
He hadn’t said anything yet.
He was older than most of the players’ parents. Quiet most of the time. The kind of coach who didn’t yell unless something actually mattered.
Clara walked over toward him.
Her skates clicked softly on the rubber floor again.
He glanced over as she approached.
For a moment he just studied her face.
Then he nodded once. “You’re cleared.”
Clara blinked. “For the game?”
“Yes.”
She exhaled slowly.
That answer had been sitting in the back of her head all day.
Ever since the injury.
Ever since she’d missed the last couple practices while everything with the Centaurs happened.
Now the decision had been made.
She was playing again.
“North Bay,” she said quietly.
Her coach nodded again. “North Bay.”
Clara leaned back slightly against the boards and stared out at the ice.
The boys were still skating warmup laps. One of them lost control of the puck and nearly ran into the net. Someone else shouted something unhelpful about his skating.
Clara rubbed the back of her neck. “They’re going to try to kill me.”
Her coach smiled slightly. “Probably.”
“Cool.”
He didn’t laugh.
Instead he looked back out at the team again. “We need you back.”
Clara glanced at him. That caught her slightly off guard. “You’ve been managing,” she said.
“We’ve been surviving.”
There was a difference.
He gestured toward the ice. “Faceoffs.”
Clara watched for a moment.
The team’s current center took a draw near the blue line.
Lost it immediately.
The puck slid toward the boards.
Her coach didn’t say anything for a second. Then he continued. “You drive the middle.”
Clara shrugged. “That’s the job.”
“You see plays earlier than most of them.”
She didn’t argue with that.
It was true.
She had always read the ice faster than most players her age.
Probably because she’d grown up watching systems and plays while sitting beside her dad behind benches.
Hockey strategy had been part of her life before she was even old enough to skate properly.
Her coach continued. “You push the pace.”
Clara watched a sloppy pass bounce off a stick out on the ice. “We still win games.”
“Yes.”
“But not the same way.”
Clara leaned forward against the boards again. Her elbows rested on the edge. “They’re going to come after me.”
“North Bay always does.” He looked over at her again. “You know that.”
She did.
North Bay had a reputation.
They played fast.
They played physical.
And they definitely didn’t like losing.
Especially not to the only girl in the league.
Clara exhaled slowly again. “They already hate me.”
Her coach shrugged slightly. “They hate losing more.”
Out on the ice someone fired another shot.
This one went wide.
“Nice aim!” a defenseman yelled.
Clara watched the puck slide into the corner.
Her coach continued speaking calmly. “They’re going to test you early.”
“I know.”
“First shift probably.”
“Definitely.”
“You ready for that?”
Clara didn’t answer right away. Instead she stared out at the ice. The noise of skates cutting across the surface filled the rink.
Players shouting.
Pucks clattering along the boards.
All of it felt familiar.
Comfortable.
Normal.
Finally she nodded. “Yeah.”
Her coach studied her face for another moment. “You sure?”
Clara glanced at him. “I’ve had a weird week.”
He waited.
“But hockey is still hockey.”
That made him smile slightly. “Good answer.”
One of the players skated up to the bench. “Coach are we starting or just doing cardio all night?”
“Line up,” the coach called.
The players groaned.
But they skated toward center ice anyway.
Clara pushed herself upright.
“You skating tonight?” someone asked from the ice.
She stepped through the gate and onto the ice. The cold surface welcomed her skates instantly. “Yeah,” she said.
A few players grinned. “Finally.”
One of the defensemen pointed. “You’re taking draws again.”
“Obviously.”
Another player skated past her. “Try not to fight any mascots.”
Clara sighed. “That was not me.”
“Still counts.”
She skated toward the center circle.
Her coach stood behind the bench watching.
For the first time all week, Clara wasn’t holding a clipboard.
She wasn’t standing behind professional players.
She wasn’t answering questions from reporters.
She was just a player again.
Her team gathered around the circle.
One of the forwards nudged her shoulder lightly. “North Bay this weekend.”
“Yep.”
“They’re going to come after you.”
“I know.”
He grinned. “Good.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Why is that good?”
“Because you play better when you’re annoyed.”
She smirked slightly. “That’s fair.”
The coach blew the whistle.
Practice officially started.
Pucks dropped onto the ice.
Skates pushed forward.
Clara leaned into the first drill with the same focus she always had.
Because no matter how strange the past week had been—
This part still made sense.
And for the first time in days—
Everything felt exactly where it was supposed to be.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Dinner that night was quieter than usual.
No locker room noise.
No teammates arguing over food.
No arena lights.
Just the house.
Clara sat at the kitchen table with a bowl of pasta in front of her. Steam drifted up from the bowl slowly, but she hadn’t taken more than a few bites yet.
Across from her, Shane leaned back in his chair with one foot hooked around the bottom rung.
Ilya sat beside him, eating calmly like always.
Under the table, Maple lay stretched out on the floor chewing on a rubber toy that squeaked every few seconds.
The house itself was quiet except for the soft clink of forks against plates and the occasional squeak from Maple’s toy.
Clara twirled her fork slowly through the pasta. Then she spoke. “So.”
Shane looked up immediately. “So.”
Ilya glanced over from his plate.
Clara stabbed a noodle with her fork. “Practice today.”
Shane nodded. “How was it?”
She shrugged slightly. “Normal.”
“Your team excited to see you again?”
“Some of them.”
Maple squeaked the toy again.
Ilya leaned down slightly and scratched the puppy behind the ears with one hand without looking. “What’d your coach say?”
Clara finally took a bite of pasta. Chewed slowly. Then swallowed. “He said they need me back.”
That made both of them look up.
Shane raised an eyebrow. “That’s a pretty big compliment.”
Clara shrugged again. “He meant it in a practical way.”
“Still counts.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Clara leaned back in her chair slightly. “He said they’ve been surviving without me. But not the same.”
Shane tilted his head. “Sounds like he trusts you.”
Clara stared at her plate for a second. “Maybe.”
Ilya set his fork down. “You drive the middle.”
Clara blinked.
“You think that?”
“It is obvious.”
Shane nodded. “You control the game more than you think.”
Clara pointed her fork toward him. “You’ve watched exactly one of my games.”
“And I learned a lot.”
She rolled her eyes slightly.
Maple squeaked the toy again. Then rolled onto his back under the table like he had discovered gravity for the first time.
Clara poked at the pasta again. “So.”
Shane immediately narrowed his eyes. “That tone means something bad.”
“North Bay.”
Shane winced instantly. “Oh.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “And they are… aggressive?”
Clara leaned back in her chair. “That’s a nice way to say it.”
Shane rested his elbows on the table. “When’s the game?”
“Tomorrow.”
He groaned quietly. “Really?”
Clara shrugged. “Yep.”
Maple rolled over again and bumped into Clara’s foot. She nudged him lightly. “I’m going to get my ass beat.”
Ilya did not look amused. “Yes.”
Clara smirked slightly. “But it’ll be fun.”
Shane stared at her. “You have a very concerning definition of fun.”
Clara pushed her sleeve up slightly and rested her elbow on the table. “They always play dirty.”
“How dirty?” Shane asked.
Clara lifted one finger and pointed at her eyebrow.
Just above her right eye was a thin pale scar.
It cut through her eyebrow slightly.
Shane leaned closer. “I always wondered about that.”
“North Bay.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly. “How?”
Clara shrugged.“Shoved their goalie.”
Shane blinked. “You shoved a goalie?”
“He deserved it.”
Shane stared at her. “And you didn’t expect retaliation?”
Clara shrugged again. “They jumped me.”
Ilya frowned. “How many?”
“Three.”
Shane almost choked on his water. “Three?”
Clara nodded casually. “Defenseman grabbed me first.”
Maple squeaked the toy again.
“Then the other one cross-checked me.”
“And the goalie?”
Clara pointed at the scar again.
“Got me there.”
Shane leaned back slowly. “That explains the scar.”
Clara took another bite of pasta. “Yep.”
Shane looked confused now.“But why would you shove the goalie knowing they’d try to fight you?”
Clara stared at him for a second.
Then sighed. “Because he said something.”
Shane tilted his head. “What.”
Clara reached into her hoodie pocket and pulled out her phone. She unlocked it and scrolled through a few videos. “I clipped it.”
Shane looked concerned. “You clipped the moment that started a fight?”
“Yes.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly.
Clara turned the phone around so they could see the screen.
The video showed a shaky recording from the stands behind the net.
Players were clustered around the crease.
You could hear shouting over the ice.
Then a clear voice from the goalie cut through the noise. “Bet my dick would look good in that pussy, Wiebe.”
The audio was sharp enough that there was no mistaking the words.
Shane froze.
Ilya went completely still.
The video ended a moment later with Clara shoving the goalie hard in the chest.
Clara locked the phone and set it back on the table. “Seventeen years old, mind you,” she said calmly. “And it wasn’t even a good chirp, like where is the creativity?”
Silence filled the apartment.
Maple squeaked the toy again.
Shane stared at the table. “…wow.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “That is the most fucking disgusting thing I have ever heard.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “That’s North Bay for you.”
Shane rubbed his face with one hand. “So you shoved him.”
“Yes.”
“And then three guys jumped you.”
“Yes.”
“And you still want to play them again.”
Clara nodded. “Obviously.”
Shane looked at Ilya. “Is she insane?”
Ilya shook his head slowly. “No.” Then he looked back at Clara. “They should have been suspended.”
“They weren’t.”
“Of course not.”
Clara stabbed another piece of pasta with her fork. “They’ll try something again.”
Shane leaned forward. “You’re still going to shove someone if they say something like that again?”
Clara shrugged. “Probably.”
Maple rolled onto his back again. His toy squeaked loudly.
Shane sighed. “You are going to give me a heart attack.”
Clara smirked slightly. “You’re being dramatic.”
Ilya folded his arms. “If someone says something like that again…”
He didn’t finish the sentence. But his expression made the rest obvious.
Clara noticed. She smiled faintly. “Relax.”
Shane pointed at her. “You literally started a bench-clearing fight last time.”
“He started it.”
“That’s not helping your argument.”
Clara leaned back again. “That’s hockey.”
Shane shook his head slowly. “Your version of hockey is terrifying.”
Clara finally finished the last bite of pasta. Then she pushed the bowl aside.
Under the table Maple crawled over and rested his chin on her foot. She scratched behind his ears automatically. “They need me back,” she said quietly.
Shane looked up again. “Your coach?”
She nodded.
Ilya watched her carefully. “You miss playing.”
Clara didn’t answer immediately. But after a moment she nodded once. “Yeah.”
Shane leaned back again. “Well.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Well what.”
“If North Bay tries anything…” He shrugged. “…we’ll come watch.”
Clara blinked. “You’re not allowed near minor league fights.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Ilya nodded calmly. “We will sit quietly.”
Clara stared at both of them. “That’s terrifying.”
Shane grinned. “Good.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Later that night the house was quiet.
Not the peaceful kind of quiet that comes with a calm day.
The heavy kind.
The kind that settles after a long week when everyone is too tired to fill the silence.
The kitchen lights were off.
The hallway light cast a soft glow along the floorboards.
From the living room, the television played quietly, low enough that it sounded more like distant background noise than something anyone was actually watching.
Clara sat on her bed in her room with her back against the wall and her physics textbook open on the bed. A small lamp on the nightstand cast a warm circle of light across the blanket and the pages.
Maple lay curled beside her near her hip. The puppy had somehow managed to take up more space than his size should have allowed. His paws twitched occasionally in his sleep.
Clara turned a page slowly.
Her eyes moved across the lines. But she wasn’t really reading. Her brain kept drifting somewhere else.
Philadelphia.
The arena.
The beer.
The videos.
The comments.
She had told everyone it didn’t bother her.
Shane.
Ilya.
The team.
It was easier to say that.
Easier to shrug and act like it didn’t matter.
But when the apartment got quiet like this—
Her brain replayed everything anyway.
She turned another page without really processing what it said.
Maple let out a small sleepy sigh beside her. She absentmindedly scratched behind his ear. The puppy shifted closer to her side.
Then a soft knock came at the door. Clara blinked. “…come in.”
The door opened slowly.
Ilya stepped into the room. He didn’t come all the way inside at first. Instead he leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, arms loosely folded. The hallway light framed him in the doorway. For a moment he just looked at her.
Clara closed the book halfway. “…what.”
His expression stayed calm. But there was something thoughtful in his eyes. “You are okay?”
Clara sighed quietly. “Yes.”
Ilya didn’t move. He stayed leaning against the doorframe. His gaze shifted briefly toward the book in her hands. Then back to her face. “About comments.”
The words hung in the air for a second.
Clara looked down at the blanket. Then she closed the book completely and set it beside her on the bed. “Ilya.”
He didn’t respond. Just watched her. “You do not have to pretend.”
“I’m not pretending.”
Silence settled between them.
Maple shifted slightly and pressed his head against Clara’s leg.
Clara rested one hand gently on his back.
Ilya studied her quietly for several seconds.
Not judging.
Just watching.
Then he sighed. A quiet breath that sounded like he had been holding it for a while. “When I was your age…”
Clara looked up. The shift in the conversation caught her attention immediately. She sat a little straighter against the wall.
Ilya stepped into the room a little further. Still not fully inside. Just enough that the doorframe wasn’t supporting his weight anymore. “My father expected perfection.”
His voice stayed calm.
But there was something heavier behind the words.
Clara listened carefully.
“If I missed goal…” he continued, “…we practiced more.”
He looked down at the floor for a moment as if he could see those memories somewhere in the grain of the wood.
“If I lost game…” He shrugged slightly. “…we practiced all night.”
Clara frowned a little. “That’s intense.”
“Yes.”
There was no anger in his voice.
Just honesty.
He leaned his shoulder against the wall now instead of the doorframe. “He said second place means you failed.”
Clara blinked.
That sentence hit differently.
Second place means you failed.
She thought about the comment sections again.
The people online saying she didn’t deserve to be there.
The people saying she had embarrassed the team.
That she wasn’t good enough.
That she was just a kid pretending.
“That’s… a lot of pressure,” she said quietly.
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
He paused for a moment. Then shrugged slightly. “I believed him.”
Clara didn’t interrupt.
She could hear Maple breathing softly beside her.
The lamp buzzed faintly on the nightstand.
Outside somewhere down the street, a car drove past slowly.
Ilya continued. “When I missed shot… I stayed after practice.”
His hands moved slightly as he spoke.
Not dramatic gestures.
Just small movements.
“When coach said we are done… I was not done.”
Clara watched him carefully.
“If I lost game,” he said, “I replayed every mistake.”
His voice dropped slightly.  “Every shot I should score. Every pass I should make.”
He shook his head slowly.
“I thought if I work harder… if I become perfect…”
His eyes lifted back to hers.
“…then everyone would be happy.”
Clara felt something tighten in her chest.
She understood that feeling.
Maybe not exactly the same way.
But close enough.
She didn’t say anything.
Ilya continued quietly. “But I learned something.”
Clara shifted slightly. “What.”
He met her eyes.
Really met them.
The way someone does when they want you to hear something important.
“You will never make everyone happy.”
The sentence landed softly.
But it felt heavier than anything else he had said.
Clara looked down at the blanket again.
Her fingers moved slowly through Maple’s fur.
The puppy made a quiet content sound in his sleep.
Ilya spoke again. “When I scored hat trick…”
He lifted one hand slightly. “…someone said I should score four.”
Clara huffed a small laugh despite herself.
“When I played good game… someone said it was luck. When I played perfect season…someone said next year I will fail.” He shrugged again. “That is people.”
Clara stared at the blanket. Her voice came out quieter than she expected. “There were a lot of comments.”
“I know.”
“They said I embarrassed the team.”
“I know.”
“They said I shouldn’t even be there.”
“I know.”
Her throat tightened slightly. “I told everyone it didn’t bother me.”
Ilya didn’t react immediately. He just watched her. “You wanted them to stop worrying,” he said.
Clara nodded slightly. “Yeah.”
Another pause.
The quiet in the room felt softer now.
Not heavy.
Just still.
Then Ilya spoke again. “You are sixteen.”
Clara glanced up.
“That is young.”
She rolled her eyes slightly. “I know.”
“But you are also strong.”
She didn’t respond.
He continued. “You walk into room full of professional players… and they listen to you.”
Clara shrugged weakly. “Sometimes.”
“You coach them.”
“Temporary.”
“You stand on bench in front of thousands of people.”
She swallowed.
“You get beer thrown at you.”
Clara winced slightly.
“And you still come back.”
He nodded once. “That is strength.”
Her eyes dropped again.
“You are enough,” he said quietly.
The words hung in the air for a long moment.
Clara felt something strange happen in her chest.
Like the pressure she had been carrying all week shifted slightly.
Not gone.
But lighter.
Maple moved closer and pressed his warm body against her side.
She scratched his head slowly. “…thanks,” she said softly.
Ilya nodded once. He pushed himself off the wall. “Goodnight.”
“Goodnight.”
He stepped out of the room and gently pulled the door closed behind him.
The hallway light disappeared.
Only the small lamp remained.
Clara sat there for a minute longer.
The room was quiet again.
But it felt different now.
She reached over and turned off the lamp.
The room fell into darkness.
Maple immediately crawled closer and curled against her stomach.
Clara pulled the blanket up slightly.
Her eyes closed slowly.
And for the first time in days—
Her mind finally went quiet.
Within minutes, she fell asleep with the puppy curled beside her.
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  Morning came too quickly.
Not in the dramatic, poetic way people sometimes meant it.
Just… actually too quickly.
Clara didn’t remember falling asleep.
She remembered lying there with the lights off, Maple curled against her side, her brain still running through plays, comments, conversations, everything from the past few days looping in the background like a broken highlight reel.
And then—
Nothing.
Now she was waking up again.
And it felt like no time had passed at all.
Her eyes opened slowly, heavy, like someone had added weight to her eyelids overnight. For a second she didn’t move. She just stared at the ceiling, blinking against the pale gray light that leaked in around the edges of her curtains.
The room was quiet.
Too quiet.
No voices.
No alarms.
Just the soft, steady sound of breathing.
Not hers.
Clara frowned slightly.
Then she felt it.

The weight.
Something warm, solid, and very much not supposed to be there was pressed across her stomach and ribs like a small, living blanket.
She didn’t need to look to know what it was.
But she did anyway.
Slowly, she turned her head.
Maple.
The puppy was sprawled across her like he had spent the entire night carefully calculating the exact position that would be the most inconvenient for her and then committed fully to it. One paw rested over her side, slightly splayed like he’d fallen asleep mid-step. His head was tucked under her chin, nose pressed into the fabric of her hoodie like it was the most comfortable pillow in the world.
He was completely, utterly asleep.
His breathing was soft and even.
And Clara tilted her head slightly—
He was snoring.
Not loudly.
Just a tiny, faint, almost ridiculous little snore that made it very clear he had zero concerns about anything happening in the outside world.
Clara stared at him. Then she looked back at the ceiling. Then back at him again. “…buddy.”
Her voice came out rough. Half-asleep.
Maple’s ear twitched.
That was it.
No movement.
No concern.
No acknowledgment that he was currently lying directly on top of a human being who was trying to exist.
Clara exhaled slowly. “…Maple.”
She shifted slightly under him.
Big mistake.
The movement made him adjust.
Which meant he pressed down more.
Clara closed her eyes briefly. “Okay. Cool.”
She lifted one hand and nudged him gently.
Nothing.
“Maple.”
The puppy’s nose wrinkled slightly. Then he yawned.
It was an absurdly dramatic yawn.
His mouth opened wide, tongue curling, tiny teeth showing like he was trying to prove a point about how exhausting his life had been.
Then his eyes blinked open.
And the moment he realized Clara was awake—
His tail started wagging.
Immediately.
Like waking up had just been the best news he’d ever received.
“Oh no,” Clara muttered.
Too late.
Maple pushed himself up onto all fours.
Directly on her chest.
“Hey—”
Then his entire face was suddenly very close to hers.
And then—
Lick.
Right across her chin.
Clara squinted one eye shut. “Good morning to you too.”
Maple wagged harder.
Like yes, this is correct, this is how mornings work.
He tried again.
Clara caught his face with one hand and pushed him back just enough to create space. “You’re a menace.”
He licked her hand instead.
She sighed.
But she was smiling.
Just a little.
She dropped her hand and let her head fall back against the pillow again.
For a second she just lay there.
Maple now standing proudly on her like he had accomplished something significant.
And then it hit her.
Game day.
Her eyes opened fully this time.
North Bay.
The thought settled in her chest immediately.
Not panic.
Not fear.
Just… awareness.
Clara groaned softly and dragged one hand down her face.
Maple interpreted the sound as excitement again.
Because of course he did.
He bounced slightly.
Then climbed higher up onto her chest like he was trying to get closer.
“Buddy—no—”
Another lick.
She laughed weakly despite herself. “Okay. I’m up. I’m up.”
She pushed herself upright slowly, Maple sliding slightly before catching himself and hopping down onto the bed.
The room felt cold.
The kind of morning cold that lingered even with the heat on.
Clara swung her legs over the side of the bed and sat there for a second, elbows resting on her knees.
Her brain felt slow.
Heavy.
Like it hadn’t fully caught up to her body yet.
Maple jumped down from the bed. Then immediately jumped back up. Then back down again.
He had decided movement was the correct response to being awake.
Clara watched him bounce. “…you have too much energy.”
He wagged.
She stood up slowly and stretched her arms above her head.
Her shoulders ached slightly.
Her ribs too.
Not injured.
Just worn.
The kind of soreness that came from a week that hadn’t really stopped.
She grabbed a sweatshirt from the chair in the corner and pulled it on over her head.
Maple watched like this was the most fascinating process he had ever witnessed.
Then he followed her to the door.
Of course he did.
Downstairs, she could hear it now more clearly.
Cabinet doors opening.
A chair scraping lightly.
The quiet clink of a mug against the counter.
Voices.
Shane.
And Ilya.
Clara stepped into the hallway.
Maple trotted ahead of her immediately, nails clicking softly against the floor like he was leading the way.
“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “You live here now.”
The stairs creaked slightly as she walked down them.
Halfway down, the smell hit her.
Coffee.
Toast.
Warm.
Normal.
It grounded her instantly in a way she didn’t expect.
By the time she stepped into the kitchen, Maple had already made it there.
He slid slightly on the floor as he turned the corner too fast.
Recovered instantly.
Like nothing had happened.
Shane stood at the counter with a cereal box in one hand, pouring it into a bowl with the kind of casual focus that suggested this was a routine he had perfected over years.
Ilya sat at the table with a mug of coffee in his hands, posture relaxed but upright, like he was fully awake in a way Clara definitely wasn’t yet.
They both looked up when she walked in.
Shane’s eyes flicked to the clock on the wall. “…you’re alive.”
Clara dropped into one of the chairs like gravity had suddenly increased. “Barely.”
Maple flopped down under the table immediately.
Like he had also decided he was tired again.
Clara reached for a bowl and pulled it toward her.
The movement felt automatic.
Routine.
Something simple.
Ilya watched her for a moment. “You slept?”
Clara shrugged. “Enough.”
He didn’t look entirely convinced.
But he didn’t push it.
Instead, he took a sip of his coffee. “Game today.”
Clara poured cereal into the bowl. “Yep.”
“North Bay.”
“Yep.”
Shane made a face like he had just remembered something unpleasant. “Oh.”
Clara smirked faintly. “Exactly.”
The three of them sat there for a few minutes in quiet.
The sound of spoons against bowls.
The low hum of the fridge.
Maple shifting under the table every now and then.
It felt… normal.
Which still felt strange.
After everything.
After the road trip.
After the arena.
After the videos.
This.
Cereal.
Coffee.
Silence.
Shane leaned back slightly in his chair. “You nervous?”
Clara didn’t answer immediately.
She took another bite.
Chewed.
Swallowed.
Then shrugged. “Not really.”
“Liar.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’ve played them before.”
“That’s why I’m nervous,” Shane said.
Clara snorted quietly. “Good.”
Ilya nodded once. “They play dirty.”
Clara pointed her spoon at him. “Exactly.”
Maple bumped her ankle under the table.
She looked down.
He stared back up at her.
Hopeful.
Patient.
Like he had already figured out how this worked.
Clara broke off a tiny piece of toast and dropped it down.
He caught it instantly.
Shane pointed at her. “You’re creating a monster.”
“He deserves it.”
“For what?”
Clara shrugged. “Being cute.”
Maple wagged under the table like he fully agreed.
Ilya set his mug down and stood. “You will be fine.”
Clara looked up at him.
There was no hesitation in his voice.
No doubt.
Just a statement.
She nodded once. “Yeah.”
She pushed her chair back and stood, grabbing her backpack from where she’d dropped it near the door. “I have school.”
Ilya groaned loudly. “Still ridiculous.”
“That’s how school works.”
“Terrible system.”
Clara slipped one strap over her shoulder. “You’re just mad you don’t have to go.”
“I am absolutely not mad about that.”
She walked toward the door.
Maple immediately followed.
“Hey—no.”
He stopped.
Looked at her.
Confused.
She crouched down quickly and scratched behind his ears. “I’ll be back.”
His tail wagged again.
Satisfied.
Clara stood and reached for the door. “See you later.”
“Try not to fight anyone,” Shane said.
She paused with her hand on the handle.
Turned her head slightly. “…no promises.”
Then she stepped outside into the cold morning air.
 
School was loud.
Not just a little loud, constant, overlapping, impossible-to-ignore loud. Lockers slammed in sharp metallic bursts that echoed down the hallways. Voices layered over each other in every direction, laughing, arguing, complaining, calling out names across crowds that barely listened. Someone shouted about a chemistry test. Someone else groaned like their life was ending over it.
Backpacks bumped into shoulders. Shoes squeaked against the floor. A group of freshmen rushed past too fast and nearly took out a teacher turning the corner.
Normal.
Completely, painfully normal.
Clara moved through it all like she always did, steady, quiet, unbothered on the surface. Her backpack hung off one shoulder, her ponytail slightly messy, a few loose strands falling into her face that she didn’t bother fixing.
No one stopped her.
No one stared.
No one said anything.
If anyone recognized her from the past few days, the arena, the videos, the chaos—
They didn’t show it.
And that still felt weird.
Because just a couple nights ago, it had felt like everyone was watching her.
Now she was just another student walking to tutoring.
Clara adjusted her bag slightly and turned toward the library doors.
The noise followed her right up until she pushed inside.
Then—
Quiet.
Not total silence, but close enough that it felt like stepping into a different world. Voices dropped to whispers. Movements slowed. The chaos outside turned into something distant and manageable.
The library smelled like books and printer paper, with that faint dusty undertone that never really went away.
Rows of shelves stretched across the room. Study tables sat under soft lights. A few students worked quietly, heads down, pencils moving.
Clara walked to the same table she always used.
Routine.
She dropped her backpack beside the chair and sat down, already pulling out her notebook before she fully settled. Pages flipped quickly until she landed on the right one.
Calculus.
Half-finished problems. Clean handwriting. Organized steps.
She picked up her pencil.
A moment later, a chair scraped softly across from her.
Denver dropped into the seat, already looking mildly stressed.
Clara didn’t look up right away. “Alright,” she said, tapping the page. “Show me what you have.”
Denver slid his paper across the table.
Clara glanced at it. Then immediately circled something. “This is wrong.”
Denver leaned forward. “…I just started.”
“You started wrong.”
“That’s encouraging.”
Clara pointed at the top of the equation. “You didn’t factor.”
“I thought I could skip that.”
“You can’t.”
Denver sighed and picked up his pencil again. “Okay. So I factor first.”
“Yes.”
He wrote it out slowly.
Clara watched.
Then reached over and tapped again. “No. You missed a negative.”
Denver froze. “…are you serious.”
“Yes.”
He erased it. “Okay, this is why I need you,” he muttered.
Clara smirked slightly. “I know.”
He rewrote the line. Then looked up. “Now what?”
Clara leaned back slightly. “Now continue.”
Denver stared at the page like it had personally offended him. “You make this look easy.”
“It is easy.”
“For you.”
Clara shrugged. “Keep going.”
He did.
Slowly.
Carefully.
Clara watched every step.
Every few seconds—
“Stop.”
Denver groaned. “What now?”
“You skipped a step.”
“I didn’t—”
“You did.”
He looked down. Paused. “…oh.”
“Yeah.”
He fixed it.
Then kept going.
“Okay,” he said after a minute. “Now what?”
Clara leaned forward slightly. “Now you simplify.”
Denver stared at the numbers. “…how.”
She pointed. “Combine those.”
He did. “…and that?”
“Factor again.”
He made a face. “I hate factoring.”
Clara smirked. “I know.”
He finished the problem. Looked at the answer. Then looked at her. “…is that right.”
Clara scanned it quickly. “Yeah.”
Denver leaned back in his chair like he had just survived something. “That took way too much effort.”
“That’s because you keep trying to skip steps.”
“Because you skip steps.”
“I skip them correctly.”
He pointed at her. “That feels unfair.”
Clara shrugged. “Get better.”
Denver laughed quietly and shook his head.
Then he picked up his pencil again.
Worked on the next problem for a few seconds.
Then—
“So.”
Clara didn’t look up. “So.”
“There’s a party Friday.”
Her pencil paused. Just slightly. Then kept moving. “You already asked me that.”
“I’m asking again.”
Clara glanced up at him. “For the second time.”
“Yes.”
She leaned back in her chair. “I’m still thinking about it.”
Denver nodded like that was exactly the answer he expected. “Good.”
Clara narrowed her eyes slightly. “That’s not a yes.”
“It’s not a no either.”
She rolled her eyes. “I have a game Saturday.”
“You’ve said that.”
“It matters.”
“I know.”
He tapped his pencil lightly against the table. “The offer stands.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “What.”
“I’m not going to stop asking,” he said. “The offer will be there until you say yes.”
Clara stared at him for a second. “…that’s persistent.”
“It’s a strength.”
“It’s annoying.”
“Also that.”
She shook her head slightly, but there was a faint hint of a smile there. Then she leaned forward again. “Fix that.”
Denver blinked. “What.”
She pointed at his paper. “You did it wrong again.”
He looked down. “…you’re kidding.”
“I’m not.”
He sighed and erased part of it. “I’ll fail math.”
“You won’t fail if you listen.”
“I am listening.”
“You skipped a step.”
“Because you skip steps.”
“Correctly.”
He groaned.
Then fixed it.
Clara watched closely. “Better.”
Denver nodded slowly. “Okay. I think I’m getting it.”
“Good.”
He finished the problem. Looked at her. “…right?”
Clara checked it. “Yeah.”
He leaned back again, exhaling. “That’s exhausting.”
Clara smirked. “Math is hard.”
“Math is evil.”
“Math is logical.”
“Math is trying to ruin my life.”
She laughed quietly under her breath.
Denver watched her for a second. Then his expression shifted slightly. “So… your game.”
Clara looked up again. “Yeah.”
“Tonight?”
“Yeah.”
“Against who again?”
“North Bay.”
Denver made a face. Not because he knew anything about them. Just because of the way she said it. “That sounds bad.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “They play dirty.”
He frowned. “Like… how dirty.”
She leaned back in her chair again.
“Extra hits. Cheap shots. Talking a lot.”
Denver blinked. “…talking like trash talk?”
Clara gave him a look. “Worse.”
He sat back slowly. “…and you still have to play them.”
“Yeah.”
“And you’re not worried.”
Clara shrugged again. “I’ve played them before.”
“That doesn’t make it better.”
“It makes it familiar.”
Denver stared at her for a second. “You’re kind of insane.”
Clara smirked slightly. “I’ve been told that.”
He shook his head. “Well… good luck.”
She nodded once. “Thanks.”
Denver looked back down at his paper. Then immediately frowned. “…wait.”
Clara sighed. “What now?”
“I did something wrong again.”
She leaned forward and looked at it. “Yeah.”
He dropped his head slightly. “Of course I did.”
Clara pointed at the line. “You forgot to distribute.”
Denver closed his eyes briefly. “…I hate everything.”
Clara smiled faintly. “Fix it.”
He did.
Slowly.
Carefully.
This time not skipping anything.
Clara watched him finish the problem.
Checked it.
Then nodded. “Good.”
Denver looked up. “Finally.”
He leaned back in his chair again, stretching slightly. “Okay. I’m done for today.”
Clara closed her notebook and slid it back into her bag. “Same.”
Denver stood up. Then paused. “Party’s still happening.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “I know.”
“And the offer still stands.”
“I know.”
“And I’m still going to ask again.”
She looked at him. “…I figured.”
He grinned. “Good.”
Clara shook her head, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she slung her backpack over her shoulder.
“Good luck tonight,” he added again.
She nodded. “Thanks.”
Then she turned and walked out of the library.
Back into the noise.
Back into the hallway.
Back into the part of her life that felt normal—
Right before everything got chaotic again.
 
The calm of the library.
The quiet of tutoring.
The slow, steady rhythm of solving equations.
All of it had disappeared.
Now—
North Bay.
The arena.
The noise.
The tension.
It hit the moment Shane and Ilya walked through the doors.
The rink was already loud, even before the teams had stepped onto the ice. Not just the usual buzz of a crowd gathering, but something sharper. Louder. More restless.
People packed the stands in tight clusters, pressed shoulder-to-shoulder along the bleachers. Some leaned over the railings, shouting down toward the ice. Others banged their hands against the glass in uneven rhythms, trying to start chants that caught and spread in bursts.
Parents stood behind them, arms folded or holding coffee cups, talking over the noise, but even they seemed more on edge than usual.
The energy didn’t feel excited.
It felt aggressive.
Like the entire building was waiting for something to happen.
Shane noticed it immediately.
He didn’t sit back like he usually did at games. Didn’t relax. Didn’t joke. He leaned forward instead, elbows planted on his knees, eyes locked on the empty ice like something was already wrong. “I hate this already.”
Ilya sat beside him, posture calmer, hands resting loosely together, but his eyes were just as focused. “Yes.”
The teams weren’t even out yet.
But the tension was already there.
It lived in the noise.
In the way people shouted before anything had happened.
In the way the North Bay side of the stands kept starting chants that weren’t quite clear, but definitely weren’t friendly.
Shane exhaled slowly. “I don’t like the vibe.”
Ilya didn’t look at him. “There is no good vibe here.”
Shane leaned back slightly, then forward again, restless. “She’s going to get targeted.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
They both knew it.
They had known it since breakfast.
Since Clara said North Bay like it was just another game.
Since she pointed at the scar on her eyebrow.
Since she showed them the video.
The arena lights dimmed slightly.
A low buzz rolled through the crowd.
Then—
North Bay’s team stormed onto the ice.
Not just skating.
Storming.
Sticks slammed against the boards in a loud, coordinated rhythm. The sound echoed through the entire rink, sharp and aggressive. Players shouted to each other as they circled the ice, cutting fast lines, spraying snow near the glass on purpose.
The crowd roared.
Not polite cheering.
Loud. Rowdy. Almost hostile.
Shane leaned forward more. “…yeah, I really hate this.”
Ilya watched without blinking. “They are feeding the crowd.”
North Bay players skated warmup laps like they owned the ice.
Like anyone stepping onto it after them was already losing.
Then—
Clara’s team stepped onto the ice.
The reaction wasn’t the same.
Some cheers.
Some claps.
But it was drowned out quickly by North Bay’s crowd.
And the moment Clara hopped over the boards…
Everything shifted.
It was immediate.
Like a switch flipped.
Three North Bay players noticed her at the same time.
One of them slowed his skate.
Turned his head.
Smirked.
He said something across the ice.
Another player laughed.
Clara didn’t react.
She just pushed forward, stick already on the ice, joining the flow of warmups like none of it mattered.
But Shane saw it. “…what did he say?”
“I do not know,” Ilya said. His voice stayed calm. “But it is not friendly.”
Clara took a pass near the blue line.
Handled it cleanly.
Shot.
The puck snapped into the net.
Sharp.
Precise.
Focused.
She didn’t celebrate.
Didn’t even look up.
Just circled back for another rep.
But the North Bay players didn't leave her alone. They drifted closer.
One skated past her shoulder a little too close.
Another circled behind her longer than necessary.
Talking.
Laughing.
Watching.
Shane leaned closer to the glass. “They’re circling her.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not normal.”
“No.”
Clara kept skating.
Kept shooting.
Kept moving.
But she wasn’t alone out there.
Not really.
Not with the way they hovered.
The way they watched.
The buzzer sounded for warmups.
Players started heading toward their benches.
The crowd noise rose again.
Louder.
More chaotic.
Shane sat back for a second. Then leaned forward again. “I really don’t like this.”
Ilya didn’t answer.
He was watching Clara.
The way she moved.
The way she didn’t look at them.
The way she didn’t react.
Focused.
But ready.
The puck dropped.
First shift.
Clara stepped onto the ice.
Shane’s entire posture changed instantly. He leaned forward again, eyes locked in. “Alright.”
The play started fast.
North Bay controlled the puck for the first few seconds, cycling along the boards.
Clara cut into the lane.
Intercepted.
Clean.
She turned up ice—
One touch.
That’s all she got.
A North Bay defenseman stepped into her path and drove straight through her.
Hard.
The impact echoed.
Boards rattled.
Clara slammed into them shoulder-first.
The crowd exploded.
Cheering.
Shouting.
Some of them laughing.
Shane shot upright. “Oh come on!”
Clara hit the ice for half a second.
Then pushed herself back up.
No hesitation.
No pause.
She was already skating back into position.
Shane stared. “She didn’t even—”
“She is used to it,” Ilya said quietly.
That didn’t make it better.
Second shift.
Clara got the puck again.
Barely a second later—
Slash.
Across her wrists.
Sharp.
Deliberate.
No call.
Shane groaned loudly. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Clara shook it off.
Kept moving.
Kept playing.
Ilya’s jaw tightened slightly. “They are targeting her.”
Third shift.
The puck bounced loose near center ice.
Clara chased it down.
One of their forwards came in late.
Too late.
The hit came after the puck was already gone.
She stumbled forward—
Caught herself—
Kept going.
The whistle didn’t blow.
The crowd cheered again.
Shane looked like he was about to lose it. “She’s sixteen.”
Ilya folded his arms. His expression stayed controlled. But there was tension there now. “Yes.”
Clara didn’t slow down.
Didn’t look at the ref.
Didn’t complain.
She just kept playing.
But the pattern was obvious.
Every shift—
They found her.
Every play—
They leaned into her.
Every moment—
They tested how far they could push.
First period ended.
Score still even.
But it didn’t feel even.
Not with the way the game was being played.
Second period.
It got worse.
Faster.
Harder.
More deliberate.
Clara skated into the offensive zone during a rush.
Took a pass.
Cut toward the net—
Bodies crashed around her.
A scramble.
Sticks clashing.
Skates digging into the ice.
Then, suddenly, a harsh yank.
Clara’s body snapped backward. She hit the ice hard, her back slamming against the surface.
The sound carried.
Shane froze. His brain lagged half a second behind what he’d just seen. “Did he just—”
He glanced at Ilya.
Ilya didn’t look away from the ice. “Pull her down by her hair? Yes, yes he did.”
Shane’s stomach dropped.
Clara was already moving.
Already pushing herself back up.
Her ponytail slightly loose now.
Helmet tilted just a fraction.
She adjusted it quickly.
Scoffed—actually scoffed—and forced herself right back into stride like it hadn’t even mattered.
Like that was normal.
Shane stared. “That’s not—”
He didn’t even finish the sentence.
Because there wasn’t a version of that where it was okay.
The referee skated over.
Separated players.
No arm went up.
No penalty.
Nothing.
The crowd laughed.
Actually laughed.
Shane shot halfway out of his seat. “HEY!”
A few people nearby glanced at him.
He didn’t care. “That’s a penalty!”
No one on the ice responded.
Play reset.
Game continued.
Ilya didn’t speak. But his hands had curled into fists.
For the rest of the period—
It didn’t stop.
Every hit felt a little harder than the last.
Every trip felt a little more intentional.
Every shove carried just a little more force than it needed to.
Clara got pushed into the boards again.
Shoulder first.
Then again.
Hip check this time.
She bounced off.
Kept skating.
A stick caught her behind the knee.
She stumbled.
Caught herself.
Kept going.
Another slash.
Lower this time.
Across her shin pads.
Still hurt.
Still no call.
Shane couldn’t sit still anymore. He leaned forward, back, forward again. Hands gripping the edge of the seat. “This is ridiculous.”
No response.
“They’re not even hiding it.”
Still nothing.
“They’re just—”
“They are testing limits,” Ilya said quietly.
“What limits?”
Ilya’s eyes stayed locked on the ice. “How much they can get away with.”
Shane clenched his jaw. “Well they’re getting away with everything.”
Clara skated past their side of the glass.
For a split second—
Just a second—
Her eyes lifted.
She didn’t look at them directly.
But Shane could tell.
She knew they were there.
Then she was gone again.
Back into the play.
Another shift.
Another hit.
Another shove.
Another whistle that didn’t come.
The period dragged.
Not because of time—
But because every second felt heavier.
Tighter.
Closer to something snapping.
By the time the buzzer sounded for the end of the second, Shane let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “That was—”
“Bad,” Ilya finished.
Shane nodded. “Yeah.”
They both watched Clara skate toward the bench.
Her movements were still sharp.
Still controlled.
But there was something else now.
Frustration.
Building.
Held in.
But there.
Ilya leaned back slightly for the first time. “She is holding it in.”
Shane frowned. “For now.”
And somehow that worried him even more.
The third period started tied.
And somehow, that felt worse than being down.
Shane sat forward in his seat, elbows on his knees, hands clasped together so tightly his knuckles were starting to turn pale. The energy in the rink had shifted, what had started as loud and chaotic was now sharp. Focused. Every hit sounded harder. Every whistle felt louder. Every second stretched just a little longer.
Beside him, Ilya sat still.
Not relaxed.
Not tense.
Just watching.
Carefully.
Clara hopped the boards for her shift.
Shane immediately leaned forward more. “There,” he muttered. “She’s out.”
Ilya nodded once.
On the ice, Clara skated toward the faceoff circle, adjusting her grip on her stick. Her movements looked controlled, steady, like everything inside her had narrowed down to the game and nothing else.
But Shane knew better.
He had watched the entire game.
The extra hits.
The slashes.
The way North Bay had been targeting her every shift.
They weren’t even hiding it.
And she had taken it.
Every time.
Gotten back up.
Skated away.
But there was a limit.
There was always a limit.
The referee skated into position for the faceoff.
Players lined up.
Clara bent slightly at the knees, eyes forward, focused on the puck.
And then, someone moved behind her.
A defenseman.
Matt.
Shane didn’t hear what he said.
But he saw him lean in.
Saw the smirk.
Saw Clara’s shoulders shift slightly.
He frowned. “…what was that?”
On the ice, Matt stepped closer.
Too close.
Clara didn’t move at first.
Didn’t turn.
Didn’t react.
“Wow, nice view, Wiebe,” Matt muttered behind her. “You should bend over for me more often.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened.
Shane didn’t hear the exact words.
But he saw enough.
Saw the way Matt’s hand came off his stick.
Saw it reach out.
Saw it—
Grab her ass.
Firm.
Deliberate.
Everything stopped.
Just for a second.
Clara froze.
That was the final straw.
She ripped her gloves off.
Fast.
One dropped to the ice.
Then the other.
Shane’s eyes widened. “Oh no.”
Clara turned sharply, grabbing the front of Matt’s jersey with both hands and yanking him forward.
Her fist came up…
And connected.
Hard.
Right across his nose.
The sound of it echoed.
A dull, sickening crack that cut through the noise of the crowd.
Matt’s head snapped back.
He staggered.
But he didn’t fall.
Not yet.
He shoved her back hard, and swung. His fist connected with her face.
Clara’s head jerked slightly to the side.
Blood.
It started immediately.
Bright red against the white ice.
Shane stood halfway out of his seat. “Oh my god—”
But Clara didn’t stop.
Didn’t hesitate.
Didn’t even seem to feel it.
She stepped forward again.
And swung.
Again.
And again.
Each punch landed with a sharp, brutal rhythm.
Matt tried to cover up.
Tried to push her off.
But she had a grip on his jersey and she wasn’t letting go.
Ilya leaned forward slightly. Eyes sharp. “She warned them,” he said quietly.
Matt stumbled backward under the force of her hits.
His skates slipped.
And then he went down.
Hard.
Flat on his back against the ice.
Clara went with him.
Dropping down on top of him, still gripping his jersey.
Still swinging.
The crowd had lost it.
People were on their feet.
Shouting.
Cheering.
Yelling.
The referees rushed in. “HEY! HEY!”
One grabbed Clara’s arm.
Another tried to pull her off.
But she kept swinging.
One last hit.
Then another.
It took both referees dragging her backward to finally separate them.
Her chest was heaving.
Her hair had come loose from her helmet.
Blood ran down from her nose, dripping onto the front of her jersey.
Matt stayed down for a second.
Then rolled onto his side, groaning.
Clara didn’t look at him.
Didn’t even glance back.
As the referees pulled her toward the penalty box, she twisted slightly, just enough to call out: “You should be under me more often, Matt!”
The crowd roared even louder.
Shane dropped back into his seat. “…she’s going to kill him.”
Ilya sat back slowly. “No,” he said calmly. “She already won.”
The referee’s voice cut through the chaos. “Five-minute major for fighting! Number seventeen—Clara Wiebe!”
The penalty box door slammed open.
Clara stepped inside.
Still breathing hard.
Still bleeding.
She wiped her nose with the back of her hand, smearing red across her knuckles.
Then she sat down.
For a second she just stared straight ahead.
Then, she looked up toward the stands.
And found them immediately.
Shane was still frozen.
Hands halfway in his hair.
Face somewhere between horrified and stunned.
Ilya sat beside him.
Calm.
Composed.
Watching her like this was exactly what he expected.
Clara lifted one hand.
Gave them a thumbs up.
Blood still dripping from her nose.
Shane immediately buried his face in his hands. “Oh my god.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “She handled it.”
“That kid is insane,” Shane muttered.
Ilya let out a quiet laugh. “She won.”
Shane dragged his hands down his face. “Of course she did.”
On the ice, the game resumed.
North Bay had the power play.
Shane tried to watch.
Tried.
But his eyes kept drifting back to the penalty box.
Clara sat forward now.
Elbows on her knees.
Focused.
Like none of it had happened.
Like she hadn’t just been in a full fight.
Like her nose wasn’t still bleeding.
“She’s fine,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane shook his head. “She’s not fine. She just—did you see—”
“Yes.”
“She didn’t even stop.”
“No.”
Shane leaned back in his seat. “…I’m going to have a heart attack.”
Ilya didn’t respond.
Because he was watching the clock.
Counting down the penalty.
Seconds ticking away.
The crowd noise rising and falling with every play.
Finally—
The penalty expired.
The box door opened.
Clara stepped back onto the ice.
No hesitation.
No pause.
Just back into position.
Like nothing had happened.
Shane sat up again. “…she’s back.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes.”
Three shifts later—
It happened.
Clara picked up the puck near the blue line.
Carried it into the zone.
One defender moved toward her.
She cut left.
Fast.
Clean.
The defender missed.
She stepped into the slot—
And fired.
The puck snapped off her stick.
Top shelf.
The net rippled.
The horn hadn’t even sounded yet before Shane was already on his feet. “YES!”
The crowd gasped.
Then erupted.
Clara didn’t celebrate much.
Just turned.
Skated back toward center ice.
Focused.
Locked in.
Ilya nodded once. “Good.”
Two minutes later—
Another rush.
Another chance.
Clara drove the middle this time.
Took a pass in stride.
Didn’t hesitate.
Shot again.
Goal.
Shane grabbed Ilya’s shoulder. “She’s insane.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “Yes.”
The energy in the rink had completely flipped now.
North Bay looked shaken.
Their bench was louder.
More frantic.
Their hits came harder.
More desperate.
But Clara didn’t react to any of it.
She just kept playing.
Late in the period—
Final minutes ticking down—
She got the puck again.
Right side this time.
Cut toward the net.
One defender tried to close the gap.
Too slow.
She slipped past him.
Pulled the puck back.
Shot.
The puck hit the back of the net.
The horn blasted.
Hat trick.
The crowd exploded.
Shane just stared for a second. “…no way.”
Clara skated toward the corner.
Slowed.
Turned.
And then—
She jumped.
Tucked.
Flipped backward.
A perfect backflip on the ice.
Landing clean.
Balanced.
Like she had done it a hundred times before.
The arena lost its mind.
Shane’s jaw dropped. “…she’s insane.”
Ilya nodded again. “Yes.”
But this time—
There was something different in his expression.
Not just calm.
Not just approval.
Pride.
On the ice, Clara pushed her helmet back slightly and skated toward her teammates, who were already swarming her.
The scoreboard glowed above the rink.
The noise was deafening.
And up in the stands, for the first time all night, Shane leaned back in his seat. Exhaled slowly. And didn’t feel like he was about to have a heart attack anymore. “She’s okay,” he said.
Ilya nodded. “She is more than okay.”
And below them, Clara Wiebe stood at center ice.
Blood dried under her nose.
Three goals on the board.
And the entire game in her hands.
 
The ride home felt completely different from the ride there.
Before the game, the car had been tense, quiet in a way that wasn’t calm, just heavy with everything that could go wrong.
Now it was quiet for a different reason.
Exhaustion.
The kind that settled deep into bones after adrenaline burned out.
Shane drove.
Ilya sat in the passenger seat.
And Clara—
Clara was slumped in the back, shoulder pressed against the door, head tilted toward the cold glass of the window.
For a while, no one spoke.
Streetlights passed in long, soft streaks across the car.
The hum of the engine filled the space.
Clara’s breathing was slow, but not quite steady.
Everything hurt.
Then Shane exhaled. “…you broke his nose.”
Clara didn’t open her eyes. “Pretty sure he broke mine too,” she mumbled.
Her voice was rough. Tired. A little slurred from the crash after adrenaline.
Ilya turned slightly in his seat to look at her. “Does it hurt?”
“Yes.”
A beat.
Then quieter, “Everything hurts.”
Shane glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “You want to go to a hospital?”
“No.”
“You didn’t even think about that.”
“I’m fine.”
“You were bleeding a lot.”
“I still am.”
Ilya frowned slightly. “We will check when we get home.”
Clara didn’t argue. She just shifted slightly in the seat and immediately winced. Her shoulder pulled tight. Her ribs protested. Her leg throbbed. “…worth it,” she muttered.
Shane let out a short laugh. “I cannot believe that’s your takeaway.”
“He grabbed me.”
“I know.”
“And he said something before that.”
“I figured.”
Silence again.
Then Ilya spoke, calm but firm. “He is lucky referees stopped you.”
Clara didn’t answer.
Because they all knew.
Yes.
The car turned onto their street.
The house came into view, porch light glowing softly over the snow.
Shane pulled into the driveway and shut off the engine.
For a second, no one moved.
Then Clara groaned. “…I don’t want to get up.”
“You have to,” Shane said.
“Or I live here now.”
Ilya opened his door. “That is not option.”
Clara sighed and pushed the door open.
Cold air hit her instantly.
It made everything worse.
Her nose throbbed sharper.
Her ribs tightened.
Her leg ached deep and heavy. “…this was a bad idea,” she muttered.
Shane walked around to the back of the car. “Which part?”
“All of it.”
He opened the back door and reached in.
A second later Maple scrambled out.
The puppy hit the ground with a soft thud, tail wagging immediately like it was the best moment of his life.
He stretched dramatically, then bounded toward Clara.
Clara crouched slightly, then immediately regretted it.
“Ow—okay no—standing is better.”
Maple nudged her leg anyway, tail going a mile a minute.
“Hi,” she murmured, scratching behind his ears.
Ilya walked up beside her. “Inside,” he said.
Clara nodded.
They stepped into the house together.
Warmth wrapped around them instantly.
Quiet.
Still.
Safe.
Clara toed off her shoes and walked straight into the living room.
Then—
She dropped onto the couch.
No grace.
No hesitation.
Just collapsed flat on her back. “…I’m never moving again.”
Shane shut the door behind them. “Good. Stay there.”
“I plan to.”
Maple jumped up beside her, circling twice before curling against her side like he belonged there.
Clara rested one hand on his back automatically.
Ilya stepped closer, crouching slightly in front of the couch. “Let me see.”
Clara turned her head toward him.
Her nose was swollen.
Dried blood traced faint lines down her lip.
A bruise had already started forming along her cheek.
Ilya’s expression sharpened. “You are not fine.”
“I said I was mostly fine.”
“That is not same thing.”
He stood again.
“I get ice.”
Clara didn’t argue.
From the kitchen, Shane called, “You hungry?”
Clara closed her eyes. “…yes.”
“What do you want?”
“Food.”
“That’s not helpful.”
“Anything.”
Shane started moving around the kitchen.
Cabinets.
Pans.
Something quick.
Something warm.
Ilya came back with a towel wrapped around a bag of ice.
He sat carefully on the edge of the couch. “Sit up.”
Clara groaned. “I hate you.”
“Sit.”
She pushed herself up slowly. And immediately winced. “Okay—yeah—everything hurts.”
“Of course.”
Ilya tilted her chin gently upward and pressed the ice against her nose.
Clara flinched. “Cold.”
“Yes.”
“Very cold.”
“That is the point.”
She sighed but let him hold it there.
Maple shifted, resting his head against her thigh.
Ilya studied her face carefully.
Checking.
Watching.
“Nothing broken,” he said after a moment.
Clara blinked. “You’re sure?”
“Yes.”
“Okay good.”
”But you have some nasty raccoon eyes.”
Clara reached up to touch her face. “Fuck.”
He lowered the ice slightly. “Ribs.”
Clara made a face. “Do we have to?”
“Yes.”
She sighed and lifted her hoodie slightly, exposing her side.
A new faint bruise was already spreading along her ribs.
Purple and darkening.
Ilya pressed lightly.
Clara sucked in a sharp breath. “Yeah—no—that hurts.”
He nodded. “Bruised.”
“No kidding.”
“Not as bad as before.”
“Good.”
He moved the ice there next.
Clara leaned back slightly, letting the cold sink in.
Then Ilya’s eyes dropped lower. “Leg.”
Clara groaned. “Don’t.”
He didn’t listen. “Show.”
She reluctantly shifted her leg and pulled her pant leg up slightly.
And there it was.
Her shin.
The bruise was massive.
Dark purple, almost black in the center, spreading outward in ugly color.
A long, angry line cut through it where the stick had hit.
Ilya’s expression went completely still. “That was a slash,” he said.
Clara snorted weakly. “No shin pads could protect that one.”
Shane reappeared in the doorway, holding a plate. “…holy shit.”
Clara didn’t even look. “Yeah.”
“That’s bad.”
“I noticed.”
Ilya touched the edge of the bruise carefully.
Clara flinched hard. “Okay—yep—don’t do that.”
He pulled his hand back immediately. “Sorry.”
“Not your fault.”
He wrapped the ice again and held it gently against her shin.
Clara leaned her head back against the couch. “This is why I hate North Bay.”
Shane handed her the plate. “Eat.”
She took it. “…you’re my favorite.”
“I know.”
Ilya rolled his eyes slightly.
Clara started eating slowly. Her hands still trembled faintly from the adrenaline crash.
“You scared him,” Shane said.
“Who?”
“The guy.”
“Good.”
“I mean it.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “He deserved it.”
“I’m not arguing that.”
Ilya nodded. “He crossed line.”
Clara leaned back again, ice pressed to her leg now. “Yeah.”
A pause.
Then Shane sat down across from her. “You didn’t hesitate.”
Clara shrugged. “He grabbed me.”
“I know but—”
“And said something before that.”
Shane stopped.
He didn’t push.
He didn’t need to.
He already understood.
Ilya did too.
Silence settled for a moment.
Then Shane said quietly, “…I’m glad you hit him.”
Clara looked up.
He shrugged. “I mean it.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Clara leaned her head back again. “…thanks.”
She finished eating slowly.
Every movement still hurt.
Every breath pulled at her ribs.
Her leg throbbed steadily under the ice.
When she finished, Shane took the plate. “Stay.”
“I wasn’t going anywhere.”
“Good.”
Ilya adjusted the ice again. “Tomorrow will be worse.”
Clara groaned. “I hate that.”
“You scored hat trick.”
“…okay I don’t hate everything.”
Shane smirked. “That’s what I thought.”
Maple shifted closer, pressing against her side.
Clara rested her hand on his back. Her eyes started to close.
“You did good,” Shane added.
She shrugged weakly. “I was mad.”
“That was obvious.”
Ilya nodded. “You play better when angry.”
Clara smiled faintly. “Yeah.”
The room went quiet.
Soft.
Warm.
Safe.
Clara slid down into the couch, pulling a blanket over herself.
Maple curled tighter against her.
“…everything hurts,” she murmured again.
Shane leaned back in his chair. “Yeah.”
Ilya stood. “You fought well.”
Clara’s eyes stayed closed. “…thanks.”
Within minutes, her breathing slowed.
Evened out.
Shane glanced over. “She’s out.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes.”
They both stayed there a while longer.
Just in case.
Watching.
Making sure she was okay.
And for the first time since the start of the game, everything had finally slowed down.
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  Morning came slower this time.

Not in a peaceful, gentle kind of way. Not in the way people described mornings in movies, where sunlight filtered in softly and everything felt new and calm and full of possibility.

No. This was slower in the most literal, inconvenient sense.

Like her body had decided to take its time waking up.

Like every part of her needed a separate invitation.

Clara became aware of it in pieces.

First, the weight.

It registered before anything else. Not pain, not sound, not even light. Just pressure. Something warm and solid pressed along her side, tucked against her ribs in a way that would’ve been comforting if she didn’t already know exactly how much everything hurt.

For a second, her brain didn’t process it.

Then, Maple.

Of course.

The puppy was curled up against her like he had been there all night, which, knowing him, he absolutely had. His body was warm, compact, and somehow perfectly positioned to hit every sore spot Clara had.

She didn’t move.

Not yet.

Because moving meant feeling.

And feeling meant, well it meant everything.

Next came the couch.

The slight dip beneath her back. The scratchy-soft texture of the blanket twisted somewhere around her legs. The faint smell of detergent and dog fur and something that might’ve been last night’s takeout lingering in the room.

Then, the ache.

It settled in all at once.

Not sharp enough to make her panic.

Not the kind of pain that screamed something is wrong.

But layered.

Heavy.

Everywhere.

Her ribs tightened when she took a deeper breath, like they were reminding her they’d been hit. Her face felt tender, especially along her cheekbone and nose, where even the smallest shift made her aware of bruising that hadn’t fully bloomed yet. And her leg—

Her shin throbbed.

A deep, steady pulse that made it very clear yesterday had not been some exaggerated memory her brain made worse overnight.

No.

That had happened.

All of it.

The hits.

The fight.

The goals.

The adrenaline.

And now, the aftermath.

Clara kept her eyes closed and let out a quiet, tired groan. “…yeah,” she mumbled to no one. “That tracks.”

Maple stirred at the sound.

Just a little.

His head lifted slightly, ears twitching, eyes blinking open in that slow, unfocused way dogs had when they were waking up but not fully committed to it yet.

Then….

Recognition.

His tail started wagging immediately.

Clara didn’t even have to look.

She felt it.

A soft, rhythmic thump against her side.

Of course.

“Don’t start,” she muttered, her voice rough and low, barely cracking one eye open to glare in his general direction.

Too late.

Maple stretched.

And not a small stretch either.

A full-body, dramatic extension like he was preparing for a performance.

His front paws pressed down.

Directly into her ribs.

Clara sucked in a sharp breath. “Okay—no—no—don’t—”

He didn’t listen.

He never listened.

And before she could move…

Lick.

Right across her cheek.

Slow.

Enthusiastic.

Disgustingly affectionate.

Clara winced and turned her head slightly. “You’re disgusting.”

Maple wagged harder.

As if that was a compliment.

She lifted one hand—slowly, because everything was slow—and pushed his face away just enough to create a little space. “Give me five minutes,” she muttered.

He did not give her five minutes.

Instead, he climbed higher.

Half on top of her now, front paws planted proudly like he had accomplished something important.

Clara let her head fall back against the couch again with a soft thud. “…this is my life now.”

From somewhere behind her, “You’re awake.”

Shane.

Clara didn’t bother turning her head yet. “Barely.”

She heard his footsteps before she saw him. Slow, casual, like he’d already been up for a while and had no intention of matching her pace.

When she finally glanced over, he was leaning against the doorway, one shoulder propped casually against the frame, a mug of coffee in his hand.

Completely put together.

Fully functional.

Annoyingly alive.

His eyes scanned her once, quick and assessing, and then he took a sip of his coffee like he was about to deliver a completely unnecessary opinion. “You look like you got hit by a truck.”

Clara stared at him for a second. “…I feel like I got hit by a truck.”

“That checks out.”

She squinted at him. “…rude.”

“Accurate.”

Before she could respond, there was another presence.

Quieter.

Less obvious.

But just as immediate.

Ilya stepped into view.

He didn’t lean against anything. Didn’t announce himself. He just… appeared, like he had been standing just out of sight the whole time, already observing.

His eyes moved over her quickly.

Not casually.

Carefully.

Face.

Posture.

The way she was holding her side without fully realizing it.

The slight stiffness in her shoulders.

The way she hadn’t tried to stand up yet.

“You are sore,” he said.

Clara snorted softly. “Brilliant analysis.”

He ignored the sarcasm entirely. “Nose?”

“Fine.”

“Ribs?”

“Hurt.”

“Leg?”

“Very hurt.”

He nodded once. Like every answer matched exactly what he expected. “Good.”

Clara blinked at him. “…good?”

“Means nothing worse.”

She stared at him for a second, trying to decide if he was serious. Then shook her head slightly. “…you’re insane.”

“Yes.”

Shane took another sip of his coffee, clearly enjoying this more than he should. “So what’s the plan today?”

Clara didn’t answer right away.

She just looked back up at the ceiling.

Let the question sit there.

Because answering it meant committing to moving.

And moving meant—

Yeah.

Everything again.

After a few seconds, she exhaled slowly. “…I have school.”

Ilya groaned immediately. “Why?”

“Because I’m a functioning member of society.”

“Debatable.”

She rolled her eyes and pushed herself upright.

Slowly.

Carefully.

And immediately regretted it halfway through when her ribs protested hard enough to make her pause mid-motion. “Ow—okay—still hate everything.”

Maple took this as encouragement. He hopped off the couch and started circling her feet, tail wagging like he had just been told this was the most exciting part of his day.

Clara rubbed her face with one hand, dragging her fingers down slowly. Then, “…can I drive?”

The room froze.

Not dramatically.

Not loudly.

Just stopped.

Shane went completely still.

His mug hovered halfway to his mouth.

Then slowly, very slowly, he lowered it. “…what.”

Clara shrugged slightly like this was a normal question. “To school.”

“No.”

She blinked. “You didn’t even think about it.”

“No.”

“I have my permit.”

“No.”

“I’ve driven before.”

“No.”

“I was supposed to get my license last week—”

“No.”

Clara narrowed her eyes. “You’re not even listening.”

“I am listening,” Shane said. “I’m just saying no to everything you say.”

“That’s not how conversations work.”

“That’s exactly how this one works.”

Clara crossed her arms instinctively, then immediately uncrossed them when her ribs protested again. “…I can drive.”

“No, you can’t.”

“I literally can.”

“You got in a fight yesterday.”

“I didn’t fight the car.”

“You can barely walk.”

“I can walk fine.”

“You just said everything hurts.”

“It does, but that’s not the same thing.”

Shane pointed at her like that settled it. “No.”

Clara didn’t even look at him this time. Instead, “Ilya.”

Shane turned immediately. “Don’t you dare.”

Ilya was already watching.

Already thinking.

Already not immediately saying no, which, honestly, was worse.

He tilted his head slightly. “She has permit.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“And she has driven before.”

“She got punched in the face yesterday!”

Clara pointed at Shane without looking. “Technically I was punching someone else way more.”

“Not the point!”

Ilya’s gaze shifted back to Clara. “You can drive?”

“Yes.”

“Safely?”

“Yes.”

Shane made a strangled noise. “No.”

Clara ignored him completely. “I’m fine.”

Ilya watched her for another second.

Long enough to actually think about it.

Long enough to make Shane visibly more anxious.

“Okay.”

Shane blinked. “…what.”

“She can drive.”

“No she cannot.”

“I will sit with her.”

“That does not make it better!”

Clara smiled slightly despite everything. “It makes it better for me.”

Shane looked between the two of them like he had just completely lost control of the situation. “…this is a terrible idea.”

“Relax,” Clara said. “I won’t crash.”

“That is not reassuring.”

Ten minutes later, Clara stood in the driveway, keys in hand.

Not just any keys.

Ilya’s.

Bright orange. Sleek. Expensive in a way that didn’t need to be said out loud because it was obvious just from looking at it. The kind of car that didn’t belong in a quiet driveway on a regular morning. The kind of car people turned their heads for.

The kind of car Shane absolutely did not trust her with.

Clara turned slowly toward it, eyes narrowing slightly as she took it in again. “…this is unnecessary.”

“It is only car available,” Ilya said calmly.

That was technically true.

Still felt excessive.

Behind them, Shane stood with his arms crossed, already looking like he regretted every decision that had led to this exact moment. “This is the worst idea you’ve ever had.”

Clara started walking toward the car anyway. “You’ve had worse.”

“Name one.”

“You let me fight yesterday.”

“That was not my choice!”

She didn’t respond to that. Because it wasn’t wrong, but it also wasn’t the point.

She reached the car, paused for just a second, then opened the driver’s door and slid in carefully. Not gracefully. Not smoothly. Carefully.

Every movement still reminded her.

Her ribs tightened when she leaned forward.

Her leg protested when she shifted.

Her face still felt tender.

But she ignored all of it.

Mostly.

The seat was low.

Lower than she expected.

The interior was clean. Minimal. Everything exactly where it should be. It smelled new. Not like a freshener, just expensive materials and something faintly sharp and clean underneath.

Clara adjusted slightly, hands settling on the wheel.

Her fingers curled around it.

Firm.

Steady.

“…okay,” she said quietly, almost to herself. “This is cool.”

Ilya got into the passenger seat like this was completely normal.

Like he did this every day.

Like handing over a car like this to a sixteen-year-old who got into a full-on fight less than twenty-four hours ago was a reasonable life decision.

Shane leaned down at the window, clearly not on the same page. “If you scratch this car—”

“I won’t.”

“If you crash—”

“I won’t.”

“If you die—”

“I won’t.”

He stared at her for a long second. Long enough that Clara almost laughed. “…I hate this,” he muttered finally.

Clara smirked faintly. “You’ll survive.”

He didn’t look convinced.

At all.

But he stepped back anyway.

Because apparently this was happening whether he liked it or not.

Clara turned the key.

The engine came to life immediately.

Not loud.

Not aggressive.

Just smooth.

A low, controlled purr that settled into the space like it belonged there.

Like it had nothing to prove.

Clara’s grin widened just a little. “…okay,” she muttered. “I really like this.”

Ilya nodded once, like that reaction made perfect sense. “Yes.”

Shane, now fully outside the danger zone, still looked deeply concerned. “I regret everything.”

Clara didn’t respond.

She just lifted one hand off the wheel briefly and waved him off.

Then she drove.

Carefully.

No sudden acceleration.

No jerky movements.

Just steady pressure on the gas.

Smooth steering.

Controlled turns.

Like she had done it before.

Because she had.

The car rolled out of the driveway and onto the street without issue.

Ilya didn’t say anything at first.

He just watched.

Her hands.

Her posture.

The way her eyes moved between the road, the mirrors, the surroundings.

The way she adjusted slightly when she needed to.

No panic.

No hesitation.

After a moment, he nodded once. “You are fine.”

Clara smirked without looking at him. “I told you.”

They drove in silence for about a minute.

The quiet wasn’t awkward.

Just… focused.

The road ahead.

The hum of the engine.

The steady rhythm of movement.

Then…

“…hey.”

Ilya glanced at her. “Yes.”

Clara kept her eyes on the road. “There’s a party Friday.”

He didn’t react right away. “Okay.”

She hesitated. Just for a second. “Can you drive me?”

That got his attention.

Not dramatically.

Just enough.

His head tilted slightly. “Why?”

Clara exhaled slowly. “Because I don’t want to walk.”

“That is not reason.”

She rolled her eyes slightly. “Because I don’t want to go alone.”

“You have teammates.”

“I have boy teammates,” she emphasized. “Not the same thing.”

Ilya studied her for a second. “…Denver?”

Clara’s hands tightened on the wheel.

Just a little.

Not enough to affect her driving.

But enough.

“Maybe.”

He made a quiet sound. Not quite a laugh. But definitely close. “You like him.”

Clara shot him a look. “No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“You ask me to drive you to party.”

“That’s not why.”

“It is exactly why.”

She shook her head, turning back to the road. “You’re annoying.”

“Yes.”

“Very annoying.”

“Yes.”

“…are you going to drive me or not?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he leaned back slightly in his seat, crossing one arm loosely as he looked at her with a kind of calm curiosity. “Will there be drinking?”

Clara blinked. “…probably.”

He nodded once. “Will there be… bad decisions.”

She snorted. “That’s the whole point of a party.”

Ilya’s expression didn’t change much. “Will there be people doing things they should not be doing?”

Clara glanced at him briefly. “…yes.”

A pause.

“Will there be sex?”

Clara choked on absolutely nothing. “—what—”

“You heard question.”

”Why do you want to know?”

”Answer the question.”

She sighed, and rolled her eyes. “Probably.”

He nodded again, like he was building a checklist. Then looked at her. “You will behave.”

Clara raised an eyebrow. “Define behave.”

“You will not drink.”

“Okay.”

“You will not do anything stupid.”

She made a face. “That’s vague.”

“You will not make bad decisions.”

She snorted. “That’s the entire event.”

Ilya didn’t smile. “Then you will make less bad decisions.”

Clara considered that. “I promise to do everything that I am not supposed to do.”

Silence.

A beat.

Then Ilya turned his head slowly to look at her. “…that is not reassuring.”

Clara grinned. “You asked.”

“I regret asking.”

“You’ll survive.”

He stared at her for another second. “…I will drive you.”

Clara relaxed just a little in her seat. “Good.”

“But you will call immediately if you need something.”

She shook her head, but there was a faint smile there anyway. “You’re unbelievable.”

“Yes.”

They drove the rest of the way in quiet.

The school came into view.

Parking lot already filling.

Students moving between cars and buildings, backpacks slung over shoulders, voices carrying in overlapping noise even from a distance.

Clara pulled in smoothly.

Turned into a spot.

Parked cleanly.

Then turned the engine off.

For a second she just sat there.

Hands still resting lightly on the wheel. “…that was fun.”

Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”

She grabbed her bag from the passenger seat floor, slinging it over her shoulder carefully. “Thanks.”

He glanced at her. “For what?”

“Letting me drive.”

He shrugged slightly. “You did well.”

Clara smirked. “I know.”

She opened the door and stepped out.

The cold air hit her immediately.

Sharp.

Awake.

She adjusted her bag slightly and started walking toward the building.

Trying very hard not to limp.

Not because she couldn’t walk.

She could.

But her leg still ached.

Her ribs still pulled when she moved too fast.

And the last thing she wanted was anyone asking questions.

So she kept her pace steady.

Even.

Normal.

At least on the outside.

Behind her, the bright orange car sat in the lot like it didn’t belong there.

Like it was waiting.

Like it was watching.

And inside Ilya watched her walk away.

Not worried.

Not surprised.

Just paying attention.

Because if there was one thing he knew for sure—

Friday was not going to be simple.

 

Tutoring felt the same.

That was the first thing Clara noticed.

Same table in the corner of the library. Same overhead light that buzzed faintly if you paid attention long enough. Same stack of textbooks off to the side that no one ever touched. Same faint smell of paper and dust and printer ink that never really went away.

Normal.

Completely, painfully normal.

And somehow that felt strange after everything.

After the game.

After the fight.

After waking up feeling like her entire body had been rearranged and then deciding—yeah, sure—driving a bright orange sports car to school was a reasonable life choice.

Now she was here.

Pencil in hand. Notebook open. Backpack at her feet.

Like nothing had happened.

Clara sat down, pulling her notebook out and flipping it open to the same page they’d been working on before. Calculus. Half-finished problems. Notes written in neat, controlled handwriting that didn’t match how chaotic everything else in her life felt.

She leaned forward slightly, resting her elbow on the table, pencil tapping once against the paper.

Waiting.

A chair scraped across from her.

Right on time.

Denver dropped into the seat like he always did, casual, a little rushed, backpack half unzipped like he hadn’t fully committed to being organized.

He set his stuff down.

Then, he looked up.

And froze.

Not subtle about it either.

Just… full stop.

Eyes locked on her face.

Clara didn’t look up right away. She kept her pencil moving, writing something out like nothing was wrong.

“…what happened to you,” Denver said finally.

Flat. Confused. Slightly concerned.

Clara didn’t react. “Hockey.”

Denver blinked. “…that’s not hockey.”

“It is.”

“That’s—” he leaned forward slightly, squinting like he needed to confirm what he was seeing. “That’s not like… normal hockey.”

Clara shrugged one shoulder. Immediately regretted it. Kept her face neutral anyway. “Depends who you’re playing.”

Denver gestured vaguely at her face. “You look like you got into a fight.”

Clara finally glanced up at him. “I did.”

There was a beat. “…what.”

She smirked faintly. “You should see the other guy.”

Denver blinked again. Slower this time. “…there’s another guy?”

“Yes.”

“…you’re terrifying.”

“I’ve been told that.”

He leaned back slightly in his chair, still staring at her like he was reassessing everything he thought he knew. “I thought you meant like—scrum in front of the net, little pushing, maybe a shove—”

Clara shook her head. “No.”

“You just… fight people?”

“He grabbed me.”

That shifted something.

Denver’s expression changed—not joking now. Not amused. Just focused. “Like… actually grabbed you?”

Clara’s eyes dropped back to her paper. “Yeah.”

A pause. “…oh.”

Silence stretched for a second.

“Okay,” Denver said slowly. “Yeah. That guy deserved it.”

Clara’s mouth twitched slightly. “Yeah.”

He nodded once, like that settled it for him. Then he pulled his notebook out and dropped it onto the table. “Remind me not to make you mad.”

“Good plan.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know.”

Another second passed.

Then Denver shook his head, like he was physically resetting his brain. “Alright. Math. Before I get distracted again.”

Clara nodded toward his paper. “Show me what you have.”

He slid it over.

She looked at it for about half a second. Then immediately pointed. “This is wrong.”

Denver dropped his head back slightly. “…I just sat down.”

“You started wrong.”

“That’s impressive.”

“It’s consistent.”

He sighed and picked up his pencil. “Okay. What did I do?”

Clara tapped the equation. “You didn’t factor. Just like always.”

“I thought I could skip that.”

“You can’t.”

“You skip steps.”

“I skip them correctly.”

He squinted at her. “That feels like cheating.”

“It’s not cheating if you know what you’re doing.”

He muttered something under his breath but started fixing it anyway.

Clara watched him work.

Carefully.

Waiting.

Three seconds.

“Stop.”

Denver froze. “…what now.”

“You missed a negative.”

He stared at the page. Then groaned. “…I hate everything.”

“Fix it.”

He erased it.

Rewrote it.

Slower this time.

Clara nodded slightly. “Better.”

Denver kept going.

A few lines later…

“Stop.”

He didn’t even look up. “I skipped something.”

“Yes.”

“…I knew it.”

“Go back.”

He did.

Fixed it.

Tried again. “…now?”

Clara leaned forward slightly. “Now simplify.”

Denver stared at the numbers like they had personally offended him. “I don’t like this part.”

“I know.”

“This feels unnecessary.”

“It’s not.”

He sighed but kept going.

Worked through it step by step this time.

Actually careful.

Actually thinking.

Clara watched closely.

For once, no mistakes.

“…okay,” Denver said slowly. “I think that’s right.”

Clara checked it.

Then nodded once. “Yeah.”

He leaned back immediately like he had just survived something. “Finally.”

Clara smirked faintly. “See? Not that hard.”

“It is hard.”

“It’s not.”

“It is for normal people.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re calling me not normal?”

“Yes.”

“That’s fair.”

He grinned.

And just like that, the energy shifted.

Lighter.

Easier.

Like the earlier moment—the fight, the bruises, all of it—had settled into the background.

Not gone.

Just… not the only thing.

Denver tapped his pencil lightly against the table. “So.”

Clara didn’t look up. “So.”

“The party.”

Her pencil paused. Just for a second. Then kept moving. “Yeah.”

“You still thinking about it?”

She leaned back slightly in her chair.

Looked at him.

Actually looked this time.

He was trying to play it casual.

Not quite succeeding.

Clara tilted her head. “You really want me to go, huh?”

Denver shrugged. “I mean… yeah.”

“Why?”

“It’ll be fun.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“It’s a great reason.”

She narrowed her eyes slightly. “That’s your whole argument?”

“I have more arguments.”

“Let’s hear them.”

He sat up a little straighter, like he had prepared for this. “One, you work too much.”

“I don’t work too much.”

“You literally came here the morning after getting punched in the face.”

“That’s unrelated.”

“It’s very related.”

She rolled her eyes.

He held up another finger. “Two,you never do anything outside of hockey and school.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is true.”

“I—” she paused. “…okay, maybe a little.”

“Exactly.”

“And three,” he added, “you should come because I asked you to.”

Clara blinked. “…that’s your strongest argument?”

“Yes.”

She stared at him for a second. “I’ll go.”

Denver blinked. “…wait—really?”

“Yeah.”

There was a very brief pause where his brain clearly needed to catch up. “Okay—yeah—good—cool—nice—”

Clara laughed quietly. “Relax.”

“I am relaxed.”

“You’re not relaxed.”

“I’m very relaxed.”

“You’re talking too much.”

He grinned. “I’m excited.”

“Don’t be weird.”

“I won’t be weird.”

“You’re already being weird.”

“Okay, I’ll stop.”

He did not stop smiling.

Not even a little.

Clara shook her head slightly, but there was a small smile there too now.

She leaned forward again, tapping his paper. “Do the next one.”

Denver groaned. “You’re ruining the moment.”

“The moment is over.”

“The moment just started.”

“The moment is math.”

“I hate that.”

“Do the problem.”

He sighed dramatically but did it anyway.

Started writing.

Actually trying this time.

Clara watched him for a few seconds. “What time?”

He thought for a second. “I’ll text you.”

“Okay.”

He looked back down at his paper. Then paused again. “…you sure you’re okay?” he asked, quieter this time.

Clara followed his gaze.

Her hands.

Still a little bruised.

Her wrist slightly taped.

She flexed her fingers once. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“I never look fine.”

“That’s not true.”

She glanced up at him.

He held her gaze for a second.

Then shrugged slightly. “You just… got hit. A lot.”

Clara smirked faintly. “I hit back.”

“I noticed.”

“That helps.”

Denver huffed a quiet laugh. “Yeah. I guess it does.”

He went back to his work.

More focused now.

Less distracted.

For a few minutes, it was just math.

Pencil scratching against paper.

The quiet hum of the library.

Someone turning a page somewhere behind them.

Normal.

“Hey,” Denver said.

Clara didn’t look up. “What.”

“If anyone tries that again—”

She glanced up.

His expression wasn’t joking this time.

Not casual.

Just… serious.

“…they won’t,” she said.

“How do you know.”

“Because I already hit one of them.”

He considered that.

Then nodded slowly. “Fair.”

Clara leaned back slightly, watching him for a second. “…you’re not scared of me?” she asked.

Denver looked up. Grinned. “A little.”

She snorted.

“But I think that’s a good thing,” he added.

“Why.”

“Means you can handle yourself.”

Clara held his gaze for a second.

Then looked back down at the paper. “…yeah.”

Another pause.

“You’re coming Friday,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Good.”

Clara shook her head slightly, but she didn’t take it back.

Didn’t change her answer.

Didn’t hesitate this time.

And as they went back to working, fixing problems, arguing over steps, stopping and starting and fixing mistakes—there was something different now.

Not just routine.

Not just normal.

Something lighter.

Something easier.

Like, for the first time in a while, Clara wasn’t just surviving everything around her.

She was choosing something.

Even if it was just a party.

Even if it was just saying yes.

And across the table, Denver smiled every time she did.

 

It was very quickly game night again.

But everything about it felt different.

Not easier. Not lighter. Not even calmer, really.

Just different.

The kind of different you felt in your chest more than you could explain out loud.

The arena still buzzed.

That part hadn’t changed.

It never did.

The low hum of a crowd filled the building long before the puck dropped, a steady undercurrent that built and built until it sharpened into something louder. Sticks tapped rhythmically against the ice during warmups. Pucks cracked against boards and glass in quick, echoing bursts. Skates carved fast, familiar arcs, spraying fine mist into the air with every tight turn.

It was alive.

But it wasn’t hostile.

Not like North Bay.

There were no jeers aimed at specific players. No ugly tension simmering under the surface. No sense that something was going to snap if one more thing went wrong.

This was just hockey.

Fast.

Physical.

Competitive.

The way it was supposed to be.

And Clara stood behind the bench.

Not on the ice.

Not in gear.

Still.

Focused.

Watching everything.

Her arms were crossed loosely over her chest, a clipboard tucked under one arm, pen clipped to the top but untouched. She didn’t need to write anything down yet. She was storing it all anyway, patterns, tendencies, habits, mistakes.

Her eyes tracked the ice constantly, never settling in one place for long.

She wasn’t playing tonight.

But the intensity hadn’t left her.

If anything, it had sharpened.

Because now she wasn’t responsible for one position.

One shift.

One moment.

She was responsible for all of it.

For everyone.

“Lines are good,” one of the assistant coaches muttered beside her, voice low enough that it didn’t carry beyond the bench.

Clara didn’t look at him.

Didn’t break focus.

“Keep the second line tighter in the neutral zone,” she said immediately. “They’re drifting.”

A beat.

The assistant nodded. “Got it.”

Clara shifted her weight slightly, settling onto one foot as her eyes locked onto a developing play in the far zone.

Dallas carried the puck cleanly across center.

It was smooth.

Controlled.

Their passes connected without hesitation—tape to tape, quick and precise. No panic. No scrambling. They weren’t forcing anything.

They didn’t need to.

They were good.

Clara liked that.

Didn’t make it easier.

But it made it clearer.

No cheap shots.

No nonsense.

No distractions.

Just execution.

The puck cycled low.

One of her defensemen stepped up.

Good angle.

Good pressure.

Forced a turnover.

Clara nodded once, almost to herself. “Good,” she murmured.

The breakout came quick.

Clean.

Up the boards, center support, quick chip into the offensive zone.

Exactly how it should look.

She paced once behind the bench, slow and controlled, not because she needed to move but because it helped her think.

Line changes.

Spacing.

Timing.

Everything layered together.

“Shorter shifts!” she called out once, voice cutting cleanly over the boards.

A winger glanced back, nodded, and peeled off earlier than he might have otherwise.

Good.

They were listening.

That mattered.

First period was clean. Exactly like she expected.

Fast pace.

Hard skating.

Solid positioning.

No extra garbage after whistles.

No chirping that turned into something else.

Just hockey.

Clara liked it.

She didn’t relax.

But she liked it.

She tracked every shift.

Every matchup.

Dallas adjusted quickly; they weren’t a team that needed long to figure things out. Their left wing started cutting inside more aggressively, testing the gap.

Clara noticed immediately. “Watch the left side!” she called out. “He’s cutting middle every time!”

A defenseman nodded as he hopped the boards.

Adjusted his angle the next shift.

Took the lane away.

Perfect.

Clara’s lips pressed together slightly.

Approval.

She didn’t say it out loud.

Didn’t need to.

They knew when it worked.

The period wound down without anything major.

No injuries.

No penalties worth mentioning.

Just pressure, release, pressure again.

The horn sounded.

Score tied.

Clara didn’t waste time.

Players filtered back to the bench, breathing heavier now, sweat starting to show through gear.

She stepped forward slightly. “Quick.”

No speech.

No long breakdown.

Just what mattered.

“Watch their left wing—he’s cutting inside every time.”

A few nods.

“Defense—tighten the gap. Don’t give him space.”

Another nod.

“Keep pressure on the boards. They don’t like it.”

She scanned faces. Made sure they were with her. “That’s it. Back out.”

No fluff.

No wasted words.

They turned.

Went.

Second period, it didn’t explode.

Didn’t spiral.

Didn’t turn ugly.

It just…

Shifted.

Subtly at first.

The pace picked up.

Dallas pushed a little harder.

More aggressive entries.

More bodies to the net.

Clara adjusted on instinct. “Collapse lower!” she called. “Protect the crease!”

The defense tightened.

Centers dropped deeper.

It held.

For a while.

Then, it happened.

Fast.

Too fast to stop.

Dallas broke into the zone with speed.

The puck moved high.

Blue line.

A defenseman stepped into it—

Shot.

Hard.

Low.

Traffic in front.

Clara leaned forward slightly, eyes narrowing.

“Box out—” she started—

Rebound.

The puck kicked loose off the pads.

Dropped into chaos.

Bodies collapsed inward.

Too many sticks.

Too many skates.

Too much weight in one place.

Wyatt went down.

Hard.

Clara’s stomach dropped instantly. “Hey—HEY—” she shouted, already stepping forward, one hand gripping the top of the boards. “Stay down!”

The whistle blew.

Sharp.

Immediate.

Play stopped.

Players backed off.

Some faster than others.

The crease cleared just enough for the trainers to jump the boards, skates hitting the ice as they rushed across.

Wyatt didn’t get up right away.

That was enough.

That was all she needed to see.

Clara moved closer to the boards, leaning forward, eyes locked on him. “Don’t move,” she called out, voice lower now but just as firm.

Wyatt pushed himself up onto one elbow anyway. Of course he did. “…I’m good,” he said, breath tight, voice forced.

Clara shook her head immediately. “Nope.”

He sat up slowly.

Too slowly.

One hand pressed to his side.

Not subtle.

Not minor.

Wrong.

“I’m fine,” he tried again.

Clara didn’t hesitate.

Didn’t soften.

Didn’t entertain it.

“Hazy, shut up and go to the locker room.”

He blinked at her. “…what?”

“You heard me.”

“I can finish—”

“No, you can’t.”

“I’m good—”

“You’re not,” she snapped, sharp enough to cut through the entire rink. “Get off the ice.”

The trainers exchanged a glance.

Wyatt hesitated.

Just for a second.

Clara held his gaze.

Didn’t blink.

Didn’t back down.

He exhaled.

Tension dropping out of his shoulders just slightly. “…fine.”

“Good.”

She straightened and didn’t look back at him again.

Decision made.

Handled.

“Backup!” she called over her shoulder.

The assistant coach was already moving.

Signal given.

The backup goalie was on his feet instantly, helmet going on as he climbed over the boards and dropped into the crease.

Smooth.

Prepared.

Exactly how it should be.

Wyatt was helped to his feet carefully.

Every movement tight.

Controlled.

Wrong.

Clara’s jaw tightened as she watched. “Easy,” she muttered under her breath.

Wyatt glanced back once as he was guided toward the tunnel.

Clara didn’t nod.

Didn’t reassure him.

Didn’t give him anything he could argue with.

She just pointed.

Go.

He went.

The backup settled in.

Tapped his posts.

Reset.

The referee blew the whistle again.

Play resumed.

Clara exhaled slowly.

Once.

Then reset.

Eyes back on the ice.

Because the game didn’t stop.

It never did.

And that’s when she saw it.

Not obvious.

Not dramatic.

But wrong.

Shane.

Center.

Usually strong.

Steady.

Reliable.

The kind of player who anchored everything without needing to say a word.

Tonight though, something was off.

He skated past the bench during a change.

Clara’s eyes tracked him automatically.

Then narrowed.

His right arm.

Too stiff.

Not natural.

His grip on his stick was off.

Subtle.

But there.

She leaned slightly closer to the boards, watching his next shift more carefully.

He took a pass at center.

Handled it clean.

Moved it quickly.

But he avoided contact on his right side.

Shifted his weight differently.

Adjusted without making it obvious.

Most people wouldn’t notice.

Clara did.

Of course she did.

“Shift!” someone called.

Shane hopped off.

Then back on again a moment later.

Clara didn’t look away.

Not now.

Not anymore.

Every stride.

Every turn.

Every hit.

She watched it all.

Then, there it was.

Contact at center ice.

Not a big hit.

Not dangerous.

Just enough.

Shane absorbed it.

Kept his feet.

Kept moving.

But when he got back to the bench, he flexed his wrist.

Just once.

Small.

Quick.

Like he didn’t want anyone to see.

Clara saw it. Of course she did. She stepped forward immediately. “What happened?”

Shane didn’t look at her. “Nothing.”

“That’s not nothing.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m playing.”

His eyes stayed on the ice.

Not on her.

That told her everything.

Clara stared at him for a second.

Long enough to confirm it.

Long enough to decide.

“Next shift,” she said.

He nodded.

Like nothing was wrong.

Like this wasn’t a conversation.

And jumped back over the boards.

Clara didn’t stop him.

Not yet.

But now…

She was watching.

Really watching.

Every second.

Every shift.

And she already knew this wasn’t over.

The horn sounded.

End of the second.

Clara didn’t wait.

Didn’t hesitate.

“Locker room,” she said.

And this time her voice carried something sharper underneath it.

Because now it wasn’t just about winning; it was about who was still able to get there.

 

The locker room buzzed.

Not loud, not chaotic, but tight.

Focused.

The kind of energy that sat heavy in the air, built from two periods of hard hockey and everything still left to decide.

Gear shifted. Tape tightened. Skates scraped lightly against the floor. Guys leaned forward on benches, elbows on knees, heads down, breathing steady.

Waiting.

Clara stood at the front.

Still.

Watching them.

Her arms were crossed at first, then slowly uncrossed as she stepped forward, just enough to pull their attention without saying a word.

It worked.

It always did.

One by one, heads lifted.

Conversations died.

The room settled.

Clara let the silence sit for a second longer, just enough to make sure she had all of them. “Alright, listen up.”

Her voice wasn’t loud.

It didn’t need to be.

It cut clean through the room anyway.

“You’ve got twenty minutes left.”

A pause.

“Twenty minutes to decide what this game is.”

A few players shifted.

Eyes locked in.

“You’ve played two solid periods,” she continued. “Not perfect—but solid. You’re skating well. You’re making smart plays. You’re not giving them anything easy.”

She nodded once. “That matters.”

Another step forward. “But right now?” She gestured slightly toward the door. Toward the ice. “It’s tied. Which means none of that matters if you don’t finish it.”

Silence.

Heavy.

Focused.

Clara’s eyes moved across the room, making sure she hit everyone.

Every line.

Every player.

“You don’t win games in the first period,” she said. “You don’t win them in the second.”

A beat.

“You win them here.”

She tapped the whiteboard once with her knuckle.

Third period.

“Right now.”

Someone swallowed.

Another player straightened slightly.

Clara’s voice sharpened just a fraction. “They’re going to push.” No hesitation. “No question about it. They’re going to come out hard, they’re going to try to take control early, and they’re going to look for mistakes.”

She pointed lightly. “So don’t give them any.”

A few nods.

Good.

“You stay disciplined. Short shifts. Smart changes. Talk to each other.” Her tone didn’t rise, but the intensity did. “Centers—control the middle. I don’t want loose coverage. You lock it down.”

A glance toward the group. “You know who you are.”

Shane sat there, jaw set, eyes forward.

Clara didn’t linger. “Defense—tight gaps. Don’t give them space to build speed. Wingers—support low, then get out. Quick transitions. Make them work for everything.”

She let that settle.

Then, her voice dropped slightly.

Quieter.

But somehow heavier. “And when you get your chances?” A pause. “Finish.”

No hesitation.

No doubt.

“Don’t overthink it. Don’t hesitate. You see the lane, you take it.”

She stepped back slightly. Looked at all of them again. “They’re good.”

Simple.

Honest.

“They’re fast. They’re structured. They’re going to make you earn it.”

Another beat.

“So earn it.”

Something shifted in the room.

Not loud.

Not dramatic.

But there.

“They don’t get anything easy,” Clara continued. “Not in our zone. Not in the neutral zone. Not anywhere.” Her eyes hardened slightly. “You make them uncomfortable. You make them fight for every inch. And when they start getting frustrated—” A faint edge crept into her voice. “—that’s when you take over.”

A couple players nodded harder now. Someone muttered, “Yeah.”

Clara caught it.

Good.

She let a small pause hang, then finished. “You’ve got everything you need to win this game.”

No fluff.

No over-speech.

Just truth.

“So go do it.”

Silence.

A few sticks tapped against the floor.

Once.

Twice.

Then louder.

Energy snapping back into place.

Players stood.

Started moving.

Resetting.

Ready.

Clara stepped aside as they filed out, one by one, heading back toward the ice.

Focused.

Locked in.

Exactly where she wanted them.

And then, “Alright, let’s go boys.”

She paused. Eyes shifting slightly. “Hollzy, come here.”

Shane turned around, a confused look plastered across his face. “Yeah?”

Clara didn’t move. Just waited until the last player cleared the room.

The door shut.

Silence again.

“Show me your wrist.”

He frowned immediately. “No.”

Clara didn’t even blink. “Wrist or you’re done for the night.”

Shane scoffed. “You can’t do that.”

“So I can actually, I’m the coach, stupid.” Her tone stayed flat. Unimpressed. “Now give me your wrist.”

He crossed his arms slightly. “Why?”

“Because your grip is weird and you are cushioning hits.”

“My wrist is fine, Clara.”

“Then let me see it.”

“No.”

Clara let out a short laugh. Not amused. “This is real familiar, isn’t it?” she said, tilting her head slightly. “Practice what you preach, Hollander. Show me your fucking wrist.”

Shane rolled his eyes. “It’s fine.”

Clara’s expression didn’t change.

Not even a little.

“We’re not doing this,” she said calmly. “I’ll say it one more time—wrist or bench. Your choice.”

Silence.

Shane stared at her.

Jaw tight.

Thinking.

Weighing it.

He knew she meant it.

That was the problem.

Finally, he sighed.

Long.

Annoyed.

Then bent down, pulling his glove off. “Happy?” he muttered.

“Not yet.”

He set the glove on the bench.

Then slowly held his arm out.

Clara stepped closer.

Took his wrist gently but firmly.

Turned it slightly…

And there it was.

Bruising already blooming across the skin.

Dark blues.

Purples.

Angry.

Swelling starting to set in.

Not subtle.

Not minor.

Not okay.

Clara’s jaw tightened just slightly. “…yeah,” she said quietly. “That’s what I thought.”

Shane shifted. “It’s not that bad.”

She looked up at him.

Flat.

Direct.

“You’re done.”

He immediately shook his head. “No.”

“Yes.”

“I can play.”

“You can’t.”

“I’ve played through worse.”

“I don’t care.”

“It’s just a wrist.”

“It’s your wrist.”

He pulled his arm back slightly. “I’m not sitting.”

Clara didn’t raise her voice.

Didn’t argue louder.

Just stepped closer.

Lowered her tone.

Made it final.

“You’re not going back out there like this.”

He held her gaze.

Stubborn.

Set.

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.”

Silence stretched between them.

Then Clara straightened slightly. Decision already made. “Go to Terry.”

Shane didn’t move.

“Now.”

Another beat.

He exhaled sharply. Frustrated. “…this is stupid.”

“Maybe. But you’re still going.”

He grabbed his glove again. Shoved it back on. Then paused at the door. “…we’re winning this,” he said.

Clara didn’t hesitate. “Then go get fixed so you can actually help next game.”

He shook his head slightly. But there was the smallest hint of a smirk.

Then he pushed the door open, and left.

Clara stood there for a second longer.

Alone again.

Then turned.

And followed.

Back to the ice.

Back to the game.

Exactly where she needed to be.

 

The third was different.

Not just in the way the game felt, but in the way the bench felt.

Quieter.

Tighter.

More controlled.

Clara stood behind the boards, arms crossed, clipboard tucked under her arm, eyes scanning the ice with sharp, deliberate focus. The noise of the arena still pressed in from all sides, crowd roaring, skates carving, sticks cracking, but inside her head, everything had narrowed.

Simplified.

Because the decision had already been made.

Shane wasn’t going back out.

Not for this period.

Not tonight.

And even though no one had argued it out loud, everyone on that bench knew it.

Shane sat a few feet down from her, right wrist already wrapped, elbow resting carefully on his knee like he was trying not to move it too much. His jaw was set, eyes locked on the ice, posture tense in that specific way that said he hated this.

Hated sitting.

Hated not playing.

Hated that she was right.

Clara didn’t look at him.

Not again.

Because if she did, she might second-guess it.

And she wasn’t going to do that.

“Alright,” she said, voice calm but cutting clean through the noise around them. “Short shifts. Keep pressure. They’re going to push early.”

A few players nodded.

Focused.

Listening.

Good.

She tapped the boards once. “Let’s go.”

The buzzer sounded.

Third period started.

 

Dallas came out fast.

Not desperate.

Not reckless.

Just… aggressive.

They pushed the pace immediately, forcing the play deep into Centaurs’ zone, trying to capitalize on momentum, on energy, on the fact that they had just shaken things up in the second period.

Clara tracked it all.

Every pass.

Every gap.

Every rotation.

“Stay tight!” she called out.

Defense adjusted.

Forwards dropped back just enough.

The structure held.

Barely at first, then stronger.

Then steady.

A Dallas forward cut down the slot, stick ready—

Shot—

Saved.

Rebound kicked wide.

Cleared.

Clara exhaled slowly through her nose. “Good,” she muttered.

On the bench, Shane leaned forward slightly despite himself.

Watching.

Always watching.

Even when he wasn’t out there.

Ilya noticed.

Of course he did.

He shifted slightly beside him and nudged his knee. “Relax.”

“I am relaxed.”

“You are not.”

Shane didn’t respond.

Because he wasn’t.

Five minutes in the game shifted.

Not dramatically.

Not all at once.

Just enough.

Centaurs started finding space.

Winning small battles.

Turning plays faster.

Clara saw it before it fully happened.

“Now,” she said quietly.

Next shift, Ilya hopped the boards.

Troy right behind him.

Clara’s eyes followed immediately.

Something clicked.

The puck moved clean through the neutral zone.

Tape to tape.

Quick.

Sharp.

Ilya carried it across the blue line, cutting slightly left to draw a defender.

Troy adjusted right.

Open.

Just enough.

Ilya didn’t hesitate.

Pass.

Clean.

Troy caught it in stride.

Shot—

Goal.

The net snapped back.

The horn blasted.

The crowd exploded.

Clara didn’t jump.

Didn’t celebrate big.

But her shoulders loosened just slightly. “Yes,” she said under her breath.

On the ice, Troy threw his head back, grinning, while Ilya gave a short nod, already turning back toward center.

Business.

Not done yet.

On the bench, Shane sat up straighter. “Let’s go.”

Ilya skated past, tapping the boards once.

Quick.

Subtle.

But it was enough.

Dallas pushed back.

Of course they did.

They weren’t going to roll over.

Not in the third.

Not down a goal.

The next few minutes were tight.

Hard.

Every inch of ice mattered.

Clara paced once behind the bench, slow and controlled. “Keep it simple,” she called out. “No forced plays.”

Players nodded.

Adjusted.

Good.

Another rush.

Dallas again—

Shot—

Saved.

Covered.

Faceoff.

Clara watched the setup. Adjusted lines in her head. Then, “Go.”

Shift change.

Fresh legs.

Pressure.

The puck dropped.

Won clean.

Centaurs moved it up ice again.

Faster this time.

More confident.

Ilya got it again near the boards.

Turned.

Cut inside.

One defender stepped up—

Too slow.

Ilya slipped past him, pulling the puck tight.

Another defender closed—

He didn’t shoot.

Waited.

Drew them in.

Wrist shot.

Top corner.

Goal.

The arena erupted again.

Louder this time.

Momentum fully flipped.

Clara let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Good,” she said again, more firmly.

On the bench, Shane actually smiled.  “…okay,” he muttered.

Ilya skated by again, calmer this time, but there was a faint smirk there now.

Controlled.

Confident.

Exactly what they needed.

In the final minutes, Dallas pressed hard.

Pulled their goalie.

Extra attacker.

Everything thrown forward.

Clara’s focus sharpened again. “Stay tight!” she called. “No mistakes!”

Defense locked in.

Cleared pucks.

Blocked shots.

One final push.

Shot from the point.

Deflected—

Wide.

Cleared again.

Time ticked down.

Five seconds.

Four.

Three.

Two.

Horn.

Game over.

Centaurs win.

The bench erupted.

Players jumping up.

Sticks raised.

Noise crashing over everything.

Clara stayed where she was for a second.

Just watched.

Made sure.

No late nonsense.

No injuries.

No chaos.

Then she nodded once.

Done.

Good.

The locker room was loud.

Relieved.

Adrenaline still high.

Clara didn’t say much.

Just a few quick words.

“Good game. Smart plays. That’s how we win.”

That was enough.

They knew.

 

The ride home was quiet again.

But not tense.

Not heavy.

Just tired.

Shane sat in the passenger seat this time. His right arm rested carefully, wrapped and supported, but he kept shifting slightly, trying to find a position that didn’t make it ache.

It didn’t exist.

Ilya drove.

One hand on the wheel.

The other resting loosely near the center console.

Calm.

Always calm.

Clara sat in the back, legs stretched slightly, watching Shane with narrowed eyes. “…you’re an idiot,” she said finally.

Shane didn’t look at her. “I didn’t even play the third.”

“Because I benched you.”

“I agreed.”

“You argued.”

“I mildly protested.”

“You were injured.”

“I was manageable.”

She leaned forward slightly. “You couldn’t hold your stick.”

“I could hold it.”

“You were babying it.”

“I was adjusting.”

“You were hurting yourself.”

He exhaled. “You’re dramatic.”

“You’re stupid.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

A pause.

“…thanks,” he muttered.

Clara blinked. “…what.”

He shrugged slightly, careful with his arm. “For pulling me.”

She leaned back again. “You’re still an idiot.”

“Yeah.”

At home the door barely closed before Clara was already moving.

“Sit.”

Shane blinked. “Again?”

“Yes.”

“I just sat for like twenty minutes.”

“Sit again.”

He sighed but walked into the living room and dropped onto the couch.

Except instead of sitting upright, he shifted sideways.

Then leaned.

Then fully stretched out, resting his head in Ilya’s lap like it was the most natural thing in the world. Which it was.

Ilya didn’t even react. Just adjusted slightly so Shane was more comfortable, one hand immediately coming up to rest in his hair, fingers threading through it absentmindedly.

Clara stopped mid-step.

Stared.

“…are you serious.”

Shane didn’t open his eyes. “I’m injured.”

“You’re dramatic.”

“I’m in pain.”

“You’re laying like a princess.”

“I deserve comfort.”

Ilya’s hand moved slowly through Shane’s hair, calm, steady. “He is being very brave.”

Clara stared at both of them. “…I hate both of you.”

“No you don’t,” Shane mumbled.

She grabbed the ice pack. “Give me your wrist.”

He didn’t move. “No.”

“Yes.”

“It’s cold.”

“That’s the point.”

“I hate ice.”

“You fought through three periods of pain and ice is where you draw the line?”

“Yes.”

“Unbelievable.”

Ilya tilted his head slightly. “Give her your wrist.”

Traitor.

Shane sighed dramatically, then slowly lifted his arm.

Clara took it immediately.

No hesitation.

Pressed the ice against it.

Shane flinched so hard his entire body jerked. “OH—okay—no—no—”

“Hold still.”

“It’s freezing!”

“Yes.”

“It’s aggressive ice!”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It is now!”

“You are a professional hockey player. When was the last time you used ice?”

”Couldn’t tell you?”

Clara pushed it more firmly against his wrist.

Shane groaned. “You’re enjoying this.”

“A little.”

“I knew it.”

Ilya hummed quietly, still playing with his hair. “You deserve it.”

“I do not.”

“You played injured.”

“I was fine.”

“You were not.”

Clara nodded. “Exactly.”

Shane opened one eye to glare at her. “You’re both against me.”

“Yes,” Clara said.

“Yes,” Ilya agreed.

“…rude.”

They sat like that for a while.

Clara holding the ice.

Shane complaining.

Ilya quietly existing as a human pillow.

Eventually Ilya spoke.

Casual.

Too casual.

“So.”

Clara didn’t look up. “No.”

“I did not ask yet.”

“You’re going to.”

“Yes.”

Shane smirked slightly. “Oh this is going to be good.”

Clara narrowed her eyes. “Don’t.”

Ilya’s fingers moved lazily through Shane’s hair. “Denver invited you to party.”

Clara froze for half a second. Then kept adjusting the ice. “So?”

“So.”

Shane actually sat up slightly. “Wait what?”

“Nothing,” Clara said quickly.

“Oh no,” Shane said. “No, no, no—we’re talking about this.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“You’re going to a party.”

“Maybe.”

“You said yes?”

Clara hesitated. That was enough.

Shane grinned. “You said yes.”

“I said maybe yes.”

“That’s a yes.”

“It’s not a yes.”

“It’s absolutely a yes.”

Ilya nodded. “She is going.”

Clara pointed at him. “You’re driving me.”

“I am dropping you off.”

“Same thing.”

“Not same thing.”

“Close enough.”

Shane looked between them. “…you’re going to a party with a guy.”

Clara groaned. “Stop saying it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like it’s a thing.”

“It is a thing.”

“It’s not a thing.”

“You like him.”

“I don’t like him.”

“You like him.”

“I don’t.”

“You asked Ilya to drive you.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means everything.”

Ilya added, “You are defensive.”

“I am not defensive.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

Clara looked at both of them. “…you’re both annoying.”

Shane grinned. “You like him.”

Clara threw the ice pack lightly at his shoulder.

He yelped. “OW—okay—that was unnecessary!”

“Fuck you pillow princess.”

“You like himmmm.”

“Please stop talking.”

“Absolutely not.”

Ilya smiled faintly. “You should see your face.”

Clara covered her face with her hands. “I hate it here.”

“No you don’t,” Shane said.

“…I don’t,” she admitted quietly.

Ilya’s hand moved gently through Shane’s hair again.

Clara grabbed the ice pack back and pressed it to Shane’s wrist again.

He immediately flinched. “Oh my—okay—still cold—still hate it—”

“Hold still.”

“I’m suffering.”

“You’re fine.”

“I’m not fine.”

“You’re dramatic.”

“You like Denver.”

Clara paused. Then slowly pushed the ice harder into his wrist.

Shane groaned. “OKAY—OKAY—I’M DONE—”

Ilya laughed quietly.

Clara smiled.

The room settled again—soft, warm, familiar.

Shane stretched out across the couch, still half in Ilya’s lap, one leg hanging off the side, his injured wrist resting carefully against his chest while Clara kept the ice pressed against it.

He was still complaining.

Quieter now.

But still complaining. “—it’s still cold,” he muttered.

“That’s how ice works,” Clara said flatly.

“I don’t like it.”

“I don’t care.”

Ilya’s fingers moved lazily through Shane’s hair, slow and steady, like he’d been doing it his entire life. “He will survive.”

“I might not,” Shane said.

“You will,” Clara said. Then shifted slightly, and immediately winced.

It was small.

Quick.

Barely there.

But both of them saw it.

Of course they did.

Ilya’s hand paused in Shane’s hair.

Shane’s eyes opened. “…you’re limping again,” he said.

“I’m not limping.”

“You just winced.”

“I shifted.”

“You winced.”

“It’s fine.”

Shane pushed himself up slightly, ignoring the way his own wrist protested, focusing on her now instead. “Clara.”

She didn’t look at him. “It’s fine.”

“That’s what you said yesterday.”

“And I was fine.”

“You had a massive bruise and your ribs were messed up.”

“They’re still messed up,” she said. “And I’m still fine.”

“That’s not how that works.”

“It is how it works.”

“It’s literally not.”

Ilya watched both of them now, expression calm but very much paying attention. “Your leg still hurts.”

“It’s bruised.”

“Badly.”

“I’ve had worse.”

“That is not comforting.”

Clara rolled her eyes and adjusted the ice on Shane’s wrist again, maybe a little harder than necessary. He flinched. “Okay—ow—hey—”

“Hold still.”

“You’re deflecting.”

“I’m not deflecting.”

“You are absolutely deflecting.”

“I’m icing your wrist.”

“Because you won’t ice your own leg.”

“I don’t need to.”

“You do.”

“I don’t.”

“You’re limping.”

“I’m walking.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

She finally looked at him. “You played on a messed up wrist.”

“And you fought someone and played a full game after.”

“That’s different.”

“It’s not different.”

“It is.”

“It’s literally the exact same argument.”

Clara opened her mouth.

Paused.

Then pointed at him. “You were a huge asshole about my injury.”

Shane blinked. “…what.”

“You were,” she continued. “You wouldn’t let it go, you kept telling me to sit down, to rest, to ice it—”

“Because you needed to.”

“And now you won’t even hold an ice pack without acting like it’s killing you.”

“It is killing me.”

“It’s ice.”

“It’s aggressive ice.”

“That’s still not a thing.”

“It is when you do it.”

Ilya let out a quiet breath that was suspiciously close to a laugh.

Clara shot him a look. “Don’t encourage him.”

“I am not,” Ilya said calmly.

“You are.”

“I am observing.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

“Yes.”

Shane pointed weakly with his good hand. “See—he agrees with me.”

“I do not agree with you,” Ilya said. “You are both terrible.”

“…okay that’s fair,” Shane admitted.

Clara leaned back slightly, but the movement pulled at her ribs just enough that she flinched again, harder this time.

Shane saw it immediately.

“Okay—no—seriously,” he said, sitting up more now. “You need to rest.”

“I am resting.”

“You’re arguing.”

“I can argue and rest.”

“You need to actually rest.”

“I am.”

“You’re going to make it worse.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“Clara.”

“What.”

“You should go back to the hospital.”

She stared at him. Flat. “…absolutely not.”

“You didn’t even think about it.”

“I don’t need a hospital.”

“You were literally—”

“I’m fine.”

“You said everything hurts.”

“Everything always hurts.”

“That’s not reassuring!”

“It’s accurate.”

Ilya spoke up then, calm as ever. “I am not chasing you through hospital again.”

Clara blinked. “We don’t have to keep bringing that up!”

He looked at her. “That was the last time.”

Shane snorted. “I still can’t believe you ran.”

“She did not run technically,” Ilya said. “She walked very fast away from medical professionals.”

Clara rolled her eyes. “I did not want to be there.”

“You never want to be there,” Ilya said.

“Because I’m fine.”

“You are not fine.”

“I am mostly fine.”

“That is not same thing.”

Shane pointed between them. “See, he agrees with me.”

Clara groaned. “I hate both of you.”

“No you don’t,” Shane said.

“…I don’t,” she muttered.

Ilya shifted slightly, then looked at her more directly. “You should rest.”

“I am resting.”

“You should go to bed.”

“It’s like 8 PM.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not going to bed at 8.”

“You have party tomorrow.”

Clara froze for half a second.

Shane’s head snapped toward her again. “Oh my god.”

“Don’t,” she warned.

“You have a party.”

“Don’t.”

“With Denver.”

“Ilya—” she started.

But it was too late.

He continued, completely calm, “With your boyfriend.”

Clara stared at him. Then, without hesitation, she grabbed the ice pack off Shane’s wrist…

And chucked it at Ilya.

“Fuck you, he’s not my boyfriend!”

Ilya caught it easily.

Of course he did.

Didn’t even flinch.

Just held it in his hand, looking at her with the faintest hint of amusement.

“Language,” he said.

Shane was laughing now.

Actually laughing.

Clutching his side with his good hand. “Oh my god—”

Clara pointed at both of them. “You’re both the worst.”

“You’re going to a party with a boy,” Shane said through a grin.

“I’m going to a party.”

“With a boy.”

“With people.”

“With Denver.”

“Stop saying his name like that!”

“Like what?”

“Like it’s a thing!”

“It is a thing!”

“It’s not a thing!”

Ilya tossed the ice pack back to her lightly. “Go to bed.”

“I’m not going to bed.”

“You are tired.”

“I’m fine.”

“You are injured.”

“So are you!” she snapped at Shane.

“I’m resting,” he shot back.

“You’re laying in his lap!”

“Exactly.”

Clara opened her mouth.

Closed it.

“…I hate that that’s a good point.”

“I know,” Shane said.

Ilya nodded once. “Bed.”

Clara slumped back against the couch, crossing her arms carefully this time. “…I’m not going to bed.”

“Ten minutes,” Ilya said.

“Fifteen.”

“Ten.”

“…fine.”

Shane grinned. “You’re going to bed.”

She pointed at him again. “You’re still an idiot.”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re icing your wrist.”

“…fine.”

“And you’re not playing next game if it’s still bad.”

“We’ll see.”

“We won’t see.”

“…we’ll see.”

Clara grabbed the ice pack again and pressed it back onto his wrist. He flinched. “Okay—still cold—still hate it—”

“Good.”

Ilya’s hand returned to his hair.

Calm.

Steady.

And even though Clara was still annoyed.

Still sore.

Still absolutely not going to admit anything about Denver…

She stayed right where she was.

For those ten minutes.

Because despite everything, this?

Was still her favorite place to be.
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  Morning came slower again.
Not in the heavy, aching way from the day before, where every movement felt like something pulling tight under her skin. Not in the sharp, immediate reminder of bruises and hits and everything that had gone wrong all at once.
This was different.
Quieter.
Softer.
The kind of morning where the world hadn’t fully woken up yet, like everything was suspended just slightly out of reach. The house felt still, wrapped in that early light that filtered in through the windows in pale streaks, not bright enough to force anything, just enough to exist.
Clara became aware of it in pieces.
First, the light.
Faint and gray at the edges of her room, slipping through the curtains and stretching across the floor.
Then the silence.
Not total silence, but close. The kind where you could hear the house itself. The low hum of something running. The faint creak of wood settling. Distant movement, somewhere below.
Then, voices.
Her eyes opened slowly.
She didn’t move right away.
Just lay there for a second, staring at the ceiling, letting everything catch up to her. Her brain felt clearer than yesterday. Not foggy. Not heavy. Just… slower than usual.
Aware.
Her body checked in next.
Ribs tight, but not stabbing.
Shin still sore, a dull ache that lingered instead of pulsing.
Face tender, but manageable.
“…okay,” she murmured under her breath.
Better.
Not perfect.
But better.
That counted.
She shifted slightly under the blankets, careful this time.
Testing.
No immediate regret.
“…okay,” she repeated, a little more certain.
Then she turned her head.
Maple.
The puppy was curled up at the other side of the bed, a small, warm bundle of fur tucked into himself like he had decided at some point during the night that personal space was optional, but not mandatory. His paws twitched slightly, his nose wrinkling every few seconds like he was chasing something in his sleep.
Clara watched him for a second. “…you’re not on top of me,” she said quietly.
A win.
A small one.
But still.
She pushed herself upright slowly, sitting on the edge of the bed, letting her feet rest against the floor before she fully stood.
Her muscles protested.
Of course they did.
But it wasn’t immediate. Not sharp. Just a quiet resistance, like her body reminding her it hadn’t forgotten yesterday. “Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “I know.”
She stood carefully.
Straightened.
Rolled her shoulders once.
Ribs pulled slightly, but didn’t spike.
Good.
Her leg ached when she put weight on it, but held.
Also good.
“Better,” she decided.
Maple made a small sound in his sleep, one ear flicking, but he didn’t wake up.
Clara glanced at him one more time before stepping toward the door.
Then she heard it.
Clearer now.
Voices from downstairs.
Shane. “…I’m telling you, she likes him.”
Clara froze.
One foot halfway into the hallway.
Eyes narrowing slightly.
Oh.
Absolutely not.
Ilya’s voice followed, calm as ever. “Yes.”
Clara blinked. Then slowly leaned back against the doorframe. Listening. Because now she was invested.
“…it’s obvious,” Shane continued. “She said yes to a party.”
“That is very obvious,” Ilya agreed.
Clara pressed her lips together. A mix of disbelief and irritation settling in immediately. They were talking about her. At, what, like eight in the morning?
Unbelievable.
“She asked you to drive her,” Shane added.
“Yes.”
“That’s not normal.”
“It is normal.”
“No, it’s not.”
“She does not ask for help often.”
“Exactly.”
Clara’s jaw tightened. She pushed herself off the wall and stepped into the hallway, moving quietly toward the stairs.
“…she’s defensive about it too,” Shane went on.
“She is always defensive,” Ilya said.
“That’s true.”
Clara reached the top of the stairs. Paused. Listened.
“…but this is different,” Shane said. “This is like specific defensive.”
Ilya hummed thoughtfully. “Yes.”
Clara started down the stairs slowly, careful with each step.
“…and his name is Denver,” Shane added, like that was evidence.
“Yes.”
“She says it weird.”
“Everyone says names weird.”
“No, but like—”
Clara reached the bottom step. Stepped quietly across the floor.
“…like she pretends it’s nothing but it’s definitely something,” Shane finished.
Ilya nodded. “That is correct.”
Clara stopped just before the kitchen doorway. Took a breath. Then stepped in. “I don’t like him.”
Both of them looked up immediately. Shane was leaning against the counter, mug in hand, mid-sip. Ilya sat at the table, phone in one hand, posture relaxed like he hadn’t just been part of this entire conversation.
Shane lowered the mug slowly. Then grinned. “Good morning.”
Clara crossed her arms. “I don’t like him.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “You are defensive already.”
“I’m not defensive.”
“You walked in mid-conversation and denied it.”
“Because you’re wrong.”
Shane took another sip of his coffee, completely unbothered. “We’re not wrong.”
“You are.”
“You like him.”
“I don’t.”
“You do.”
“I don’t.”
“You do.”
Clara stared at him, unblinking. Then turned to Ilya. “Tell him he’s wrong.”
Ilya considered that for half a second. “No.”
Clara blinked. “…what.”
“You like him.”
“I don’t like him.”
“You do.”
“I don’t.”
“You asked me to drive you to party.”
“That doesn’t mean anything.”
“It means something.”
“It doesn’t.”
Shane pointed at her. “That means everything.”
“It does not mean everything!”
“You don’t ask for rides.”
“I do sometimes.”
“You never ask for rides.”
“I asked this time.”
“Exactly.”
Clara turned away from them, walking to the counter and grabbing a glass, filling it with water with slightly more force than necessary.
“You’re both annoying,” she said.
“You’re going to a party,” Shane said.
“With people.”
“With Denver.”
“Stop saying his name like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like we’re getting married.”
“You probably will get married.”
“Fuck you Shane.”
Shane laughed. “You’re arguing really hard for something that’s ‘not a thing.’”
Clara took a long sip of her water. Didn’t respond immediately. Because that was a trap, and she knew it.
Ilya stood up slowly, stretching slightly like this entire situation was just mildly entertaining to him. “He invited you.”
“Yes.”
“You said yes.”
“Yes.”
“You asked me to drive you.”
“Yes.”
“That is the sequence of events that leads to liking him.”
“That is not how that works.”
“That is exactly how that works.”
Clara set her glass down. “I said yes to a party.”
“You said yes to his party.”
“I said yes to being social.”
“You hate being social.”
“I tolerate it.”
“You avoid it.”
“I manage it.”
“You never go to parties.”
“I’m going to this one.”
“With him.”
“With people.”
“With Denver.”
Clara closed her eyes briefly. Then opened them. “…you’re both unbelievable.”
Shane smiled. “I’m correct.”
“You’re not correct.”
“I’m extremely correct.”
“You’re not even a little correct.”
“You are going to a party with a boy you don’t like.”
“Yes.”
“That makes no sense.”
“I know.”
“That’s not helping your argument.”
“I’m not arguing, I’m stating facts.”
“You’re stating nonsense.”
“It’s not nonsense.”
“It’s complete nonsense.”
Ilya watched the exchange calmly, then nodded once. “Teenagers.”
Clara turned to him. “Don’t.”
“You are acting like one.”
“I am one.”
“Yes.”
“That doesn’t mean you get to say it like that.”
“I will say it like that.”
Shane laughed again, shaking his head. “You like him.”
Clara pointed at him. “If you say that one more time—”
“You like him.”
She grabbed a paper towel off the counter and threw it at him. It bounced off his shoulder harmlessly. He didn’t even flinch. “…that was weak,” he said.
“I just woke up.”
“Still weak.”
Clara sighed and leaned back against the counter, crossing her arms again, more carefully this time. “…I don’t like him,” she said again, quieter now.
Shane raised an eyebrow. “Okay.”
Ilya nodded. “Okay.”
The way they said it…
Not arguing, not pushing.
Just… okay, somehow made it worse.
Clara narrowed her eyes. “…don’t do that.”
“Do what?” Shane asked.
“That.”
“What.”
“That ‘okay’ thing.”
“What ‘okay’ thing?”
“The one where you don’t believe me but you’re pretending you do.”
Shane shrugged. “Okay.”
Clara stared at him. “…I hate you.”
“No you don’t.”
She exhaled slowly. Then, quieter, “…I don’t.”
Ilya smiled faintly.
Shane took another sip of his coffee.
 
School felt louder than usual.
Not just a little louder, like someone had turned the volume up on everything.
Lockers slammed harder. Voices carried farther. Shoes squeaked sharper against the floor. Laughter felt bigger, messier, spilling over into everything instead of staying contained.
Or maybe it wasn’t actually louder.
Maybe Clara just noticed it more.
Because her brain wouldn’t shut up.
The party.
It sat there in the back of her mind like a flashing light she couldn’t ignore, cutting through everything else, classes, conversations, even the lingering ache in her ribs and leg. Every time she tried to focus on something normal, it crept back in.
The party.
Friday.
Denver.
Clara adjusted her backpack higher on her shoulder as she moved through the hallway, weaving between people without really thinking about it. Her steps were steady, controlled, but there was still the faintest hitch when she put too much weight on her left leg.
She ignored it.
Of course she did.
A group of guys passed her, one of them doing a quick double take before nudging his friend. “Yo—that’s her—”
Clara didn’t slow down. Didn’t look. Didn’t acknowledge it.
Another voice from somewhere behind her, “Dude, did you see that fight—”
She kept walking.
Eyes forward.
Focused.
Like she always was.
If people had seen the game, the fight, the goals, the backflip, that was their thing. Not hers. She wasn’t about to stand there and talk about it like it was some highlight reel moment. To her, it was just hockey.
Messy.
Painful.
Normal.
She turned down the hallway toward her usual lockers, slipping into a quieter stretch of the building where the noise dulled just slightly, still there, still constant, but less overwhelming.
And then she saw her.
Eva.
Leaning against the lockers like she always did, one shoulder pressed back, arms loosely crossed, scrolling on her phone like she had all the time in the world.
Routine.
Familiar.
Normal.
Clara felt something in her chest loosen just a little.
She walked over, dropping her bag beside the lockers with a soft thud.
Eva looked up immediately.
And froze.
Her eyes flicked over Clara’s face, quick, sharp, taking everything in at once. The faint swelling around her nose. The bruise starting to bloom along her cheek. The tiredness under her eyes. “…what happened to your face?”
Clara didn’t even blink. “Hockey.”
Eva stared at her. Longer this time. “…that’s not hockey.”
“That is hockey.”
“That’s assault.”
Clara smirked slightly, leaning back against the locker like it didn’t matter. “You should see the other guy.”
Eva blinked. Then shook her head slowly, like she didn’t even know where to start with that. “You’re insane.”
“I’ve been told that.”
“You fought someone.”
“He deserved it.”
“That’s not the point.”
“It kind of is.”
Eva opened her mouth, then closed it. Then just sighed. “I don’t even want to know.”
Clara’s smirk widened slightly. “Probably a good call.”
There was a beat of silence.
Familiar.
Comfortable.
Then Eva pushed off the locker. “Come on, I’m walking to class.”
Clara grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder again, falling into step beside her without thinking.
The hallway swallowed them back up instantly.
Noise.
Movement.
Everything happening all at once.
For a few seconds, neither of them said anything.
Then, “So.”
Clara glanced at her. “So.”
“I heard about the party.”
Clara’s expression didn’t change. But something in her chest tightened anyway. “From who?”
Eva gave her a look. “Everyone.”
Clara sighed. “Great.”
“Are you going?”
There it was.
The question.
The one that mattered more than it should.
Clara hesitated. Just for a second. Barely noticeable.
But Eva saw it. Of course she did.
Then Clara nodded. “Yeah.”
Eva slowed slightly as they walked, her eyebrows lifting just a little. “…really?”
“Yeah.”
“With Denver?”
Clara made a face immediately. “Don’t say it like that.”
“Like what.”
“Like it’s a thing.”
Eva gave her a look. The kind of look that said she absolutely did not believe her. “Is it a thing?”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
“You’re going to a party with him.”
“I’m going to a party,” Clara corrected. “With people.”
“People that he invited you to.”
“He invited a bunch of people.”
“He invited you.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “You’re making it weird.”
“I’m asking a question.”
“You’re making it weird.”
Eva hummed softly under her breath, not arguing, but definitely not dropping it either. “Okay,” she said after a second.
But the tone said everything. Not convinced. Not even close.
They kept walking.
Past classrooms.
Past groups of people talking too loud.
Past a teacher trying and failing to get someone’s attention.
Clara adjusted her grip on her bag again, shifting it slightly, and winced. Just barely.
But Eva saw that too. “You’re limping.”
“I’m not limping.”
“You just limped.”
“I stepped weird.”
“You got hit, didn’t you.”
Clara shrugged. “It’s hockey.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the answer.”
Eva exhaled slowly, like she was deciding which battle to fight first. Apparently, not that one. Because she let it go. For now.
They turned another corner. Closer to their next class. Then Eva spoke again. Quieter this time. “…just be careful.”
Clara frowned slightly. “What.”
“You don’t know people like that.”
Clara’s expression shifted. Subtle. But there. “I know him.”
“You know him from tutoring.”
“That still counts.”
Eva shook her head. “Not really.”
Clara slowed. Just a little. Enough that Eva noticed. “What are you saying.”
“I’m saying…” Eva hesitated, searching for the right words. “People aren’t always what they seem.”
Clara’s jaw tightened slightly. “That’s a little dramatic.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
Eva looked at her now, fully. No distraction. No joking. “You don’t know his intentions.”
Clara stopped walking. Right there in the middle of the hallway. People moved around them, brushing past, annoyed at the sudden pause, but she didn’t care. She turned to face Eva. “I can handle myself.”
Eva didn’t back down. “I know you can.”
“Then don’t worry about it.”
“I’m always going to worry about it.”
Clara exhaled slowly through her nose.
Frustration.
Not at Eva. Not really. Just at the situation.
At the fact that this had suddenly become a thing.
At the fact that everyone seemed to have an opinion.
“He invited me to a party,” she said, voice tighter now. “It’s not that deep.”
“Maybe it is.”
“Eva.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
A pause.
Longer this time.
Heavier.
Clara looked at her.
Really looked.
And underneath the concern, the worry, and the slight judgment, there was something else.
Protectiveness.
Genuine.
Real.
And that made it harder to be annoyed.
She exhaled again. Slower this time. Then nodded once. “I’ll be fine.”
Eva held her gaze. Studied her. Like she was trying to decide if that was enough. If she believed her. If she should push again. Finally, she sighed. “Okay.”
But the word didn’t carry confidence.
Didn’t carry certainty.
Just acceptance.
For now.
They started walking again. Side by side.
The noise of the hallway filling in the space between them.
Clara adjusted her bag again, eyes forward now.
The party still sitting in the back of her mind.
Still loud.
Still impossible to ignore.
But now itt felt different.
Not just anticipation.
Not just curiosity.
Something heavier.
Because Eva’s words stuck.
Even if she didn’t want them to.
Even if she didn’t agree.
People aren’t always what they seem.
Clara pushed the thought aside.
Focused on the hallway.
On class.
On the normal parts of her day.
But it lingered anyway.
Quiet.
Persistent.
Right alongside everything else.
 
The practice rink was already alive by the time most of the team filtered in, the air cold and sharp, carrying the familiar mix of ice shavings and sweat and something metallic that never quite went away. The echo of skates cut through everything, sharp and rhythmic, layered over the constant crack of pucks hitting boards and sticks.
It wasn’t chaotic.
It was structured.
Controlled.
Because Coach Johnson was running it.
And Coach Johnson did not believe in wasting time.
“Let’s go!” his voice rang out across the ice before half the team had even finished their first lap. “Warmups are not a social hour—move!”
A few players picked up their pace immediately.
The rest followed a second later.
Because no one ignored him twice.
Shane and Ilya were already out there, skating in smooth, controlled loops around the zone. Their movements looked normal at first glance, strong strides, clean edges, easy control of the puck.
But up close, there were differences.
Subtle.
Shane’s right wrist was taped under his glove, hidden well enough that most people wouldn’t notice. But every now and then, just for a second, he flexed it. A small movement. Quick. Testing.
Checking.
Seeing how much it would give.
Seeing how much it would hurt.
Ilya noticed every single time.
Of course he did.
They circled past each other again, pucks moving back and forth in quick passes, when Shane flexed his wrist once more after catching a slightly off-angle feed.
“Stop,” Ilya muttered under his breath as they passed.
“I’m fine,” Shane said, not looking at him.
“You are checking it every two minutes.”
“I’m making sure it’s fine.”
“It will not become more fine.”
Shane smirked slightly. “That’s not how injuries work.”
“No,” Ilya said flatly.
Shane rolled his shoulders, then pushed forward harder, accelerating into the next drill setup. Because of course he did.
“Line up!” Coach Johnson barked.
The team snapped into place quickly along the blue line.
He held up Clara’s practice plan, notes and messy diagrams scribbled across the page. “Simple drill,” he continued, pacing slowly in front of them. “Speed through the neutral zone, clean passes, finish at the net. If I see sloppy execution, we start over. Understood?”
A chorus of “Yeah, Coach” followed.
“Good. Go!”
The first line pushed off.
Fast.
Sharp.
Clean.
Puck moved tape-to-tape.
Shot.
Rebound.
Reset.
“Better!” Coach Johnson called. “Next!”
Shane hopped the boards with his line, immediately taking center.
The moment his skates hit the ice, he was locked in.
Injured wrist or not.
Tape or not.
Didn’t matter.
The puck dropped to him.
He moved it quickly.
Left.
Right.
Back.
Then accelerated through the neutral zone, pushing the pace just a little faster than necessary. Because that’s what he did.
Ilya stayed just off his wing, matching speed without effort, adjusting positioning without needing to think about it.
They moved together easily.
Always had.
Pass.
Return.
Cross.
Shot.
Goal.
Clean.
Coach Johnson nodded once. “That’s what it’s supposed to look like.”
Shane didn’t react much. Just circled back. But as he reset, he flexed his wrist again. Just once.
Ilya saw it. Again. His expression didn’t change.
But his next pass came a little firmer.
More deliberate.
Like he was testing Shane right back.
Shane caught it clean. Didn’t react. Didn’t complain. Just kept going.
Drills picked up.
Faster now.
More complex.
Coach Johnson layered pressure into everything, forcing quick decisions, tighter gaps, harder transitions. “Don’t force it!” he shouted. “Read the play!”
A defenseman hesitated, “Too slow!”
Reset.
Again.
Better.
Shane pushed through every rep like nothing was wrong.
Took hits.
Gave them back.
Absorbed contact.
But always, subtle, protecting that right side just a little more than usual. Not enough for most people to notice.
But enough for Ilya.
Enough for Coach Johnson, too.
He didn’t say anything at first.
Just watched.
Measured.
Evaluated.
Midway through practice, “Centers stay!” Coach Johnson called. “Everyone else, water.”
Shane stayed on the ice. So did two others.
Ilya coasted toward the boards but didn’t leave completely, resting one arm along the top, watching.
Always watching.
“Faceoffs,” Coach Johnson said, dropping a puck between them.
Quick.
Sharp.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Shane won the first clean. Lost the second. Won the third. Each movement fast, controlled. 
But on the fourth, there was a slight delay.
Tiny.
Barely there.
But enough.
Coach Johnson’s eyes narrowed. “Again.”
Puck dropped.
Shane adjusted.
Won it clean this time.
Good.
But the hesitation had already been seen.
“Keep your hands quicker,” Coach Johnson said.
Shane nodded. “Yeah.”
No argument.
No excuse.
Just acknowledgment.
But as they reset, his wrist flexed again.
Ilya pushed off the boards. Skated past him. “Stop,” he muttered again.
“I’m fine,” Shane repeated.
“You are not subtle.”
“I’m not trying to be.”
“That is problem.”
Shane huffed out a quiet laugh. “You’re annoying.”
“Yes.”
Practice wrapped up hard.
Not easy.
Never easy.
Final drill, full ice.
Conditioning. Because of course.
“Last one!” Coach Johnson shouted. “Finish strong or we run again!”
No one wanted to run again.
So they didn’t.
Everything pushed just a little harder.
A little faster.
A little sharper.
Shane included. Especially Shane. Even if his wrist didn’t agree.
“Alright!” Coach Johnson clapped once as the final whistle blew. “That’s enough. Good work today.”
A few players let out relieved breaths.
Some dropped their heads back slightly.
Others skated slow circles to cool down.
“Same intensity tomorrow,” he added. “Get off the ice.”
They did.
One by one.
Locker room was loud, normal.
The kind of noise that came after a hard practice.
Gear hitting the floor.
Voices overlapping.
Someone complaining about conditioning.
Someone else laughing about it.
Shane sat on the bench, pulling off his gloves slowly. Carefully. Trying not to make it obvious.
Ilya sat beside him, unlacing his skates with the same calm precision he did everything else. “You should ice it,” Ilya said quietly.
“I will.”
“You will not.”
“I will.”
“You are lying.”
Shane smirked. “I might be.”
“Yes.”
Before Ilya could say anything else, “Content time!” a voice called from the doorway.
Harris.
Of course.
Camera already in hand.
Energy already too high.
Shane groaned immediately. “I hate this part.”
“You love this part,” Harris shot back.
“I hate this part.”
Ilya leaned back slightly against the bench. “What do we do?”
Harris grinned like he’d been waiting for that. “Quick hits. Rapid questions. No thinking.”
Shane shook his head instantly. “That’s a terrible idea.”
“That’s the best idea.”
They were herded, lightly, but persistently, back out near the boards.
A few other players lingered nearby, watching. Laughing already. Because this never went smoothly.
Harris adjusted the camera. “Alright—ready?”
“No,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Harris said. “Favorite pre-game meal.”
“McDonald’s.” Ilya answered immediately.
“Chicken,” Shane said at the same time.
“My boring husband,” Ilya said to the camera. 
Shane just rolled his eyes. 
“Best player on the team.”
Ilya didn’t hesitate. “Me.”
Shane snorted. “Wow.”
“You asked,” Ilya said simply.
Harris laughed. “Confidence. I like it. Okay, most likely to get into a fight.”
Both of them,a t the exact same time, “Clara.”
They paused. Looked at each other.
“…yeah,” Shane said.
“Accurate,” Ilya added.
A couple of teammates laughed from behind the camera.
Harris grinned wider. “She’s technically not on the team, but we’ll count it. Alright—most dramatic.”
Shane pointed at Ilya.
Ilya pointed at Shane.
They both paused.
Then, “…him,” they said at the same time again.
“Okay, that’s fair,” Shane admitted.
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“Best hair.”
“Ilya,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed.
Harris snorted. “No hesitation there.”
“Look at it,” Shane said.
“It is good hair,” Ilya added.
“Worst music taste.”
“Shane,” Ilya said.
“Hey—no—”
“You listen to terrible things.”
“It’s not terrible!”
“It is terrible.”
“It’s elite.”
“It is not elite.”
Harris was laughing now. “Okay, last one. Who would survive longest in a horror movie?”
Shane pointed at Ilya immediately. “Him.”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“Why?” Harris asked.
Shane shrugged. “He wouldn’t die.”
“That is correct.”
“And you?” Harris asked Shane.
“I’d die first.”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“Wow,” Shane said. “No hesitation.”
“You would investigate something stupid.”
“…okay that’s fair.”
Harris lowered the camera, still grinning. “Perfect. That’s gold.”
“I hate you,” Shane said.
“You love me.”
“I don’t.”
“You do.”
Ilya pushed off the boards. “We are done?”
“Yes, you’re done.”
“Good.”
They headed back toward the locker room.
Shane flexed his wrist one more time.
Ilya saw it.
Didn’t say anything this time.
Just walked beside him.
Because he already knew, this wasn’t over. Not even close.
 
Back home, Clara stood in the middle of her room, staring at her closet like it had personally betrayed her. “…this is stupid.”
The words came out flat, frustrated, and just a little tired, but not the kind of tired that made you stop.
The kind that made you keep going anyway.
Her bed was already covered.
Clothes everywhere.
Not messy in a careless way, messy in a very specific, very intentional way. Each piece had been chosen, tried, rejected, and thrown aside like it had failed some invisible test.
Jeans.
Two pairs.
One on the floor.
One half-hanging off the edge of the bed.
A black top draped over her desk chair.
A sweater twisted inside-out like it had been yanked off mid-decision.
And Clara, standing there in the middle of it all, wearing something she had already decided she hated. She looked down at herself. Tilted her head. “No.”
She turned.
Walked back to the closet.
Pulled out another shirt.
Switched.
Looked in the mirror.
Paused.
“…no.”
Off again.
Back to the pile.
Another.
No.
Another.
Still no.
She dragged both hands down her face. “I hate everything.”
The room was quiet except for the soft rustle of fabric and the faint hum of the house settling around her.
Down the hall, footsteps.
Clara didn’t hear them at first. Too focused. Too stuck in the loop.
Outfit.
Mirror.
Reject.
Repeat.
Then, knock.
Two soft taps against her door.
She froze. Blinking. “…what.”
From the other side, Shane’s voice. “You alive in there?”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Barely.”
Another knock.
Then Ilya, quieter. “We come in?”
Clara hesitated. Looked at the disaster around her. Looked at herself. Then sighed. “…yeah.”
The door opened.
Slowly.
Shane stepped in first, already mid-sentence. “If you’ve somehow set something on fire—”
He stopped.
Took in the room.
The clothes.
The chaos.
Then looked at her. “…oh.”
Clara crossed her arms. Immediately regretted it when it pulled at her ribs. Uncrossed them. “Don’t.”
Shane leaned against the doorframe like he’d just walked into something deeply entertaining. “Wow.”
“I said don’t.”
“You’re spiraling.”
“I’m not spiraling.”
“You’ve changed like, what, five times?”
“Three.”
“That’s still too many.”
“That’s not that many.”
“That is absolutely that many.”
Ilya stepped in behind him, closing the door quietly. He didn’t react the same way. Didn’t comment on the mess. Didn’t smile. Just watched. Always watching.
Clara noticed immediately. Of course she did. “What,” she said, defensive without meaning to be.
Ilya tilted his head slightly, studying her outfit, then the pile on the bed, then her again. “You want to look nice.”
Clara blinked. “…I always look nice.”
“Yes.”
“That doesn’t mean anything.”
“It means everything,” Shane cut in.
She grabbed the nearest thing, a hoodie, and threw it at him.
He caught it easily. Didn’t even move. “Relax,” he said. “You’ll be fine.”
“I know I’ll be fine.”
“You’re nervous.”
“I’m not nervous.”
“You’re nervous.”
“I’m not—”
“You’re nervous.”
She pointed at him. “You’re annoying.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya stepped further into the room, picking up one of the shirts from the bed. Held it up. Considered it. Then looked at her. “This one.”
Clara squinted at it. “…no.”
“Why?”
“I don’t like it.”
“You wore it last week.”
“That was different.”
“How.”
“I don’t know, it just was.”
Shane pushed off the doorframe and wandered over, looking at the pile like it was a puzzle. “Okay, what’s the goal here?”
“There’s no goal.”
“There’s definitely a goal.”
“There’s not.”
“You’re going to a party.”
“That’s not a goal.”
“You want to look good.”
“I always look good.”
“You want to look good for a certain someone.”
Clara froze. Just slightly. Then, “No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Denver,” he sing-songed/ 
“Stop saying his name like that.”
“Like what.”
“Like it’s a thing.”
“It is a thing.”
“It’s not a fucking thing!”
Ilya watched her for a second. Then nodded slightly. “You care.”
“I don’t care.”
“You care.”
“I don’t care.”
“You are arguing too much to not care.”
Clara grabbed another shirt and pulled it on aggressively. “I hate both of you.”
“No you don’t,” Shane said.
“…I don’t,” she muttered.
She turned to the mirror again.
Adjusted the hem.
Tilted her head.
Paused.
This time, she didn’t immediately say no.
Shane noticed. “Oh,” he said. “There it is.”
Clara shot him a look. “Don’t.”
“That’s the one.”
“It’s not the one.”
“It’s definitely the one.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Clara looked at both of them. Then back at the mirror. “…fine.”
Shane grinned. “Knew it.”
“Shut up.”
Fifteen minutes later, Clara stood by the door, shoes on, jacket half-zipped, hair slightly messy but in a way that looked intentional. The room behind her was still a disaster. She didn’t care.
“…ready?” Shane asked.
“Yeah.”
“You have your phone?”
“Yes.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
“You’re going to answer if we call?”
“No.”
“Clara.”
“I will.”
He pointed at her. “You better.”
Ilya grabbed his keys. “Let’s go.”
The drive, dark and quiet.
Streetlights passing in slow, steady intervals. Clara sat in the passenger seat, one leg tucked slightly under her, fingers tapping lightly against her phone. Not texting, just something to do.
Ilya drove. One hand on the wheel. The other resting loosely near the center console. Calm. Always calm.
For a minute, neither of them spoke. Then,  “…you have your phone?” he asked.
Clara didn’t look at him. “It’s in my hand pal.”
“You call if anything happens.”
“I know.”
“You do not drink too much.”
“I know.”
“You do not leave with anyone.”
“I know.”
A pause.
The car turned onto another street. Lights shifting across the windshield. Then, Ilya spoke again. Slower this time. “…there will be drinking.”
“Probably.”
“…there will be sex.”
Clara choked. “Okay—what—”
Ilya didn’t even blink. “I am just saying.”
She turned toward him, horrified. “Please stop talking.”
He continued anyway, completely serious, “You know, when a man and a woman love each other very very much, they—“
Clara immediately cut him off. “Ilya you are already failing. Let’s quit while we’re ahead, thanks.”
A beat. Then, he nodded. “Okay.”
Silence again. Then, “…you make good choices,” he said.
Clara leaned her head back against the seat. “I make great choices.”
“You do not always make great choices.”
“I make decent choices.”
He nodded once. “Call me.”
“I will.”
Another pause.
“…you like him,” Ilya added.
Clara groaned. “We’re not doing this again.”
“You asked me to drive you.”
“I needed a ride.”
“You have other rides.”
”No I don’t”
”You absolutely do.”
“I like your car.”
“You like him.”
“I don’t like him.”
“You do.”
“I don’t.”
“You do.”
She turned to glare at him. “You’re worse than Shane.”
“Yes.”
“…I regret asking you to drive me.”
“No you don’t.”
She slumped slightly in her seat. “…I don’t.”
The car slowed. Turned. Music faintly audible now from down the street. Lights. Cars parked along the curb. People outside.
The party.
Clara straightened slightly. Not nervous. Just aware.
Ilya pulled up. Parked. Turned the engine off. For a second, neither of them moved.  Then, he looked at her. “Call me.”
“I will.”
“Anytime.”
“I know.”
“Do not be stupid.”
“I’m never stupid.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“…I’m rarely stupid.”
“Better.”
Clara reached for the door. Paused. Then looked at him again. “…thanks.”
He nodded once. “Have fun with the boyfriend.”
”Oh fuck you.” 
She opened the door, and stepped out into the noise. “Have fun railing your husband.” 
“Clara.”
But it was too late. She was already walking towards the house, middle finger raised high back at Ilya. 
The party was loud.
Really, really loud. 
That was the first thing that hit.
Not just music, loud in the way it filled everything. The kind of bass that didn’t just stay in the speakers but traveled through the floor, up through your shoes, into your chest, like your heartbeat had suddenly synced with it whether you wanted it to or not.
Crowded, too.
Bodies packed into every available space. People shoulder-to-shoulder in the living room, spilling into the hallway, voices layered over the music in uneven waves, laughing, shouting, talking too close because anything quieter just got swallowed.
Hot.
Way too hot.
The air felt thick, like it had been breathed in and out too many times already, heavy with the mix of sweat, cheap perfume, cologne, and whatever someone had spilled on the floor five minutes ago.
Clara paused just inside the doorway. Not frozen. Just taking it in. Her eyes adjusted first, flicking quickly over everything, the layout, the exits, the clusters of people, who was where, what felt safe, what didn’t. It wasn’t even a conscious thing anymore. Just instinct.
Scan.
Assess.
Move.
Behind her, the door shut again, cutting off the cooler air from outside. Someone bumped into her shoulder immediately on their way past, barely noticing. “Sorry—”
Clara stepped to the side without thinking. “You’re good.”
Then she lifted her head slightly, and found him.
Denver.
Across the room. Like it took him less than a second. He was mid-conversation with someone else when he looked up, like something had pulled his attention across the space without warning.
Then he saw her, and everything else dropped. His face lit up immediately, real, not forced, not performative. Just genuine.
He said something quick to the person next to him, already stepping away before they even fully responded, weaving through the crowd toward her.
Clara felt it then. That small shift. Not nerves exactly. But awareness.
Of him.
Of the space between them closing.
Of the fact that she had actually come.
He stopped in front of her, just close enough that she could hear him without shouting. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
There was a beat. Not awkward. Just there. “You came,” he said, like he was still a little surprised.
Clara raised an eyebrow slightly. “I said I would.”
“Yeah, I just—” He rubbed the back of his neck, laughing a little. “Didn’t think you actually would.”
She smirked. “Rude.”
“A little,” he admitted. “But accurate.”
“Wow.”
He grinned. “I’m glad you’re here.”
Clara tilted her head slightly. “Good.”
And just like that, easy.
No pressure.
No weird expectations hanging in the air.
Just easy.
“Come on,” Denver said, gesturing toward the rest of the house. “It’s less insane in the kitchen.”
“That seems unlikely.”
“It’s slightly less insane.”
“Alright, lead the way.”
He turned, and she followed.
Moving through the party felt like navigating a current. People shifting constantly, conversations overlapping, music pulsing in waves that made everything feel just a little off-balance. Denver stayed just ahead of her, glancing back every few seconds to make sure she was still there.
At one point, someone bumped into her harder this time,s he steadied instantly, but Denver reached back without thinking, hand brushing lightly against her arm like a quick check. “You good?”
“Yeah.”
He nodded, satisfied, and kept moving.
The kitchen wasn’t quiet.
Not even close.
But it was manageable.
Fewer people packed together, more space to breathe, a couple open windows letting in cool air that cut through the heat just enough to matter.
Clara leaned back against the counter, exhaling slowly. “…okay,” she said. “This is better.”
“Told you,” Denver said, grabbing a drink from the counter and offering it to her. “Want one?”
She hesitated for half a second. Then, “Sure.”
He handed it to her.
She took a small sip. It burned slightly. Not terrible. Just noticeable.
“You don’t have to drink it,” he said, watching her.
“I’m fine.”
“You made a face.”
“I always make that face.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
She smirked. “It’s fine.” 
He watched her for another second, then nodded. “Okay.”
They talked. At first, it stayed light.
School.
Tutoring.
How much he hated factoring.
How she kept telling him he was skipping steps.
“You do skip steps,” she said.
“Because you skip steps.”
“I skip them correctly.”
“That still feels unfair.”
“It’s not unfair if you’re wrong.”
He laughed. “That’s exactly what makes it unfair.”
She shook her head slightly, smiling.
Time passed.
Not in a noticeable way.
Just slipped.
Someone handed her another drink.
She didn’t think too much about it.
Took it.
Sipped it.
Then, another.
The noise didn’t get quieter. But it felt softer. Edges less sharp. Voices blending instead of clashing.
The lights, dim to begin with, seemed warmer now, less harsh, more like everything was happening inside a slightly blurred frame.
Denver leaned closer to say something, she didn’t pull away. “Having fun?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
She tilted her head slightly, studying him for a second. “You?”
“Yeah,” he said. “More now.”
“Why?”
He shrugged. “You’re here.”
Clara rolled her eyes lightly, but there was a small smile there. “That’s a terrible answer.”
“It’s an honest one.”
“…fair.”
Someone shouted from the other room.
A cheer followed.
Music shifted.
Louder.
Faster.
Denver glanced toward it, then back at her. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here for a minute.”
She didn’t argue. Just nodded.
They moved again. Through the hallway this time, then past a couple of closed doors, further from the center of the party where the noise dropped just enough to think.
Not quiet.
But quieter.
The air felt cooler here.
Less crowded.
More space.
Clara leaned back lightly against the wall. Exhaled. “…okay,” she said again. “Better.” 
Denver stood a little closer this time. Not crowding. Just there. “You okay?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“You sure?”
She glanced at him. “Yeah.”
He nodded.
A beat passed. Then another. The kind that stretched just enough to mean something.
He shifted slightly. Closer. His hand brushed her waist.
Light.
Testing.
Clara didn’t move right away. Didn’t pull back. Didn’t lean in. Just felt it.
Then, he leaned in.
And kissed her.
Clara froze for half a second. Not pulling away. Just… processing. Then, she kissed him back.
It was… good.
Simple.
No pressure.
No overthinking.
Just good.
His hand stayed at her waist, steady. Not rushing. Not pushing.
The noise from the rest of the house faded a little more.
For a moment, it was just that.
Just them.
Then, his hand shifted.
Lower.
More certain.
More insistent.
Clara felt it immediately. That change. Subtle. But clear.
And just as quickly, she pulled back. Not sharply. Not dramatically. Just enough. “Hey.”
Denver blinked, like he hadn’t expected the break. “What?”
Clara smiled slightly. Soft. But firm. “Let’s just enjoy the party while it’s still good.”
There was a pause. A real one this time. Where he processed that. Where the moment could have gone in a different direction.  Then, he nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, okay.”
The tension eased. Just like that.
Clara pushed lightly off the wall. “Come on.”
“Back to the chaos?” he asked.
“Back to the chaos.”
He grinned. “Alright.”
And together, they walked back into the noise.
The crowd swallowed them again almost instantly. Music louder. Lights warmer. Everything still moving.
But now, clearer. Because this time, Clara chose exactly how much of it she wanted.
 
Ilya hadn’t realized how much their sex lives had been affected with Clara at the house until it was quiet again. They hadn’t done anything more than jerk off together, even in the shower, since Clara caught them with their destroyed bed. 
They sat on the couch together watching Brokeback Mountain, which Ilya had insisted they watch after seeing a Twitter fight debating whether Ilya or Shane was more “Jack coded”. 
Shane leaned his head back slightly against the couch, eyes flicking between the TV and nothing in particular. “…this is kind of depressing.”
“Yes.”
“Like, really depressing.”
“Yes.”
“…why are we watching this again?”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “I need to know who is Jack.”
“You need to get off Twitter.”
“Never.”
Shane huffed a quiet laugh under his breath.
The movie continued. Scenes unfolding slowly. Emotion sitting heavy in the space between words.
Shane shifted again, this time letting his leg stretch out a little more across the couch. The movement brought him just slightly closer to the center.
Not intentional.
Probably.
Ilya didn’t move.
Not yet.
But his hand, resting loosely beside him, shifted just enough that it brushed lightly against Shane’s knee.
Neither of them said anything.
The movie went on.
Another scene.
Another quiet moment.
Shane exhaled slowly. “…this is a lot.”
“Yes.”
“…you’re not helping.”
“I am agreeing.”
“That’s not helping.”
Ilya hummed softly.
Shane glanced sideways at him. Just briefly.
Then back at the screen.
Then back again.
Ilya’s attention was still mostly on the movie, but not entirely. There was that slight shift in his posture now, the kind that meant he was aware of everything happening around him.
Including Shane.
Always including Shane.
Another pause.
Another scene.
Then Shane spoke again, quieter this time. “…you’re not even watching anymore.”
“I am watching.”
“No you’re not.”
“Yes I am.”
“You haven’t blinked in like thirty seconds.”
“That is not true.”
“It is absolutely true.”
Ilya finally turned his head slightly to look at him. Just slightly. “Why are you watching me?” he asked calmly.
Shane smirked faintly. “Because you’re not watching the movie.”
“I am.”
“You’re not.”
“I am.”
“You’re lying.”
“I am not lying.”
“You are.”
“I am not.”
Shane shifted again. Closer this time. Definitely intentional. “Admit it,” he said.
“No.”
“You’re not paying attention.”
“I am.”
“You’re thinking about something else.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow slightly. “Like what?”
Shane didn’t answer immediately, just looked at him. “You.”
That did it.
That got a reaction.
Small.
But there.
Ilya’s gaze held his for a second longer.
“You started it,” Shane added, smirking slightly.
“I did not.”
“You did.”
“I did not.”
“You absolutely did.”
Ilya shook his head once. “No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
The argument didn’t feel like an argument.
It never did.
Not really.
It was too familiar.
Too easy.
Too practiced.
Shane leaned a little closer. Close enough now that the space between them felt noticeable. Close enough that it felt like something was about to happen.
“You’re the one who moved closer,” he said.
“I did not move.”
“You did.”
“I did not.”
“You did.”
“I did not.”
Shane smiled slightly.
And then he leaned in.
Not fast.
Not sudden.
Just enough.
Ilya didn’t pull away.
Didn’t hesitate.
Didn’t question it.
Their lips met in that same easy, familiar way, like it wasn’t something that needed to be thought about.
Like it just happened.
The TV kept playing.
The movie continued, but totally gnored now.
Shane’s hand lifted instinctively, settling against Ilya’s side, pulling him just slightly closer. Careful of his wrist, but still deliberate.
Ilya shifted with him, turning more fully now, one hand coming up to rest lightly against Shane’s jaw.
The kiss deepened.
Slow.
Unrushed.
The kind that didn’t need urgency.
Because there was no reason for it.
They had time.
They always had time now.
The room felt quieter somehow.
Even with the TV still running.
Even with the soft noise of dialogue in the background.
None of it mattered.
Shane exhaled softly against him, leaning in more, tilting his head slightly to deepen the contact. Without breaking apart, he moved slowly to climb onto Ilya’s lap. 
Ilya’s hand slid from his jaw to the back of his neck, steady, grounding.
The movie had been forgotten completely. 
Shane shifted again, this time without thinking, moving closer until there was barely any space left between them.
Ilya responded immediately, one arm wrapping more securely around him, pulling him in fully. And then he put both of his hands under Shane’s thighs, lifting him in one smooth motion. 
Shane made a small noise into the kiss, grabbing Ilya’s head even tighter. 
No matter how many times he did it, Shane would never not be driven crazy by how easily Ilya could pick him up. Not even the weight of a professional hockey player could challenge Ilya’s raw strength. 
Shirts were ripped off and discarded as they made their way up the stairs, which would drive Shane insane later, but right now he was too pent up to care. 
They kissed all the way to their room, Ilya walking toward the door blindly in the dark hallway. 
Ilya nudged the cracked door with his foot, and led Shane inside. He tossed Shane down on the bed, causing a small “oof” to escape Shane’s lips. Ilya immediately then crawled back over Shane, and planted a possessive kiss on his lips. 
Shane reached up, and yanked Ilya’s sweatpants down, leaving him in his boxers. 
Ilya pulled away for a moment, soaking in the flush on Shane’s freckled cheeks. “Needy, are we?” 
Shane shuddered. “Ilya—I—fuck, please.”
Ilya started kissing down his neck, simultaneously pulling Shane’s shorts down. “Patience, moya lyubov.”
He planted another firm kiss on Shane’s lips, then looked up to see Shane’s beautiful lust-filled eyes.  “Let’s see how sturdy this new bed is, yes?”
Shane rolled his eyes, but he could not contain his smile. ”Oh fuck you.”
”No, more like ‘fuck me please.’”
 
The kitchen again. Louder now. More people. More movement.
Clara grabbed another drink without really thinking. Took a sip. Then another.
Denver got pulled into a conversation. Someone from his team. A couple other guys.
Clara stayed near the edge of it, half-listening. Not really paying attention.
Until, “…I’m telling you,” Denver said.
Something in his tone was ifferent.
Clara stilled slightly.
Someone laughed. “No way.”
“I swear,” Denver said.
Clara’s grip tightened just a little around her cup.
“And?” someone asked.
Denver shrugged. Casual. Too casual. “And I’m gonna hook up with her.”
The words didn’t hit all at once. They landed slowly. Like her brain had to catch up.
Someone else laughed. “And then what?”
Denver took a sip of his drink. Like it didn’t matter. “Then I get access,” he said. “Games. Locker room. Whatever.”
Laughter.
Louder this time.
Something inside Clara dropped.
Hard.
Cold.
Her stomach twisted. Her chest tightened. The room suddenly felt smaller.
Hotter.
Too loud.
Too much.
For a second, she didn’t move, didn’t breathe.
Just… stood there.
Then, something snapped.
Not loud.
Not dramatic.
Just… done.
Clara stepped forward. Slow. Deliberate. Every step controlled.
The conversation hadn’t stopped yet. They hadn’t noticed her. Not yet.
Denver was still mid-smirk when she reached them. Then, she threw her drink. Right at him. It hit his chest hard. Liquid splashing across his shirt.
Cold.
Sharp.
Immediate silence.
Everything around them seemed to drop out for a second.
“…what the—” he started.
Clara’s voice cut through it. Cold. Clear. “You’re disgusting.”
No yelling. No shaking. Just flat. Final.
Denver blinked at her, stunned. “Clara—”
She didn’t let him finish.
Didn’t want to hear it.
Didn’t care.
“Fuck you. Don’t talk to me.”
She turned.
Walked.
Fast.
Through the kitchen.
Through the hallway.
Past people who stared, who moved out of her way without even understanding why.
The music slammed back into her as she hit the main room. Too loud. Too heavy. Too much.
She pushed through it. Shoulders hitting people.
Someone said something, she didn’t hear it.
Didn’t care.
The door. She needed the door.
She reached it, yanked it open, and cold air hit her instantly.
Sharp.
Real.
She stepped outside. The noise dropped behind her, muffled now. Contained.
Her hands were shaking. She didn’t realize it at first. Until she tried to steady them, and couldn’t.
Her vision blurred slightly. Not from tears. From everything.
Anger.
Shock.
Disgust. 
Clara sucked in a breath. Then another. Then she pulled out her phone. Her fingers didn’t feel steady. Didn’t matter.
She scrolled. Found his name. Pressed call.
It rang once.
Twice. 
“Ilya—”
Her voice cracked just slightly. Just enough to betray everything she wasn’t saying.
 
At home it was quiet.
Not the kind of quiet that felt empty or uncomfortable, but the kind that settled in naturally after a long day. The house had finally slowed down, the chaos, the arguing, the ice packs, the teasing, all of it fading into something softer.
Dim lights.
Muted sounds.
Stillness.
Upstairs, the bedroom was warm, the faint glow of a lamp casting soft shadows across the walls. The blankets were tangled slightly, not messy, just lived in.
Shane lay on his side, half under the covers, his head tucked against Ilya’s chest like it had just happened without thinking. Which, honestly, it had.
His injured wrist was carefully positioned between them, wrapped and supported, his other arm loosely draped across Ilya’s waist.
Ilya lay on his back, one arm under Shane, the other resting along his side, fingers occasionally brushing absently against Shane’s shoulder.
Neither of them were asleep. Not fully. Just there. Breathing slow. Bodies relaxed.
The kind of quiet that didn’t need to be filled.
Then, Ilya’s phone buzzed.
Sharp.
Sudden.
Loud in the quiet room.
Both of them stilled instantly.
Shane’s eyes opened.
Ilya’s hand stopped in his hair.
For half a second, neither of them moved.
Then Ilya reached for the phone. His eyes flicked to the screen. And everything about him changed.
Not dramatically.
Not loudly.
But immediately.
Sharp.
Focused.
Alert.
“Clara.”
He answered before the second vibration even finished.
Shane pushed himself up slightly on instinct, already awake now. “What—”
“I—I need—”
Her voice cut through the line.
Not clear.
Not steady.
Wrong.
Ilya was already sitting up.
Fully.
Completely.
“I am coming.”
He didn’t ask questions.
Didn’t hesitate.
Didn’t wait for more explanation.
The call ended.
Shane was already moving, pushing the blankets off, heart rate spiking. “What happened?”
“I go get her.”
“I’m coming—”
“No.”
Ilya was already out of bed.
No pause.
No delay.
Just movement.
Fast.
Efficient.
He grabbed the first shirt within reach, pulling it on without slowing down, already heading for the door.
Shane swung his legs over the side of the bed, ignoring the protest in his wrist as adrenaline kicked in. “Ilya—”
“No.”
It wasn’t harsh. It wasn’t loud. But it was final.
Shane stood anyway. “I’m not staying here if something’s wrong.”
Ilya stopped just long enough to look at him. Really look at him. His injured wrist. The way he was already tense. Ready to move. “You are hurt.”
“I don’t care.”
“I care.”
“Ilya—”
“She called me.”
That stopped him. Just for a second. Because yeah. She had. Not both of them. Not the house.
Him.
Ilya stepped closer, voice lower now. “I will get her.”
Shane clenched his jaw. “I should come.”
“You should rest.”
“This is not the time—”
“You will slow me down.”
That hit. Because it was true. Shane hated that it was true.
Ilya reached out, briefly, steadying him by the shoulder. “I bring her home.”
A beat. 
“I promise.”
Shane held his gaze for a second longer. Then exhaled sharply. “…fine.”
Not because he wanted to. Because he had to.
Ilya nodded once. Then he was gone. Out the door. Down the stairs. Fast.
Shane stood there for a second. Just stood there. Heart still racing. Mind already running through possibilities he didn’t want to think about.
Then he grabbed a hoodie anyway. Because even if he wasn’t going, he wasn’t just going back to sleep either.
Not tonight.
Outside the night air was cold.
Sharp.
Ilya barely felt it. He was already moving toward the car, keys in hand, steps quick and precise. No wasted motion. No hesitation.
Clara’s voice echoed in his head. Not what she said, how she said it.
Wrong.
Unsteady.
Not like her.
That was enough.
He got into the car. Started it. Engine roared to life. And then, he drove.
Fast.
Not reckless.
Never reckless.
But fast.
Because she had called, and that meant something was wrong. And that meant he was already on his way.
 
The front door didn’t slam behind her.
It should have.
It should have echoed, should have cracked through the night and made everything feel sharp and final and real.
But it didn’t. It just clicked shut.
Soft.
Too soft.
Like none of it mattered.
Like nothing had just happened.
Clara stepped off the porch too fast. Missed the first step. Caught the second. Barely.
Her balance wasn’t right, hadn’t been right since yesterday, but this wasn’t just that.
Everything felt off.
Her ribs pulled tight with the movement, sharp and immediate. Her shin throbbed, heavy and deep. Her face still ached faintly where yesterday hadn’t quite let go.
But underneath all of that, something else.
Her chest.
Too tight.
Too loud.
Too much.
Cold air hit her the second she cleared the door.
Sharp.
Immediate.
Unforgiving.
It cut through her hoodie like it wasn’t even there, wrapped around her skin, her lungs, her thoughts.
She sucked in a breath. Too fast. It burned. “…okay,” she muttered, voice thin. “Okay.” It didn’t sound like her.
She kept moving. Down the driveway. Not steady. Not careful. Her steps scraped more than they lifted. Didn’t matter. Nothing felt like it mattered in the right way.
Her head felt light. Disconnected. Like everything was happening just slightly out of sync.
Her thoughts lagging. Or racing. Or both.
She dragged a hand down her face. “…I’m so stupid,” she muttered.
The words came easier than anything else. Too easy. Like they’d been sitting there waiting.
Her steps slowed. Then stopped.
Halfway down the driveway. She stood there.
Breathing, or at least trying to.
Too shallow.
Too fast.
Her chest tightened again. Worse this time. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.”
It didn’t help.
Because the quiet made everything louder. Every word replaying. Every look. Every second she wished she could take back.
Her throat tightened. She swallowed. Didn’t help. “…I shouldn’t have—”
Headlights. Bright. Sudden. Cutting across the dark.
Clara blinked hard, turning toward the street. The car pulled up fast. Not reckless. But urgent.
She knew it instantly. Bright orange. Impossible to miss. The engine barely settled before the door opened.
Ilya was out immediately. No hesitation. No distance. “Clara.”
Her name cut through everything.
She turned toward him, and the second she did, the fragile, barely-held-together control she had slipped.
Her steps toward him weren’t steady. Her foot caught. Her balance shifted wrong. Her ribs pulled, and suddenly she was falling forward.
Ilya closed the distance in two steps. Fast. Precise. One arm caught her shoulders. The other steadied her side. Solid. Grounded. There. “I have you,” he said, low and certain.
Clara’s hands grabbed onto his jacket immediately. Tight. Too tight. Like letting go would mean falling again. Her breath hitched. “…he—he was—”
The words came out wrong. Broken. Slurred just enough to not land cleanly.
Ilya stilled. Not in surprise. In focus. “I know.”
Clara shook her head quickly. Too quickly. “I heard—”
“I know.”
She tried to steady her breathing. Failed. Tried again. Still off. Her forehead dipped forward, brushing lightly against his shoulder. “I’m stupid,” she said.
The words came out softer this time. Looser. Less sharp. But still there. Still automatic.
Ilya’s grip tightened just slightly. Grounding. “No.”
She let out a small, uneven laugh. “No?”
“No.”
“…I might be,” she said, voice drifting just a little. “A little.”
He didn’t respond to that. Because he didn’t agree. And he wasn’t going to pretend he did.
Clara shifted slightly in his hold. Not steady. Her balance tipped again for half a second before she corrected. Or tried to.
Ilya noticed. Of course he did. 
His voice changed, just a fraction. Sharper. “How many?”
Clara blinked. “…what.”
“How many have you had.”
She stared at him. Then laughed. It wasn’t loud. But it wasn’t steady either. It slipped out uneven. “…one,” she said.
A beat.
Then she tilted her head slightly, squinting like she was doing actual math. “…or maybe six.”
Ilya stared at her. “…Clara.”
She smiled. A little crooked. A little delayed. “I lost count,” she admitted.
“That is obvious.”
She laughed again. Quieter this time. Then winced slightly because even that pulled at her ribs. “Okay—ow—don’t make me laugh.”
“I am not trying to make you laugh.”
“You’re doing a bad job then.”
He exhaled slowly. Controlled. “You are drunk.”
“I am—” she paused. Thought about it. “A little.”
“You are not a little.”
She leaned into him slightly more than necessary. “Okay maybe not a little.”
Her grip on his jacket loosened slightly. Then tightened again when her balance wavered. “…everything’s kind of spinny,” she admitted.
“Yes.”
“That’s not ideal.”
“No.”
She nodded slowly. Then stopped. Because that made it worse. “Okay—no more nodding.”
“Good plan.”
She huffed a quiet laugh. Then winced again. “…still hurts.”
“I know.”
“Everything hurts.”
“I know.”
“And now I’m drunk.”
“Yes.”
She blinked up at him. “…this is not my best moment.”
“No.”
“…okay.”
He shifted slightly, adjusting his hold so she was more stable. “You are cold,” he said.
Clara blinked. Then shivered. Like her body had just caught up to that fact. “…yeah.”
“Come.”
He guided her toward the car. Slow. Steady. Every step deliberate.
She stumbled once. Caught again. Didn’t argue. Didn’t resist.
The passenger door opened. He helped her in. Careful with her ribs. Her leg. Everything.
She sank into the seat. Heavy. Like her body had given up trying to stay upright.
The door closed. Soft. Again.
Ilya walked around. Got in. Started the car. Warm air filled the space slowly.
Clara leaned her head back. Then sideways. Then settled against the window. Cold glass. Grounding. A little. “…I didn’t mean to,” she said quietly.
Ilya glanced at her briefly. “I know.”
“I just—”
She trailed off. Hands fidgeting in her lap. “I heard what he said,” she tried again. “And then I just—said things.”
“That happens.”
“I shouldn’t have.”
“You are allowed to react.”
She made a face. “…not like that.”
He didn’t answer immediately. The car turned onto the road. Smooth. Controlled. Finally, “You are overwhelmed,” he said. “And drunk.”
She snorted softly. “…yeah that sounds right.”
“You are not stupid.”
She leaned her head more firmly against the glass. “…you keep saying that.”
“Yes.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“That is unfortunate.”
She huffed a quiet laugh. Then winced again. “…stop being funny.”
“I am not being funny.”
“You are.”
A pause.
Then, “…thanks,” she murmured.
Ilya didn’t look at her this time. But his voice stayed the same. “Of course.”
Silence settled again. But softer now. Less sharp. Less overwhelming.
Clara’s breathing slowed. Still uneven. Still a little off. But better. “…where are we going,” she asked after a minute.
“Home.”
She nodded. Then immediately stopped. “…no nodding,” she reminded herself.
Ilya almost smiled.
Clara shifted slightly. “…I’m still stupid.”
“No.”
“…maybe a little.”
“No.”
She didn’t argue this time. Didn’t push. Just closed her eyes for a second, then opened them again quickly. Because even drunk, even tired, even overwhelmed, she knew one thing for sure.
If she let herself drift too far, everything would get loud again.
And right now, with the car warm, and Ilya there, and the world finally slowing down just a little—she didn’t want that.
Not yet.
 
At home, he door barely made a sound when it opened.
Ilya didn’t rush. He never rushed. But there was something in the way he moved now, steady, careful, deliberate, that made it clear he was holding himself back on purpose.
Because if he didn’t, he might move too fast. And Clara didn’t need fast right now. She needed steady. She needed quiet. She needed something that didn’t feel like it was about to disappear.
Her arms were still wrapped loosely around his shoulders as he carried her inside, her face turned into his hoodie, fingers gripping the fabric like it was the only solid thing left in the world.
The cold from outside clung to them for a second as the door shut behind them. Then, warmth. Stillness. Home.
Ilya didn’t stop in the entryway. Didn’t say anything. Didn’t ask. He just walked. Straight to the living room. Straight to the couch. And only then did he slow completely, lowering her down carefully, like she might break if he didn’t.
Like even the smallest wrong movement would matter.
Her feet touched the floor for half a second before she shifted, pulling herself onto the couch instead, curling slightly, but not letting go.
Her hand caught the front of his hoodie before he could pull away. Held tight.
He stilled. Looked down at her.
Her head was tilted slightly downward, hair falling into her face, shoulders tight in a way that had nothing to do with physical pain anymore.
It was quieter than before. No yelling. No anger. Just something softer. Something worse. “He was using me,” she said.
Her voice cracked just enough to make the words feel heavier than they already were. 
Not loud.
Not dramatic. 
Just… tired. 
Like she already knew the answer. Like she didn’t expect him to argue. “They always do that.”
Ilya didn’t move. Didn’t try to pull his hoodie back. Didn’t interrupt. Just stood there for a second longer, looking at her, then slowly crouched down in front of her. Bringing himself to her level. Not above her. Not over her. Right there. Close enough that she didn’t have to look up far to see him. “No,” he said.
Simple. Quiet. Certain.
Clara let out a small, almost humorless breath. “Yes.”
“No.”
She shook her head, eyes dropping again. “It’s always something.”
Her fingers tightened slightly in the fabric. “Hockey,” she continued, voice uneven now. “My dad. You guys. Something.”
There it was. Not just Denver. Not just tonight. Everything. All of it tangled together. All of it sitting right under the surface, finally spilling out.
Ilya didn’t react to the words the way most people would. Didn’t flinch at his name. Didn’t correct her. Didn’t push back.
He just watched her for a second longer, then leaned forward slightly. Close enough that she couldn’t avoid looking at him. “Look at me.”
She hesitated. Then, slowly, she did. Her eyes were tired. Not crying. Not fully. But close enough that it didn’t take much imagination to see how easily they could.
Ilya held her gaze. Didn’t look away. “I love you because you are kind,” he said. No hesitation. No buildup. Just truth.
Clara blinked. Like she wasn’t expecting that. Like that wasn’t where she thought this was going.
“Because you are smart,” he continued.
Her grip on his hoodie loosened slightly. Just a little. Her breathing shifted. Not steady yet. But trying.
“Because you work harder than anyone I know.”
Her lip trembled. Barely. But enough.
“And because you care.”
Silence. It didn’t feel empty. It felt full. Like the words were still settling into the space between them. Like they needed time to land.
Clara swallowed. Looked at him. Really looked this time. Not defensive. Not guarded. Just there.
For a second.
Two. 
Then, she leaned forward. Not gracefully. Not carefully. Just collapsed. Right into him.
Her arms wrapped around him fully this time, face pressing into his shoulder, grip tightening again, but different now. Not desperate. Not panicked. Just holding. “I hate people,” she mumbled against his hoodie.
The words were muffled. Half-lost. But he heard them. “I know.”
His voice didn’t change. Didn’t try to fix it. Didn’t argue. Just acknowledged it. He shifted slightly, adjusting his balance as he leaned back onto the couch, pulling her with him without breaking the contact.
She followed easily. Like she wasn’t thinking about it.Like she didn’t even notice. One second she was sitting, the next she was curled against his chest, tucked into his side, her head resting just under his chin.
Her legs pulled in slightly.
Body angled toward him.
Safe.
Her breathing was still uneven at first.
Short.
Tight.
Like her body hadn’t caught up to the fact that she didn’t need to hold everything in anymore.
Ilya didn’t say anything else. Didn’t ask questions. Didn’t push.
His hand came up slowly, carefully, resting lightly against the back of her head.
Then moving. Slow. Steady. Through her hair. Again. And again. The same rhythm. Over and over. Clara exhaled. Longer this time. Her shoulders dropped slightly. Tension easing. Not gone. But less. “…you’re not allowed to leave,” she murmured.
Her voice was softer now. Fading. Sleep already starting to pull at the edges of it.
“I will not leave.”
No hesitation. No joke. No deflection. Just promise.
She shifted slightly closer. If that was even possible. Her hand relaxed where it rested against his chest. Her breathing slowed. Evened out.
Another minute passed. Maybe two. 
Then, nothing.
No more movement. No more words. Just the quiet rise and fall of her breathing as sleep finally took over.
Ilya didn’t move. Didn’t adjust. Didn’t pull away. He stayed exactly where he was, one arm around her, the other still moving slowly through her hair. Calm. Steady. Protective.
The house around them settled into silence. No voices. No noise. Just the faint hum of the heat and the soft, quiet rhythm of breathing.
For a long time, he stayed awake. Watching. Not her face, not directly, but enough to know. Enough to make sure. That she was okay. That she was actually resting. That nothing was pulling her back out of it.
Eventually, his hand slowed. Not stopping. Just slower. His eyes grew heavier. The tension in his shoulders eased just slightly. And finally, after everything, his eyes closed too. Still sitting there. Still holding her.
The house quiet again.
Finally.
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  Morning came too early.
Not in the dramatic, poetic way people liked to pretend it did, no soft golden glow, no peaceful stretch into consciousness, no gentle transition from dreams into waking.
Just light.
Blunt, pale, unavoidable light that slipped through the windows whether anyone wanted it to or not.
Upstairs, Shane woke up all at once. No drifting. No in-between. Just awake.
His eyes snapped open, his body already tense like something had gone wrong.
For a second, he didn’t move. Just lay there, staring at the ceiling, his brain catching up in uneven pieces. The room was still dim, shadows stretched thin across the walls, but the light creeping in around the curtains told him everything he needed to know.
Morning.
Too early.
And then it hit. Clara. The call. The way she’d sounded. Ilya leaving, him sitting there waiting. 
Shane pushed himself upright immediately, the motion sharp and unthinking. Pain shot through his wrist, a tight, angry pull that made him suck in a breath. “Shit.”
He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. He definitely hadn’t meant to fall asleep.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed, already moving before his brain fully caught up. The floor was cold under his feet, grounding in a way that made everything feel more real, more immediate.
Too quiet. The house was too quiet. That wasn’t reassuring.
He grabbed the nearest hoodie off the chair, tugging it over his head as he moved toward the door, barely slowing as he stepped into the hallway. The house felt off.
Not empty. But not fully awake either. There was something there. Subtle.
He paused at the top of the stairs, listening. Nothing loud. No voices.
No movement, but faint breathing. 
Shane frowned slightly and started down the stairs, slower now, more careful. Each step creaked softly under his weight, the early morning light stretching across the walls in long, pale lines.
By the time he reached the bottom, his shoulders were tight. He turned toward the living room, and stopped.
Clara was curled into Ilya on the couch. Not just sitting next to him. Curled. Fully tucked into his side like she had been there all night, her head pressed into his chest, one arm draped loosely across him like she’d fallen asleep mid-movement and never bothered to finish it.
She looked small.
Not physically. She wasn’t small.
But like this, folded in on herself, breathing slow and even, there was none of the usual tension. None of the sharp edges. None of the constant readiness.
Just  tired.
Ilya sat back against the couch, one arm wrapped securely around her, holding her in place without effort, the other resting along the back cushion.
Awake.
Watching.
The second Shane stepped into the room, Ilya’s eyes flicked to him, sharp, alert, immediately aware. Then softened. He lifted one finger slightly to his lips. Quiet.
Shane froze mid-step. Right.
He nodded once, slower now, adjusting his weight so the floor wouldn’t creak again. He stepped forward just enough to lean lightly against the wall, arms crossing loosely as he looked at Clara again. “…she okay?” he mouthed.
Ilya nodded once. Yes. That was enough.
Shane exhaled quietly, tension easing just slightly from his shoulders as he stayed where he was.
For a moment, everything was still.
Then Clara shifted. Just a little. A small movement of her shoulder, her head pressing a fraction deeper into Ilya’s chest. “…mm,” she mumbled.
Ilya’s hand moved immediately, gentle and automatic, brushing lightly through her hair. “Shh.”
Too late.
Clara stirred again, slower this time. Her brow furrowed, like the light was already bothering her even through closed eyes. “…ugh,” she groaned.
Shane winced slightly. “Oh, she’s gonna hate today.”
Ilya almost smiled.
Clara’s eyes cracked open. Immediately squinted shut again. “…why is it so bright,” she groaned, voice rough, muffled against Ilya’s hoodie.
“Because it is morning,” Ilya said calmly.
“That’s rude.”
She shifted, pressing her face further into his chest like she could physically avoid the concept of daylight. It didn’t work. She groaned again, then stilled.
Then, slowly, very slowly, she lifted her head just enough to look at him. “…hi.”
“Hello.”
A beat.
Then her expression changed. Memory. Awareness. “…oh,” she said. And then immediately, “I’m sorry.”
Ilya blinked slightly. “For what.”
“For—” she gestured vaguely, then immediately winced, “—this.”
“You are comfortable.”
“That’s not the point.”
“It is the point.”
She stared at him for a second, then made a small face. “…okay.”
She shifted like she was going to sit up, and immediately froze. “…no,” she said.
“What?”
“Everything hurts.”
“Yes.”
“Everything hurts a lot.”
“Yes.”
“And my head—” she squeezed her eyes shut tighter, dropping her forehead back against his chest, “—my head is trying to kill me.”
Shane snorted.
Clara didn’t even look at him. “…don’t laugh at me.”
“I’m not laughing,” he said, very clearly laughing.
She groaned. “I hate both of you.”
“No you don’t,” Shane said.
“…not right now I don’t,” she admitted weakly.
Ilya’s hand moved again, slow and steady through her hair. “You should stay.”
“I was trying to get up.”
“You should not.”
“…yeah,” she mumbled. “That feels correct.”
Instead of moving away, she shifted closer, pressing her face fully into his hoodie like she could disappear. “…it’s too bright,” she complained.
“Close your eyes.”
“I am closing my eyes.”
“Then it is not bright.”
“It’s still bright.”
“That is not how eyes work.”
“It is today.”
Shane pushed off the wall and walked into the kitchen, grabbing a glass of water. “You’re hungover,” he said.
“No I’m not.”
“You literally are.”
“I’m just tired.”
“You’re literally dying.”
“I’m not dying.”
“You sound like you’re dying.”
“I sound normal.”
“You sound like you got hit by a truck.”
“…I’ve been hit by worse,” she muttered.
That was not reassuring.
Shane came back and held out the glass. “Drink.”
Clara cracked one eye open. Immediately regretted it. “…you’re blurry.”
“Drink the water.”
“…okay.”
She pushed herself up just enough to take it, wincing the entire time. Took a slow sip. Paused. Then another. “…okay that helps,” she admitted.
“Shocking.”
She handed the glass back and immediately collapsed into Ilya again. “…I’m never drinking again.”
“Sure,” Shane said.
“I’m serious.”
“Sure.”
“I am serious.”
“Sure.”
She didn’t have the energy to argue. So she didn’t.
A minute passed. Quiet again.
Then, Shane said, “We have practice.”
Clara didn’t move. Didn’t react. “…no we don’t.”
“We do.”
“…no we don’t.”
“You’re coaching.”
“…get Johnson to do it.”
Shane blinked. “It’s his day off.”
“…that’s his problem.”
“And you are the head coach.”
Clara lifted her head just enough to glare at him. “I never asked to be head coach.”
Ilya spoke calmly, without missing a beat. “Well they picked you. And we have won our last three.”
Clara paused. Then leaned back again, closing her eyes. “…because I’m the best coach ever, obviously.”
Shane grinned. “Well can the best coach ever get ready because we have to leave.”
Clara groaned like the world had personally betrayed her. “…no.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“I’m injured.”
“You’re always injured.”
“I’m more injured than usual.”
“You can’t use that as an excuse now.”
“I hate you.”
“No you don’t.”
“…not right now I don’t,” she repeated.
Ilya’s hand moved again through her hair. “You should go.”
“Traitor.”
“You have responsibility.”
“I don’t want responsibility.”
“You have it.”
“…this is the worst day of my life.”
“No,” Shane said immediately. “Yesterday was worse.”
“…okay that’s fair.”
Another pause.
Then, slowly, painfully, Clara pushed herself up. Every movement careful, controlled, slightly miserable. “…fine,” she muttered. “I’ll go.”
Shane grinned. “Coach Clara.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“You are literally coaching.”
“Shut up.”
She stood, immediately regretted it. “…okay standing is bad,” she muttered.
“Walking is next,” Shane said.
“I’m not walking.”
“You are.”
“I refuse.”
“You don’t have a choice.”
“I resign.”
“You already tried that.”
“I’m trying again.”
“Denied.”
Clara stared at him. Then turned to Ilya. “…back me up.”
“No.”
She sighed. “…traitor.”
“Yes.”
She grabbed the back of the couch for a second, steadying herself. Then straightened. “…okay,” she said. “I can do this.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”
“No.”
“Good enough.”
Clara took a step. Winced. Took another. “…I hate everything.”
“Yeah,” Shane said.
“…I really hate everything.”
“I know.”
But she kept walking, because she always did.
 
Practice was… something.
Not dramatic. Not chaotic. Just something.
Clara showed up ten minutes early. Which, for her, meant she had been awake for far too long and was already over it.
Sweats.
Oversized hoodie that swallowed her frame.
Hair shoved into a loose, messy bun that was barely holding itself together.
And…
Sunglasses.
Actual sunglasses. Inside. At an indoor rink.
Maple trotted happily beside her, leash loose, tail wagging like this was the best outing of her entire life.
Clara, on the other hand, looked like she had just survived three separate battles and lost all of them.
Her steps were slower than usual, not limping exactly, but careful. Controlled. Like every movement had to be thought about first.
The doors to the rink swung open. Cold air hit immediately. Maple perked up. Clara did not.
From the ice—
Troy spotted her first.
Of course he did.
He was mid-stretch near the boards, one glove off, flexing his fingers absentmindedly when his eyes flicked up, and then he froze. For half a second. Then immediately “…wow.”
Clara didn’t even slow down. “Don’t.”
“You look—”
“Don’t.”
“—like you got hit by a truck.”
“I said don’t.”
“That’s not very coach-like.”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“That’s fair.”
A few of the guys nearby snorted.
Luca leaned on his stick. “She does look rough.”
Nick nodded. “Like… aggressively rough.”
“Like you shouldn’t make eye contact rough,” Tanner added.
Clara walked right past all of them, Maple padding neatly at her side, completely unbothered by the commentary. She dropped her bag near the bench. Didn’t take the sunglasses off. Didn’t acknowledge anyone else.
Just stood there for a second, arms crossed, staring out at the ice like she was deciding whether or not she wanted to exist today.
Wyatt skated over slowly, helmet pushed back slightly. “…you good?”
Clara didn’t look at him. “Fantastic.”
“…you don’t look fantastic.”
“Thank you, Hazy.”
“That wasn’t a compliment.”
“I know.”
Luca drifted closer, squinting at her. “…are those sunglasses?”
“No.”
“…those are definitely sunglasses.”
“Do you want to skate or do you want to talk about my fashion choices?”
“…skate.”
“Good.”
Bood snorted. “She’s in a mood.”
“Understatement,” Troy said.
And then…Evan.
Because of course it was Evan.
He skated up, casual, unaware, and said the one thing that guaranteed everyone else would regret being there. “…wow, rough night, Clara.”
Everything stopped. Not literally. But close enough.
Clara went still. Then, slowly, she turned. Even with the sunglasses, the look was clear.
Deadly.
Flat.
Done.
“…bag skates,” she said.
Silence.
Then, immediate chaos.
“Wait—what—no—”
“Clara—come on—”
“I didn’t mean it—”
“Evan—what did you do—”
“I just said—”
“You asked,” Clara said calmly.
“I didn’t mean—”
“Line up.”
“Clara—”
“Line up.”
Her voice didn’t get louder. Didn’t need to. Everyone moved. Fast. Because they weren’t stupid.
…mostly.
Evan looked like he was reconsidering every life choice he had ever made.
Nick skated past him. “You’re dead.”
“I didn’t even say anything that bad!”
“You spoke.”
“That’s enough.”
They lined up across the blue line.
Clara stepped onto the ice slowly, careful but controlled, Maple settling down by the bench with Ilya, who had arrived quietly and now stood watching like this was all completely normal.
Which, to him, it was.
Clara planted herself at center ice. Arms crossed. Sunglasses still on. Looking like death itself. “Blue line,” she said.
They pushed off.
Fast.
“Red.”
Turn.
“Goal line.”
Turn.
“Blue.”
Turn.
No whistle. No pause. No mercy.
“Again.”
Groans immediately.
“Clara—please—”
“Again.”
“Coach—”
“Again.”
They went. Legs already burning. Breathing getting heavier. Edges getting sloppier.
Clara didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just watched. Tracked every stride. Every hesitation. Every sign of slowing down.
Shane skated past her, shaking his head, breath already uneven. “You’re evil.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Who hurt you?”
She didn’t miss a beat. “You did.”
“…that’s fair.”
“Again.”
They turned. Pushed. Went again.
Wyatt muttered as he passed Troy, “I’m going to throw up.”
“Do not throw up on the ice,” Troy shot back.
“I might not have a choice.”
“Make a choice.”
“Again,” Clara called.
Luca groaned loudly. “I hate it here.”
“No you don’t,” Nick said, panting.
“I do.”
“You love it.”
“I love hockey. I don’t love this.”
“Same thing.”
“It’s not the same thing.”
Bood nearly lost an edge on the turn. “If I die, I’m haunting Evan.”
“Fair,” Tanner said.
Evan, currently regretting his existence, wheezed, “I’m sorry—”
“No you’re not,” three people said at once.
“Again.”
They went. Again. And again. And again.
Time stretched. Not actually hours. But it felt like it.
Clara didn’t let up. Didn’t soften. Didn’t care about complaints. If anything, the more they complained, the calmer she got. Which was worse. Because it meant she was fully committed.
Finally, after what felt like the longest ten minutes of their lives, she blew the whistle. “Water.”
The team collapsed. Actually collapsed. Some dropped to their knees. Some leaned over their sticks.
Wyatt just laid flat on the ice. “I’m not moving.”
“You have to move,” Luca said, equally exhausted.
“I refuse.”
“That’s not how this works.”
“It should be.”
Shane skated over to Clara, breathing hard, hair damp, clearly done. “You’re insane.”
“You’re slow.”
“I’m injured.”
“You’re benched.”
He blinked. “…what.”
“You’re benched.”
“I am not benched.”
“You keep touching your wrist.”
“I’m not—”
“You just did it.”
He looked down. Realized. “…I hate you.”
“Sit.”
“I’m not sitting.”
“Sit.”
They stared at each other. 
Beat.
Shane sighed. “…fine.”
He turned and skated to the bench, dropping down with a quiet grumble. “Traitor,” he muttered as Ilya walked past.
“Yes,” Ilya said simply.
Maple wagged her tail at Shane like he had just joined her on the bench of disappointment. “You too?” Shane muttered.
She licked his glove.
“Yeah, okay, that tracks.”
Clara clapped once. “Up.”
Groans again.
“Scrimmage.”
“Are you serious—”
“Yes.”
They pushed themselves back up. Because again, not stupid.
Scrimmage started. Hard. Fast. Competitive. Even exhausted, they didn’t hold back. Because they couldn’t. Not with her watching like that.
Troy cut through the neutral zone, passing clean to Nick.
Nick shot—
Saved.
Wyatt, now back up and in net, snapped back into focus despite earlier complaints.
“Good,” Clara muttered.
Luca chased down a loose puck, battling Bood along the boards.
Shoulders hit.
Sticks clashed.
Tanner jumped in, digging for control.
“Move your feet!” Clara called.
They did. Even when they didn’t want to.
Shane sat on the bench, watching, flexing his wrist slightly, then immediately stopping when he caught Clara’s eyes. “…this is abuse,” he muttered.
Ilya leaned against the boards beside him. “You should not have touched it.”
“I didn’t touch it.”
“You did.”
“…traitor.”
“Yes.”
On the ice play kept moving. Relentless.
Clara didn’t slow them down. Didn’t call easy resets. Forced them to think. To move. To work.
Harris stood off to the side. Filming. Of course he was. Camera steady. Already planning edits in his head. “Content,” he muttered.
Nick nearly wiped out chasing a pass. “Stop filming!”
“No,” Harris said.
“This is blackmail.”
“This is art.”
“This is suffering.”
“Same thing.”
Clara ignored all of it. Just kept pushing. “Again,” she called when the play stalled.
They reset. Went again.
By the end, everyone was dead. Or close to it.
Wyatt leaned against the post. “I can’t feel my legs.”
“That’s probably bad,” Luca said.
“It’s definitely bad.”
“I think I left my soul somewhere around the blue line,” Bood added.
“Same,” Tanner said.
Nick just nodded. “Yeah.”
Troy skated slowly to the bench, shaking his head. “She’s insane.”
Shane, still sitting, snorted. “Told you.”
Clara finally blew the whistle. End. Done. “Good work,” she said flatly.
“No it wasn’t,” Evan groaned.
“Yes it was.”
Harris lowered his camera, grinning. “Oh this is gold.”
“…I’m scared,” Shane muttered.
“You should be,” Clara said.
 
Later, locker room.
The energy was completely different from the night before. No roaring crowd. No pressure. No game clock ticking down somewhere in the back of everyone’s head.  Just fluorescent lights. Half-open lockers. The low hum of conversations overlapping in a way that felt easy instead of tense.
Gear bags were scattered across the floor. Sticks leaned against benches. Someone had music playing quietly from a speaker in the corner, nothing loud, just enough to fill the silence without demanding attention.
Normal.
Or at least… as normal as this group ever got.
Clara stood near the far wall, shoulder resting against the cool cinderblock, arms loosely crossed. Her sunglasses, still on, because she refused to admit how much her head hurt, sat crooked on her nose. Her hair was tied back in a messy ponytail that had definitely been done in a rush.
She looked fine.
If “fine” meant slightly pale, mildly irritated, and moving like her entire body still hurt from the last two days. Which, to be fair, it did.
Across the room, Troy was halfway through unlacing his skates, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, talking to Wyatt about something that sounded like it mattered way too much for this early in the day. “…I’m telling you, that pass was intentional,” Troy insisted.
Wyatt snorted. “No it wasn’t.”
“It was.”
“You tripped.”
“I did not trip.”
“You literally fell.”
“I adjusted.”
“You adjusted into the ice.”
Luca laughed from the bench beside them. “That’s not better.”
Bood, sitting on the floor with his back against a locker, tossed a roll of tape in the air and caught it again. “I saw it. It was a fall.”
“It was not a fall,” Troy shot back.
Tanner leaned over from the next locker. “It was a dramatic fall.”
Nick didn’t even look up from rewrapping his stick. “It was embarrassing.”
“Okay, I hate all of you,” Troy muttered.
Clara watched them for a second. Didn’t smile. But there was a slight shift in her posture. Something softer. Then, she sighed.  “…I have a game tonight.”
The words cut clean through the room. Conversations stopped. Like someone had hit pause. Every head turned. Troy blinked. “What.”
Wyatt frowned. “What do you mean, you have a game tonight.”
Clara didn’t move from the wall. “I mean I have a game tonight.”
Luca sat up straighter. “…you’re playing?”
“Yes.”
Nick finally looked up. “Tonight?”
“Yes.”
Bood stared at her like she’d just said something completely insane. “After last night?”
“Yes.”
Tanner tilted his head. “And this morning.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “I’m fine.”
Wyatt squinted at her. “You’re wearing sunglasses indoors.”
“It’s a vibe.”
“It’s not a vibe,” Troy said. “It’s a problem.”
Evan, who had been sitting quietly near the end of the bench, finally spoke. “…are you hungover?”
Clara didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”
The room went silent again.
Then, “…that’s insane,” Evan said.
“Probably,” Clara agreed.
Wyatt leaned back slowly, processing. “You got into a fight, scored a hat trick, coached a full game, benched Shane, went to a party, and now you’re playing again. Today.”
“Yes.”
“…what is wrong with you.”
Clara shrugged. “Good conditioning.”
“That’s not conditioning,” Luca said. “That’s a problem.”
Bood nodded. “That’s like… three problems stacked on top of each other.”
Tanner pointed at her. “You look like you haven’t slept.”
“I slept.”
“When?”
Clara paused. “…enough.”
Nick raised an eyebrow. “That’s not a number.”
“It’s a vibe.”
“That’s not—” he stopped himself, then shook his head. “I’m not doing this with you.”
Troy leaned forward, elbows on his knees again. “What time is the game?”
“Tonight.”
“That’s not helpful.”
“Seven.”
Wyatt blinked. “That’s in like—hours.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re playing.”
“Yes.”
“With a hangover.”
“Yes.”
“With a bruised rib.”
“Yes.”
“And a leg that looks like it got hit by a truck.”
Clara tilted her head slightly. “It wasn’t a truck.”
“That’s not the point!”
”You’re telling me none of you have ever played hungover?”
The room went silent.
She smirked faintly. Just a little. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
Across the room, the door opened.
Shane walked in first.
Followed by Ilya.
Shane still had his wrist wrapped, though it looked a little less aggressive than the night before. He moved like it still bothered him, because it did, but he was trying not to show it.
Which meant Clara noticed immediately. Of course she did.
Ilya stepped in behind him, calm as ever, hands tucked loosely into his jacket pockets, eyes scanning the room once before landing on Clara. Then staying there. Always.
“What did we miss,” Shane asked, dropping onto the nearest bench.
Clara didn’t answer.
Wyatt did. “She has a game tonight.”
Shane blinked. Slowly. “…what.”
“She’s playing,” Troy added.
“Tonight,” Luca said.
“With a hangover,” Evan finished.
Shane turned his head toward Clara. Very slowly. “…you’re kidding.”
“No.”
“You’re actually serious.”
“Yes.”
He stared at her for a solid three seconds.
Then leaned back slightly. “…okay.”
Clara frowned. “…that’s it?”
“What do you want me to say?”
“I don’t know. Yell at me.”
“I already did that yesterday.”
“Do it again.”
“No.”
She narrowed her eyes. “You’re suspiciously calm.”
“I’m choosing peace.”
“That’s new.”
“I’m growing as a person.”
“You’re not.”
“I’m not,” he admitted.
Ilya stepped closer, stopping near the wall beside Clara. “You are playing tonight?”
“Yes.”
“You are injured.”
“I’m fine.”
“You are not fine.”
“I am mostly fine.”
“That is not the same thing.”
Clara sighed. “I knew you were going to say that.”
“I always say that.”
“Yeah.”
A pause.
Then, “We’re coming,” Shane said.
The room stilled again. Clara blinked. “…what.”
“We’re coming,” he repeated, “To your game.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
That was it. That was all it took. The entire room exploded into motion. 
“Oh we’re definitely coming,” Troy said immediately.
“Yeah, absolutely,” Wyatt added.
“No question,” Luca said.
“Front row seats,” Bood grinned.
Tanner pointed at Clara. “We’re heckling.”
“You’re not heckling,” she said.
“We’re supportive heckling.”
“That’s not a thing.”
“It is now,” Nick said.
Clara pushed off the wall slightly, looking between all of them. “…you don’t have to—”
“We’re going,” Shane said.
“No debate,” Troy added.
“Already decided,” Wyatt nodded.
“Locked in,” Luca said.
Clara stared at them. For a second. Longer than she meant to. Because she hadn’t expected that. Not really. “…okay,” she said finally.
Shane smirked slightly. “You’re welcome.”
“I didn’t say thank you.”
“You meant it.”
“I didn’t.”
“You did.”
She rolled her eyes. But there was something there. Something softer again.
Ilya noticed. Of course he fucking did. He tilted his head slightly, studying her for a second. “You will regret this.”
Clara frowned. “Why.”
“You are tired.”
“I’m fine.”
“You will be less fine later.”
“That’s future me’s problem.”
“That is still you.”
“I’ll deal with it.”
Shane snorted. “Yeah, you always do.”
Troy stood up suddenly. “Wait, what team are you playing?”
Clara glanced at him. “Does it matter?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“So we know who to boo.”
“You’re not booing anyone.”
“We’re absolutely booing someone.”
“You’re not.”
“We are.”
“You’re not.”
“We are.”
She pointed at him. “If you embarrass me—”
“We will,” Bood said.
“Immediately,” Tanner added.
“Without hesitation,” Nick nodded.
Clara groaned. “I hate all of you.”
“No you don’t,” Wyatt said.
“…I don’t,” she muttered.
Shane leaned back on the bench, glancing at her again. “You’re really playing.”
“Yes.”
He shook his head slightly. “…you’re insane.”
“I’ve been told that.”
Ilya nodded. “Many times.”
Clara shot him a look. “Not helpful.”
“It is accurate.”
She sighed, pushing herself off the wall fully now. “Alright, I have to go.”
“Where,” Troy asked.
“The car.”
“To sleep?” Wyatt said hopefully.
Clara paused. “…maybe.”
Shane narrowed his eyes. “That’s not convincing.”
“It’s possible.”
“It’s not.”
“It could happen.”
“It won’t.”
She grabbed her bag. “I’m leaving.”
“Go sleep,” Ilya said.
“I might.”
“You will.”
“I might.”
“You will.”
“…we’ll see. Come to the car quickly.”
Shane called after her as she headed for the door, “If you pass out on the ice—”
“I won’t!”
“—I’m not helping you.”
“Yes you will!”
“…yeah, I will,” he admitted.
Clara smirked faintly, pushing the door open. “Seven o’clock,” she called over her shoulder.
“We’ll be there,” Troy said.
“Front row,” Bood added.
“Loud,” Tanner grinned.
“Annoying,” Nick said.
Clara shook her head. But she didn’t argue. Didn’t stop them. Didn’t tell them not to come again. Because this time, she meant it. “…okay.”
 
They went.
All of them.
Not scattered through the stands the way families usually were, or mixed in quietly like normal spectators trying not to draw attention. No, this was different. The Centaurs didn’t do subtle. They didn’t do quiet. And they definitely didn’t do “low-key support.”
They took over. An entire section.
Top corner of the rink, just off center ice, perfect view of everything. Sticks banged against the railing before the game even started. Someone had already started a chant that didn’t quite make sense yet, but that didn’t stop it from getting loud anyway. Jerseys everywhere. Hoodies. Hats. Even a couple signs that were clearly made in about five minutes but somehow still looked aggressive.
Troy was the loudest immediately. Of course he was. “LET’S GO, WIEBE!” he shouted, leaning over the railing like he was personally responsible for the entire team’s performance tonight.
“Game hasn’t even started,” Luca muttered, though he was grinning anyway.
“Doesn’t matter,” Troy shot back. “Setting the tone.”
Bood smacked the boards with the bottom of his fist. “SET IT!”
Evan laughed, shaking his head. “You guys are insane.”
“Correct,” Tanner said calmly.
Nick leaned back in his seat, arms crossed, scanning the ice like he was already analyzing everything. “She looks fine.”
Shane didn’t answer right away. Because he was watching her. And yeah, she looked fine. But he knew better.
Ilya stood beside him, quieter, hands resting lightly against the railing. His eyes tracked Clara the moment she stepped onto the ice for warmups. 
There it was. That slight stiffness. That almost invisible hesitation when she pushed off too hard on her left leg. That tiny adjustment in the way she rotated her shoulders.
No one else would notice. But they did. Of course they did.
“She is sore,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane exhaled. “Yeah.”
Below them, Clara skated a warmup lap, stick tapping lightly against the ice as she took a pass cleanly, pulling it in and snapping a quick shot into the net. Sharp. Precise. Like nothing was wrong.
Troy leaned over again. “SHE’S FINE!”
Luca snorted. “You say that like you didn’t see her this morning.”
“She thrives in chaos.”
Evan shook his head. “That’s not reassuring.”
Nick nodded once. “It’s accurate though.”
Wyatt, still moving a little carefully from his own injury, sat a bit further back, hoodie pulled up slightly, watching the ice with a more focused, quieter energy. “She’ll push through it,” he said.
Tanner glanced at him. “You would know.”
Wyatt smirked faintly. “Yeah.”
Clara didn’t look up at them during warmups. Not once. Not because she didn’t know they were there, she absolutely did. But because she couldn’t afford to.
Not today.
Not with the way her body felt.
Not with the dull ache still sitting in her ribs every time she breathed too deep, the bruise on her shin still throbbing in the background like a constant reminder of yesterday, the faint tightness in her face where the hit had landed.
And, the hangover.
God. That part was worse than she expected. Not dramatic. Not debilitating. Just there.
Heavy.
Lingering.
Like her brain was half a step behind everything.
But the second she stepped on the ice, it started to fade. Not disappear. But quiet.
Because this?
This she knew. This was automatic.
The puck dropped, and everything else shut off.
First shift was clean.
Clara took the ice with her line, skating into position, eyes locked forward, posture steady. The puck dropped. Won clean.
They moved it up immediately, quick passes, tight spacing, nothing fancy.
Clara cut through the neutral zone, calling for the puck once—short, sharp—
Got it.
Handled it clean.
No hesitation.
She pushed forward, reading the defense, adjusting angles, then dished it off.
Simple. Smart. Reset.
In the stands, Nick nodded. “She’s locked in.”
“Yeah,” Shane said quietly.
Ilya didn’t speak. But he didn’t look away.
Five minutes in, Clara took a hit.
Not dirty. Not late. Just hard. Shoulder to shoulder. Enough to test her balance. Enough to make her body remember yesterday.
She absorbed it. Kept her feet. Kept going.
Troy slammed the railing. “THAT’S RIGHT!”
Luca leaned forward. “…okay, she’s good.”
Evan let out a breath. “Yeah.”
Shane didn’t move. But his shoulders loosened just slightly.
Second shift was faster.
Clara picked up the puck near the boards, cut inside, slipped past one defender, but another stepped up.
She adjusted. Quick. Sharp. Shot. Saved. Rebound bounced out.
Tanner leaned forward. “Again—”
But it cleared. Reset.
Still good. Very good.
“She’s seeing the ice,” Nick said.
Wyatt nodded. “Yeah.”
By the end of the first period, it was obvious.
Clara wasn’t just playing. She was controlling. Not dominating physically. Not forcing anything. Just reading everything better than everyone else.
Positioning.
Timing.
Decisions.
Like the game slowed down for her while everyone else was still trying to catch up.
The horn sounded. Score still close. But the momentum had shifted.
Second period, that’s when it clicked.
Fully.
Clara hopped the boards again, adjusting her grip slightly as she settled into position. Her body still hurt. Of course it did.
But now? It didn’t matter.
Because she was in it. Completely.
The puck dropped. Clara’s team gained control. Moved it quickly through the zone.
The center drove the left side hard, pulling defenders with him.
“Go, go—” Luca muttered from the stands.
Clara saw it. The space. The opening.
She cut in behind him, stick ready. 
Pass came.
Perfect.
She didn’t hesitate.
Shot.
Goal.
The net snapped back. The horn blasted. The entire section absolutely exploded.
“LET’S GO!” Troy screamed.
Bood nearly climbed over the railing. “THAT’S WHAT I’M TALKING ABOUT!”
Evan laughed, shaking his head. “She’s unreal.”
Shane stood, yelling, hands gripping the railing. “YES!”
Ilya clapped once. Solid. Proud.
On the ice, Clara didn’t celebrate much. Just a small nod. Turned. Skated back. Focused.
Later in the period, another play.
This time, her right wing drove the middle, pulling defenders inward.
Clara trailed slightly behind, reading it, then cut right.
Open.
He saw her. Passed. 
She caught it clean, waited half a second, then dished it across to a defender, who had just slipped into position near the net.
Tap in.
Goal.
“OH MY GOD,” Tanner said, laughing. “That was clean.”
Nick nodded. “Perfect timing.”
Wyatt leaned back slightly. “She made that.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “She did.”
Clara skated past the bench. Didn’t look up. Didn’t need to.
Third period, harder, always harder.
The other team pushed back. Faster. More aggressive. Trying to close the gap.
Clara felt it immediately. The pace increased. The pressure tightened. Her legs burned more. Her ribs pulled sharper when she turned too quickly. Her head throbbed faintly. But she didn’t slow down. She couldn’t. Because this was where it mattered.
She stepped onto the ice again, breathing steady, forcing everything into focus. One shift. Then the next. Then another. Smart plays. Short passes. No mistakes.
Late in the period, final push.
Clara up by one. Not safe. Not yet.
She got the puck near center ice. Saw the lane. Took it. Drove forward.
A defender stepped up, she pulled the puck wide. Cut inside. Another defender closed, she didn’t shoot.
Didn’t force it.
Instead, she slipped it back. Right to her center. Open.
Shot.
Goal.
The crowd roared. The section lost it again. “That’s game!” Troy yelled. 
“Not yet!” Nick snapped.
But close. Very close.
Final seconds ticking down, Clara stayed on the ice.
Not because she had to. Because she wanted to. Needed to.
The puck cleared. Time dropped.
Three.
Two.
One. 
Horn.
Game over.
They win.
The section exploded. Actually exploded.
Troy was jumping.
Bood yelling something completely incoherent.
Evan clapping hard enough his hands probably hurt.
Luca laughing.
Tanner shaking his head like he couldn’t believe it.
Nick just nodding once, satisfied.
Wyatt leaning forward, grin sharp despite everything.
Ilya stood, actually yelling.
Ilya clapped, laughing the hardest he had in his whole life. 
On the ice, Clara didn’t move right away. She leaned on her stick. Head down for a second. Breathing. Just breathing. Letting everything catch up.
The pain.
The exhaustion.
The adrenaline finally dropping.
Then, she lifted her head. Looked toward the stands. Toward them. And smiled.
Small. But real.
And that was enough.
 
Back home, dinner started the way it had started a lot lately.
Quiet. Not in a bad way. Not tense. Just easy.
The kind of quiet that came when everyone was tired in the same way, when the day had taken enough out of them that no one felt the need to fill every second with noise.
The kitchen lights were warm, soft against the dark windows. Outside, the night had settled in fully, the cold pressing faintly against the glass, but inside it felt steady. Safe.
Clara sat at the table with her plate in front of her, one leg tucked slightly under her chair to take pressure off her shin. She wasn’t thinking about it anymore, not actively, but every once in a while she’d shift and the dull ache would remind her it was still there.
Her ribs, too. Her face still felt tender when she chewed, like a bruise that hadn’t quite decided what it wanted to be yet.
But she ignored all of it. Because that’s what she did.
Across from her, Shane leaned back slightly in his chair, one arm resting on the table, the other still wrapped loosely. He wasn’t using it much, even though he kept insisting it was fine.
It wasn’t. They both knew it.
Next to him, Ilya sat upright, calm as always, eating slowly, like he had all the time in the world. No rush. No wasted movement. Just there.
For a while, no one said anything. Forks against plates. The quiet clink of silverware. The low hum of the fridge in the background.
Normal. Clara liked normal. After the past few days, she really liked normal.
Then, her phone rang.
The sound cut through everything.
Sharp.
Unexpected.
Clara’s hand paused mid-movement. Her eyes flicked toward the counter where her phone sat. The screen lit up. She leaned slightly, just enough to see the name. And froze. “…it’s my dad,” she said.
Her voice wasn’t loud. But it shifted something in the room instantly.
Shane straightened a little.
Ilya’s gaze lifted.
Clara stood before either of them could say anything. She didn’t rush. But she didn’t sit there either.
She grabbed her phone, staring at it for half a second longer than necessary, like she was deciding something.
Then turned. Walked out of the kitchen. Down the short hallway. Into the living room.
She didn’t go far. Just far enough.
The phone kept ringing.
Once.
Twice.
Three times, she answered.
“Hey—”
Her voice was quieter now. Different. Not guarded. Not sharp. Softer.
There was a pause. Then her dad’s voice came through the other end. “Clara?”
“Yeah,” she said, shifting slightly, leaning against the arm of the couch. “Hi.”
“Hey, kid.”
Another pause. Not awkward. Just careful. “How are you?” he asked.
Clara exhaled softly. “I’m okay.”
“You sound tired.”
“I am tired.”
A faint sound on the other end, maybe him shifting, maybe something in the background. “How’s school?” he asked.
“It’s… school,” she said.
“That bad, huh?”
She smiled faintly, even though he couldn’t see it. “It’s fine.”
“And hockey?”
Clara hesitated for half a second. “Good,” she said finally. “We won tonight.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Nice,” he said, and she could hear the smile in his voice. “You score?”
She huffed a quiet laugh. “Yeah.”
“Team played well?”
“Yeah.”
“I knew it.”
She didn’t respond right away. Because that, that always got her. The way he said it like it was obvious. Like it was guaranteed. Like there was never a version where she didn’t. “…yeah,” she said quietly.
Another pause.
Then, “I wanted to call you,” he said.
Clara straightened just slightly. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
A breath.
“It’s your grandma.”
Everything in her stilled. Her grip on the phone tightened just a fraction. “…okay,” she said.
“She’s doing better,” he said quickly. “A lot better.”
Clara blinked. “…really?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Doctors said she responded well. She’s been up, talking, moving around a little.”
Clara felt something in her chest shift. Not all at once. Not relief exactly. But close. “…okay,” she said again.
“I went to see her this morning,” he continued. “She asked about you.”
Clara swallowed. “…what’d you say?”
“That you were busy,” he said. “School. Hockey. Being you.”
She let out a quiet breath. “…yeah.”
“She told me to tell you she’s proud of you.”
That one hit harder. Clara looked down at the floor. Her voice dropped just slightly. “…okay.”
“She meant it.”
“I know.”
Another pause.
Then, “They’re talking about sending her home,” he said.
Clara’s head lifted. “…home?”
“Yeah. Maybe this week. If everything keeps going the way it is.”
Her heart picked up just a little. “…that’s good.”
“It’s really good.”
“…yeah.”
“And if she’s home,” he continued, “I’ll be back too.”
There it was. The shift. Clara didn’t say anything right away. Because she knew what that meant.
He kept going. “Which means… you’ll come back home too.”
Not a question. A statement. A gentle one. But still.
Clara leaned her shoulder more firmly against the couch. “…yeah,” she said.
“You’ve been staying with Shane, right?”
“Yeah.”
“And Ilya?”
“Yeah.”
“They taking care of you?”
Clara let out a quiet, almost automatic huff. “Yeah.”
“Good.”
“They’re annoying.”
He laughed softly. “I bet.”
“But yeah,” she added. “They’re good.”
“I’m glad.”
Silence settled between them for a second. Not uncomfortable. Just… full.
“So,” he said after a moment. “You okay with that?”
Clara frowned slightly. “With what?”
“Coming back.”
She hesitated. Because the answer should have been easy. Should have been automatic. Of course. Of course she’d go home. That’s where she lived. That’s where she belonged. That’s where everything was supposed to be.
But…
“…yeah,” she said anyway.
Another pause. Her dad didn’t push. Didn’t question it. “Alright,” he said. “We’ll figure out details when I know more.”
“Okay.”
“And hey—”
“Yeah?”
“I’m proud of you too.”
Clara blinked. “…for what?”
“For everything,” he said simply.
She didn’t answer right away. Because she didn’t know how to. “…okay,” she said finally.
“I’ll call you tomorrow, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Get some sleep.”
“I will.”
“Love you, kid.”
Clara swallowed. “…love you too.”
The line clicked. Call ended.
The room went quiet again. But not the same quiet as before. Clara stood there for a second. Still holding her phone. Staring at nothing. Processing. Because that was good news. It was.
Her grandma was getting better. She was coming home. Her dad was coming back. Everything was going back to normal.
So why did it feel…
Heavy?
She exhaled slowly. Then pushed herself off the couch. Walked back toward the kitchen.
Shane looked up the second she stepped back in.
Ilya’s gaze followed right after.
Neither of them spoke.
They just watched.
Clara stepped back into her chair slowly. Set her phone down beside her plate. “…my gram’s doing better,” she said.
Her voice was quieter now. Softer. “He said she should be coming home this week.”
Shane nodded immediately. “That’s great.”
“Very good,” Ilya added.
Clara nodded. “…yeah.”
A small pause.
“Which means I go back to my house, I guess.”
There it was. The part that hadn’t been said yet. The part that changed things. Silence stretched. Longer this time.
Because it was good news. Really good news.
But, it meant something else too.
Shane leaned back slightly in his chair, expression shifting just a little. “…yeah.”
Ilya didn’t move. But his eyes stayed on her. 
Clara looked down at her hands. Her fingers traced the edge of the table absently. “…yeah,” she said again.
And the room, the same room that had felt so normal just a few minutes ago, felt different now.
Not broken.
Not bad.
Just…
Aware.
Aware of what was coming next.
Later, they played video games. Like nothing had changed. Like everything was normal. Which, in its own way, was the strangest part of all.
The living room lights were dim now, the kind of soft, late-night glow that made everything feel quieter even when it wasn’t. The TV flickered in front of them, colors shifting fast across the screen, casting moving shadows along the walls.
The couch had become their default setup.
Shane sprawled across one side, still half-leaning into Ilya like he hadn’t bothered to move since earlier. His wrist was still wrapped, loosely now, the ice abandoned somewhere on the table, but he kept flexing his fingers every now and then like he was checking it without admitting he was checking it.
Ilya sat steady beside him, one arm resting along the back of the couch, posture relaxed in that way that somehow never looked careless. Controller in hand. Focused. Calm.
And Clara sat on the floor. Cross-legged, leaning slightly back against the couch, controller gripped in her hands like it was part of her. A blanket was half-draped over her legs, mostly forgotten, and Maple had claimed his spot right beside her, pressed against her hip like he’d decided that was permanent now.
Her posture wasn’t perfect.
If you looked closely, you could see it, the way she shifted sometimes to ease the pressure on her ribs, the way her leg stretched out a little more than the other to avoid the worst of the bruise.
But she didn’t complain. Didn’t mention it. Didn’t slow down.
“Are you serious right now?” Shane snapped, leaning forward suddenly as his character got taken out on screen. “That was so cheap.”
Clara didn’t even look at him. “That was skill.”
“That was not skill.”
“That was absolutely skill.”
“You button-mashed.”
“I did not button-mash.”
“You definitely button-mashed.”
She smirked faintly. “Sounds like a skill issue.”
Shane stared at her. “…I hate you.”
“Yeah,” she said, not even glancing up. “You say that a lot.”
“I mean it every time.”
“You don’t.”
“I do.”
“You don’t.”
“I do.”
“You love me.”
“I do not.”
“You do.”
“I don’t.”
She won another round.
Clean.
Fast.
Shane dropped his head back against the couch dramatically. “This is rigged.”
“It’s not rigged,” Clara said.
“It’s rigged against me specifically.”
“That sounds like a you problem.”
“It is a you problem,” he shot back.
Ilya, without looking away from the screen, added calmly, “She is better than you.”
Shane turned his head slowly. “…whose side are you on?”
“The correct one.”
“That’s rude.”
“It is accurate.”
Clara snorted quietly.
Maple shifted beside her, letting out a soft huff like he’d also decided this was all very entertaining.
The next match loaded. New map. Same energy.
Shane leaned forward again, suddenly focused. “Okay, no, this time I’m actually trying.”
“You said that last time.”
“I mean it this time.”
“You meant it last time.”
“I mean it more now.”
“That’s not how that works.”
“It is how it works.”
Clara adjusted her grip on the controller slightly, her movements precise, controlled. “You’re still going to lose.”
“I’m not going to lose.”
“You are.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“I’m not.”
The round started.
Three seconds in, Clara took him out again.
Shane froze. Then slowly set his controller down on his knee. “…I’m being targeted.”
“You ran straight at me,” Clara said.
“I thought you’d hesitate.”
“I don’t hesitate.”
“That’s concerning.”
“It works.”
“It shouldn’t work.”
“But it does.”
Shane picked the controller back up, narrowing his eyes at the screen. “Okay. Now I’m mad.”
Clara smirked. “You’ve been mad.”
“Now I’m extra mad.”
“That’s not going to help you.”
“It’s going to help me.”
“It’s not.”
“It is.”
He lasted longer that time. Not much longer. But longer. Then gone again.
Clara leaned back slightly, adjusting her position, and winced. Again. Small. Quick.
But this time, Shane saw it immediately. “…you just did it again.”
Clara didn’t look up. “Did what?”
“That thing.”
“What thing?”
“The wincing thing.”
“I didn’t—”
“You did.”
“I shifted.”
“You winced.”
“It’s fine.”
Shane frowned slightly, the edge of his usual joking tone fading just a little. “You should sit on the couch.”
“I’m comfortable.”
“You’re on the floor.”
“I like the floor.”
“You don’t like the floor.”
“I do like the floor.”
“You hate the floor.”
“I like the floor right now.”
“That’s suspicious.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Play the game.”
He hesitated. Then picked the controller back up again. “…fine.”
But he kept glancing at her. Every few seconds. Just checking. Even if he didn’t say anything.
Ilya noticed that too. Of course he did. But he didn’t interrupt. Didn’t comment. Just kept playing. Calm. Steady. Present.
A few rounds later, the energy shifted again. Not dramatically. Not obviously. But enough.
The yelling softened. The arguments turned into quieter back-and-forths. The competitive edge was still there, but underneath it, something else settled in.
A quiet.
Not uncomfortable. Not tense. Just…
There.
Clara noticed it first. Not consciously. Just in the way her movements slowed between rounds. The way she leaned back a little more. The way her eyes drifted for half a second longer than usual when the loading screen popped up.
Ilya noticed it too, but he covered it. Like he always did. With noise. With energy. With something to fill the space. “You know what your problem is?” he said suddenly.
Clara raised an eyebrow. “I have several. You’re going to have to be specific.”
“You rely too much on reflex.”
“That’s literally the point of the game.”
“You don’t think things through.”
“I do think things through.”
“You react.”
“I react well.”
“That’s debatable.”
“I’m winning.”
“That’s unrelated.”
“That’s very related.”
“It’s circumstantial.”
“It’s consistent.”
Ilya opened his mouth, paused. “…okay that one was good.”
“I know.”
Shane glanced between them briefly. “You both talk too much.”
“That’s not true,” Ilya said.
“That is true,” Clara added.
“You’re also talking,” Ilya pointed out.
“I am contributing,” Shane corrected.
“That’s talking.”
“It is efficient talking.”
“That’s not a thing.”
“It is now.”
Clara smiled faintly.
Time passed. Not in a big, noticeable way. Quietly.
The game kept going. Rounds blending together.
Wins.
Losses.
Arguments.
Laughter.
Maple eventually shifted, curling tighter against Clara’s side, fully asleep now.
The house stayed still around them. No background noise. No distractions. Just the soft hum of the console. The occasional click of buttons. And their voices. Lower now. Easier.
At some point, Shane stopped yelling. Not completely. But enough. His reactions softened, turning into quieter complaints instead of full-volume outrage. “This is unfair,” he muttered at one point.
“You walked into that,” Clara said.
“I didn’t walk, I strategically advanced.”
“You ran straight at me.”
“It was a tactical decision.”
“It was a bad tactical decision.”
“…it was a learning experience.”
Clara huffed out a quiet laugh.
Ilya shook his head slightly.
Another round ended. Clara won again.
Shane didn’t even react immediately this time. Just stared at the screen for a second. Then leaned back slowly. “…okay.”
Clara glanced up. “Okay what?”
“You’re actually good at this.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You just figured that out?”
“I was in denial.”
“That’s fair.”
“I’m no longer in denial.”
“Growth.”
“Don’t push it.”
She smiled anyway.
The quiet settled again. Deeper this time. Not empty. In a way that didn’t need to be filled.
Clara shifted slightly again, more careful this time. Still sore. Still hurting. But not thinking about it as much anymore. Not when she was here. Not when they were here.
Shane stretched his legs out a little more, adjusting his position against Ilya without even thinking about it.
Ilya’s hand rested lightly against his shoulder now.
Absent. Automatic. Familiar.
The game loaded another round. None of them rushed to start it. For a second, they just sat there. Breathing. Existing. Together.
Then, Shane picked up his controller again. “…one more.”
Clara nodded. “One more.”
Ilya glanced at the screen. “One more.”
They all knew that meant at least five. But no one said it.
The round started. Clara moved first. Fast. Precise.
Shane followed. Determined.
Ilya adjusted. Calm.
And the room filled again.  With movement. With sound. With life.
But underneath it, still there. That quiet.
Not heavy.
Not sad.
Just…
Real.
The kind that stayed even when everything else moved around it. The kind that didn’t go away. The kind that meant something.And none of them said it out loud. They didn’t have to. Because they all felt it. And for once…
That was enough.
 
That night, Clara didn’t say anything when she got up.
No dramatic exit. No last comment. No sarcastic remark thrown over her shoulder.
She just stood. Slowly.
Carefully, because everything still hurt in that dull, heavy way that had settled into her bones, and then walked toward the stairs.
Maple lifted his head from the couch as she passed. Watched her. Ears twitching slightly.
She paused for half a second. Looked down at him. “…stay,” she murmured softly.
He didn’t follow. Which was new. Which meant he understood something. Or at least felt it.
Clara swallowed and kept walking. Up the stairs. Each step a little slower than usual, not just because of her shin or her ribs, but because there was something sitting in her chest now.
Heavy. Uncomfortable. Unavoidable.
She reached the top of the stairs and didn’t look back. Didn’t look toward the living room. Didn’t check if they were watching. She didn’t need to. She already knew.
Her door creaked softly when she pushed it open. The same room. The same space. Her space. She stepped inside, then reached back and closed the door behind her. Soft click.
Quiet. Still. Alone.
For a moment, she just stood there. Hand still on the door.
Like she hadn’t fully committed to being in the room yet. 
Then, she let go. Walked to the bed. And sat down. Slowly. Carefully.
The mattress dipped under her weight.
The room was dim, just a faint wash of light coming through the curtains, pale and quiet.
Her bag sat in the corner. Her sweatshirt draped over the chair. Everything exactly where she left it. Normal.
Too normal.
Clara sat there. Hands resting loosely in her lap. Staring at nothing. For a minute, she didn’t move. Didn’t think. Didn’t feel anything clearly enough to name it. Just existed.
Then, she exhaled. Long. Slow. Shaky. “…fuck,” she whispered.
The word barely filled the room. Barely felt real. But it was. Because the feeling hit all at once.
Not like earlier, where everything had been layered with sarcasm and deflection and noise. Not like downstairs, where Shane was complaining and Ilya was calm and everything felt manageable because they were there.
This was quiet, and quiet didn’t let her hide.
She pressed her hands against her face. Not hard. Just enough. Like she was trying to hold something in. It didn’t work.
Her chest tightened. Suddenly. Sharply.
Her ribs protested with the movement, but she barely noticed.
Her eyes burned.
She squeezed them shut. “…no,” she muttered under her breath.
Like she could stop it. Like she could control it.
She couldn’t.
The first tear slipped through anyway. Warm. Silent. Then another. And then, it wasn’t quiet anymore.
Not loud.
Not dramatic.
But not controlled either.
Her shoulders shook slightly. Her breathing hitched.
She curled forward just a little, elbows resting on her knees, hands still covering her face as if that could somehow contain everything that was spilling out. “…I don’t want to leave,” she whispered.
The words came out broken. Raw. Too honest. And that made it worse. Because she meant it. She really, really meant it.
Her gram was getting better. That mattered. More than anything. It was the reason she had to go back.
The reason all of this, this house, this team, this life she had somehow slipped into, was temporary.
And she knew that. She had always known that. But knowing something and feeling it, were not the same thing.
Because this, downstairs. Shane arguing with her about ice packs, Ilya sitting there like he always did, calm and steady and impossible to shake. Maple following her everywhere like she was the center of his entire, world.
The kitchen. The couch. The noise. The quiet. The way it felt safe. The way it felt like…
Home.
Her chest tightened harder. Another shaky breath. “I just—” she tried, but the words fell apart halfway through.
She pressed her hands harder into her face. Like she could push the feeling down. Like she could make it stop. But the more she tried, the worse it got.
Because she knew. This wasn’t permanent. None of it was.
And for the first time, that thought didn’t just sit quietly in the background.
It hurt.
 
Downstairs, Shane didn’t laugh anymore.
The moment Clara’s footsteps faded up the stairs, something shifted.
The room felt different. Quieter. Too quiet. He leaned back slightly against the couch, his wrist still resting awkwardly, the ice pack now forgotten beside him. “…she’s upset,” he said after a moment.
Ilya didn’t answer right away. He didn’t need to. He already knew. Of course he did. His gaze stayed fixed toward the hallway for a second longer than necessary before he finally looked away.
“Yes,” he said simply.
Shane exhaled slowly, dragging a hand down his face. “I shouldn’t have said anything about the party.”
“That is not why.”
Shane frowned. “…then what?”
Ilya didn’t respond immediately. Because the answer wasn’t simple. Because it wasn’t one thing. It was everything.
He had seen it earlier. In the way she hesitated. In the way she pushed back just a little too hard when they told her to rest. In the way her smile didn’t fully reach her eyes when they joked about Denver.
She was thinking about it. About leaving. About what came next. And she didn’t want to say it out loud.
Ilya leaned back slightly, fingers resting against his knee now instead of tangled in Shane’s hair. “She is leaving,” he said finally.
Shane went still. Just for a second. Then, “…yeah,” he muttered.
But it didn’t sound like agreement. It sounded like something sinking in. Something he didn’t want to look at too closely.
He stared at the floor for a moment. Then leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “She doesn’t have to,” he said.
It came out quiet. Almost stubborn.
Ilya glanced at him. “Yes, she does.”
Shane shook his head. “Her gram’s getting better. That’s good. That means—”
“That means she goes home.”
Shane didn’t like the way that sounded. Didn’t like how final it felt. “She could stay,” he said again, softer this time.
Ilya watched him carefully. “She will not,” he said.
“Why not?”
“Because she is responsible.”
Shane huffed out a quiet, frustrated breath. “That’s stupid.”
“Yes.”
“It is.”
A pause. Then Shane leaned back again, staring up at the ceiling. “…it’s going to be weird,” he said.
Ilya didn’t answer. Because weird wasn’t the right word. Empty was closer. But he didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “Yes.” 
Shane swallowed. His throat felt tight in a way he didn’t expect. “She just, showed up,” he said. “And now she’s just, going to leave?”
“Yes.”
“That’s—”
He stopped. Didn’t finish the sentence. Because he didn’t have a word for it that didn’t sound stupid.
Ilya did. Temporary. But he didn’t say that either. Because it didn’t make it better. It didn’t make it easier. And it didn’t change anything.
Ilya leaned back slightly, his expression calm like always, but there was something under it now. Something quieter. Something heavier. He had known from the beginning. That this was not permanent. That she would leave. That this, whatever this had become, had a limit.
But knowing it, didn’t mean he liked it. Didn’t mean he wanted it. He exhaled slowly. “She will be okay,” he said.
Shane nodded faintly. “Yeah.”
But that wasn’t really the point. The point was, they wouldn’t be.
Not like this.
 
Upstairs, Clara’s breathing had slowed.
Not steady. Not calm. But not breaking apart anymore either.
She lay back slowly onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling now. Her face still damp. Her eyes still burning. Her chest still tight. But quieter. A little.
She wiped at her cheeks with the sleeve of her sweatshirt, annoyed at herself. “…get it together,” she muttered.
But her voice didn’t have much force behind it. Because she didn’t want to get it together. Not really.
She wanted more time. Just a little more. A few more nights on the couch. A few more stupid arguments about ice. A few more rides to school. A few more games. A few more moments where everything felt normal.
Safe.
Like it could stay.
She closed her eyes. Took a slow breath. Then another.
Maple scratched lightly at her door. Soft. Tentative.
Clara let out a shaky breath that almost turned into a laugh. “…come in,” she said quietly.
The door pushed open a second later. Maple slipped inside. Walked straight to the bed. Jumped up. Curled against her side. Like he knew. Like he always knew.
Clara rested her hand on his back. Warm. Steady. Real.
She stared at the ceiling again. And this time, she didn’t try to stop the tears.
Not completely.
Just let them fall quietly.
Because for the first time, she wasn’t trying to pretend this didn’t matter.
It did. They did. And leaving was going to hurt. A lot.
 
Downstairs, neither Shane nor Ilya moved for a while.
The TV wasn’t on. Phones forgotten. The house quiet in a way that felt too big now. 
“…we should do something,” Shane said eventually.
Ilya glanced at him. “Like what.”
“I don’t know.”
“Exactly.”
Shane frowned. “That’s not helpful.”
“It is honest.”
Shane leaned back again, frustrated.
He didn’t like this feeling. Didn’t like not being able to fix something. Didn’t like knowing something was wrong and not having a way to make it better. “She’s crying,” he said quietly.
Ilya’s gaze flicked toward the stairs again. He knew. He had known before Shane said it. But hearing it made it real in a different way. “Yes,” he said.
Shane swallowed. “…I hate that.”
“Yes.”
Another pause.
Then Shane stood up abruptly. “I’m going upstairs.”
Ilya watched him. Then shook his head slightly. “Give her time.”
Shane hesitated. “…what if she doesn’t want time.”
“She will come back down.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
Shane frowned. “How?”
Ilya’s expression didn’t change. “Because she does not want to be alone either.”
Shane stared at him for a second. Then slowly sat back down. “…okay,” he muttered.
They waited. Because that was all they could do.
And neither of them liked it.
 
Upstairs, Clara’s breathing finally evened out.
Not perfect. Not completely calm. But enough.
Enough that the tightness in her chest loosened just slightly. Enough that the room didn’t feel like it was closing in anymore.
Maple shifted closer. Pressed against her side.
Clara ran her fingers slowly through his fur. Grounding. “…I’m fine,” she whispered.
Not entirely true. But not entirely false either.
She took one more deep breath. Then another. Then sat up slowly. Wiping her face again. Blinking away the last of it.
Her ribs protested. Her leg throbbed. But those felt easier to deal with.
Clear. Simple. Physical.
She swung her legs off the bed. Stood carefully. Paused.
Then, she opened the door, and stepped back into the hallway.
Because as much as leaving was going to hurt, right now, she wasn’t gone yet.
And she wasn’t going to waste the time she still had.
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  Clara didn’t rush down the stairs.
That was the first thing that felt different.
It wasn’t obvious at first, not in a way anyone would immediately notice, but it was there. Usually, she moved like everything had a purpose, like every step had already been decided before she even took it. Fast. Sharp. Certain. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t linger, didn’t second-guess.
Now, each step came slower.
Not dramatically slow. Not weak. Not fragile.
Just deliberate.
Like she was choosing it. Like she was aware of it.
Her hand trailed lightly along the railing as she descended, more for balance than she wanted to admit. Her leg still ached, deep, dull, persistent, but that wasn’t what was slowing her down. Neither were her ribs, even though they pulled slightly every time she breathed a little too deeply.
This was something else.
Something quieter. Something heavier.
The house felt it too.
When she reached the bottom, the silence hit her first.
Not empty silence. Not peaceful silence. Just aware.
The kind of quiet that settled in after something had already happened. After everything had already been said, out loud or not, and now there was nothing left to fill the space except the weight of it.
The lights were still on in the living room.
Soft. Warm. Too normal.
Shane was still on the couch. Same spot. Different posture.
He leaned forward now, elbows resting on his knees, hands loosely clasped together like he’d been sitting there for a while without really moving. His gaze wasn’t fixed on anything specific, just somewhere ahead, unfocused, like his brain was still catching up to everything.
Ilya sat beside him. Still. Calm, on the surface at least.
But Clara knew better.
He wasn’t relaxed. He wasn’t detached. He was just… quiet.
Watching. Waiting. Thinking.
They both looked up the second she appeared. Immediate. Like they had been expecting it. Or maybe hoping for it.
Clara didn’t say anything. She didn’t announce herself. Didn’t make a comment. Didn’t deflect. She just stepped forward.
Ilya’s eyes moved over her face automatically.
Red. Slightly puffy. Composed, but not untouched.
He noticed, because he always did. 
But he didn’t say anything about it. Didn’t ask. Didn’t push.
Instead, his voice stayed even. Simple. “Couldn’t sleep?”
Clara didn’t answer. Not because she couldn’t. Just because she didn’t want to. Not yet.
She kept walking.
Closer.
Closer.
Until, she stopped right in front of Shane.
And before he could say anything, before he could even fully process what was happening, she wrapped her arms around him.
Hard.
Not quick. Not casual. Not one of those half-annoyed, half-playful hugs she usually threw at him when she was pretending she didn’t care.
This was different. This was full. Tight. Real.
Shane froze. Not for long. Just a second. Just enough for his brain to catch up.
Then his arms came up automatically, wrapping around her just as tightly, pulling her in like there wasn’t even a question about it. “…okay,” he muttered softly into her shoulder.
Clara didn’t respond. She didn’t joke. Didn’t roll her eyes. Didn’t make a comment about it being weird or unnecessary or anything she usually would have said.
She just held on.
And for a moment, everything else stopped.
The house. The noise. The tension. All of it. Gone.
There was just that.
Her grip tightening slightly.
His hand pressing gently against her back, careful without making it obvious, instinctively avoiding the spots he knew were still sore.
Her face tucked against his shoulder.
His chin resting lightly against the top of her head.
Breathing.
Slow. Steady. Real.
Ilya watched. Didn’t interrupt. Didn’t shift. Didn’t say anything.
Because this wasn’t something you stepped into. This wasn’t something you tried to fix or manage or redirect. It just needed to happen.
And he understood that.
So he let it.
Time stretched. Seconds. Maybe longer.
Neither of them counted. Neither of them moved.
Until finally, Clara pulled back.
Not suddenly. Not like she was pulling away. Just easing out of it.
Her hands lingered for a second, still gripping the front of Shane’s hoodie like she wasn’t quite ready to let go.
Then slowly, she released him.
Dropped her arms. Took a breath. A real one. Deep enough to sting slightly in her ribs.
She ignored that.
Quickly wiped under her eyes with the back of her hand, fast, efficient, like she could erase it before it mattered.
Before it became something they talked about. Before it became real.
And then her expression shifted.
Not completely. Not perfectly. But enough. Enough to put something back in place.
“Okay,” she said.
Her voice was steadier now.
Still quiet. But stronger.
“Enough sadness.”
Shane blinked. “…what?”
Clara didn’t hesitate this time. “We’re doing something.”
“…right now?”
“Yes.”
He glanced toward the clock. “It’s late.”
“I don’t care.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly, watching her closely. “What are we doing?”
Clara’s eyes flicked toward the TV. Then back to them. Decision made. “We’re watching Rio.”
Shane stared at her. Actually stared. “…the bird movie?”
“Yes,” she said flatly. “The bird movie.”
“You’re serious.”
“Yes.”
He looked at Ilya.
Ilya nodded once. “That is acceptable.”
Clara didn’t wait for anything else. She grabbed the remote off the coffee table before either of them could argue, question, or overthink it. “Good. No complaints.”
“I wasn’t complaining,” Shane said.
“You were about to.”
“I was thinking about complaining.”
“That counts.”
“It shouldn’t count.”
“It does.”
She hit play.
The screen lit up instantly.
Bright. Colorful. Loud in a way that felt almost aggressive compared to the quiet that had filled the room just seconds before.
Music kicked in.
Fast. Upbeat. Alive.
For a moment, none of them reacted.
It was almost too much.
Too sudden. Too different.
But then, Shane leaned back into the couch slowly, shifting until his shoulder pressed lightly into Ilya’s side without even thinking about it.
Ilya adjusted just slightly to make room.
Natural. Easy.
Clara dropped down beside them, pulling a blanket over her legs without arguing about it for once.
Maple jumped up immediately, like he had been waiting for this exact moment his entire life.
He circled once. Twice. Then flopped down against Clara’s side, satisfied.
The movie played.
At first, it was quiet. Not the heavy quiet from before. Just settling. Letting everything even out.
Clara didn’t talk much. Didn’t make her usual comments. Didn’t pick apart scenes or point things out or argue over random details.
She just watched. Still. Present. Letting it happen.
But slowly, very slowly, that changed.
A small comment from Shane about one of the birds.
Clara rolled her eyes. “You would say that.”
“I’m right.”
“You’re not.”
“I am.”
“You’re not.”
Ilya pointed something out in the background.
Clara immediately disagreed. “That’s not what that is.”
“Yes, it is.”
“No, it’s not.”
“It is.”
“It’s literally not.”
Shane laughed.
And just like that, the space shifted.
Not completely. Not perfectly. But enough. Enough to breathe again. Enough to feel normal. Or something close to it.
By the time the movie reached the middle, Clara was leaning more into the couch. More relaxed. Her hand resting absentmindedly on Maple’s back, fingers moving slightly through his fur without thinking about it.
Her shoulders had dropped. Her posture softer. Not guarded. Not tight. Just there.
Shane stretched his legs out slightly. Careful of his wrist. Still aware of it. But less tense now.
Ilya remained steady beside him, one hand resting loosely on his knee, gaze calm as he watched the screen.
Time passed. The movie kept going. And for a little while, everything felt okay.
By the time the credits started rolling, Clara was half-curled into the corner of the couch, blanket pulled up slightly, eyes a little heavier now.
Not exhausted. But close.
Shane stretched again, careful this time. “…that was actually good,” he admitted.
Clara huffed quietly. “It’s always good.”
“I didn’t expect it to be that good.”
“That sounds like a you problem.”
“It is a me problem.”
Ilya nodded once. “It was well made.”
Clara smirked faintly. “Thank you for your expert analysis.”
“You’re welcome.”
A pause settled over them again.
But this time, it wasn’t heavy. Just quiet. Comfortable.
Clara pushed herself up slowly. Careful. Still feeling it. But steady. “I’m going to bed,” she said.
Shane looked up immediately. “You okay?”
Clara hesitated. Just for a second. Not long enough to make it a thing. Just enough to feel real. Then, “Yeah,” she said.
And this time, it sounded closer to true.
Not perfect. Not fixed. But… better.
Ilya nodded once. “Sleep.”
“I will.”
She turned toward the stairs. Started up slowly. Same measured steps as before. But lighter now. Just slightly.
Halfway up, she paused. Turned back. nLooked at them. “…goodnight.”
“Night,” Shane said.
“Goodnight,” Ilya added.
She nodded once. Then disappeared upstairs.
And this time, when the quiet settled back into the house, it didn’t feel so heavy anymore.
 
The next day, the arena felt different.
Afternoon games always did.
It wasn’t as loud when you first walked in. The energy didn’t hit you all at once like it did at night, when the lights were brighter and the stands were packed shoulder to shoulder. The noise was softer, more scattered, a few early fans finding their seats, the occasional sharp crack of a puck hitting the boards echoing a little too clearly through the building, some random music playing from the speakers.
It felt calmer. On the surface.
But Clara knew better.
Inside?
It still mattered. Still counted. Still had consequences. And that was exactly why the way the locker room felt right now bothered her so much.
Because it didn’t match that. At all.
She sat on the wooden bench, head slightly down, hands working methodically as she drew detailed plays on the whiteboard. The routine was automatic, but her eyes weren’t on her hands.
They were on her team.
And her expression was somewhere between annoyed and exhausted.
Because they weren’t locked in. Not even close.
Troy was leaning back against the lockers, mid-argument, gesturing way too much for something that had absolutely nothing to do with hockey. “I’m telling you,” he said, voice loud, like he needed everyone in the room to hear him, “he’s the best one. It’s not even close.”
Luca sat next to him, half-listening, nodding occasionally but clearly not invested enough to actually care.
“That’s just wrong,” Wyatt cut in from across the room, already turning toward them. “Like, objectively wrong.”
Bood, meanwhile, had found a roll of tape and was launching pieces of it at Tanner for no reason other than the fact that he could.
Tanner dodged one. Then got hit in the shoulder with another. “Can you not?”
“No,” Bood said.
Nick sat a little further down, trying, actually trying, to focus on taping his stick properly, but every few seconds his attention snapped back to the argument, pulled in whether he wanted it or not.
And Clara…
Clara watched all of it.
Silent. Still. Not impressed. “Okay,” she said finally.
No one stopped. No one even really reacted.
“…okay,” she repeated, a little louder.
Still nothing.
Troy kept talking.
Wyatt kept arguing.
Tape hit Tanner again.
Clara stood. Clapped once. Sharp. Loud. It cracked through the room like a stick breaking.
That got their attention.
Conversations cut off mid-sentence. Heads turned. Finally.
“Game,” she said.
Troy blinked. “Yeah.”
“That thing we’re here for.”
“…right.”
Clara crossed her arms. “Focus.”
“We are focused,” Luca said.
She stared at him. Flat. “You’re arguing about Spider-Man.”
“That’s important,” Wyatt said immediately.
Clara turned her head slowly toward him. “…excuse me?”
Wyatt pointed at Troy like this was completely reasonable. “He said Tom Holland is the best Spider-Man.”
“He is,” Troy said.
“He’s not.”
“He is.”
“He’s not.”
Clara stared at both of them. Then, “…Andrew Garfield.”
Silence. Actual silence.
Wyatt turned his head slowly toward her like she had just committed a crime. “…what.”
“Andrew Garfield,” Clara repeated.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“That is objectively wrong.”
“It is objectively correct.”
“It is objectively not.”
“He has the best emotional range.”
“He cries too much.”
“He’s human.”
“He’s dramatic.”
“He’s layered.”
“He’s annoying.”
“He’s real.”
“He’s overrated.”
Clara pushed herself off the bench and stepped closer. “Say that again.”
“He’s overrated.”
“Say it again.”
“He’s—”
Clara shoved him lightly. “Wrong.”
Wyatt shoved her back. “You’re wrong.”
“Am not.”
“Are too.”
“Am not.”
“Are too—”
Shane, sitting off to the side, leaned back slightly, watching the entire thing unfold with zero intention of stepping in. “…this is going to end badly,” he muttered.
Beside him, Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Because it wasn’t just the argument. It was everything underneath it.
The energy. Loose. Distracted. Too comfortable. And Clara knew exactly what that turned into on the ice.
Warmups didn’t fix it. If anything, they made it more obvious. Passes were just slightly off. Shots missed by inches they usually wouldn’t miss by. Timing felt… delayed.
Like everyone was a half-step behind where they needed to be.
Clara noticed every single one. Didn’t say anything yet. But she noticed.
First period was close.
On paper, it looked fine.
Score stayed tight. Back and forth. Nothing out of control.
But Clara felt it. Every shift. Every play.
They weren’t sharp. They weren’t locked in. They were playing like they had all the time in the world.
Detroit wasn’t.
Detroit was clean. Precise. Punishing.
Every mistake got pressured immediately. Every loose puck turned into a chance.
Clara paced once behind the bench, arms crossed tighter now. “Shorter shifts,” she called out.
A few nodded. Adjusted.
But not enough. Not fully.
Second period, that’s where it started slipping.
Not all at once. Just enough.
A missed pass turned into a turnover.
A turnover turned into a rush.
Rush turned into a goal.
Detroit.
Clara’s jaw tightened. “Reset,” she called.
They nodded, went back out.
Then, another misread.
Defense stepped too late.
Open lane.
Shot.
Goal.
Detroit again.
Now it was real. Now it was slipping.
And still, they didn’t fully lock in.
Still joking on the bench. Still too relaxed. Still acting like it wasn’t already getting away from them.
Clara stopped pacing. Just stood. Watched. Eyes sharper now. Colder.
Because this?
This wasn’t effort. This was choice.
End of the second period, they skated off down.
Not out. Not done. But down enough.
And Clara didn’t wait. “Locker room,” she said.
No extra words. No tone. Just direction.
They followed. Quieter now. But not quiet enough.
Inside the locker room, the door shut. The noise from the arena faded.
And for a second, no one spoke.
Clara stood in the center of the room. Looking at all of them. One by one.
Then, “Why don’t you give a fuck?”
Silence. Immediate. Heavy. No one expected that. Her voice wasn’t loud. But it hit harder than if it was.
Troy shifted slightly. “We—”
“No,” she cut him off. “Don’t.”
No one moved. No one spoke.
Clara took a step forward. “You’re about to lose to Detroit.”
That landed.
“You are actively losing this game,” she continued, voice sharper now. “And you’re in here acting like it’s a joke.”
No one looked at her now. Not directly. Good.
“First period, you’re messing around,” she said. “Second period, you start slipping. Now we’re down, and somehow it still doesn’t look like you care.”
“That’s not—” Luca started.
“Then show me,” Clara snapped.
He shut up.
“Because right now?” she went on. “It looks like you’d rather argue about Spider-Man than win a hockey game. Or throw tape wads at each other like a bunch of idiots.”
A few heads dropped.
Wyatt looked at the floor.
Troy stopped moving entirely.
“Do you want to lose?” she asked. No answer. “Because that’s exactly what you’re doing.”
Silence.
“You’re not getting outplayed,” Clara said. “You’re getting outworked. Out-focused. Out-everything.”
She let that sit. “We are better than them.”
That got a few eyes to lift.
“You know it. I know it,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean anything if you play like this.”
She stepped closer to the center. “You still have a period,” she said. “One. That’s it.”
Her voice steadied. Stronger now. “You can keep goofing off. Keep playing half a step behind. Keep acting like this doesn’t matter.”
A pause. “Or you can get it together.”
Another step. “You can tighten up. Play your game. Actually focus.”
Her eyes moved across all of them. One by one. “You can win this.”
Not loud. Not dramatic. Just true. “But not like this.”
Silence again. But different now. Heavier. Focused.
Clara nodded once. “Get your heads right,” she said. “Or we’re done.”
She stepped back. Didn’t say anything else. Didn’t need to.
Third period was different. For a few minutes.
They came out sharper. More controlled. Actually listening. Actually adjusting.
Clara saw it immediately. “Better,” she muttered.
A clean breakout. A solid shift. Pressure in the offensive zone. Good. Finally.
But, it didn’t last.
Because fixing focus for five minutes isn’t the same as having it for sixty.
A missed coverage. A late reaction.
Detroit capitalized.
Goal.
Again.
The bench got quieter.
Clara’s expression didn’t change. But inside, she knew. They were running out of time.
They pushed. Tried. A few good chances. Almost. Not enough.
Because the earlier mistakes, the lack of focus, it added up. Always did.
Final minutes ticked down.
Pull the goalie.
Extra attacker.
Desperation.
Shot—
Blocked.
Clear.
Time slipping.
Faster now.
Three minutes.
Two.
One—
Horn.
Game over.
Silence. Not complete. But heavy. No celebration. No noise from their side. Just the sound of Detroit celebrating somewhere across the ice.
Clara stood behind the bench. Still. Watching. Then finally, she exhaled. Slow. Controlled. And turned toward the tunnel.
Because the game was over, and they had done it to themselves.
Every second of it.
 
After the game, the arena didn’t empty all at once.
It never did.
Instead, it unraveled slowly, like tension finally loosening its grip. The sharp, electric noise of the crowd softened into scattered conversations, footsteps echoing against concrete, the occasional burst of laughter or frustration lingering in the air.
The ice crew had already started their quiet routine, smoothing over the marks left behind from the game, skates, stops, collisions, everything erased in long, careful passes.
But in the hallway beneath the stands, the energy hadn’t settled yet.
Not completely.
Reporters clustered near the media backdrop, cameras set, microphones ready, voices low but expectant. They were waiting.
Because they always waited.
And tonight, they had questions.
Not just about the game. Not just about the score.
Something else.
Something sharper.
Ilya stepped into the media area without hesitation. He didn’t rush. Didn’t slow down. Just walked in with the same steady, controlled presence he carried everywhere else, shoulders relaxed, posture straight, expression neutral.
Composed. Always composed.
The moment he stepped into view, the low murmur of conversation shifted.
Focused. Cameras lifted. Microphones angled forward.
A few reporters straightened, ready to jump in.
Ilya stopped in front of the backdrop, hands resting loosely at his sides for a moment before one came up to adjust the sleeve of his jacket, small, precise movement, almost automatic.
Then he looked up. And waited. Didn’t speak first. Never did.
One of the reporters took the opening. “Ilya—tough loss tonight. What went wrong out there?”
Ilya didn’t hesitate. “Execution,” he said evenly. “We made mistakes. They did not.”
His voice wasn’t harsh. Wasn’t frustrated. Just factual.
The reporter nodded slightly, scribbling something down. Another voice cut in quickly.
“You mentioned mistakes, were you disappointed with the team’s energy in the second period?”
Ilya’s gaze shifted slightly toward that direction. “Yes.”
No elaboration. No excuses. Another reporter leaned forward.
“It seemed like Detroit was able to control the pace more than you expected, was that part of the game plan that didn’t hold up?”
“We adjusted,” Ilya said. “Not fast enough.”
Again, simple. Direct. No wasted words.
The questions kept coming. Fast. Overlapping. About line changes. About defensive breakdowns. About missed opportunities.
Ilya answered every one of them the same way, calm, measured, controlled.
He didn’t deflect. Didn’t shift blame. Didn’t get emotional. He just answered. Because that was his job. Because that was what was expected.
And for a while, that was all it was.
Just another post-game media session. Routine. Predictable.
Until it wasn’t.
One voice cut through the rest. Sharper. Louder. Not aggressive, but pointed.
“Do you think coaching is becoming an issue?”
The room shifted. Subtly. But noticeably. A few heads turned. Pens paused. Even the cameras seemed to steady just a fraction more.
Ilya’s gaze moved toward the source of the question.
A reporter near the middle of the group. Older. Confident. Not asking casually. Pushing.
There was no reaction on Ilya’s face. Not yet. Just attention. “What do you mean,” he said.
Not defensive. Not challenging. Just asking.
The reporter didn’t hesitate. “There’s been talk,” he continued, “that Clara might be a distraction for the team.”
A beat.
No one else spoke. The air shifted again.
He kept going. “That maybe she’s not experienced enough to handle this level,” the reporter added. “Do you think that’s affecting performance?”
Silence settled over the room. Not loud. Not dramatic. Heavy.
Because that wasn’t about the game anymore. Not really. That was about her.
Ilya didn’t look away. Didn’t blink. Didn’t hesitate. “No.”
The answer came immediately. Firm. Flat. Final.
But the reporter wasn’t done. He leaned forward slightly. “But the team seems unfocused—”
“That is on us,” Ilya said, cutting in smoothly. “Not her.” 
His tone hadn’t risen. Hadn’t sharpened much. But there was something underneath it now. Something quieter. Harder.
The reporter pressed again. “Some people are questioning if she’s cut out for this—”
Ilya’s expression didn’t change. Not outwardly. But something in the room did. Because his voice shifted. Just slightly. “Those people are wrong.”
Silence.
Complete this time.
No one jumped in right away. No one interrupted. Because there was nothing uncertain in that answer. Nothing open for interpretation.
It wasn’t defensive. It wasn’t emotional. It was absolute.
The reporter hesitated for the first time. Just a second. Then, he tried again. “Coaching isn’t always genetic,” he said carefully. “Sometimes what works for one person doesn’t necessarily translate to someone else, even within the same system. Do you think—”
“No.”
Ilya didn’t let him finish. Didn’t raise his voice. Didn’t interrupt harshly.But he stopped him anyway. Clean. Final.
The reporter blinked slightly.
Ilya continued. “Coaching is not about genetics,” he said. “It is about preparation. Discipline. Understanding the game. She has all of those.”
No pause. No hesitation.
“And more.”
Another beat of silence followed. Longer this time.
He didn’t elaborate further. Didn’t need to.
The message was clear. Completely clear.
The reporter opened his mouth again, then stopped. Because there wasn’t much left to push. Not without crossing a line that even he seemed to recognize. So he leaned back slightly. And said nothing.
Another reporter cleared their throat. Shifted the energy. “Looking ahead to next game, what adjustments are you planning?”
The room exhaled. Just slightly. Back to safe ground. Back to hockey.
Ilya answered like nothing had happened. “Cleaner transitions,” he said. “Better puck management.”
The questions continued. Different now. Safer. More cautious. No one circled back. No one pushed again.
Because they had their answer. And they knew it.
A few minutes later, the session ended. No announcement. No signal. Just a natural tapering off of questions until there were none left.
Ilya gave a small nod. Stepped away. And walked out the same way he came in. Calm. Composed. Untouched.
The hallway outside was quieter. Dimmer. The noise of the arena more distant now. Footsteps echoed faintly as he walked.
No one followed. No one stopped him.
But the weight of the questions, of that question, lingering just slightly behind him, didn’t touch him.
Not visibly. Not in the way most people would expect. Because Ilya didn’t carry things like that. Not outwardly. Not in a way anyone could see.
But, there was something in the way his jaw set just a fraction tighter. Something in the way his steps slowed for half a second before continuing.
Small. Subtle. Almost invisible. But there.
At the end of the hallway, a door.
Locker room.
Voices inside. Laughter. Tired. Relieved. Frustrated. Alive.
His hand paused on the handle for just a moment. Then he opened it. And stepped back into the part that mattered.
Not the reporters. Not the questions. Not the doubt. Just his team.
And her.
Because no matter what anyone outside that room said, he already knew the truth, and he wasn’t going to let anyone rewrite it.
 
At home, Clara sat on her bed.
Not moving much. Not shifting. Not even really thinking at first. Just… sitting.
The room was dim, lit only by the soft glow of her phone screen and the faint light bleeding in from the hallway under her door. Maple had followed her upstairs earlier, of course he had, and now he was curled up at the edge of the bed, half-asleep but still aware enough to lift his head every time she made the slightest movement.
Which wasn’t often.
Her body still ached.
Not sharp pain, nothing like that, but a deep, dull soreness that settled into everything. Her ribs pulled when she breathed too deeply. Her shin throbbed steadily. Her face still felt tight and tender, especially along her cheek and nose.
But none of that was what had her sitting still.
Her phone buzzed once in her hand. Then again. Then again.
She didn’t open the notifications. Didn’t need to. She already knew what they were. Slowly, almost automatically, her thumb moved. Scroll.
A video loaded.
Paused on a frame of her behind the bench, mid-game, expression focused, clipboard tucked under her arm.
Then it played. A breakdown. Her decisions. Her calls. Her mistakes.
Clips spliced together, fast cuts, slow motion, zoom-ins.
A voice over it. Confident. Certain. Critical. “—and this is where the inexperience shows—”
Scroll.
Another post. Comments already flooding in.
“She’s ruining the team.”
Scroll.
“She doesn’t know what she’s doing.”
Scroll.
“Why is she even coaching?”
Scroll.
“This is embarrassing.”
Scroll.
“She’s just a kid.”
Scroll.
“She got lucky before.”
Scroll.
“Now it’s showing.”
Her jaw tightened. But her thumb didn’t stop.
Scroll.
Another video.
Different angle. Same game. Same moments. Different criticism. “—you can see here, this is a bad call—”
Paused. Replayed. Paused again. Zoomed in.
Her.
Always her.
Every decision dissected like it was something that needed to be proven wrong.
Her chest felt tight. Like something was pressing down on it from the inside. Her stomach twisted slightly. Uncomfortable. Uneasy.
But she didn’t stop. Didn’t put the phone down. Didn’t look away.
Because part of her, a quiet, stubborn part, needed to see it. Needed to know. Needed to understand if they were right.
Scroll.
Another comment.
“She has no control over the team.”
Scroll.
“They don’t respect her.”
Scroll.
“This is what happens when you let kids run things.”
Her thumb slowed. Just for a second. Then sped up again.
Scroll.
A clip of the second period from Dallas. Wyatt going down. Her calling him off.
The caption: “Overreaction? Or panic coaching?”
Comments underneath already arguing. Some defending. Most not. 
Her grip tightened slightly around the phone.
Scroll.
A clip of her on the bench. Talking. Pointing. Calling out plays.
Caption: “Looks confident. Is she actually?”
Comments:
“She’s faking it.”
“She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”
“This is painful to watch.”
Her breathing shifted. Shallower. Faster. Still quiet. Still controlled. But different.
Maple lifted his head slightly, ears twitching. Watching her now.
She didn’t notice.
Scroll.
Another breakdown. This one slower. More detailed. Pausing at specific moments. Highlighting positioning. Decisions. Timing. “This right here—this is where the game shifts. And it’s because of a poor read from the bench.”
Her eyes stayed locked on the screen. Unblinking. Taking it in. Every word. Every pause. Every criticism.
Because if there was something she missed, if there was something she did wrong, she needed to see it.
Right?
That’s what this was.
Not just people talking. Not just noise. Analysis. Feedback. Truth. Her jaw tightened harder.
Scroll.
Another comment thread. Longer. More detailed.
“This isn’t sustainable. You can’t have someone this inexperienced leading a team at this level.”
“That’s exactly what I’ve been saying.”
“They got lucky before, but now it’s catching up to them.”
“She’s going to cost them the season.”
Her chest tightened again. Harder this time.
She shifted slightly on the bed, and immediately winced as her ribs pulled. But she barely reacted. Just adjusted. Kept scrolling.
Scroll.
“She shouldn’t even be out there.”
Scroll.
“Where are the actual adults?”
Scroll.
“This is a joke.”
Her thumb paused. Hovered. Then moved again. Faster now. Almost like she was trying to outrun the feeling building in her chest.
Scroll.
Another video.
Same game. Different mistake. Replayed three times. Zoomed in. “—this is where a more experienced coach would make a different call—”
Her stomach twisted again. Stronger. Uncomfortable in a way that wasn’t just physical. Her throat felt tight. Not like she couldn’t breathe, but like something was stuck there. Something heavy.
Her thumb kept moving. Because stopping meant sitting with it. And she didn’t want to do that.
Scroll.
“She’s in over her head.”
Scroll.
“This is what happens when you rush someone.”
Scroll.
“They need to fix this before it gets worse.”
Her vision blurred slightly. Just for a second. She blinked. Cleared it. Kept going.
Scroll.
Another notification. Another post. Another breakdown. Another voice explaining why something she did was wrong. Her chest tightened again.
And this time, she noticed. Just barely. But not enough to stop. Not enough to put the phone down. Because she needed to know. Needed to see all of it. Every opinion. Every take. Every criticism. Because maybe they were right.
The door opened. Quiet. Soft. But enough.
Shane stepped inside. He didn’t say anything at first. Didn’t ask. Didn’t announce himself. He just looked. And it took him less than a second to understand.
The way she was sitting. Too still. Too tense. The light from the phone reflecting in her eyes. The way her thumb moved without stopping.
Scroll.
Scroll.
Scroll.
His expression changed immediately. Not confused. Not curious. Done.
He crossed the room in a few quick steps. “Give me that.”
Clara didn’t react right away. Didn’t even look up. Scroll.
He reached down, and took the phone out of her hand.
“Hey—” Her head snapped up. “Give it back.”
“No.”
She blinked at him, like her brain hadn’t fully caught up yet. “What?”
“No,” he repeated.
She pushed herself up from the bed, ignoring the way her body protested. “Shane—”
“No,” he said again, firmer this time. “You’re not doing this.”
Her jaw tightened. “You don’t get to—”
“Not a single person commenting on that could do what you’re doing,” he cut in.
The words landed hard. Sharp. Direct.
Clara froze. Just for a second. Her brain stalled.
“They couldn’t coach,” Shane continued, voice steady but intense. “They couldn’t play. They couldn’t handle half of what you deal with.”
Her jaw tightened again. “You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
“You don’t—”
“I do.”
Silence. It settled between them, heavy and immediate.
Clara’s hands dropped slightly at her sides. Not all the way. Just enough to show the shift.
Shane held her phone tighter, like he already knew she was going to try to take it back. “You’re not reading that,” he said.
Her voice came quieter this time. “…give it back.”
“No.”
“…Shane.”
“No.”
She stared at him. Really stared this time. Not defensive. Not angry. Stuck. Because part of her still wanted it. Still wanted to see. Still wanted to keep scrolling until she found something that made sense. Something that told her what she needed to fix. What she did wrong. What she needed to be better at.
But another part, a smaller, quieter part, was tired. Her shoulders dropped slightly. “…fine.” 
The word came out flat. Empty. And it didn’t sound like she meant it. Not really.
Shane didn’t hand the phone back. Didn’t move. Just watched her. Carefully. Because he knew her. Knew that “fine” didn’t mean fine. Knew that it meant she’d go right back to it the second he looked away. “You don’t have to prove anything to them,” he said.
Clara let out a short, humorless breath. “I’m not trying to prove anything.”
“Yeah, you are.”
“No, I’m not.”
“You’re sitting here reading every comment like it matters.”
“It does matter.”
“It doesn’t.”
“It does.”
“It doesn’t.”
“They’re talking about my team.”
“They’re talking.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“It is when it’s everywhere.”
“It’s noise.”
“It’s not noise if they’re right.”
The words slipped out before she could stop them. And the second they did, the room went quiet again. Different this time. Heavier.
Shane’s expression shifted. Softer now. But still firm. “They’re not right,” he said.
Clara looked away. Didn’t answer. Because she didn’t know if that was true. And that was the problem.
Shane stepped a little closer. Lowered his voice slightly. “You made the right calls tonight.”
She shook her head once. “You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
“You’re biased.”
“I was on the bench.”
“So?”
“So I saw everything.”
“So did they.”
“No,” he said. “They saw clips. You saw the whole game.”
Clara swallowed. Her throat still felt tight.
“They don’t know what’s going on out there,” he continued. “They don’t know what you’re working with, what you’re seeing, what you’re adjusting in real time.”
She crossed her arms slightly, careful this time. “That doesn’t mean I didn’t mess up.”
“Everyone messes up.”
“That’s not comforting.”
“It’s realistic.”
She shook her head again. “If I mess up, it costs them.”
“And if you don’t make decisions, it costs them more.”
She didn’t respond. Because that part, that part she knew.
Shane exhaled slowly. Then reached out, and set her phone down on the dresser. Out of reach. On purpose.
Clara’s eyes flicked to it immediately. Of course they did. Then back to him.
He didn’t move. Didn’t apologize. Didn’t give in. “You’re done with that for tonight,” he said.
She didn’t argue. Not out loud. But her shoulders stayed tense. Her posture still tight. Her brain still running. He could see it. Of course he could.
“…come downstairs,” he said after a moment.
Clara shook her head slightly. “I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not.”
“I said I’m fine.”
“You’re sitting in the dark reading people tear you apart.”
“I’m just looking.”
“You’re not just looking.”
She didn’t answer. Because again, he wasn’t wrong.
Maple shifted on the bed, climbing closer and nudging her hand with his nose.
Clara blinked down at him. Then slowly reached out, resting her hand against his head.
He wagged immediately. Simple. Easy. No judgment. No opinions. Just there.
Her shoulders dropped just a little more. Not all the way. But enough.
Shane watched the shift. Small. But real. “…you did good tonight,” he said quietly.
Clara stared at the floor for a second. Then shrugged slightly. “We lost.”
“Would’ve been way worse without you.”
She didn’t respond. But she didn’t argue either. And for now, that was enough.
 
Practice was a scrimmage.
Fast. Aggressive. Controlled chaos. The kind Clara usually thrived in.
The rink was alive with movement, skates cutting sharp lines into the ice, sticks clashing, pucks snapping off blades and ricocheting against the boards. The air carried that familiar mix of cold and adrenaline, the sharp bite of it settling into lungs and staying there.
This was normal.
This was where she was supposed to feel the most like herself.
And for the first few minutes, she did.
Clara pushed off the boards, accelerating into the play, stick low, eyes scanning ahead. The scrimmage had been going for a few shifts already, lines rotating quickly, players testing each other, building tempo.
Her team needed it.
After the past few days…
The North Bay fight.
The Dallas game.
The injuries.
The party. 
The loss this morning. 
Everything felt just slightly off-balance.
So she pushed. Harder than usual.
“Move your feet!” she snapped as she cut through the neutral zone, intercepting a pass cleanly and flipping it up to a winger. “Don’t glide!”
The winger adjusted immediately. Good.
Clara kept going. That was the point of this. No coasting. No distractions. Just hockey.
But something…
Something wasn’t right.
It didn’t hit all at once.
Not obvious. Not dramatic. Just small things. Tiny delays. A half-second hesitation when she received a pass. A slightly off-angle cut that forced her to adjust instead of flowing through it. The kind of mistakes no one else would notice.
But she did. Of course she did.
Clara circled back into position, shaking it off, resetting. Focus. Next shift.
The puck dropped again. She stepped in, stick down, ready. Won the faceoff clean. Pushed forward, and hesitated. Just a fraction. Enough.
A defender stepped in faster than she expected, forcing her to dump the puck instead of carrying it.
Clara’s jaw tightened. That shouldn’t have happened. She knew that. She skated harder. Corrected. Recovered.
But it stayed there. That feeling. Like she was just slightly behind everything. Like her brain and her body weren’t fully in sync.
She took another pass along the boards. Handled it. Turned. Looked up, too late.
Pressure came faster than she expected.
Stick lifted. Puck gone.
“Come on, Wiebe!” Coach called out. Not harsh. Just correction. 
Clara didn’t respond. She chased the play back instead. Harder. Faster. Overcompensating. That never helped. It never did.
Another shift. Another chance. She lined up again. Set. Ready. This time, she lost the faceoff. Clean.
The other center pulled it back immediately.
Clara blinked. That didn’t happen. Not like that. She pushed forward, trying to recover, but the play had already shifted.
Her own teammates were already moving the puck up ice.
She turned. Chased. Caught up just as the play broke toward the net, and then, her edge caught wrong.
Not a hit. Not contact. Just wrong.
Her skate slipped slightly. Enough to throw her balance. Enough to make her stumble.
Clara went down. Not hard. Not dramatic. Just enough. Enough to lose the play. Enough to be out of position. Enough for the other side to capitalize.
Shot.
Goal.
The puck hit the back of the net with a sharp snap. Whistle. Play dead.
Clara stayed on the ice for half a second longer than she needed to. Then pushed herself up quickly. Brushed it off. Like it didn’t matter. Like it wasn’t a problem.
But her chest felt tight. Her jaw locked. Because it did matter. It shouldn’t have happened. Not like that.
A few players skated past her, resetting positions.
And then, someone laughed. Not loud. Not cruel. But not kind either. Just enough.
Clara’s head turned slightly.
“…did you do that on purpose?” the guy said.
Clara blinked. “…what.”
He was already looking at her, stick resting against his shoulder, that easy, careless smirk sitting on his face like he thought this was nothing. Like it was a joke. “Because you’re in love with Pat or something?”
The words landed wrong. Not just wrong, sharp. Ugly. They cut straight through everything else.
The noise. 
The movement.
The game.
Clara’s expression changed instantly. Gone. Whatever softness had been there. Whatever distraction. Gone. “What did you say?” she asked.
Her voice was quiet. Too quiet.
The guy shrugged, still smirking. “I’m just asking. I mean, you’re making heart eyes at the center—”
Clara stepped forward. Fast. Close enough that the distance between them disappeared. “Say it again.”
There was a shift. Subtle. But real.
Players nearby slowed. Turned. Watched.
Someone closer to the boards muttered, “Clara—”
“No,” she snapped, not even looking away from the guy in front of her.
The smirk didn’t disappear. If anything, it sharpened. Like he thought this was funny. Like he thought pushing was entertaining. “Just seems like you’re playing favorites—”
That was enough. Clara shoved him. Hard. Not a tap. Not a warning. A real shove. The kind that sent him back a full step, skates scraping against the ice to catch himself.
Everything snapped. Voices rose immediately.
“What the hell—”
“Hey—”
“Chill—”
The guy shoved her back. Just as hard.
Clara didn’t move back. Not really. She held her ground. Eyes locked on him. Breathing sharp now. Fast. “Say it again,” she said.
He scoffed. “You’re acting like I’m wrong—”
“Say it again.”
“What, that you’re distracted? That you’re playing like shit because you’re too busy—”
Clara stepped forward again.
Someone grabbed her arm. “Clara—don’t—”
She shook them off. “Finish the sentence,” she said.
The guy laughed again. That same not-quite-mean, not-quite-nice laugh. “Or what?”
Everything tightened. The air. The space. The moment. Clara’s hands curled slightly around her stick. Her weight shifted forward. Ready. Not thinking. Not calculating. Just reacting.
“Enough!”
The voice cut through everything. Sharp. Loud. Unquestionable.
Her coach.
Everything froze. Not gradually. Immediately.
Clara stopped. Breathing hard. Chest rising and falling too fast. Her grip still tight. Her eyes still locked on the guy in front of her.
The coach stepped onto the ice slightly, gaze sweeping over both of them. “What is this?” he demanded.
No one answered. No one moved.
Clara swallowed. But didn’t look away. Didn’t step back. Didn’t apologize.
The guy shrugged slightly, like this wasn’t a big deal. Like this was normal. Like this was nothing.
Clara’s jaw tightened.
“Clara,” the coach said.
She didn’t respond. “Clara.”
Her eyes finally shifted. Slowly. Toward him. “What?” she said.
Too sharp. Too defensive. Wrong tone. She knew it the second it left her mouth.
The coach’s expression didn’t change. If anything, tt hardened. “You’re done,” he said.
Silence. Not just quiet, silence.
Clara blinked. “…what.”
“You’re done for tonight.”
The words landed heavier than anything else had. Heavier than the fall. Heavier than the goal. Heavier than the comment.
Clara stared at him. Waiting. For something else. For clarification. For a chance to argue. To explain. To fix it. Nothing came. “You can’t—” she started.
“I can,” he said, cutting her off cleanly. “And I am.”
Her throat tightened. Her chest still heaving from the adrenaline. From the anger. From everything. Players around them didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Just watched.
Clara’s eyes flicked briefly back to the guy. Still standing there. Still looking like this was nothing. That he hadn’t just started something. That she was the problem. That she was the one who crossed the line.
Her jaw clenched. Hard. Then, she looked back at her coach. Held his gaze. For a second. Two. Then she nodded once. Sharp. Short. “…fine.”
She turned. Didn’t say anything else. Didn’t look at anyone. Didn’t grab her stick tighter or looser. Just turned. And skated off.
No hesitation. No argument. Just gone.
The door to the tunnel slammed harder than it needed to. The sound echoed. Then disappeared.
And just like that, practice kept going.
But something about it felt off.
Because Clara wasn’t on the ice anymore.And everyone knew it.
 
Outside the air hit different.
Not colder. Not sharper. But quieter.
Clara stepped out of the rink with her bag slung over one shoulder, the weight of it familiar but heavier than usual. Not because anything inside had changed, but because everything else had.
The noise from inside still leaked through the doors behind her, muffled now, distant, like it belonged to another world. Voices, laughter, the dull echo of skates being dragged across rubber flooring, the clang of sticks being tossed into bins.
Normal. All of it. And yet, out here, none of it followed.
The parking lot stretched wide under the dull glow of overhead lights. Rows of cars sat scattered across the pavement, some already gone, others idling with engines humming low, exhaust curling into the cold night air.
It felt still. Too still.
Clara adjusted the strap on her bag slightly, her shoulders tightening without her realizing it. Every step sent a dull ache up her leg. Her ribs pulled faintly when she breathed too deep. Her face still felt tender, like the memory of impact hadn’t quite left yet.
She ignored all of it. Kept walking. Because stopping meant thinking. And she didn’t want to think. Not right now.
Ilya was already there. Of course he was.
Leaning against the side of the car like he hadn’t moved in hours, posture relaxed, hands tucked loosely into his jacket pockets. The soft orange of the car reflected against him, bright even under the dim parking lot lights.
He wasn’t looking at his phone. Wasn’t pacing. Wasn’t doing anything except waiting. For her.
Clara slowed slightly as she got closer. Just for a second. Not enough for anyone else to notice. But enough for her to feel it. The shift. The awareness.
He straightened when he saw her. Not abruptly. Not urgently. Just enough. Just quiet recognition.
Clara didn’t say anything. Didn’t greet him. Didn’t make a comment. Didn’t even roll her eyes like she normally would. She just walked past him, opened the passenger door, and slid inside. Carefully.
The seat felt colder than she expected. Or maybe she was just more aware of it.
The door shut with a soft, solid thud. Sealing her in. Sealing everything else out.
For a second, nothing moved.
Ilya walked around the front of the car, opened his door, and got in.
The engine turned over smoothly. A low hum filled the space.
And then silence. Not the easy kind. Not the comfortable kind. Just silence.
Clara leaned her head back against the seat, eyes fixed forward. Not looking at him. Not looking at anything. Just staring. Her hands rested loosely in her lap, fingers slightly curled, like she didn’t know what to do with them.
Ilya didn’t speak. Didn’t ask. Didn’t push. He just pulled the car out of the parking spot slowly, carefully, like there was no rush to get anywhere. Like the space between where they were and where they were going didn’t need to be filled.
Streetlights passed over them in long, soft intervals.
Light.
Dark.
Light.
Dark.
Each one sliding across Clara’s face for just a second before disappearing again. She didn’t move. Didn’t react. Didn’t say a word.
The city stretched around them, quiet in that late-night way where everything felt just a little slower. A few cars passed in the opposite direction, headlights flashing briefly through the windshield before fading behind them.
The radio stayed off. No music. No background noise. Just the low, steady hum of the engine and the soft sound of tires against the road.
Clara shifted slightly in her seat. Her ribs protested immediately. Sharp. Unwelcome.
She inhaled slowly through her nose. Exhaled just as slow. Ignored it.
Ilya noticed. Of course he did. But he didn’t say anything. Didn’t tell her to adjust. Didn’t tell her to breathe differently.
He just drove.
Hands steady on the wheel. Eyes forward. Present. That was his thing. Always present.
Clara swallowed. Her throat felt dry. Like she hadn’t spoken in hours. Which she hadn’t. Not really. Not in any way that mattered. The game. The locker room. The conversation. All of it replayed quietly in the back of her mind. Fragments. Moments. Words that stuck a little longer than they should have.
She didn’t want to think about it. So she didn’t. Or she tried not to.
Her fingers tapped lightly against her thigh once. Then stilled.
Ilya turned at a light. The motion was smooth. Controlled. Predictable. Everything about him was predictable now. In a good way. In a way that didn’t demand anything from her. Didn’t expect anything. Didn’t force anything.
And right now, that mattered more than she wanted to admit.
Another stretch of silence. Longer this time. He didn’t fill it. She didn’t fill it. It just stayed.
Clara shifted her head slightly, letting it rest more fully against the side of the seat. Her eyes drifted closed. Not asleep. Just not looking anymore.
The ache in her body settled deeper the longer she sat still. Her leg throbbed in a slow, steady rhythm. Her ribs tightened every time she breathed too deep. Her face still felt bruised, like it remembered more than she did.
She exhaled quietly. Barely audible.
Ilya’s grip on the wheel shifted slightly. Not tense. Not nervous. Just adjusting. Still not speaking. He glanced at her once. Quick. Subtle.
Her eyes were closed. Her head tilted slightly toward the window.
She looked tired.
Not just physically. Something else.
He looked back at the road. Didn’t say anything. Didn’t ask if she was okay. Because he already knew she wouldn’t answer. Not right now. Not like this.
Another light.
Red.
The car slowed to a stop.
The quiet felt heavier when they weren’t moving. Like the world had paused around them.
Clara’s eyes didn’t open. Her breathing stayed slow. Even. Not asleep. Still.
Ilya rested one hand loosely against the steering wheel, the other near the center console. Waiting.
The light changed.
Green.
He drove again.
The house came into view sooner than it felt like it should have. Time had stretched in that strange way where it didn’t feel real. Like the drive had taken both too long and no time at all. The car pulled into the driveway. Engine idling.
For a second, neither of them moved.
The engine hummed softly. The headlights cast a pale glow across the front of the house.
Clara opened her eyes. Slowly. Like she had to remember where she was. She didn’t say anything. Didn’t look at him. Just reached for the door handle. Paused. Just for a second.
Then opened it.
Cold air slipped in immediately. Sharp. Real.
She stepped out carefully, her movements slower than usual, controlled in that way that tried to hide the fact that everything hurt. The door closed behind her with a quiet thud.
Ilya turned the engine off. Silence again. But different this time. Not contained. Open.
Clara adjusted her bag on her shoulder and walked toward the house. No hesitation. No pause. Just moving.
Ilya got out of the car a second later. Watched her for half a second longer than usual. Then followed.
Still neither of them said a word.
And somehow, that said everything.
 
The front door opened harder than it needed to.
Not quite a slam. But close. Close enough that it echoed through the house in a way that immediately made everything feel… wrong.
Shane looked up from the couch before the door had even fully shut. “…what happened?”
No answer.
Clara stepped inside like she didn’t hear him. Like he hadn’t spoken at all. Her bag slid off her shoulder and hit the floor without care. Her keys followed a second later, clattering against the hardwood. She didn’t stop to pick them up. Didn’t even look at them. She just kept walking. Straight past him. Straight for the stairs.
Something in the way she moved, sharp, rigid, too fast, made Shane sit up immediately. “Clara—”
She stopped. Halfway to the stairs. Her shoulders went still.
For a second, it looked like she might keep going anyway. Ignore him. Walk upstairs. Shut the door. End it there.
But she didn’t.
She turned. Slow. Controlled. And the second Shane saw her face, he knew. This wasn’t irritation. This wasn’t normal frustration. This was something else. Something bigger.
Her eyes were bright, not soft, not teary, sharp, like glass. Her jaw was tight enough that it looked like it hurt. Her hands were clenched into fists at her sides, knuckles pale.
Ilya stepped out of the kitchen a second later, drawn by the noise. He took one look at her, and didn’t say anything. Just watched. Waiting.
“Clara,” Shane said again, slower this time. Careful. “What happened?”
For a second, nothing.
Then, she snapped.
“Nothing has been good since I got here.”
The words hit the room like something thrown. Hard. Sharp.
Shane blinked. “…what.”
Clara let out a short, harsh laugh. Not amused. Not even close. “Nothing,” she repeated, louder now, voice shaking—not weak, but furious. “Not one thing has been good.”
“That’s not—”
“Yes it is!” she cut him off, stepping forward now, anger building fast, spilling over. “Everything here is a mess. Everything. Every day is just—” she made a sharp, frustrated gesture with her hands, like she didn’t even have the words for it— “something else going wrong.”
“Clara—”
“No, don’t, don’t do that,” she snapped, pointing at him. “Don’t try to fix it. Don’t try to make it sound better. It’s not better.”
Ilya stepped a little closer, voice calm. “Talk to us.”
She looked at him. For half a second, something flickered. Then it was gone.
“Talk about what?” she shot back. “About how I got here and everything immediately went to shit? About how I’m supposed to be coaching a team of grown men who don’t listen unless I yell at them? About how I’m getting thrown into fights on the ice like that’s normal? About how I can’t even go to school without people staring or asking questions or acting like I’m some kind of—” she cut herself off, shaking her head sharply. “It’s all bullshit.”
Shane pushed himself to his feet slowly. “Hey—”
“And hockey?” she went on, louder now, voice cracking with frustration. “Hockey is the worst part.”
That made him stop.
Actually stop.
“…what.”
“I don’t even like hockey,” she said.
The words dropped heavy. Wrong. Like they didn’t belong in the same room as her.
“I never did,” she continued, faster now, like once she started she couldn’t stop. “I never chose this. It was always just—there. Always something I had to do. Something I was supposed to be good at. Something I didn’t get to say no to.”
“That’s not true,” Shane said quickly.
“Yes it is!” she snapped. “It’s exactly true!”
“You love—”
“No,” she cut him off, shaking her head hard. “Don’t say that. Don’t tell me what I love. You don’t get to do that.”
Silence hit again. He didn’t have an answer for that.
Ilya spoke instead, quieter. “You are angry.”
“No shit,” Clara shot back.
“Then say why.”
“I am saying why!”
“You are saying everything at once.”
“Because everything is wrong!” she yelled.
Her voice echoed up the stairs. Loud. Sharp. Real.
Shane ran a hand through his hair. “Okay, okay, just, slow down for a second—”
“I don’t want to slow down,” she snapped. “I’m tired of slowing down. I’m tired of pretending this is fine when it’s not fine.”
“What happened tonight?” he asked, trying to ground it. “Something happened.”
“Everything happened!” she said again, throwing her hands up. “It’s always something. Someone gets hurt, someone’s playing injured, I have to make the call, I have to be the bad guy, I have to—” her voice cracked slightly, just for a second— “I have to deal with everything.”
“You’re not alone,” Shane said.
She laughed again. Short. Bitter. “Yeah? Because it feels like it.”
“That’s not fair,” he said.
“Neither is any of this!”
Silence. Heavy. Breathing. Tension thick enough to feel.
“They can tell the stupid fucking general managers to find someone else to coach their grown man team,” she said, voice lower now, but somehow sharper. More final.
Shane stared at her. “…Clara.”
“I’m serious,” she said. “I’m not doing this.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“I do.”
“You don’t.”
“I do!” she snapped again, stepping closer, eyes locked on his. “I’m done. I’m done dealing with it, I’m done pretending I want it, I’m done—”
“You’re not done,” he said, firm now.
“Don’t tell me what I am.”
“I’m telling you you’re not done.”
“Why? Because you think I can handle it?” she shot back. “Because you think I’m good at it? That doesn’t mean I want it!”
Ilya’s voice cut in, calm but steady. “You do not quit like this.”
She turned on him immediately. “Watch me.”
“You are angry.”
“I have every right to be!”
“Yes.”
That stopped her. Just slightly. He nodded once. “You do.”
Her chest rose and fell quickly. But she didn’t interrupt.
He continued, quieter. “But you are not thinking clearly.”
She let out a sharp breath. “I am thinking very clearly.”
“No,” he said simply.
That hit. Harder than anything Shane had said.
Her eyes flashed. “You don’t get to decide that.”
“I see you,” he said.
“That doesn’t mean you understand.”
“I understand enough.”
She shook her head, backing up a step. “No. You don’t.”
“Then tell me.”
“I just did!”
“You said you are done,” he said. “That is not explanation. That is reaction.”
She opened her mouth, closed it. Shook her head again, more frustrated now. “I don’t have to explain it to you.”
“No,” he agreed. “You do not.”
A beat.
Then, “But do not pretend this is simple.”
Her jaw tightened again.
“Nothing about you is simple,” he added.
She stared at him. Anger still there. But something else now too. Something underneath it.
Shane stepped in again, softer this time. “Clara… talk to us. Please.”
She looked between them. Back and forth. Like she wanted to say something else. Like there was more. But it was stuck. Or buried. Or too much.
“I’m done,” she said again, quieter now, but no less firm.
Final.
And before either of them could stop her, dhe turned.
Took the stairs two at a time. Fast. Sharp. Her door slammed a second later. Loud enough to shake the walls.
Silence. Heavy. Still. Shane stood there for a second. Then let out a slow breath. “…what the hell just happened?”
Ilya didn’t answer immediately. His eyes were still on the stairs. On the closed door.
“Everything,” he said finally.
Shane rubbed his face. “She doesn’t mean that.”
“No,” Ilya said.
A pause.
Then, “But she feels it.”
Shane nodded slowly.
Yeah.
That part, that part was real.
 
Upstairs the house felt different.
Quieter.
Not the normal quiet. Not the calm, end-of-day quiet that came after practice or games or long conversations that finally ran out of energy.
This was sharper. Tighter. Like something had been pulled too far and hadn’t snapped, but hadn’t settled back either.
Ilya stood at the bottom of the stairs for a second, eyes fixed upward. Listening. Nothing. No movement. No pacing. No sound at all. That was worse.
Behind him, Shane shifted slightly in the living room, still standing where Clara had left him, still staring toward the stairs like he might say something else if given enough time.
He didn’t. Neither of them did. Not yet.
Ilya exhaled slowly, then turned and started up the stairs. Each step was quiet. Measured. Deliberate. He didn’t rush. Didn’t call her name. Because he knew her. Knew that pushing too fast would only make it worse.
At the top of the stairs, the hallway stretched out in front of him, dimly lit, shadows pooling in the corners. Her door was closed. Of course it was.
He walked down the hall. Stopped in front of it. For a moment, he just stood there. Listening again.
Still nothing.
Then, a sharp crack. Loud. Sudden. Wood splintering.
Ilya’s expression changed instantly. He didn’t hesitate. He opened the door.
Inside, chaos.
Not everywhere. Not thrown objects or broken furniture. But contained. Focused. Directed.
Clara stood in the middle of the room, breathing hard, her hands gripping her hockey stick. Or what was left of it. She slammed it down again against the edge of her desk…
CRACK.
The sound echoed off the walls.
The stick splintered further, the shaft beginning to split jaggedly down the middle.
“Clara—”
She didn’t stop. Didn’t even look at him. Another swing, another hit.  The wood gave way with a violent snap, breaking fully this time, one half snapping off at an angle.
And in the same motion, the sharp edge caught her forearm. A quick, slicing movement. Too fast to stop.
She froze. Just for a second.
Then, a thin line of red appeared. Then more. Blood welled up immediately, running down her arm in a slow, steady line.
Ilya crossed the room in two steps. “Stop.”
His voice wasn’t loud. But it was firm. Final. He grabbed her wrist gently but decisively, pulling the broken stick out of her grip and away from her before she could even react.
“Let go,” she said automatically, breath still uneven.
“No.”
“It’s fine—”
“It is not fine.”
She tried to pull her arm back.
He didn’t let her. Not harsh. But not giving her the option. “Sit.”
“I’m not—”
“Sit.”
Something in his tone, calm and unyielding, cut through the chaos in her head just enough.
She hesitated. Then sat. Hard. On the edge of her bed. Breathing fast. Still wired. Still angry. But quieter.
Ilya moved quickly now, grabbing a towel from her dresser, then stepping into the bathroom just long enough to wet it.
When he came back, he knelt in front of her. Careful. Focused. He took her arm again, turning it slightly to look at the cut. It wasn’t deep. But it wasn’t nothing. Blood still running. Skin split just enough to matter. He pressed the damp towel against it.
Clara flinched.
“Hold still.”
“It doesn’t hurt.”
“That is not point.”
She didn’t argue this time. Just sat there. Let him do it. Her breathing slowly started to even out. Not fully. But enough.
The room felt different now. Quieter. The anger hadn’t disappeared. But it wasn’t exploding anymore. Just sitting there. Heavy.
Ilya kept pressure on the cut for a moment, then adjusted slightly, cleaning the blood away carefully. “Why did you do that,” he asked.
Not accusing. Just asking.
Clara stared at the floor. For a long time, she didn’t answer. Then, “I don’t know.”
Her voice was quieter now. Not sharp. Not yelling. Just tired.
He didn’t push. Just kept cleaning the cut. Let the silence sit.
Then, “I feel like I never choose the right thing.”
The words came out slowly. Like she hadn’t planned to say them. Like they had just… slipped out.
Ilya glanced up at her briefly. Then back to her arm. “Explain.”
She let out a small breath. Not quite a laugh. Not quite anything. “Everything I do just… turns into something else.”
He waited.
She continued. “I try to do the right thing and it still ends up wrong.” Her fingers tightened slightly in her lap. “I stay—I mess something up. I push too hard. I say the wrong thing. I don’t say enough.”
A pause.
Then, “And now—” Her voice caught slightly. Just for a second. “My dad’s coming back.”
Ilya’s hands stilled for half a heartbeat. Then continued. Gentle. Steady.
Clara swallowed. “And I’m… I’m happy about it,” she said quickly, like she needed to get that part out first. “I am. I missed him. I wanted that.”
Her eyes flickered up briefly. Then back down. “But I know what it’s going to be like.”
There it was. The part underneath.
“I know how it was before.”
Her voice got quieter. Smaller. Not weak. But… exposed.
“And I’m going to go back and it’s just going to be—” she made a small, helpless motion with one hand “—that again.”
Alone.
She didn’t say the word. But it sat there anyway. Heavy. Clear.
“I’m going to be alone again.”
The room felt still.
Ilya finished cleaning the cut, then reached for a bandage from the small kit on her dresser.
“I’ve gotten used to this,” she added, almost like she didn’t mean to say it out loud. “To not being alone.”
Her throat tightened slightly. “And I don’t want to go back to that.”
There it was. Fully. No anger this time. Just truth.
Ilya wrapped the bandage carefully around her arm. Secured it. Then sat back slightly on his heels, looking up at her. “You will not be alone.”
She shook her head immediately. “I will.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
Her jaw tightened again. “I won’t live here anymore.”
“That does not change anything.”
“It changes everything.”
“It does not.”
She looked at him, frustrated. “How does it not?”
“Because you still have us.”
A beat.
She didn’t answer.
So he continued. “You will always have me.”
Then, after a second, “And Shane.”
Her expression shifted slightly. Not fixed. But not as hard.
“Even if you do not live here,” he said. “Even if things change. That does not go away.”
Clara swallowed. Her eyes dropped again. “…it feels like it will.”
“I know.”
A pause.
Then, “But it will not.”
Silence.
Then, her face crumpled slightly. Not dramatic. Not loud. Just… a crack. “I yelled at him.”
There it was. The next layer.
“I yelled at Shane.”
Her voice was smaller now. Quieter.
“I didn’t mean—”
She stopped. Took a breath. Tried again.
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I know.”
“I said—” she shook her head quickly. “I said everything was bad. That nothing’s been good since I got here.”
Her eyes burned now. She blinked hard. “I didn’t mean that.”
“I know.”
“I just—” her voice broke slightly. “I was mad and everything came out at once and now he probably thinks—”
“He does not.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
She looked at him. Really looked. “Why?”
“Because he knows you.”
That hit. Harder than anything else.
“And he knows you are stressed,” Ilya added. “And overwhelmed.”
She let out a shaky breath.
“And he is not upset,” Ilya said. “He is worried.”
Clara’s eyes filled. She blinked again. This time it didn’t stop it. A tear slipped down. Then another. She laughed weakly through it. “…great.”
Ilya didn’t comment. Didn’t point it out. Just stayed there. Steady.
“I shouldn’t have said that,” she whispered.
“Probably not.”
“…thanks.”
“But it is done.”
She wiped at her face with the back of her hand. “I’ll fix it.”
“Yes.”
A pause.
Then Ilya tilted his head slightly. “Do you really not like hockey.”
The question sat between them. Different. Quieter.
Clara didn’t answer right away. She looked down at her hands. At the faint marks on her knuckles. At the bandage on her arm. At everything. Then, “I don’t know.”
Honest.
“I used to think I did.”
A small breath.
“Or maybe I just got really good at it and that was the same thing.”
She shrugged slightly. “Now it just feels like… pressure.”
Another pause.
“Like something I have to do right.”
She looked up at him. “I don’t even know what I like anymore.”
Ilya nodded once. That was enough. No lecture. No answer. Just understood.
The room went quiet again. But softer now. Not sharp. Not breaking. Just… quiet.
Clara shifted slightly, wincing a little as her ribs reminded her they still existed. “…I’m tired.”
“Yes.”
She stood slowly. More careful this time. No sudden movements. No sharp edges. Just tired.
She walked to her bed and pulled the covers back. Paused. Then looked at him. “…thank you.”
“You are welcome.”
She hesitated for half a second. Then climbed in. Curled slightly onto her side. Facing the wall.
Within minutes, her breathing slowed. Evened out. Not fully asleep. But close.
Ilya watched for a moment longer. Then stood. Quietly. Turned off the light. And left the room.
Downstairs Shane was still there. Same spot. Same position. Like he hadn’t moved at all. He looked up immediately when Ilya came down. “…is she okay?”
Ilya walked over slowly. Sat down. “She is upset.”
Shane exhaled. “Yeah. I got that.”
A pause.
Then, “She thinks she will be alone.”
Shane frowned. “…what?”
“When she leaves,” Ilya said. “When her father comes back.”
That hit.
Shane leaned back slightly. “…she thinks that?”
“Yes.”
He shook his head immediately. “That’s—no. That’s not—”
“I told her.”
“That we’re not going anywhere?”
“Yes.”
Shane ran a hand through his hair. “She knows that.”
“She feels otherwise.”
A pause.
“…I hate that,” Shane muttered.
“Yes.”
Another beat.
“How bad was it,” Shane asked quietly.
Ilya glanced at him. “She broke a stick.”
Shane blinked. “…what.”
“And cut her arm.”
He sat up immediately. “What?”
“It is not bad.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
Shane exhaled slowly. “Jesus.”
Silence.
Then, “…I shouldn’t have pushed her,” Shane said.
Ilya shook his head slightly. “She needed to say it.”
“Yeah, well, she didn’t need to say it like that.”
“No.”
Shane looked toward the stairs again. “…I’m not mad.”
“I know.”
“I’m just—”
“Worried.”
“Yeah.”
Silence settled again. But not heavy this time. Just… thoughtful.
Upstairs, Clara slept.
Downstairs, they sat.
And somewhere in between, things weren’t fixed.
But they were… understood.
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  Clara didn’t wake up all at once.
It wasn’t a sharp, clean snap into consciousness, the kind where everything clicked into place immediately. It was slower than that. Heavier. Like her body had already made the decision to wake up, but her brain was still somewhere behind, trying to catch up.
The first thing she noticed was the weight. Physical weight. 
Not crushing. Not painful. Just… there.
A dull, full-body awareness that everything still hurt.
Her ribs, tight when she breathed too deeply. Her arm, stinging faintly beneath the bandage. Her shin, throbbing in that deep, annoying way that didn’t let you forget it existed.
Clara didn’t open her eyes right away. She just lay there, still, staring into the darkness behind her eyelids, letting the feeling settle. “…yeah,” she muttered quietly. “That’s about right.”
Her voice was rough. Sleep-heavy.
For a moment, there was nothing else. No thoughts. No replaying. No tension.
Just that small, empty space between sleep and everything waiting for her when she actually woke up.
Then, it all came back.
Not gently. Not gradually.
All at once.
The loss. The noise. The comments. The scrimmage. The way everything had built and built and built until it snapped.
And then…
The yelling.
Her stomach dropped so fast it almost made her feel sick. Her eyes opened immediately, staring up at the dim light leaking through her curtains. “…shit,” she breathed.
Her chest tightened.
Not from pain this time. From memory. From the exact words she’d said. The tone. The way it came out sharper than she meant, louder than she meant, worse than she meant.
She squeezed her eyes shut again, dragging a hand down her face. “…nice job,” she muttered.
Her ribs pulled slightly when she shifted, reminding her, again, that yesterday had been very real.
That none of it had been exaggerated.
That she hadn’t imagined anything.
Playing hockey had now made everything hurt physically in a way it had never before. But the fight, her words, somehow that ache was deeper than pain from any check she could take in a game. 
Clara exhaled slowly and pushed herself up, wincing halfway through as her body protested the movement. “Okay,” she mumbled. “Still bad.”
At the end of the bed, Maple stirred. The puppy lifted his head, blinking sleepily, ears twitching slightly as he registered that she was awake. Then, like always, his tail started wagging.
Immediately.
Clara looked over at him. “…don’t,” she warned quietly.
Maple stood anyway. Stretched dramatically. Front paws out, back legs extended, the kind of exaggerated stretch that made it look like he had just woken up from the hardest life imaginable.
Then he padded over.
Clara sighed, already reaching down to scratch behind his ears as he nudged her hand. “Yeah,” she murmured. “I know.”
Maple leaned into it, tail still going. Completely unaware. Completely unbothered. No idea that Clara’s brain was currently running through every bad decision from the last twelve hours on a loop.
Clara let her hand rest on his head for a second longer than usual. Grounding. Just enough.
Then she pulled back slightly and swung her legs over the side of the bed.
The floor was cold. Her shin throbbed the second her weight hit it. “…awesome,” she muttered.
She stood anyway. Because sitting there wasn’t going to help. If she stayed, if she thought about it too long, she’d overthink it. And that would make everything worse.
So she grabbed the nearest sweatshirt, pulled it over her head, and headed for the door.
Maple followed immediately. Of course he did.
The house was quiet.
Not silent, never silent, but quiet in that early morning way where everything felt slower.
Softer.
Clara moved down the stairs carefully, one hand brushing the railing as she went. Her body still felt heavy. Not just sore. Weighted. Like everything from the past few days had settled into her muscles and decided to stay there.
By the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, she could hear it, the faint clink of ceramic, the low hum of the coffee machine. Movement in the kitchen.
Shane. Of course.
Clara paused in the doorway. Just for a second. Long enough to consider, turn around. Go back upstairs. Pretend she needed more sleep. Pretend she forgot something. Avoid it.
But she didn’t. Because that would be worse. So she stepped in. “…hey.”
Shane looked up immediately. No delay. No hesitation. Just, “Hey.”
Normal. Completely normal. And somehow that made it worse.
Clara shifted her weight slightly, suddenly hyper-aware of everything. Her hands. Her voice. The way she was standing. The fact that she had no idea what expression she was making. “…I—uh.”
She exhaled. Reset. Tried again. “I’m sorry.”
Shane didn’t respond right away. Which made her stomach twist.
So she kept going.
“I shouldn’t have yelled at you,” she said, words coming a little faster now, like if she didn’t get them out quickly she wouldn’t say them at all. “Or said any of that. I didn’t mean it. I was just—” She made a vague motion with her hand, frustrated. “—everything at once. And it came out wrong.”
A pause.
“…really wrong.”
Shane set his mug down.
Clara braced herself.
“Clara.”
She looked up.
“It’s okay.”
She blinked. “…what.”
“It’s okay,” he repeated.
“That’s—no, it’s not, I—”
“It is,” he said, not cutting her off harshly, just… steady. “You were upset.”
“That doesn’t mean I get to—”
“It kind of does.”
She frowned. “What.”
“You’re allowed to be upset,” he said. “What you’re dealing with right now? That’s not small.”
Clara crossed her arms slightly, then immediately uncrossed them when her ribs protested. “That’s not an excuse.”
“I didn’t say it was an excuse,” Shane said. “I said it’s a reason.”
She shook her head. “I still shouldn’t have said it.”
“Probably not.”
She blinked. “…okay, wow.”
“I’m not saying it was great,” he added quickly. “I’m just saying it makes sense.”
Clara looked at him, trying to figure out if he was serious.
“You snapped,” he continued. “That happens.”
“I don’t snap like that.”
“You did yesterday.”
“That’s not helping.”
“I’m not trying to help,” he said. “I’m trying to be honest.”
She stared at him. “…you’re being annoyingly reasonable.”
“I get that a lot.”
Clara huffed out a quiet breath. Then looked down at the counter. “…it still sucked.”
“Yeah,” he said.
She glanced back up. “…yeah?”
“Yeah.”
A pause.
Then she asked, quieter, “You’re not mad?”
“No.”
“Not even a little?”
“No.”
“You should be.”
“I’m not.”
“…why.”
Shane leaned back slightly against the counter. “Because I know you didn’t mean it.”
That hit. Harder than she expected.
Clara swallowed.
“And,” he added, “because you’ve had a really bad week.”
She let out a breath. “…that’s one way to put it.”
“Do you want me to list it out?” he asked.
“…no.”
“Because I can.”
“I believe you.”
“Okay, good.”
A small pause.
Then, “You got hit, like, a hundred times.”
“Exaggeration.”
“Not really.”
“You’re being dramatic.”
“You literally got into a fight.”
“He deserved it.”
“I’m not arguing that. And then you played the rest of the game.”
Clara shrugged slightly.
“And then,” Shane continued, “you got wasted at a party. And then you played a game the next day hungover and in pain. And then you got ripped apart online because some grown men can’t behave on ice. And then you got kicked out of practice for yelling at your teammate.”
“Did you really have to list it all out?”
“And then,” he added, “you had to deal with everything else.”
Clara didn’t respond to that. Because she knew what he meant. And she didn’t want to say it out loud.
Shane didn’t push it. He just took a sip of his coffee. “You don’t have to pretend it’s fine,” he said after a second.
Clara nodded slightly. Looked down again. “…thanks.”
“Anytime.”
Another pause.
The tension didn’t disappear. But it eased. Just a little.
Clara leaned against the counter across from him, shifting her weight carefully. “…I really didn’t mean it,” she said again.
“I know.”
“I wasn’t thinking.”
“Also know that.”
“I just—everything kind of hit at once.”
“Yeah.”
“And you were there.”
“Unfortunate timing for me.”
She huffed a quiet laugh. “…yeah.”
“But also,” he added, “I’m glad you said something.”
Clara blinked. “What.”
“Not like that,” he clarified. “But something.”
She frowned. “Why?”
“Because you don’t usually.”
“…usually what.”
“Say when something’s wrong.”
Clara looked at him.
“I mean it,” Shane said. “You just deal with it. And then deal with it. And then deal with it.”
“That’s kind of how it works.”
“Until it doesn’t.”
She didn’t respond. Because he wasn’t wrong.
“You don’t have to wait until you explode,” he added.
“I didn’t explode.”
“You kind of did.”
“…a little.”
“A lot.”
She rolled her eyes slightly. But she didn’t argue.
Shane shrugged. “Next time, just say something earlier.”
Clara considered that. “…I don’t like doing that.”
“I know.”
“It feels—” She stopped. Tried again. “—like I’m making it a bigger deal than it is.”
Shane shook his head. “Or you’re just acknowledging that it’s already a big deal.”
She looked at him. “…you’re really annoying today.”
“I’m always annoying.”
“Yeah, but now you’re also right.”
“That’s the worst combination.”
Clara let out a quiet breath. Then nodded slightly.
“…okay.”
“Okay.”
Another pause.
Then, like nothing had happened, Shane picked up his mug again. “You want coffee?”
Clara huffed a small laugh. “…yeah.”
“Good.”
He turned, grabbing another mug from the cabinet and setting it on the counter.
Clara watched him for a second. The way everything had just… settled. Not erased. Not ignored. Just handled.
“…hey,” she said.
He glanced over. “Yeah?”
“…thanks for not making it weird.”
He shrugged. “I’m not that sensitive.”
“You were a little sensitive.”
“Okay, I was a little sensitive.”
She smirked faintly. “I knew it.”
“But not enough to hold a grudge.”
“Good.”
“Plus,” he added, pouring the coffee, “you already suffered enough.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”
“You look like you got hit by a truck.”
“I did not get hit by a truck.”
“Feels like it though, right?”
“…a little.”
“Exactly.”
She took the mug from him when he handed it over, wrapping her hands around it.
Warm. Steady. Normal.
“…okay,” she said quietly.
“Okay,” he echoed.
And just like that, they moved on.
 
School was worse.
Not in a dramatic, everything-is-falling-apart kind of way.
Just wrong.
Like something had shifted slightly out of place, just enough that nothing quite fit the way it was supposed to anymore.
The hallway felt louder. Not objectively, people weren’t yelling any more than usual, but every sound seemed sharper, closer, harder to ignore. Lockers slammed in quick bursts that echoed longer than they should’ve. Voices overlapped in uneven waves, too many conversations happening at once, none of them clear, all of them distracting.
Shoes squeaked against the floor. Backpacks brushed past her shoulders. Someone laughed too loudly somewhere behind her.
Clara kept her head down. Didn’t slow. Didn’t stop. Just moved.
Straight through the crowd, cutting clean lines like she did on the ice, slipping between people without thinking about it, body on autopilot while her mind stayed somewhere else entirely.
Friday night.
The party.
The noise.
The music.
The way everything had felt just slightly off even when she’d tried to ignore it.
And then the voices. Not meant for her. But not quiet enough.
She hadn’t been looking for it. Hadn’t been trying to listen. But she’d heard it anyway.
Denver.
Laughing.
Not nervous. Not careful. Just casual. Like it didn’t matter. Like she didn’t matter.
The word had stuck. Sharp. Uncomfortable. Wrong.
She thought about her drink, the way it soaked his shirt, and then the way she turned away and walked out. 
And now, now everything felt louder. Closer. Because she couldn’t un-hear it.
She reached her locker. Stopped. Took a breath. Then opened it. Metal clanged. Too loud. Everything was too loud.
She grabbed her books without really looking at them, movements quick and efficient, like if she stayed still too long something would catch up to her.
And of course, “Hey.”
Clara froze. Just for a second. Her hand still inside her locker, fingers tightening slightly around the edge of a notebook. She closed her eyes. Not long. Just long enough to reset.
Then she turned.
Denver stood there. Closer than she wanted him to be. Looking different. Not relaxed. Not casual.
Nervous.
That was new.
“…what,” Clara said flatly.
He shifted slightly, like he wasn’t sure where to put his hands. “I just—” he ran one through his hair quickly, exhaling. “Can we talk?”
No. Immediate. Instinctive.
Clara didn’t hesitate. “No.”
He blinked, like he hadn’t expected that answer to come that fast. “That’s—okay, that’s fair, but just—”
“I said no.”
Her voice didn’t rise. Didn’t snap. It stayed steady. Which somehow made it worse.
Denver frowned, stepping a little closer. “Clara, please—”
She cut him off before he could finish. “Don’t talk to me.”
That made him pause. Actually pause. “…what?”
“Don’t talk to me,” she repeated.
Each word clear. Deliberate. “Don’t come near me. Don’t text me. Don’t ask me for anything.”
He stared at her, confusion flickering across his face, quickly followed by something else, defensiveness. “That’s not—”
“I’m serious.”
Still not loud. But final.
Denver shook his head slightly. “I was just trying to explain—”
“I don’t care.”
“You don’t even know what I was going to say—”
“I don’t care,” she said again.
There was no hesitation in it. No space for him to push back. A beat of silence passed between them. 
Then, quieter but sharper,  “You don’t get to decide when you explain things to me.”
That landed. Harder than anything else she’d said. Because it wasn’t just about now.
It was about Friday. About him talking when he thought she wasn’t listening. About him deciding what she was worth when she wasn’t in the room.
Denver’s mouth opened slightly. Closed. “…I didn’t mean for it to—”
“Don’t,” Clara said.
Just that. One word. But it stopped him. Completely. He didn’t try again. Didn’t push. Didn’t argue.
Clara held his gaze for one more second. Long enough to make sure he understood. Then she turned. Shut her locker. Walked away. Didn’t look back.
The hallway swallowed her again. Noise pressing in from all sides. But now it didn’t feel overwhelming. Not in the same way. Now it felt… distant. Like everything around her had faded just slightly out of focus. Because the only thing that really mattered had already happened.
She adjusted her grip on her books. Kept walking. Straight past the turn that would’ve taken her to tutoring. Didn’t even slow down. Didn’t hesitate. Just kept going.
The library felt the same as always. Quiet. Controlled. Safe.
But Clara didn’t go to her usual table. Didn’t sit down. Didn’t open her notebook.
She stood just inside the doorway for a second, scanning the room automatically, and saw him. Already there. Already sitting. Already waiting. Of course he was.
Denver sat at the table they always used, his notebook open, pencil in his hand, but he wasn’t writing.
He was staring at the door. Waiting. For her.
Clara didn’t move. Didn’t step forward. Didn’t go over. She just watched for a second. Then turned. And walked out.
 
Mrs. Jennings didn’t argue.
Clara sat across from her now, in the small office that always smelled faintly like coffee and printer paper, arms crossed tightly over her chest, posture rigid.
“I’m not tutoring him anymore,” she said.
No buildup. No explanation. Just the statement.
Mrs. Jennings nodded slowly. “Okay.”
Clara blinked once. “…that’s it?”
“That’s your decision,” she said calmly.
Clara shifted slightly in her chair, the movement pulling faintly at her ribs, but she ignored it. “…yeah.”
Mrs. Jennings studied her for a moment. Not pushing. Just observing. “Do you want to talk about why?” she asked.
“No.”
Immediate.
Mrs. Jennings nodded again. “Alright.”
Silence settled between them. Not uncomfortable. Just there.
Clara stared at a spot on the desk for a second. Then looked away. Then back. Like she wanted to say something, but didn’t. Didn’t need to. Didn’t want to.
Mrs. Jennings didn’t fill the silence. Didn’t rush it. Just let it sit. After a moment, she spoke again, softer this time. “Are you okay?”
Clara let out a short breath. Not a laugh. Not a sigh. Just something in between. “…no.”
Mrs. Jennings nodded slightly. “That makes sense.”
Clara frowned. “That’s not helpful.”
“It’s not supposed to fix it,” she said gently. “Just acknowledge it.”
Clara leaned back slightly in her chair, wincing just a little before she could stop herself.
Mrs. Jennings noticed. Of course she did. “Still sore?” she asked.
Clara shrugged. “I’m fine.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Clara looked at her. Didn’t answer. Then looked away again. “…I heard him,” she said finally.
Mrs. Jennings didn’t react outwardly. Just listened.
Clara’s jaw tightened slightly. “He didn’t know I was there.”
A pause.
Then, “He was talking to his friends.”
She swallowed once. Subtle. Barely there. But enough.
“And he was just—” she stopped. Shook her head once. “Casual,” she finished. Like that was the worst part.
Mrs. Jennings tilted her head slightly. “What did he say?”
Clara let out a breath. Then, quieter, “That I would give him whatever he wants.”
The word hung there. Heavy. Ugly. Mrs. Jennings didn’t interrupt.
“He said I do his homework,” Clara continued, voice still controlled but sharper now. “That I’m too busy to notice anything. That it’s working out for him. That he can just use me for tickets, and meet-and-greets, and whatever else.”
Silence.
Then, “He made it sound like I was just… useful.”
There it was. The part that mattered.
Clara’s hands tightened slightly where they rested against her arms. “I’m not stupid,” she said. “I know what that means.”
“No,” Mrs. Jennings said gently. “You’re not.”
Clara shook her head once. “I don’t care if he wants help with school. That’s literally what tutoring is. But don’t act like—” she cut herself off. Didn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t need to.
Mrs. Jennings nodded slightly. “Like you don’t matter beyond that.”
Clara didn’t respond. But her expression said enough.
“I think,” Mrs. Jennings continued carefully, “that you’re allowed to be upset about that.”
“I’m not upset,” Clara said immediately.
Mrs. Jennings raised an eyebrow slightly.
Clara exhaled. “…I’m not—” She stopped. Then corrected herself. “…I am. A little.”
“More than a little.”
Clara didn’t argue. Didn’t confirm it either. Just sat there. Quiet. Thinking. Then, “I’m just done,” she said.
Simple. Final.
Mrs. Jennings nodded. “That’s fair.”
Clara looked up at her. “…it is?”
“Yes.”
“No speech? No ‘give him another chance’?”
“No,” she said. “Because you set a boundary. And you’re allowed to keep it.”
Clara blinked. That… wasn’t what she expected. “…okay,” she said slowly.
Mrs. Jennings smiled faintly. “You don’t owe him access to you.”
Clara let that sit. Then nodded once. “…okay.”
Another pause.
Then Mrs. Jennings added, “If he tries to talk to you again, you don’t have to engage.”
“I won’t.”
“I believe you.”
Clara stood up then, grabbing her bag.
“Thank you,” Mrs. Jennings said.
Clara paused slightly. “…for what?”
“For being honest.”
Clara didn’t respond. Just nodded once. Then left.
The hallway still felt loud. Still crowded. Still too much. But Clara moved through it the same way she always did.
Steady. Focused. Untouchable.
Because now it didn’t matter what he said. Or what he thought. Or what he tried to explain.
She had already decided.
And that was enough.
 
Lunch felt off.
Not loud like the hallway. Not quiet like the library.
Just somewhere in between, muted in a way that made everything feel slower, heavier, like the noise around them had been turned down just enough to let thoughts get louder instead.
Clara sat across from Eva at their usual table, tray pushed slightly to the side, fork in her hand but not really doing anything with it. She nudged a piece of food around absentmindedly, staring at it like she was trying to decide whether it was worth the effort.
It wasn’t.
Eva watched her. At first, casually. Then more closely. Then very deliberately.
Thirty seconds passed.
Clara didn’t look up. Didn’t say anything. Didn’t even pretend to eat.
Eva leaned back slightly in her chair, crossing her arms loosely, tilting her head just enough to get a better look at her. “…I told you so.”
Clara’s head lifted. Just slightly. Her eyes met Eva’s. No expression.
Just a look.
Flat. Direct. Enough.
Eva immediately held up both hands. “Okay, yep, no, that was bad timing. That was my bad.”
Clara held her gaze for another second. Then looked back down at her tray. Picked up her fork again. Pushed her food around. Didn’t eat it.
Eva lowered her hands slowly, studying her again. “…you’re not even gonna argue with me?”
“No.”
That was worse. Way worse.
Eva leaned forward, resting her elbows lightly on the table. “Okay, that’s concerning.”
Clara shrugged one shoulder. The movement was small, but there was still a slight tightness to it, her ribs reminding her they still existed.
Eva noticed that too. “…you’re still hurt.”
“I’m fine.”
“You literally just winced.”
“I moved.”
“That’s not what that was.”
Clara didn’t respond. Just kept moving her food around like she might eventually convince herself to take a bite.
Eva sighed quietly. “You’re not fine.”
“I know.”
That made her pause.
“…okay,” Eva said slowly. “So we’re admitting things now. That’s new.”
Clara let out a small breath through her nose. “…just not hungry.”
“That’s also concerning.”
“I ate breakfast.”
“You had like three bites of cereal.”
“That counts.”
“It doesn’t.”
Clara didn’t argue. Which, again, 3orse.
Eva leaned back again, watching her more carefully now. “You wanna actually talk about it or are we doing the whole ‘I’m fine, everything’s fine, nothing’s wrong’ thing.”
Clara tapped her fork lightly against the edge of the tray. Once. Twice. “…he knew,” she said finally.
Eva didn’t need clarification. “…yeah,” she said quietly. “I figured.”
Clara’s jaw tightened slightly. “He didn’t say anything.”
“I know.”
“He just—” she stopped, exhaled, then tried again. “He invited me like it was normal.”
Eva nodded once. “Because for him, it is.”
Clara let out a short, humorless huff. “…yeah.”
Silence stretched for a moment. Around them, people talked, laughed, trays clattered, chairs scraped, but it all felt distant. Muted.
Eva leaned forward again, softer this time. “You don’t need him.”
“I know.”
“And you definitely don’t need someone who invites you to something like that and just… leaves out the important parts.”
“I know.”
“And you definitely don’t need someone who thinks that’s okay.”
“I know.”
Clara’s voice didn’t change. Didn’t waver. Didn’t break. Just steady. Which somehow made it worse.
Eva studied her for a second longer. “…you liked him.”
Clara’s fork paused. Just slightly. Then kept moving again. “…maybe.”
“That’s allowed, you know.”
“I know.”
“Doesn’t make you stupid.”
“I know.”
Eva tilted her head. “Then why do you look like you think it does?”
Clara didn’t answer that. Instead, she finally stabbed a piece of food with her fork. Held it there. Then put it back down. “…it’s just annoying,” she said.
“What is.”
“I don’t—” she exhaled slowly. “I don’t like being wrong about people.”
Eva nodded slowly. “Yeah.”
“I don’t like thinking someone’s one thing and then—” she made a small motion with her hand. “—they’re not.”
“Yeah.”
“And I don’t like that I didn’t see it.”
“You couldn’t have,” Eva said immediately.
Clara looked up at her again. This time less flat. More… tired.
“He didn’t show it,” Eva continued. “That’s kind of the whole point.”
Clara looked back down. “…still.”
Eva reached across the table slightly, not quite touching her, but close enough. “It’s not on you.”
Clara didn’t respond. Didn’t argue. Didn’t agree. Just let it sit there.
Eva let the silence stretch for a second. Then, softer, “There are people who actually like you.”
Clara’s shoulders shifted slightly. Not defensive. Not dismissive. Just acknowledging.
“Like, actually like you,” Eva added. “Not just whatever that was supposed to be.”
Clara didn’t look up.
Eva hesitated. Then said it anyway. “I like you.”
Clara’s hand stilled. Just for a second. Then she huffed quietly. “…you’re annoying.”
“Yeah.”
A beat.
“…thanks.”
“Anytime.”
They sat there for a moment after that. Not awkward. Not exactly comfortable either. Just real.
Then Eva leaned back again, studying her. “You told them?”
Clara knew who she meant. “…yeah.”
“How’d that go?”
Clara snorted softly. “They made fun of me.”
Eva smiled a little. “That tracks.”
“Ilya called him my boyfriend.”
Eva laughed. “Oh no.”
“I threw an ice pack at him.”
“…good.”
“He caught it.”
“Of course he did.”
Clara smirked faintly. “Yeah. Then after they threatened to ‘get him.’”
Eva watched her for a second. “They’re good though.”
Clara’s expression softened just a little. “Yeah.”
There was a pause.
Then Eva asked, more carefully this time, “…what happens when you go back?”
Clara’s eyes flicked up. “…what?”
“With your dad.”
The shift was immediate. Subtle. But there.
Clara’s shoulders stiffened just slightly. Her gaze dropped back to the table. “I don’t know,” she said.
Eva frowned. “You have to go back eventually, right?”
“Yeah.”
“When?”
Clara shrugged. “Whenever he says. Probably this week.”
“That’s… vague.”
“That’s how it works.”
Eva leaned forward again. “Do you want to go back?”
Clara didn’t answer right away. Her fingers tightened slightly around the fork. Then loosened again. “…I don’t know.”
Eva blinked. “You don’t know?”
Clara shook her head slowly. “It’s just… different.”
“Different how?”
Clara exhaled quietly. “Everything’s quieter.”
Eva waited.
“And not in a good way,” Clara added.
“…oh.”
“Like—” she paused, trying to find the words. “There’s no one there.”
“Your dad—”
“He’s there,” Clara said. “But he’s not… there.”
Eva’s expression softened. “Yeah.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “We don’t really talk. Not about anything real, anyways.”
“And here?”
Clara glanced up. Just for a second. Then back down. “…they don’t stop talking.”
Eva smiled a little. “Ilya definitely doesn’t.”
Clara huffed quietly. “No.”
“And Shane?”
Clara’s lips twitched slightly. “He talks less.”
“But?”
“He notices everything.”
Eva nodded slowly. “That sounds about right.”
Clara picked at her food again, quieter now. “…it’s just easier here.”
Eva didn’t say anything for a second. Then, “Then that matters.”
Clara looked up. “It doesn’t change anything.”
“Why not?”
“Because I still have to go back.”
“Eventually,” Eva said. “That doesn’t mean it has to be the same.”
Clara frowned slightly. “It is the same.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
Clara shook her head. “You don’t get it.”
“Then explain it to me.”
Clara hesitated. “…it’s not like I can just stay,” she said. “That’s not how it works.”
Eva tilted her head. “Why not?”
“Because he’s my dad.”
“And?”
“And that’s where I live.”
“And?”
Clara stared at her. “…you’re making this sound really simple.”
“I’m not saying it is simple,” Eva said. “I’m saying it matters what you want too.”
Clara looked away again.
Didn’t answer.
Eva softened her voice. “Do you want to stay with them?”
Silence.
Then, “…yeah.”
It was quiet. But it was there.
Eva nodded slowly. “Okay.”
Clara swallowed slightly. “But that doesn’t mean I can.”
“No,” Eva said. “But it means something.”
Clara let out a small breath. “…they’re just—” she stopped.
“—what?”
“…they’re mine,” she said finally.
Eva smiled gently. “Yeah.”
“And I don’t—” Clara’s voice dipped slightly. “I don’t want to lose that.”
“You won’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
Clara shook her head. “Things change.”
“Some things don’t.”
Clara didn’t look convinced. But she didn’t argue either.
Eva leaned back again. “For what it’s worth—”
Clara glanced up.
“—I think they’re not going anywhere.”
Clara huffed quietly. “…they’re annoying.”
“Very.”
“They yell at me.”
“Constantly.”
“They don’t let me do anything.”
Eva raised an eyebrow. “You literally drove a sports car to school.”
Clara smirked slightly. “Okay, they let me do some things.”
“Yeah.”
A pause.
Then Eva added softly, “They care about you.”
Clara didn’t answer. But she didn’t need to. Because it was obvious. In the way she talked about them. In the way she stayed. In the way she didn’t want to leave.
Eva glanced at her tray. “You’re still not eating.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“You should still eat.”
“I will later.”
“You always say that.”
“And sometimes I do.”
Eva sighed. “You’re impossible.”
“I know.”
“…you wanna come over later?”
Clara blinked. “To your house?”
“Yeah.”
“…why.”
Eva shrugged. “So you’re not sitting at home thinking about all of this.”
Clara considered it for a second.
Then shook her head. “I have practice stuff.”
“You’re such a nerd.”
“Shut up.”
Eva grinned. “You love me.”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Barely.”
“Still counts.”
Clara shook her head, but there was the smallest hint of a smile there again.
And for the first time since she sat down, she picked up her fork. And actually took a bite. 
 
At home, Shane found them by accident. It wasn’t some dramatic, intentional discovery. No slow realization. No moment where something felt off and he went looking. It was just routine. Normal. The kind of thing you don’t think about.
Trash night.
The house was still. Sunlight filtered through the windows in soft, pale strips, catching dust in the air and stretching across the floor in long, lazy lines. Somewhere upstairs, a door had been left slightly open, and every now and then it shifted just enough to creak faintly with the airflow.
Normal sounds. Normal afternoon.
But something about it sat wrong.
Shane noticed it before he realized he was noticing it. He’d been moving around the house without thinking, grabbing a hoodie, checking his phone, pacing once through the kitchen and back again like he had something to do but couldn’t remember what it was. His wrist still ached, a dull, constant reminder every time he flexed his fingers too much, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from moving. Nothing ever really was.
Still, something felt off.
Too quiet.
He paused in the middle of the kitchen, glancing toward the living room. “Ilya?” he called.
No answer. That wasn’t unusual.
Ilya had a habit of just existing somewhere, especially when the house was calm like this. Sitting. Watching something stupid. Playing a dumb game on his phone.
Still, Shane frowned slightly, then shrugged it off. “Whatever,” he muttered.
He turned toward the back of the house, grabbing the trash bag from the bin near the counter. It was half-full, tied loosely at the top, light enough that he didn’t think about it as he lifted it.
Routine. Just taking it out. That’s all this was supposed to be. Nothing important. Nothing worth thinking about.
He pushed the back door open with his shoulder, stepping out into the cool afternoon air. It hit him immediately, crisp, a little sharp, carrying that faint smell of winter that hadn’t quite decided if it wanted to warm up yet.
The yard was quiet too. No movement. No sound except a distant car passing somewhere down the street.
Shane stepped onto the small concrete slab by the door, shifting the trash bag in his hand as he moved toward the bin.
And then, he stopped.
Not all at once. Just… slowed.
Because something about the weight of the bag felt wrong.
Too uneven. Too solid.
He frowned slightly, glancing down at it. “…what.”
He adjusted his grip. The contents shifted. Not like trash usually did. Not loose. Not soft. Something in there held shape. Rigid.
Shane’s brow furrowed. “…okay.”
He crouched slightly, lowering the bag onto the ground instead of tossing it straight into the bin. For a second, he just looked at it. Like maybe he was overthinking it. Like maybe it was nothing.
Then he reached down and loosened the knot at the top. The plastic rustled quietly as he pulled it open.
And then, he saw it.
At first, his brain didn’t process it. Not fully. Just shapes. Familiar ones. Dark. Worn. Out of place.
He pulled the bag open wider. And everything clicked into place at once. “…what the hell.”
His voice came out low. Flat. Not loud. But sharp enough to cut through the quiet.
Inside the bag, Clara’s skates.
Not just tossed in. Placed. Like she had put them there on purpose. Carefully. Deliberately.
The laces were still tied, the blades dull from use but still unmistakably hers, scuffed in the same places, worn in the exact way that came from hours and hours on the ice.
Shane stared at them. Didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. For a second, it didn’t make sense.
Why would—
Then he saw the stick. Broken. Snapped clean through near the middle. Not splintered randomly. Not damaged in play. Broken.Like someone had meant to break it.
His stomach dropped. “…no.”
He reached into the bag, pulling the stick up slightly, turning it in his hands.
The break was clean. Too clean. Not an accident. Not from a game. This was intentional. This was from last night. 
Shane crouched there in the quiet backyard, staring at the pieces in his hands, his brain trying to catch up to what he was seeing. Because it didn’t fit. None of it fit.
Clara wouldn’t—
No.
She wouldn’t do this. Would she?
He swallowed hard, lowering the stick back into the bag, his eyes flicking over everything again like maybe he had missed something. Like maybe there was an explanation. But there wasn’t.
Just her gear. Thrown away. Like it didn’t matter. Like it was nothing.
“…what the hell,” he said again, quieter this time.
Behind him, the back door creaked open. Footsteps. Light. Controlled. Of course. “Ilya.”
Shane didn’t turn around right away. He just kept staring into the bag.
“…yeah.”
A pause.
Then Ilya stepped closer, stopping just behind him. “…what is it?”
Shane finally shifted slightly, gesturing down without looking away. “Come look at this.”
Ilya didn’t rush. He never rushed. He stepped forward calmly, hands relaxed at his sides, and looked down into the open bag. And then he went still. Not dramatically. Not visibly to anyone who didn’t know him.
But Shane knew.
He saw the way his shoulders stilled just a fraction. The way his gaze sharpened. The way he didn’t speak right away. Because he saw it too.
The skates. The stick. Broken.
A long moment passed.
Neither of them moved. Neither of them spoke. The quiet pressed in around them again. Heavier now. Different.
Shane finally exhaled slowly, dragging a hand down his face. “…when did she put those there.”
Ilya’s gaze didn’t leave the bag. “…I do not know.”
“She didn’t have those this morning.”
“No.”
“She didn’t say anything.”
“No.”
Shane shook his head slightly, like that would somehow make it make sense. “…that’s her stick.”
“Yes.”
“That’s her skates.”
“Yes.”
“…why are they in the trash?”
Ilya didn’t answer. Not immediately. Because there wasn’t an easy answer. Not one that felt right. Not one that made sense.
Shane let out a short, humorless breath. “…do you think she’s serious? About quitting?”
The question hung there. Heavy. Uncomfortable. Too real.
Ilya finally shifted his gaze slightly, not away from the bag, but not fully on it either. Thinking. Calculating. Understanding more than he said out loud. “…yes,” he said finally.
Shane’s stomach dropped further. “…shit.”
He pushed himself up from his crouch slowly, like his body had suddenly gotten heavier. This wasn’t like her. Or maybe, it was.
That was the problem.
Clara didn’t do things halfway. She didn’t make empty gestures. She didn’t throw things away for no reason. If she did something, she meant it.
Shane ran a hand through his hair, pacing once across the small stretch of concrete, then back again. “…no, that’s—no.”
He stopped. Turned back to the bag. Like if he looked at it again, it would change.
It didn’t.
Still there. Still real. Still wrong.
“She wouldn’t just quit,” he said, more to himself than to Ilya. “Say it and then just be done.”
Ilya didn’t argue. Didn’t agree. Just watched. Because he wasn’t sure either. Not completely.
But he knew Clara. Knew the way she processed things. Knew the way she shut down when something got too heavy. Knew the way she made decisions quickly. Decisively. And stuck to them. Even when they hurt.
Shane exhaled again, sharper this time. “…no.”
Ilya finally looked at him. “What are you thinking?”
Shane didn’t answer right away. His mind was already moving. Too fast. Running through possibilities. Options. Reactions. What this meant. What it didn’t. What he could do. Because doing nothing wasn’t an option. Not with this. Not with her.
He glanced back at the bag one more time. Then at the house. Then back again. Decision made. “I’m going to the store.”
Ilya blinked slightly. “For what?”
Shane didn’t explain. Didn’t slow down. He just grabbed his keys from the small table by the door, already moving past him. “You’ll see.”
And before Ilya could say anything else, before either of them could overthink it, Shane was out the door.
Gone.
 
Ilya stayed.
He didn’t move when the others did.
Didn’t follow the natural rhythm of the house, the quiet shifting of footsteps, the low murmur of voices fading down the hall, the soft closing of doors. He just… remained. Still on the couch. Present in a way that wasn’t passive, wasn’t idle, just deliberate.
Clara’s skates rested in his hands. He hadn’t even realized when he’d picked them up.
One moment they had been sitting by the door, laces loose, blades dull with the residue of ice and use. The next, they were in his lap, heavy in a way that had nothing to do with weight.
He turned one over slowly.
The leather was worn.
Not damaged, Clara took care of her gear, but worn in the way that only came from repetition. From hours. From routine. From something being used not occasionally, but constantly. The surface was scuffed along the sides, faint marks layered over older ones, a history written in thin scratches and softened edges.
The blade caught the light slightly. Dulled in places. Sharpened in others. Used.
Ilya’s thumb brushed lightly along the side, not touching the edge, just tracing the line of it. Familiar.
Too familiar.
His grip tightened just slightly. Because he knew this. Not just the object. The feeling. The meaning. The cost.
He leaned back against the couch, one arm resting along the back, the other still holding the skate. The room was quiet now, no TV, no music, no background noise. Just the faint hum of the house settling into itself and the distant sound of water running somewhere upstairs.
And in that quiet, memory slipped in. Not gently. Never gently.
Russia.
Cold in a way that didn’t ask permission. It just existed.
Sharp air in his lungs every morning as he stepped out of the car, bag slung over his shoulder, skates inside, always inside, like they were part of him. The rink doors opening with that same dull creak, the smell hitting immediately.
Ice. Rubber. Metal. Faint sweat. Familiar. Always familiar.
The sound of blades on ice echoed before he even stepped inside. That sharp, rhythmic scrape that never really left his head, even years later. It was constant there, someone always skating, always moving, always working. Always being watched.
Ilya’s fingers tightened around Clara’s skate. Because he remembered that part the most.
The watching.
His father stood behind the glass. Always in the same place. Arms crossed. Still. Not cheering. Not encouraging. Just watching. Evaluating. Measuring. Every movement. Every mistake. Every success.
There had been no need for words most days.
The look was enough.
Ilya had learned early what it meant. Perfect. Or not enough. 
There was no in-between. Never an “almost.” Never a “good try.”
You were either exactly what you were supposed to be, or you weren’t.
And if you weren’t…
Silence.
That was the worst part. Not yelling. Not anger. Silence. The kind that sat heavy in the car ride home. The kind that followed him into the house. The kind that lingered even when nothing was said out loud. Because silence meant disappointment. And disappointment meant failure.
Ilya exhaled slowly, eyes still on the skate in his hands. He remembered the mornings. Too early. Always too early.
The sky still dark, the world quiet in a way that felt unfinished. He would wake up before his body was ready, muscles stiff from the day before, and still, there was no question.
You went. You skated. You improved. Or you fell behind. And falling behind was not an option.
So he had gone. Every time. Every morning. Every night. Hours and hours on the ice.
Drills repeated until they weren’t just muscle memory, they were instinct. Turns sharpened until they were perfect. Shots taken until his arms ached and then taken again anyway.
Because that was what it took. Because that was what was expected. And he had been good. Very good.
That part was true.
He had been faster than most. Stronger than most. More precise. More controlled. Coaches noticed. Other players noticed. His father noticed. Sometimes.
And on those rare days, there would be something. A nod. A short, quiet “good.”
Never more than that. Never enough to feel full. Just enough to make him chase it again.
Ilya’s jaw tightened. Because even then, even when he was doing everything right, there had been something missing. Something he couldn’t name at the time. Just a quiet question that didn’t go away. Not during practice. Not during games. Not even when he lay in bed at night, exhausted, body aching, mind still replaying every movement.
Do I actually love this? Or am I just… good at it?
He hadn’t had an answer then. He wasn’t sure he had one now.
He turned the skate over again in his hands.
The laces were slightly frayed near the ends. Not badly. Just enough to show use. 
Clara tied them tight. He’d seen it. Quick. Efficient. No hesitation. Like it was something she had done a thousand times. Which she had.
He could picture it easily.
Her sitting on the bench. Head down. Focused. Blocking everything else out. Just the skates. The game. The next shift. The next play.
The next moment she could prove—
What?
That she was good?
That she deserved to be there?
That she could handle it?
Ilya’s expression shifted slightly. Because he recognized that too. The need to prove something. Even when no one had asked.
Or maybe, because someone had. Once. A long time ago. And the question had never really gone away.
He remembered leaving. That had been different. Not dramatic. Not explosive. Just… inevitable. A decision that built slowly over time until it wasn’t really a decision anymore.
He had outgrown something. Or maybe, he had just seen it more clearly. 
The pressure. The expectations. The constant need to be better, faster, sharper. The feeling that no matter how far he went, it would never quite be enough.
So he left. Not just the rink. 
Everything.
The country. The structure. The system that had shaped him. And for a while, there had been nothing.
No early mornings. No late nights. No one watching from behind the glass. No one waiting to judge. And it should have felt freeing.
It did.
At first.
But then, there was something else.
A strange quiet. Not peaceful. Just… empty.
Because without it, without the structure, the pressure, the constant movement, he had been left with that same question. Only louder now.
Do I even want this?
Or was it just what I knew?
Ilya leaned forward slightly, elbows resting on his knees, Clara’s skate still in his hands.
He had found his answer eventually. Not in the same way. Not in the same place.
But he had found something that felt like his. Something chosen. Not assigned. Something that didn’t come with someone else’s expectations attached to it.
And that had mattered.
More than anything.
His gaze dropped back to the skate.
Then, to the faint marks along the blade. To the wear along the sides. To the quiet evidence of effort. Of time. Of commitment. And his thoughts shifted.
From the past, to the present.
To Clara.
He saw it now. Not just the obvious parts. Not just the skill. Not just the intensity. But the pattern.
The way she pushed. The way she ignored pain. The way she refused to sit out, to step back, to admit when something was wrong. The way she argued. Deflected. Minimized. The way she said “I’m fine” like it was a shield. Like it meant something more than it did.
He had seen it on the ice. In the way she played. Aggressive. Relentless. Unwilling to give an inch. Even when she should. Even when it cost her.
And he had seen it off the ice too. On the couch. Wincing when she thought no one was looking. Refusing to rest. Refusing to admit that maybe, just maybe, she needed to.
Because stopping meant something. And he knew what that something was.
It meant vulnerability. It meant uncertainty. It meant facing that quiet voice that asked—
What if I’m not as strong as I think I am?
What if I’m not enough?
Ilya’s grip on the skate tightened again. Because that voice, he knew it too well.
He leaned back slowly, exhaling through his nose, eyes still fixed on the object in his hands.
Then he thought about the way she had laughed earlier.
That part, that was different.
Lighter.
Younger.
Something that hadn’t been carved down by years of expectation yet. Something that still had space to be… normal. To be a teenager. To go to a party. To like someone and pretend she didn’t. To exist outside of the ice.
And that, that mattered too. Maybe more than anything else.
Because he hadn’t had that. Not really. Not in the same way. Everything had always come back to the rink. To performance. To expectation. To being good. Always good. Always better. Never just… enough.
Ilya looked down at the skates one more time. Then slowly set them beside him on the couch. Carefully. Like they mattered. Like he understood exactly what they represented. Then he leaned back again, resting his head briefly against the wall behind him.
The house was quiet. Still. Peaceful in a way that didn’t feel empty. Just… calm.
And for a moment, he just sat there. Thinking. Remembering. Comparing. Understanding.
Then, quietly, almost under his breath, “…you are too much like me.”
 
Shane stood in the hockey store longer than he needed to. Not because he didn’t know what he was looking for.
But because he did.
Too well.
The place smelled like rubber and fresh tape and that faint, almost sharp scent of new composite sticks, clean, expensive, untouched. It was quiet for a Monday afternoon, just a low hum of distant conversation near the register and the soft squeak of shoes against polished flooring.
Rows of sticks lined the walls from end to end.
Black. Matte. Glossy.
Different brands, different curves, different flex ratings stamped in clean white lettering along the shafts like they were trying to convince you they mattered more than they actually did.
Shane walked past most of them. Slowly. Not even really looking. Because he wasn’t browsing. He wasn’t deciding. This wasn’t that kind of trip.
His hands stayed in his jacket pockets for a while, shoulders slightly hunched forward like he was trying to ignore the part of his brain that kept circling back to the same thought.
You don’t need to be here.
But he was. So he kept walking. Past the beginner sticks. Past the mid-range. Past the ones stacked too neatly to have ever been used by anyone who actually played the game like it meant something.
Until there.
He stopped. It wasn’t dramatic. Didn’t feel like anything big. Just a small shift. A pause. Like his body recognized it before his brain even caught up.
His hand came out of his pocket and reached for it without hesitation. The stick sat slightly off from the others, angled just enough that it didn’t look perfectly aligned with the row.
He wrapped his fingers around the shaft. Lifted it. Turned it slightly in his hands. Balanced. Light. Familiar.
“…yeah,” he muttered under his breath.
This one. Of course it was this one.
He ran his thumb along the grip, feeling the texture, the slight tackiness that would wear down after a few practices, a few games, a few hits along the boards.
He didn’t need to check the specs. Didn’t need to read the label. He already knew. Curve. Lie. Flex. All of it.
Because he’d seen her use it probably a hundred times. Watched the way she handled the puck with it. The way she snapped shots without thinking. The way it moved like it wasn’t even there. Like it was just part of her.
He exhaled slowly. Didn’t overthink it. Didn’t second-guess it. He just tucked the stick under his arm and turned toward the register.
The cashier didn’t say much. Just scanned it. Named the price.
Shane paid without reacting. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t hesitate.
Because that wasn’t the point.
The receipt printed. The bag crinkled. “Have a good one,” the cashier said.
Shane nodded once. “Yeah. You too.”
And then he was back outside. Cold air. Sharp. Immediate. It hit his face and cleared his head just enough that everything felt a little quieter. A little more focused.
He adjusted his grip on the stick and walked to his car. Opened the trunk. Set it inside carefully. Not tossed. Not dropped. Placed. Then closed it.
For a second, he just stood there. Hands resting lightly on the edge of the trunk. Breathing. Thinking.
Then he shook his head once, like he was brushing something off. Got in the car. And started driving.
The road home was familiar. Too familiar. Same turns. Same lights. Same stretches of quiet where his brain had way too much space to do whatever it wanted. And it didn’t take long. It never did.
His grip on the steering wheel tightened slightly as his thoughts drifted back.
Not to anything recent. Not to Clara. Not at first. Further. Younger. Smaller. Colder. A rink that smelled more like metal and old ice than anything else.
The first time he broke a stick.
Not during a game. Not in some big, emotional moment with a crowd watching. Just practice. Late. Frustrating.
Everything had been off that day. Passes missing. Shots wide. Coach correcting him again. And again. And again. 
“Focus.”
“Again.”
“Better.”
Always better. Always something to fix. Something to adjust. Something that wasn’t quite right yet.
He remembered the way his chest had tightened. The way his hands had started gripping the stick harder. The way the frustration had built, not loud, not explosive, just quiet and heavy and sitting right under his skin.
And then he missed another shot. Wide. Bad. Not even close. The sound of the puck hitting the boards instead of the net had echoed louder than it should have.
And something in him just snapped.
Not dramatically. Not like yelling or throwing things across the rink. Just a sharp, sudden movement.
He brought the stick down hard against the ice.
Once. Too hard. The crack was immediate. Loud. Final.
The stick split clean. Right through the shaft.
For a second silence. Not real silence. But the kind that feels like everything stopped anyway.
Shane had stared at it. At the broken pieces in his hands. His heart dropping straight into his stomach. 
Because the second it happened, he knew. That wasn’t him. That wasn’t what he was supposed to do. That wasn’t how he was supposed to react.
He looked up. And there she was. His mom. Standing just outside the boards.
Watching. Not angry. Not yelling. Not even moving. Just… looking at him. And somehow that was worse.
He stepped off the ice slowly, broken stick still in his hands like he didn’t know what else to do with it. Walked over. Didn’t meet her eyes at first. Couldn’t. “…I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to—I just—”
She didn’t interrupt him. Just listened. Which made it worse.
“I’ll—I'll pay for it,” he added. “Or I’ll—I'll use my savings or—”
“Shane.”
Her voice was quiet. Calm. That made him stop. He looked up then. Finally.
And she just shook her head slightly. Not mad. Not disappointed in the way people expect. Just… something else. Something softer. Something heavier. “That’s not like you,” she said.
And that was it. No lecture. No raised voice. No long speech about responsibility or cost or behavior. Just that.
That’s not like you.
And somehow, that stuck more than anything else could have.
Because he knew what she meant.
He wasn’t supposed to lose control. He wasn’t supposed to snap. He was supposed to be steady. Reliable. Better than that. So he nodded. Swallowed hard. “I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”
And he meant it. Over and over again. He apologized. On the drive home. At dinner. The next day. Like saying it enough times might undo the moment. Might fix the fact that, for a second, he hadn’t been who he was supposed to be.
Perfect. Controlled. Steady.
The car slowed at a red light.
Shane blinked, pulling himself back to the present. The memory faded, but not completely. It never did.
He tapped his fingers lightly against the steering wheel. Exhaled. And then…
Clara.
Because of course it circled back to her. It always did lately. The way she played. The way she moved. The way she didn’t hesitate.
The way she fought yesterday—
No.
Not just fought.
Snapped. And didn’t shrink. Didn’t look like she regretted it at all. Not until she later apologized. 
She had just handled it. Owned it. Let it go. 
Shane tightened his grip on the wheel again. Because that was the part that didn’t sit right. Not with her. With everything around her.
Because Clara wasn’t just good.
She was perfect.
On the ice. In practice. In games. In school. Always sharp. Always ahead. Always doing exactly what she was supposed to do.
And somehow, it still wasn’t enough.
People still talked.Still watched. Still waited for her to mess up. Still acted like she had something to prove. Like one wrong move would mean everything.
And when she didn’t mess up, when she was perfect, it was just expected. Normal. Nothing special.
He exhaled slowly. Jaw tightening. Because he knew that feeling. Knew it too well.
The expectation. The quiet pressure. The constant need to be just a little bit better than you already were.
But the difference was, when he slipped, when he broke that stick, when he lost control, it mattered.
He noticed. His mom noticed. It became something to fix. Something to learn from. Something to not repeat.
But Clara?
She could do everything right. Everything perfectly. And it still felt like people were waiting for her to fail. Waiting for a reason. Waiting for a moment.
And when they got one, they didn’t say, that’s not like you.
They said of course. Or worse, they made it her fault.
Shane’s jaw tightened harder. Because that part, that part pissed him off. More than anything.
The light turned green. He drove on. Quieter now. More focused.
But the thought stayed. Lingering. Heavy.
He glanced in the rearview mirror briefly. At the empty back seat. Then back to the road.
And after a moment, he nodded slightly to himself. Almost like he’d made a decision. Even if it wasn’t something he could fully put into words yet.
By the time he pulled into the driveway, the sky had started to dim, the sun starting to give way to the winter afternoon. 
The house sat quiet. Familiar. Safe.
He parked. Turned off the engine. And sat there for a second. Hands still on the wheel.
Then exhaled. Reached for the door. Got out. Walked to the trunk. Opened it.
The stick was exactly where he left it. Of course it was. He picked it up again. Turned it once in his hands. Same balance. Same feel. Same quiet certainty. “…yeah,” he muttered again.
Then shut the trunk. And headed inside.
Because for once, he didn’t need to overthink it.
He already knew. Some things didn’t need to be perfect. They just needed to be right.
 
When Shane got home, the house felt settled.
Not quiet in a hollow way. Not the kind of silence that pressed in on your ears and made everything feel empty. This was different. Softer. Lived-in. The kind of quiet that came after a long day, when everything had already happened and there was nothing left to prove.
The door clicked shut behind him, the sound small but sharp in the stillness. He didn’t call out right away. Didn’t move much either. Just stood there for a second with the new stick still in his hand, his fingers wrapped loosely around the shaft like he hadn’t quite decided what to do next. Because everything from the last few hours was still sitting with him.
The skates in the trash. The broken stick. The look on Ilya’s face when he saw it. And underneath all of that…
Clara.
Shane exhaled slowly, then stepped further into the house, closing the door behind him with his foot. The warmth hit him immediately, a contrast to the cold outside, but it didn’t shake the weight sitting in his chest. He moved through the entryway and into the living room.
And there, Ilya.
Exactly where he expected him to be. Still on the couch. Still in the same spot. But now, holding her skates.
Shane slowed slightly as he approached, his gaze flicking from Ilya to the skates in his hands and back again. Nothing had changed. Not really. Same posture. Same stillness.
But something about him felt heavier.
Like he hadn’t moved because he couldn’t.
Shane stopped a few feet away, shifting the stick in his grip before lifting it slightly. Not dramatically. Just enough to show it. “…I got her a new one,” he said.
Ilya looked up. His eyes moved to the stick first. Then back to Shane. A pause. Not awkward. Just… full. Like there was too much behind it to fill with words right away.
Shane let out a small breath, dropping his hand slightly. “…she really is the worst combination of both of us.”
There was no humor in it. Not really. Just truth.
Ilya’s expression shifted, barely. Just enough to soften around the edges. His gaze dropped back to the skates in his hands, thumb brushing lightly along the worn leather. “…yes,” he said quietly.
Another pause. Then, softer, “But she has the best parts of herself too.”
Shane didn’t respond right away.
He stepped closer instead, setting the stick carefully against the wall before dropping onto the opposite end of the couch. His body sank into it, one arm draped over the back, the other resting against his knee.
For a second, neither of them spoke. They didn’t need to. Because they were both thinking the same thing.
Clara.
Shane leaned forward slightly, elbows resting on his thighs, hands clasped loosely together. “…she threw them out,” he said after a moment.
“I know.”
“She didn’t say anything.”
“I know.”
He huffed quietly, dragging a hand down his face. “…that’s not like her.”
Ilya didn’t answer that. Because it was. That was the problem.
Shane glanced over at him. “…you really do think she’s serious.”
It wasn’t really a question.
Ilya didn’t look up this time. His eyes stayed on the skate in his hands, tracing the small imperfections along the surface like he was reading something written there. “…yes,” he said again.
Shane swallowed hard. “…yeah.”
The word sat heavy between them.
Because if Clara said something like that, if she did something like that, she meant it.
Shane leaned back again, staring up at the ceiling for a second before letting out a long breath. “…she doesn’t do things halfway.”
“No.”
“She doesn’t just say stuff and then back down.”
“No.”
“…shit.”
Silence settled again. Thicker this time. 
Shane shifted slightly, his wrist twinging faintly as he moved, but he ignored it. His eyes drifted back to the skates in Ilya’s hands. “…you remember when we were like that?” he asked.
Ilya’s fingers stilled. Just slightly. “…like what?”
Shane let out a quiet breath. “All in. All the time. No off switch.”
Ilya didn’t answer immediately. But he didn’t need to think about it. “…yes.”
Shane huffed softly. “Yeah. Of course you do.”
Another pause.
Then he added, quieter, “I don’t think she knows how to stop.”
Ilya’s gaze lifted slightly. Not fully to Shane. Just enough to acknowledge the words. “…no,” he said.
“And that’s the problem.”
Shane’s voice dropped a little, something tighter creeping into it. “Because when it gets bad, when it gets too much, she doesn’t slow down.”
“She stops,” Ilya said.
Shane nodded once. “Yeah.”
That. Exactly that. Not gradual. Not careful. Just done. All at once.
Shane leaned forward again, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor now. “…that’s what I did.”
Ilya looked at him.
“You know that,” Shane added.
“I know.”
“I didn’t taper off. I didn’t ‘take a break.’” He made a small air-quote motion with his fingers. “I just… stopped.”
Ilya’s expression didn’t change. But something in his eyes did. Something quieter. “…yes.”
Shane exhaled sharply. “And it sucked.”
A beat.
“Yeah.”
Another pause.
Then Shane said it. “…I don’t want that for her.”
The words came out more firm than anything else he’d said so far. Because that was the part that mattered.
Ilya watched him for a moment. Then looked back down at the skates. “…no,” he said. “Neither do I.”
Silence again. But this time, it wasn’t empty. It was full of memory.
Shane leaned back slowly, staring at the ceiling again. “…I used to think if I wasn’t playing, I didn’t have anything.”
Ilya’s grip on the skate tightened slightly.
Shane didn’t notice. Or maybe he did.
“…like that was it,” he continued. “That was the whole thing. Hockey. Being good. Being—” he stopped, then corrected himself, “—being enough.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “…yes,” he said quietly.
Shane let out a humorless laugh. “And then I would have to stop. And it was just… gone.”
A pause.
“…yeah.”
“And I didn’t know what to do with that.”
The room stayed still around them.
Ilya finally set the skate down beside him, carefully, deliberately, before resting his hands loosely together. “…I know,” he said.
Because he did. Too well.
Shane glanced over at him. “…you had it worse.”
Ilya didn’t respond to that right away. Didn’t agree. Didn’t disagree. He just… thought. Then, after a moment, “…it was different.”
Shane raised an eyebrow slightly. “…that’s one way to say it.”
Ilya’s gaze shifted, distant for a second. “There was no version of me that was not hockey.”
Shane went still. “…yeah,” he said quietly.
“That was it,” Ilya continued. “There was no choice. There was no question. There was only do it. Or fail.”
Shane swallowed. “…and if you failed?”
Ilya’s expression didn’t change. “…you already know.”
Shane looked away. Because yeah. He did.
Silence stretched again. Heavier now.
Then, “…she’s like that,” Shane said.
Ilya didn’t ask who. He knew.
“She doesn’t think about it as a choice,” Shane continued. “It’s just, what she does. Who she is.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
“And if that gets taken away…”
Shane didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t need to. Because they both knew where it went.
Ilya exhaled slowly. “…she will think she has nothing.”
Shane’s jaw tightened. “…yeah.”
Another pause.
Then, “But she does,” Ilya added.
Shane looked at him. “…yeah?”
Ilya’s gaze shifted slightly, softer now. “She has more than we did.”
Shane frowned faintly. “…like what.”
Ilya didn’t hesitate. “Us.”
That landed. Hard.
Shane blinked once. Then let out a quiet breath. “…yeah.”
A small pause.
Then, quieter, almost to himself, “…we didn’t have that.”
“No.”
Not in the same way. Not even close.
Shane shifted slightly, running a hand through his hair. “…we were worse.”
Ilya huffed faintly. “Much worse.”
“Like—” Shane let out a small laugh, shaking his head. “—actually unbearable.”
Ilya’s lips twitched just slightly. “You were unbearable.”
“Wow.”
“It is true.”
Shane smirked faintly. “You weren’t exactly easy either.”
“I was fun at least.”
“That was worse.”
A small beat.
Then, “…she’s like us,” Shane said again.
Softer this time. Less joking. More… real.
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Another pause.
Then he added, quieter, “But she is also not.”
Shane glanced over. “…what do you mean?”
Ilya’s gaze shifted toward the hallway for a second. Like he could see her even when she wasn’t there. “…she still laughs.”
Shane stilled slightly. “…yeah.”
“She still cares what people think,” Ilya continued. “Not in the same way. But it is there.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Yeah.”
“She still lets people in.”
That one, that one hit differently. Because it was true.
Shane exhaled quietly. “…we didn’t do that.”
“No.”
Not back then. Not when it mattered.
Ilya leaned back slightly against the couch. “…she has something we did not.”
“…what?”
“A choice.”
Shane frowned. “…you think so?”
“Yes.”
A pause.
Then, “And we will make sure she knows that.”
Shane looked at him for a long second. Then nodded. “…yeah.”
Because that, that was the whole thing.
Not forcing her. Not deciding for her. Just making sure she didn’t feel trapped the way they had.
Another quiet settled over the room. Softer now. Less heavy. Still serious. But not suffocating.
Shane leaned back fully, letting his head rest against the couch as he stared at the ceiling again. “…you think she’ll come back to it?” he asked after a while.
Ilya didn’t answer right away. Because that wasn’t a simple question.
He glanced at the skates beside him. At the door. At the stick leaning against the wall.
Then back at Shane. “…I do not know.”
Shane huffed quietly. “Yeah. That tracks.”
A beat.
Then Ilya added, softer, “But if she does… it will be because she wants to.”
Shane nodded slowly. “…good.”
Because that was the only version that mattered. Not pressure. Not expectation. Not proving anything. Just choice.
They sat there for a while after that. Not talking. Not moving much. Just… existing in the same space, with the same thoughts, the same quiet understanding.
Until eventually, Shane shifted slightly, glancing toward the hallway. “…we should probably check on her later.”
Ilya followed his gaze. Then nodded once. “Yes.”
But neither of them moved right away.
Because for the first time since they found the skates, they weren’t reacting. They were thinking.
And that…
That was different.
 
Clara got home later than usual.
Not dramatically late. Not the kind of late that came with panic or missed calls or someone checking the clock too many times. Just late enough to feel off.
The house was quiet when she walked in. Not empty, just quiet in that same steady, lived-in way. The kind of quiet that came from familiarity. From routine. From people existing in the same space without needing to fill every second with noise.
Her bag slid off her shoulder the second she stepped inside. Dropped. Thunk. Right by the door.
She didn’t bother picking it up. Didn’t bother taking off her shoes right away either. Just walked past it like it didn’t exist, like none of it did.
Her steps were slower than usual. Not limping. But not normal. Controlled. Careful.
The soreness from the past few days hadn’t gone anywhere at school. If anything, it had settled deeper, into her ribs, her leg, her shoulders. Every step reminded her of it, dull and constant.
She didn’t react. Didn’t wince. Didn’t acknowledge it. Just walked.
Shane was in the kitchen. Leaning against the counter, half-finished drink in his hand, scrolling through his phone with the kind of lazy focus that meant he wasn’t really reading anything.
He looked up when she came in. Immediately. Because even when she tried to move quietly, he noticed.
“Hey,” he said.
Clara didn’t answer. Didn’t look at him. Just kept walking.
That was enough.
Shane’s brow furrowed slightly. “…do you have practice?” he asked.
It was a normal question. Routine. Something he asked all the time.
Clara stopped halfway to the stairs. Just for a second. Then, “No.”
Flat. Simple.
Shane blinked. “Why not.”
There was a pause. Not long. But long enough.
Clara’s hand tightened slightly at her side. “I’m quitting.”
Just like that. No buildup. No explanation. No emotion in it. Flat. Final.
Then she turned, and walked upstairs. Didn’t wait for a reaction. Didn’t look back. Didn’t give him anything else. Her footsteps faded quickly down the hallway.
Then her door closed. Not slammed. Not soft either. Just… closed.
The house went quiet again. But it wasn’t the same quiet as before.
Shane didn’t move at first. Just stood there, staring at the space where she had been. His brain took a second to catch up. “…nope,” he muttered.
Ilya was already there. He hadn’t said anything yet. Hadn’t needed to. He stood near the doorway, arms relaxed at his sides, watching the stairs with that same calm, steady focus he always had.
But there was something sharper underneath it now. Something alert.
He didn’t ask what happened. Didn’t ask if Shane heard it right. Because he had. They both had.
Shane exhaled slowly. “…she didn’t mean that.”
Ilya didn’t respond right away. Just kept looking at the stairs. Then, “Yes.”
Shane glanced at him. “…yes what.”
“You know she meant it.”
“That doesn’t mean she’s actually quitting.”
“No.”
A pause.
Then, “But she thinks she is.”
Shane ran a hand through his hair. “…yeah.”
Silence again. Heavy. Not confused. Not uncertain. Just understanding. 
They both knew her. Knew the way she worked. Knew what it meant when she said something like that without emotion. Without explanation. Without looking at them.
It wasn’t random. It wasn’t casual. It was weeks, maybe months of buildup. Hurt. Anger. Sadness. Frustration.
Shane straightened slightly. “Alright.”
Ilya looked at him.
Shane set his drink down on the counter. “We’re not doing this.”
“No.”
“She doesn’t just quit.”
“No.”
“So we’re fixing it.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
They didn’t need to say anything else. Didn’t need a plan. Because with her, there wasn’t one. You just… went.
Upstairs, Clara sat on her bed.
Still in her clothes. Still in her shoes. She hadn’t turned the lights on. The room was dim, lit only by the faint gray of late afternoon leaking through the window.
Her bag wasn’t there. Her phone was somewhere. She didn’t know where. Didn’t care.
She sat in the middle of the bed, shoulders slightly hunched, hands resting loosely in her lap.
Not moving. Not thinking, or trying not to.
Because every time her brain tried to catch up, it looped.
Back to school. Back to practice. Back to everything she didn’t want to replay.
So she didn’t. She just… sat.
The door opened. No knock. Of course not.
“Get up,” Shane said.
Clara didn’t move. Didn’t even look up. “…what?”
“We’re going somewhere.”
“I’m not—”
“Too bad.”
She finally looked at him. Slow. Flat. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Ilya stepped in behind Shane. Closed the door. Quietly. But firmly. “You are,” he said.
Clara shook her head once. “No.”
Not angry. Not dramatic. Just no.
Shane stepped further into the room. “Yeah, you are.”
“I said I’m not.”
“And I said you are.”
She stared at him. “You can’t make me.”
“Watch me.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
A pause.
Clara looked between them. Waiting. For one of them to back off. To give her space. To let it go.
They didn’t. Of course they didn’t.
Ilya crossed his arms loosely. “You are not staying here.”
“I’m fine here.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
Clara exhaled sharply, frustration starting to crack through the flat tone. “Why does it matter?”
Shane stepped closer. “Because you don’t get to just drop ‘I’m quitting’ and disappear.”
“I didn’t disappear.”
“You walked upstairs and shut the door.”
“That’s not disappearing.”
“It is when you refuse to talk.”
“I don’t want to talk.”
“Yeah, well, that’s not how this works.”
Clara looked away. Jaw tightening slightly. “I’m tired,” she said.
It wasn’t a lie. But it wasn’t the point either.
Ilya shook his head. “No.”
Clara’s eyes snapped back to him. “No?”
“No.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is.”
“I said I’m tired.”
“And I said no.”
She stared at him. “…you’re both insane.”
“Yes,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed.
Silence again.
Clara’s shoulders dropped slightly. Not giving in. But wearing down.
“I don’t want to go anywhere,” she said, quieter now.
Shane’s voice softened just a fraction. “I know.”
“Then why are you making me?”
“Because you need to.”
“I don’t.”
“You do.”
“I don’t.”
“You do.”
Clara clenched her jaw. “You don’t even really know why I said it.”
“No,” Shane said. “But I know you.”
That landed.
She looked away again.
Ilya stepped forward this time. Not rushed. Not forceful. Just… present.
“You are not quitting,” he said.
Clara laughed quietly. But there was no humor in it. “You don’t get to decide that.”
“No.” He met her eyes. “But I get to decide you do not make that decision like this.”
She didn’t respond. Because she knew what he meant. Knew exactly what he meant. And that made it worse.
Shane moved closer to the bed. “Get up.”
“No.”
“Clara.”
“No.”
He didn’t argue again. Didn’t repeat himself.
He just reached down, grabbed her wrist. Not rough. But firm. Enough to let her know she wasn’t getting out of it.  “Up.”
She resisted for half a second. Just enough to make a point.
Then, she stood. “…I hate you,” she muttered.
“No you don’t.”
“I do.”
“You don’t.”
Ilya grabbed her hoodie off the chair and tossed it to her. “Put on.”
“I’m already wearing—”
“Put on.”
She caught it. Glared at him. Then pulled it on anyway. Muttering under her breath the whole time.
They didn’t rush her. But they didn’t give her time to change her mind either.
Shoes stayed on.
Shane grabbed her phone off the desk and handed it to her. “Take it.”
“I wasn’t going to—”
“Take it.”
She took it. Annoyed. Still not asking where they were going. Because she knew she wouldn’t get an answer. And because part of her didn’t actually care.
They guided her toward the door. Not dragging. Not forcing. But not giving her space to stop either. Down the hallway. Down the stairs. Past the spot where she had dropped her bag earlier. Still there. Unmoved.
The front door opened. Cold air hit her immediately. Sharp. Real.
Clara blinked slightly at the change. Grounded. Just enough. “…where are we going,” she asked finally.
Shane glanced at her. Then at Ilya. Then back at her. “You’ll see.”
She sighed. Of course. Of course that was the answer.
They stepped outside together. Door closing behind them. 
And for the first time since she walked in, Clara wasn’t standing still anymore. Didn’t know where they were going. Didn’t know what they were going to do. Still sore. Still frustrated. Still not ready to talk. But moving.
And whether she liked it or not, that was a start.
 
The rink was quiet.
Not empty, never completely empty, but quiet in a way that felt almost intentional. The kind of quiet that settled into the boards, into the glass, into the ice itself. No crowd. No music. No announcer echoing through the speakers.
Just the low hum of the lights overhead. The faint scrape of skates somewhere far off. And the soft, hollow stillness of a place that usually held noise.
Clara noticed it immediately. Of course she did.
She stepped through the doors and onto the rubber flooring, the familiar scent of cold air and sharpened steel hitting her all at once—and then she stopped. Actually stopped. “…what are we doing?”
Her voice echoed just slightly in the open space.
Behind her, Shane didn’t answer right away.
Ahead of her, Ilya didn’t either.
That was the first red flag.
Clara turned her head slowly, eyes narrowing just a fraction as she looked between them. “Why are we here?”
Ilya stepped forward first, like this was the most normal thing in the world. Calm. Unbothered. Already moving toward the benches. “Skating,” he said simply.
Clara stared at him.
“…I have homework."
“Not now.”
“I have a test tomorrow.”
“I know you don’t need to study. .”
“And I am injured.”
“You weren’t injured when you played with bruised ribs, or a bloody nose, or hungover.”
That made her go quiet. “Shut up,” she muttered.
Shane snorted quietly behind her.
Clara turned toward him immediately. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to.”
“I was thinking it.”
“That’s worse.”
Clara rolled her eyes and turned back toward the ice. Still quiet. Still empty. Still… familiar. Too familiar.
Her eyes tracked the boards slowly. The glass. The lines etched into the ice. And then, recognition.
It hit all at once. Not subtle. Not quiet. Clear. Immediate. “…oh.”
Ilya noticed the shift instantly. “…yeah.”
Clara didn’t move for a second. Didn’t step forward. Didn’t step back. Just stood there, staring out at the ice like it had just said something to her.
Same rink.
Same one.
From the first day.
The first time Ilya had noticed she was upset, so he drove her here. 
The first time everything had actually felt real.
She exhaled slowly. “…seriously?”
Ilya didn’t answer. Instead, he reached down to the bench beside him, and picked up her skates.
Clara’s gaze snapped to them immediately. “…no.”
He held them out anyway. “Put them on.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“I threw those out.”
“Well I got them, and brought them. Put them on.”
“No.” She stared at him. “Ilya.”
He didn’t move. Didn’t argue. Didn’t push. Just stood there. Holding the skates. Waiting.
Clara looked at them. Then at him. Then away again. “…this is a setup.”
“No,” Shane said. “It’s not.”
“It feels like a setup.”
“It’s not.”
“It feels like you’re about to say something meaningful.”
“I would never do that.”
“That’s a lie.”
“Okay, that’s fair.”
Clara exhaled through her nose and ran a hand through her hair. “…I hate both of you.”
“No you don’t,” Shane said.
“…I don’t,” she muttered.
Ilya tilted the skates slightly toward her again. “Come.”
Clara hesitated. For a second. Two. Then, “…fine.”
She stepped forward and took them from his hands. Slowly. Like she was agreeing to something bigger than just skating.
She dropped onto the bench, movements careful, and started pulling her shoes off.
Shane sat beside her without a word. Ilya stayed standing. Watching. Not hovering. Just there.
Clara laced her skates tighter than she needed to. She always did. Control. Consistency. Routine. Her fingers moved automatically, looping and pulling and tightening with practiced ease.
Shane nudged something toward her. She didn’t look at it right away. Didn’t need to. She knew what it was. “…I have like eight sticks.”
“I know,” Shane said.
A small pause.
Then, quieter, “But this one’s your favorite.”
Clara looked up. At him. Then down at the stick. Resting against the bench. Familiar. “You didn’t have to get a new one.”
”You know I did.” 
”I’ll break this one too.”
”Then I’ll buy you a third one.”
She stared at it for a second longer than she meant to. Then looked away again. “…fine.”
She reached out and picked it up. Spun it once in her hands. Settled. Natural. Like it belonged there. Like it always had.
Shane didn’t say anything else. Didn’t need to.
The door to the ice creaked open softly. Cold air rushed out.
Clara stood slowly, adjusting her balance for a second, testing her weight on her legs.
Her shin still ached. Her ribs still pulled slightly when she moved too fast. But it was manageable. Always manageable.
She stepped onto the ice first. Blade touching down. Then the other. A small push, glide. Smooth. Familiar. Home.
She didn’t rush. Didn’t push hard. Just moved. Slowly at first. Letting her body remember.
Letting everything settle into place. Shane followed a second later.
Then Ilya. The three of them spread out naturally. No formation. No plan. Just space.
Clara circled once near the boards, stick tapping lightly against the ice as she moved. The sound echoed. Sharp. Clear. Different without the noise of a crowd.
She glanced over her shoulder. Shane was already drifting toward center ice. Ilya near the blue line. Watching. Always watching. “…don’t make it weird,” she called out.
Shane snorted. “You’re the one making it weird.”
“I’m not making it weird.”
“You’re making it emotional.”
“I am not.”
“You are.”
“I’m literally just skating.”
“You’re thinking about it.”
“I’m not thinking about it.”
“You’re absolutely thinking about it.”
Clara pushed off a little harder, skating past him. “Shut up.”
He grinned. “No.”
Ilya stepped into the middle then, stick on the ice. “Pass.”
Simple. Direct. Clara didn’t argue. She tapped the puck toward him. Clean. Easy.
He caught it. Returned it. Same pace. Same simplicity. Shane joined in a second later. Triangle. 
Pass.
Return.
Pass.
Return.
No pressure. No speed. Just rhythm.
Clara’s movements loosened with each pass. Shoulders relaxing. Stride evening out. Her grip on the stick settling back into something natural instead of guarded.
“Again,” Ilya said.
They kept going.
Pass.
Return.
Pass.
Return.
The sound of the puck sliding across the ice echoed softly in the empty rink. Steady. Predictable. Safe.
Clara exhaled slowly. Then again. Then, without thinking, she moved. A little faster. Cut slightly left. Took the pass in stride. Carried it two strides forward before sending it back.
Shane caught it and raised an eyebrow. “…look at that.”
“Shut up.”
“You’re enjoying this.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“I’m literally not.”
“You smiled.”
“I did not smile.”
“You smiled.”
“I didn’t.”
Ilya cut in smoothly, intercepting the next pass and redirecting it back to Clara. “You smiled,” he confirmed.
Clara groaned. “I hate both of you.”
“No you don’t,” Shane said.
They kept skating. Longer now. Wider.
Clara pushed a little harder off her right leg. Tested it.It held. Her shin throbbed slightly. But not enough to stop her. Never enough to stop her. She circled once more. Then twice. Then cut across the center line, stickhandling lightly without even realizing she was doing it.
The puck moved clean under her control. Back and forth. Easy. Familiar.
Her body remembered before her brain did. Of course it did. It always did.
Shane watched her for a second. Then smirked. “…yeah.”
Clara glanced at him. “What.”
“Nothing.”
“That wasn’t nothing.”
“That was definitely something.”
“Shut up.”
“No.”
Ilya stepped in again. “Shoot.”
Clara blinked. “What?”
“Shoot.”
She hesitated. Just slightly. Then rolled her eyes. “…fine.”
She set the puck. Adjusted her grip.Pulled it back—
Shot.
Clean.
Fast.
It cracked against the empty net with a sharp snap that echoed across the rink.
Silence again.
Then, Shane clapped once. “There it is.”
Clara lowered her stick. “…that doesn’t count.”
“It counts.”
“There’s no goalie.”
“It still counts.”
“It doesn’t count.”
“It absolutely counts.”
Ilya nodded once. “Good shot.”
Clara looked away. “…thanks.”
They didn’t push it further. Didn’t turn it into drills. Didn’t make it intense.
They just kept going. Skating. Passing. Shooting. Slow. Easy. Normal.
Until, without realizing it, Clara stopped thinking about her ribs.
Stopped thinking about her leg.
Stopped thinking about yesterday.
Or the fight.
Or the game.
Or the party.
Or Denver. 
Or the comments.
Or anything.
Just ice. Puck. Movement. The way it used to be. The way it still was. The way it always would be.
And for the first time in a while, it felt simple again.
Not easy. But simple. And that was enough.
But she wouldn’t admit that yet. Not to Shane, not to Ilya. She was too stubborn to let them be right about this too.
 
The ice had settled into a rhythm.
Not fast. Not intense. Just steady.
Clara moved without thinking now, long, easy strides, stick tapping lightly against the surface, the puck gliding exactly where she expected it to. The quiet of the rink wrapped around everything, softening the edges of each movement. No crowd. No pressure. No expectation.
Just them.
She circled once near the boards, then cut back toward center, catching a pass from Ilya without even looking down. Her hands adjusted automatically. Her body followed.
It was muscle memory. It always had been. And that was the problem. Because it made it easy to forget why she had stopped.
Shane drifted closer, skating backward for a few seconds just to watch her. “…you’re still good,” he said.
Clara didn’t answer. Didn’t even look at him. She just passed the puck back.Clean. Sharp. Like the comment hadn’t landed at all.
Ilya stepped in, redirecting it again. “Again.”
They kept going.
Pass.
Return.
Pass.
Return.
The repetition built something quiet between them. Not tension. Not pressure. Just… consistency.
Clara exhaled slowly through her nose. Then again. Her shoulders dropped just slightly more. Her grip loosened. And for a moment, just a moment, she forgot to guard herself.
She cut harder across the ice. Faster. Took the puck with her, stickhandling once, twice, then pulled it to her backhand and flipped it forward again. Smooth. Effortless.
Shane let out a low whistle. “…yeah, okay.”
Clara immediately slowed. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to.”
“I was appreciating.”
“I don’t want to be appreciated.”
“That’s a weird stance.”
“Stop talking.”
“No.”
She shot him a look.
He grinned.
Ilya didn’t interrupt. Didn’t tease. Just watched. Always watching. “Again,” he said.
Clara sighed but didn’t argue. They kept moving. This time a little wider. A little faster. Still controlled. Still simple.
Eventually, though, Shane peeled off toward the boards. “…hold on,” he said, gliding to a stop near the bench.
Clara slowed automatically. Watched him. “…what are you doing?”
“Something important,” he said.
“That sounds suspicious.”
“It should.”
She frowned slightly.
Ilya didn’t move. Which made it worse.
Clara narrowed her eyes. “…why do I feel like this is a setup?”
“It’s not,” Shane said.
“It feels like one.”
“That’s because you don’t trust us.”
“I don’t trust you.”
“That’s fair.”
He reached over the boards and grabbed the remote.
Clara blinked. “…what.”
Then, the big screen on the far wall flickered on. Bright against the dim, quiet rink. A game filled the screen. Chicago vs. Vancouver.
Live footage. Fast. Sharp. Professional.
Clara turned fully now, skating slowly closer, one brow raised. “…seriously?”
Shane shrugged slightly. “What.”
“You brought me here to watch hockey.”
“We’re already at a rink.”
“That doesn’t make it less weird.”
“It makes it convenient.”
She huffed softly but didn’t look away. Didn’t mean to watch. But she did. At first, it was passive. Detached. Just movement on a screen. Players shifting. Puck cycling.
Then, her brain caught something. Automatically. “That was a bad read.”
The words came out before she could stop them. She blinked.
Shane’s smirk was immediate. “Oh yeah?”
Clara gestured slightly with her stick. “Yeah, the defense overcommitted, he stepped too early, which left the slot open—”
She kept going. Breaking it down. Piece by piece. Like she always had. Like she couldn’t not do.
“That winger should’ve dropped lower,” she added. “There’s no support on the backcheck.”
Shane nodded slowly, clearly enjoying this. “Uh-huh.”
Clara pointed at the screen. “And now they’re scrambling because of it, see, that’s avoidable. They should—”
She paused. Mid-sentence. Because she realized, she was doing it again. Explaining. Analyzing. Engaged. Her grip tightened slightly on her stick.
Then she looked over at them. At Shane. At Ilya. Both of them watching her. Not the screen. Her.
“…is this all to make me love hockey or some bullshit?”
The words came out flat. Guarded again.
Ilya shook his head immediately. “No.”
Clara held his gaze. Searching for something. A push. A trick. Anything. There was none.
“You do not have to love it,” he added.
Simple. Clear. No pressure behind it.
Clara frowned slightly. That wasn’t what she expected.
Shane leaned back against the boards, more relaxed now. “We’re not trying to brainwash you.”
“Feels like it.”
“We’d do a worse job.”
“That’s fair.”
A small pause settled between them.
The screen kept playing in the background. The game moved on.
Clara looked back at it. But differently now. Quieter.
“We just want you to give it one more chance,” Ilya said.
No emphasis. No force. Just… there.
Clara didn’t answer right away. Her eyes stayed on the screen. But she wasn’t really watching anymore. Her thoughts had shifted. Slowed. Turned inward. The quiet of the rink pressed in again. Heavier this time.
She shifted her weight slightly on her skates. Her shin throbbed. Her ribs pulled faintly. Everything reminded her of why she stopped. 
Ilya’s voice came again. Softer this time. “Are you okay?”
Clara hesitated. That was the problem with him. He asked things like that. And expected real answers. “…it just feels really… heavy.”
The words came out quieter than she meant them to.
Shane didn’t interrupt. Didn’t joke. Didn’t deflect.
Ilya nodded slowly. “That makes perfect sense.”
No argument. No fixing. Just understanding.
Clara swallowed slightly. Her fingers tightened around the stick again. 
Then, her phone buzzed. Sharp in the quiet. She blinked. Pulled it out. Checked the screen. And immediately groaned. “…oh great.”
Shane straightened slightly. “What>”
Clara stared at the message for a second longer.
Then locked her phone.
“My mom’s coming back Friday. From India.”
A pause.
“…and,” Shane said carefully.
Clara shrugged. But it wasn’t casual. Not really. “I always have to adjust to them.”
Neither of them spoke. So she kept going. Because silence felt worse.
“Even when they’re both there,” she said, quieter now, “it still feels like I’m alone.”
That landed. Hard.
Shane’s expression shifted immediately.
Ilya’s didn’t change much, but his focus sharpened.
Clara looked down at the ice. At the faint marks from their skates. “I’ve always been easy,” she said. “I don’t cause problems. I don’t need anything.”
Her voice tightened. Just slightly.
“I just… stay out of the way. ‘Sure guys, go on date night even though you haven’t spent time with me in a week.’ ‘Yeah dad, I’ll be fine while you go on your week long away game stretch.’ ‘It’s okay mom, miss the playoffs again to go on some work trip to Greece.’”
Shane shook his head a little. “Clara—”
“But I don’t want to be that anymore,” she cut in.
That stopped him. She exhaled slowly. “I just want them to be proud of me.”
The words sat there. Heavy. Real.
“And they love me, I know they do. Like really. But it still doesn’t feel like enough.”
Her eyes dropped. Her grip on the stick loosened. Because saying it out loud made it worse. Made it more real.
“Because they’re… them,” she added. “Big time business lady. Best coach in hockey.”
Her mom.
Her dad.
Everything they were.
Everything she wasn’t.
“And I’m just me.”
She paused again, trying to compose herself a little. 
Shane shook his head immediately. “You’re not just you.”
Clara huffed softly. “…that’s not true.”
“It is,” he said. “You’re good at literally everything.”
“That’s not—”
“And the only expectations that matter,” Ilya added calmly, “are your own.”
Clara went quiet. Because she didn’t have an argument for that. Didn’t have a way to push it away. So she didn’t try.
The rink stayed quiet. The game kept playing in the background. Unimportant now.
Shane glanced at her. Then at Ilya. Then back. “Please tell us you’ll give it another shot. Not for us, not for them. For you.”
Clara didn’t answer immediately. She looked down at the ice again. At her skates. At the stick in her hands. At everything she had tried to put distance between. It didn’t feel lighter. Not really. Still heavy. Still complicated. Still… a lot. But, not impossible. Not completely.
She exhaled slowly. Then, “…okay.”
Shane blinked. “Okay?”
“I’ll try,” she said.
His shoulders dropped immediately. Relief. “Okay, good.”
Ilya nodded once. Steady. Satisfied.
“But I can’t promise it’ll stick,” Clara added quickly.
She needed that part. Needed the space.
“It doesn’t have to,” Ilya said. “We just want you to try.”
Clara nodded once. Small. But real.
Then she pushed off the ice again. Light. Controlled. “Don’t make it weird,” she muttered.
Shane grinned. “Too late.”
She rolled her eyes. But this time, she didn’t stop skating.
 
They went home.
Not in a rush. Not in that tight, heavy silence from earlier. Just normal. Or at least as close to normal as anything ever got with the three of them.
The house was warm when they stepped inside, the kind of warmth that hit immediately after cold air and made everything feel slower, heavier in a good way. The lights were still on in the living room, casting that soft, yellow glow over the couch, the coffee table, the mess they never really bothered to clean all the way.
Clara dropped her bag by the door without even looking, toed off her shoes, and walked straight into the living room like she already knew exactly what she was going to do next. “Game,” she said.
Shane didn’t even question it. He just sighed like he’d accepted his fate hours ago. “Of course.”
Ilya was already moving toward the couch. “Yes.”
Clara grabbed the controllers, tossing one to Shane and one to Ilya before dropping onto the couch herself. She sat carefully, still sore, still aware of every bruise, but she didn’t complain. Not out loud.
Maple padded in behind them, circled twice, then flopped down dramatically on the rug like he had also just played a full game and deserved rest.
Clara leaned back slightly, controller already in hand. “You’re both about to lose.”
Shane snorted. “You say that every time.”
“And I’m right every time.”
Ilya settled beside her, calm, composed, for now.“Confidence is good,” he said. “False confidence is funny.”
Clara shot him a look. “You literally lost five games in a row last time.”
“I was adjusting.”
“You were losing.”
“I was learning.”
“You were getting destroyed.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “We will see.”
Shane leaned forward, already navigating menus. “Alright, what are we doing?”
“NHL,” Clara said immediately.
“Of course it’s NHL.”
“Pick your team.”
Shane groaned. “This is rigged already.”
“It’s not rigged,” Clara said. “You’re just bad.”
“I’m not bad.”
“You are.”
“I’m average.”
“You’re below average.”
“I’m playing injured,” he added quickly.
Clara didn’t even look at him. “That excuse doesn’t work here.”
“It should.”
“It doesn’t.”
Ilya picked his team without hesitation. “Ready.”
Clara smirked. “Good.”
The game loaded.
The screen lit up.
And within seconds, Clara scored.
Shane leaned back immediately. “Okay, no, see, this is what I’m talking about.”
Clara didn’t even react. Just kept playing. “What?”
“You’re sweating.”
“I’m not sweating.”
“You’re sweating.”
“I’m literally sitting.”
“You’re trying too hard.”
“I’m winning.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Ilya said nothing. He just played. Quiet. Focused.
And then, Clara scored again.
Shane dropped his controller into his lap for a second. “This is unbelievable.”
“You’re just bad,” Clara said.
“I’m not bad.”
“You’re losing.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m bad.”
“It means you’re worse than me.”
“That’s not a high bar.”
Clara glanced at him. “It is for you.”
He pointed at her. “That was unnecessary.”
She shrugged. “Accurate.”
Ilya cleared his throat slightly. They both looked over. He had the puck. And then, he lost it.
Clara stole it immediately and scored again. She leaned back slightly. “Three.”
Shane groaned loudly. “I hate this game.”
“You love this game.”
“I hate this version of it.”
“Because you’re losing.”
“Yes.”
“That sounds like a you problem.”
“It is a me problem.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly, watching the screen. Then Clara. Then the screen again. And then, without warning, he leaned over. And absolutely destroyed Clara’s controller with button-mashing chaos.
“Hey, what, no, stop—”
Too late. Her player skated directly into the boards. Lost the puck. Ilya stole it. Scored. The buzzer sounded. Game over. Silence. For one second.
Then, Ilya jumped up off the couch like he had just won an Olympic medal. “VICTORY!” he shouted, throwing his arms into the air. “Finally—fucking victory.”
He exhaled dramatically, shaking his head. “Wow.” Then looked at both of them. “You both suck.”
The room went completely still.
Clara blinked.
Shane blinked.
They looked at each other.
Then back at him.
And then, Clara lost it. She burst out laughing, doubling over slightly despite her ribs protesting immediately. “Oh my god, there it is—”
Shane groaned, dragging his hands down his face. “No.”
Clara pointed at Ilya, still laughing. “I have been waiting for this, this version of you, for weeks. Absolute menace.”
Ilya just smiled. Calm. Proud. Unbothered. “Am not menace,” he said. “Just winner.”
Shane dropped his head back against the couch. “Well get ready,” he muttered. “Because now he’s not going away anytime soon.”
Clara wiped under her eyes, still grinning. “Oh my god.”
She looked at Ilya again. “You are such a sore loser.”
“I am winner.”
“You literally cheated.”
“Did not.”
“You button-mashed my controller.”
“That is strategy.”
“That is not strategy.”
“It worked.”
“That doesn’t make it valid!”
“It makes it effective.”
Clara threw her hands up. “Oh my god.”
Shane sat up again, grabbing his controller. “Can we please do a different game?”
“Yes,” Clara said immediately.
“Thank you.”
“Mario Kart.”
Shane froze. “…no.”
Clara grinned. “Oh yes.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “Mario Kart?”
Shane shook his head. “No, absolutely not—”
“Prepare to be destroyed,” Ilya said calmly.
Clara sat up straighter. “Oh it’s fucking on, old man.”
“I am not old.”
“You are compared to me.”
“That is not fair comparison.”
“It’s the only one that matters.”
Shane groaned again. “I’m going to regret this.”
“You already regret everything,” Clara said.
“That’s true.”
They switched games. Controllers clicked. Map loaded.
And immediately, chaos.
Clara and Ilya did not play the game. They played each other. Shoulder-checking. Leaning. Trying to shove the other off the couch mid-race.
“Stop—stop—hey—”
“You hit me!”
“You hit me first!”
“You’re in my space!”
“This is my space!”
“You’re literally leaning on me—”
“That’s because you’re trying to push me—”
Shane sat slightly to the side, completely untouched, driving peacefully. Winning. Effortlessly. “…you’re both idiots,” he muttered.
Clara reached over to shove Ilya again. Ilya retaliated immediately. The couch shifted. Maple got up and moved like he wanted absolutely nothing to do with this.
“Stop, hey, focus—”
“You focus!”
“You focus!”
“You’re literally grabbing my arm—”
“You grabbed me first!”
“I did not—”
“You did!”
Shane crossed the finish line. First. 
Silence.
Then, Ilya threw his controller down onto the couch. “This is not fair. Is rigged.”
Clara blinked. “…you didn’t even play.”
“You distracted me.”
“You distracted me!”
Shane pointed at both of them. “No, you were too busy fighting each other to play the stupid game.”
Clara paused. Then pointed at Ilya. “That’s your fault.”
“That is your fault.”
“You started it.”
“You escalated.”
“You escalated more.”
“I finished.”
“That doesn’t even make sense!”
“It makes sense.”
“It doesn’t.”
Shane leaned back again. “I’m surrounded by children.”
“I won earlier,” Ilya said.
“You cheated earlier,” Shane said.
“That’s not cheating.”
“It was absolutely cheating.”
“Strategic interference.”
“Illegal interference.”
“Effective interference.”
Shane closed his eyes. “I’m never playing anything with either of you again.”
“You love us,” Clara said.
“I do not.”
“You do.”
“…I do,” he admitted.
And then, Clara’s stomach growled. Loud. Very loud.
All three of them froze.
Clara looked down. Then back up. “…no one heard that.”
Ilya turned slowly. “Someone is hungry.”
“Shut up.”
“You are starving.”
“I’m not starving.”
“You are making noises.”
“That was one noise.”
“It was loud noise.”
Shane glanced at the clock. Then at Ilya. Then back at the clock.
Then, Ilya leaned slightly toward him. “What if—”
“Nope.”
Ilya blinked. “You do not even know what I was going to say.”
“You were going to say McDonald’s.”
“…yes.”
“And it’s late.”
Clara sat up immediately. “McDonald’s, you say?”
Shane looked between them. Then sighed. Long. Deep. Defeated. He really needed to learn how to say no. “…fine,” he said. “Get in the car.”
Clara and Ilya were already moving before he even finished the sentence. “YES—”
They both jumped up off the couch, nearly knocking into each other again on the way to the door.
“Move—”
“You move—”
“You’re slower—”
“I am not slower—”
Shane stayed exactly where he was for a second. Staring at the empty room. At the controllers. At the chaos they left behind. Then shook his head. “…unbelievable.”
But he stood up anyway. Grabbed his keys. And followed them. Because as much as he complained, he was absolutely still going.
 
The cold hit immediately.
Not the sharp, biting kind from earlier in the season, but still enough to make Clara pull her sleeves down over her hands as she stepped out onto the porch. The air felt quieter out here. Dim. Streetlights casting soft halos over the pavement, everything tinted that muted yellow-orange that made late nights feel a little unreal.
Behind her, “Move.”
“I am moving.”
“You are not moving fast enough.”
“You are blocking door.”
Clara rolled her eyes and shoved Ilya lightly out of the way as he stepped onto the porch. “You’re literally in the doorway.”
“I am exiting house.”
“You’re exiting slowly.”
Shane locked the door behind them, keys jingling faintly. “You’re both insufferable.”
“And yet,” Clara said, already halfway down the steps, “you’re still coming with us.”
“I regret everything.”
“You say that every day.”
“And I mean it every day.”
They made their way to the car, Shane’s this time, not Ilya’s ridiculously bright orange Porsche. Clara noticed immediately. “…wow,” she said, pausing by the passenger side. “We downgraded.”
Shane shot her a look. “You’re lucky you’re even getting food.”
“I’m always lucky.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is when you’re involved.”
He unlocked the car. “Get in.”
Clara slid into the backseat without arguing this time, moving a little slower as she settled in. The soreness hit harder in the cold, her shin stiff, her ribs tight when she twisted the wrong way, but she didn’t say anything. Just adjusted until it was manageable.
Ilya got into the passenger seat, closing the door with a soft thud.
Shane started the engine.
Warm air kicked on slowly.
“…okay,” Clara said, leaning back. “What are we getting?”
“Food,” Shane said.
“Helpful.”
“Very.”
Ilya turned slightly in his seat. “You will order too much.”
“I will order the correct amount.”
“You always say that.”
“Because I’m always right.”
“You ordered four burgers last time.”
“And I ate all of them.”
“That is not the point.”
“That is exactly the point.”
Shane pulled out of the driveway. “You’re not getting four burgers.”
“I might.”
“You’re not.”
“We’ll see.”
“No, we won’t.”
“Yes, we will.”
He sighed. “I’m not funding that.”
“You always fund that.”
“I regret funding that.”
“You’re still going to.”
“…probably.”
Clara grinned.
The roads were mostly empty. Late enough that traffic had thinned out, headlights passing only occasionally in the opposite direction. The hum of the engine filled the car, steady and low, mixed with the faint whoosh of heat starting to actually work.
Clara shifted in the backseat, stretching one leg out slightly. “…ow,” she muttered.
Shane glanced at her in the rearview mirror immediately. “You’re limping again.”
“I’m sitting.”
“You’re still limping.”
“That’s not how that works.”
“You’re wincing.”
“I adjusted.”
“You always ‘adjust.’”
“It’s fine.”
Ilya didn’t turn, but he spoke anyway. “You should not have shoved me earlier.”
“That’s not why it hurts.”
“It did not help.”
“It was worth it.”
Shane snorted. “You’re both children.”
“And you love us,” Clara said.
“I tolerate you.”
“That’s basically love.”
“It’s not.”
“It is.”
“…it is,” he admitted quietly.
Clara smirked.
The golden arches came into view a few minutes later. Bright. Familiar. Almost aggressively cheerful for how late it was.
Clara sat up slightly. “There it is.”
“I see it,” Shane said.
“Just making sure.”
“I know where McDonald’s is.”
“Do you though?”
“Yes.”
“Because last time—”
“Don’t bring up last time.”
“You missed the turn.”
“I didn’t miss the turn, I took a different route.”
“You drove in a circle.”
“It was strategic.”
“It was wrong.”
“It got us there.”
“Eventually.”
Ilya leaned slightly toward the windshield, observing. “There is line.”
Clara squinted. “…there is always a line.”
Shane slowed the car, turning into the parking lot and looping around toward the drive-thru.
The line wasn’t terrible. But it wasn’t short either. A few cars ahead. Brake lights glowing red in a slow-moving chain. Shane sighed. “Of course.”
Clara leaned forward between the seats. “It’s fine.”
“It’s not fine.”
“It’s McDonald’s. It’s always worth it.”
“It’s barely worth it.”
“It’s absolutely worth it.”
Ilya nodded. “It is worth it.”
Shane looked at him. “You’re not helping.”
“I am agreeing.”
“That’s worse.”
They pulled up behind the last car. Stopped. Waited.
Clara immediately leaned forward further, practically resting her chin on the back of Shane’s seat. “Okay, we need a plan.”
“It’s McDonald’s,” Shane said. “Not a military operation.”
“It could be.”
“It’s not.”
“It should be.”
Ilya tilted his head. “You will panic at menu.”
“I will not panic.”
“You always panic.”
“I don’t panic, I evaluate.”
“You say ‘um’ for thirty seconds.”
“That’s thinking.”
“That is panic.”
Clara pointed at him. “I do not panic.”
“You panic.”
“I don’t panic.”
“You panic.”
Shane cut in. “You both panic.”
“I do not panic,” Clara said.
“You panic,” Shane said.
“I don’t—”
“You ordered four burgers last time because you panicked.”
“That was a strategic decision.”
“That was fear.”
“That was efficiency.”
“That was you forgetting everything you wanted.”
Clara paused. “…okay, that happened once.”
“It happens every time.”
“Not this time.”
“We’ll see.”
Ilya nodded. “We will see.”
The line moved forward. Slowly. One car. Then another.
Clara tapped her fingers against the seat. “Okay, I’m getting—”
She paused.
“…okay, wait.”
Shane smirked. “Here we go.”
“No, I just—there’s options.”
“There are always options.”
“I just need a second.”
“You’re panicking.”
“I’m not panicking.”
“You’re panicking.”
“I’m not—okay, maybe a little.”
Ilya made a quiet approving sound. “Honesty.”
“Shut up.”
“Good growth.”
“I hate you.”
“No you don’t.”
”Fuck you.”
Shane pulled forward again. Closer now.
The menu board glowing ahead.
Clara leaned forward more. “Okay, okay—focus. I want—”
She stopped again. “…what do I want.”
Shane laughed. “Unbelievable.”
“I had it in my head!”
“You always have it in your head.”
“I did!”
“And now it’s gone.”
“It’s not gone, it’s just delayed.”
“It’s gone.”
“It’s not gone!”
“It’s gone.”
”Fuck off, stop distracting me.”
Ilya turned slightly. “Get nuggets.”
“I don’t want nuggets.”
“You always want nuggets.”
“I want something else.”
“You will regret not getting nuggets.”
“I won’t regret it.”
“You will regret it.”
“I won’t—okay, maybe I’ll get nuggets.”
Shane shook his head. “This is painful.”
They pulled up to the speaker. A crackle of static. Then, “Hi, welcome to McDonald’s, what can I get for you?”
Clara froze. Completely froze.
Shane looked at her. “Go.”
“…um.”
He smirked. “Panic.”
“I’m not panicking—um—hi—”
Ilya leaned slightly away, like he didn’t want to be associated with this.
Clara took a breath. “Okay, can I get, um—”
Pause. Longer pause.
Shane whispered, “Just say something.”
“I’m thinking!”
“You’re panicking.”
“I’m not panicking!”
“Then order.”
“…okay—um—can I get a—”
She looked at the menu. Everything disappeared from her brain. “…a—burger.”
Shane closed his eyes. “Oh my god.”
The speaker crackled. “What kind of burger?”
Clara blinked. “…a good one.”
Ilya turned his head slowly toward her.
Shane physically covered his face with his hand.
The speaker paused. “…we have several options.”
Clara inhaled sharply. “Okay, okay—um—Big Mac. I want a Big Mac.”
“There we go,” Shane muttered.
“And, um, nuggets.”
Ilya nodded. “Good choice.”
“And fries.”
“Of course.”
“And, um—”
“Drink,” Shane whispered.
“Yes, drink,um, Sprite.”
“Anything else?”
Clara hesitated. “…no.” She looked at Ilya. “You go.”
Ilya leaned slightly toward the speaker, completely calm. “Yes. I will have—” he listed his order smoothly, no hesitation, no panic, like he had rehearsed it hours ago.
Clara stared at him. “…show-off.”
He leaned back. “Preparation.”
”You are so fat that you know your McDonald’s order by heart. 
Shane sighed. “And I’ll just get—” he added his own order quickly.
“Alright, pull forward.”
They drove up to the first window.
Clara leaned back, exhaling dramatically. “That was stressful.”
“You made it stressful,” Shane said.
“It’s always stressful.”
“It’s not always stressful.”
“It is for me.”
“You ordered a ‘good burger.’”
“I panicked, okay. I’m tired.”
“You absolutely panicked.”
“I admitted that.”
“That’s growth.”
“Thank you.”
Ilya nodded. “Progress.”
“Shut up.”
They pulled up to the window. Paid. Then rolled forward again. Waiting for food. The car idled quietly.
Clara stretched slightly, einced again.
Shane caught it immediately. “You’re doing it again.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine.”
“I’m sitting.”
“You’re wincing while sitting.”
“I adjusted wrong.”
“You’re always adjusting wrong.”
“Because everything hurts.”
“Then rest.”
“I am resting.”
“You’re out getting McDonald’s.”
“That counts.”
“It does not count.”
“It absolutely counts.”
Ilya spoke calmly. “After food, you go to bed.”
“I’m not going to bed.”
“You are.”
“I’m not.”
“You have game to coach tomorrow.”
Clara froze again.
Shane grinned slowly. “Oh yeah.”
“Don’t.”
“You’re still the coach kid.”
“Don’t start. Ilya—”
“You have a press conference too,” Ilya added, laughing a little.
Clara immediately grabbed a napkin off the dashboard and threw it at him. “Fuck you, I will quit!”
Shane burst out laughing.
Ilya caught the napkin like it was nothing. “Language.”
“I hate both of you.”
“You love us,” Shane said.
“…I do,” she muttered.
The window slid open. “Order for—”
Shane gave the name. Bags were handed over. Warm. Smelling like salt and grease and everything good about late-night decisions.
Clara immediately grabbed one. “Yes.”
“Wait,” Shane said. “We’re not eating here.”
“We are absolutely eating here.”
“We’re driving home.”
“I’m eating fries now.”
“You’re going to drop them.”
“I won’t drop them.”
“You always drop them.”
“I don’t always—”
She dropped one.
Shane stared.
Ilya stared.
Clara looked down at it. “…that didn’t happen.”
“You dropped it immediately,” Shane said.
“It slipped.”
“It fell.”
“It slipped.”
“It fell.”
Clara picked up another fry. “This one won’t fall.”
It didn’t.
She nodded. “See.”
Shane pulled out of the drive-thru. “Unbelievable.”
They drove home. Fries being stolen. Drinks being passed around. Arguments continuing. Same as always.
And somehow, even with the bruises. The soreness. The chaos.
It felt easy. Normal. Like this was exactly where they were supposed to be.
 
When she finally went to bed, it wasn’t dramatic.
No big announcement, no drawn-out goodnight, no lingering in the doorway like she didn’t want to leave.
Clara just walked straight from the front door, muttered something half-coherent about being tired, and disappeared upstairs before either of them could say anything else.
Shane had started to open his mouth, probably to make another comment, probably something annoying, but she was already gone.
Ilya didn’t stop her. He just watched her go. Because he saw it. The way her shoulders had dropped. The way her energy had shifted. The way she wasn’t just tired. Something else.
Upstairs the hallway felt quieter than usual.
Not silent, never fully silent, but quieter in a way that made every small sound feel louder.
Her footsteps. The faint creak of the floor. The soft click of her door closing behind her.
Clara leaned back against it for a second. Just stood there. Still. Letting the quiet settle around her. It wasn’t uncomfortable. Not exactly. But it wasn’t easy either.
Because now there was nothing else to focus on. No conversation. No arguing. No distractions. Just her.
And the weight that had been sitting somewhere in the back of her mind all day.
She pushed off the door slowly and walked further into her room. Everything looked the same. Exactly the same. Her bed slightly unmade. Her hoodie thrown over the back of a chair. Her bag still sitting where she’d dropped it earlier.
Normal. Everything was normal. And for some reason, that made it worse.
Clara sat down on the edge of the bed carefully, her body reminding her immediately that she was still very much not fine.
Her ribs pulled tight.
Her leg throbbed.
Her face still ached in that dull, lingering way. 
Her arms felt weak.
“…awesome,” she muttered under her breath.
She reached down and pulled her sweatshirt off slowly, wincing as the fabric brushed against the bruise along her side.
It had started to come back somehow. Darker than earlier. Spreading.
Her shin wasn’t any better. The kind of bruise that looked almost fake with how deep the color was.
She stared at it for a second. Then looked away. Because that wasn’t what was bothering her. Not really.
She changed into something more comfortable, movements slower now, more careful.
Then climbed into bed. Pulled the blanket up. Turned off the light. And just… lay there.
For a while, nothing happened. Just the quiet. Just her breathing. Just the faint sounds from downstairs, voices, maybe, or the TV, muffled enough that she couldn’t really tell.
It should’ve been easy.
She was exhausted. Her body hurt. Her brain had been running all day. She should’ve passed out immediately. 
But instead, her eyes stayed open. Staring at the ceiling.
Because that’s when it came back.
Not all at once. Not overwhelming. Just slow. Heavy. Like something settling into place that she had been ignoring before.
The end of the week.
The thought slipped in quietly. Uninvited. Unavoidable.
Clara frowned slightly, shifting her head against the pillow. “…don’t,” she muttered.
Like she could stop it. Like saying it out loud would make it go away. It didn’t. Because now that it was there, it stayed.
The end of the week. Leaving.
The word sat wrong in her head. Too sharp. Too final. She swallowed. Shifted slightly onto her side, pulling the blanket tighter around herself like that would help.
It didn’t.
Because her brain didn’t stop. It never did. Not when things actually mattered. Not when something was coming that she didn’t want to think about.
Leaving. 
From them. From this. From the house. From the couch and the stupid arguments and Shane complaining about ice and Ilya being calm about everything and Maple being… Maple.
Her chest tightened slightly. She frowned, pressing her face into the pillow. “…it’s fine,” she whispered.
Because it had to be. That’s how things worked. People left. Things changed. That was normal. That was expected. She knew that. She’d always known that.
So why did it feel…
Different now?
Clara squeezed her eyes shut. Tried to push the thought away. Focused on something else. Anything else.
The game tomorrow.
The comments online.
The video games.
The late night McDonald’s run.
The way everything felt when she was on the ice, clear, focused, simple.
That usually worked. Usually. Not tonight. Because every time her brain tried to shift, it came back.
Leaving.
The end of the week.
The quiet stretched. Too long. Too heavy.
Clara rolled onto her other side, wincing slightly as her ribs protested again. “…stop,” she muttered.
At herself. At her brain. At everything.
She pulled the blanket up higher, curling slightly into it. Smaller. Tighter. Like she could contain it somehow.
But the feeling didn’t go away.
It just built. Slowly. Her chest tightened more. Not pain. Not exactly. Just pressure. Like something was sitting there that she couldn’t move.
Her throat felt tight too. Clara swallowed again. It didn’t help. She shifted again. Restless now. Her leg aching. Her ribs pulling. Her head spinning just enough to make everything feel slightly off. “…this is stupid,” she whispered.
Because it was. It had to be. She wasn’t—this wasn’t a big deal. It wasn’t. She’d leave. That’s how it worked. That’s how it always worked.
So why…
Her breath caught slightly. Just for a second. Clara froze. Then exhaled slowly. “…okay,” she murmured.
Trying to steady it.
In.
Out.
Normal.
Fine.
But it didn’t settle. Her chest tightened again. Her throat closed just a little more. And suddenly, it wasn’t just a thought anymore.
It was a feeling.
Sharp. Real. Right there.
Clara pressed her face harder into the pillow. Like she could hide from it. Like she could bury it before it got worse. Because she knew what this was. She knew what was about to happen. And she didn’t want it. Didn’t want to deal with it. Didn’t want to feel it.
Her eyes burned slightly. She squeezed them shut harder. “No,” she whispered.
But it didn’t listen. Because once it started, it didn’t stop.
Her breathing hitched. Just a little. Then again. Her hand curled into the blanket, gripping it tighter. Her chest felt too tight now. Too full. Like there was too much there and nowhere for it to go.
Clara pressed her forehead into the pillow. Trying to hold it in. Trying to control it.
Because she didn’t, she didn’t do this. Not like this. Not over something like this.
But the thought was still there. Louder now. Clearer.
Leaving.
Leaving them.
Her throat closed completely for a second. And then, it broke. Quietly. So quietly.
The first tear slipped out before she even fully realized it. Then another. And another. No sound. No sobbing.
Just tears.
Slow. Steady. Silent.
Clara curled tighter into herself, pulling the blanket up around her like it could shield her from it. Like it could make it stop. It didn’t.
Because the feeling was still there. That ache in her chest. That pressure in her throat. That sharp, quiet realization she couldn’t ignore anymore.
She didn’t want to leave. Not this time. Not like this. Not them.
Her fingers tightened in the blanket again. Her shoulders shook just slightly. Barely noticeable. Barely there. But enough. Enough to feel it. Enough to know it was real.
Clara buried her face deeper into the pillow. Let the tears soak into the fabric. Let them stay quiet. Because she didn’t want them to hear. Didn’t want Shane making a joke about it. Didn’t want Ilya looking at her like he already understood. Didn’t want to explain it. Didn’t want to say it out loud.
Because saying it out loud would make it real.
And if it was real, then it was happening. And she couldn’t stop it.
So she stayed there. Curled into herself. Breathing uneven. Tears falling silently into the dark.
Because she didn’t want to leave them.
And for the first time, that thought didn’t feel small. Or stupid. Or something she could just push away.
It felt heavy. Important. Real. And she didn’t know what to do with it.
So she didn’t try.
She just let it be there. Let herself feel it. Quietly. Alone. In the dark.
Until eventually, exhaustion pulled her under.
Not gently. Not peacefully. Just enough to make everything stop for a while. Even if the feeling didn’t go away. Even if it would still be there in the morning.
Waiting.
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  Clara didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep.
It hadn’t felt like sleep, not the kind that came gently or gradually, not the kind where thoughts faded and her body relaxed into something soft and quiet. It had felt like slipping. Like something inside her had just given out. Like she’d been holding too much for too long and, for a second, her body had stopped asking permission.
One moment she was there, awake, tense, thinking too much, feeling too much, and the next, she wasn’t.
And then, she was at the rink.
Not the quiet one from yesterday. Not the one that had felt controlled and steady and almost safe in its emptiness. Not the version of the ice that let her think, let her breathe, let her exist without pressure pressing in from every direction.
This rink was loud, too loud.
The lights overhead burned brighter than they should have, harsh and sterile, reflecting off the ice in a way that made everything feel sharper, colder, wrong. The kind of brightness that didn’t illuminate so much as expose, every movement, every mistake, every second of hesitation.
The stands were full. Packed. Overflowing.
More people than she’d ever actually seen at one of their games, shoulder to shoulder, filling every row, every space, a wall of bodies and noise and expectation that stretched up and up until it blurred into something overwhelming.
And they weren’t cheering. Not really. It wasn’t the kind of noise she was used to, the chaotic, excited, messy energy of a crowd invested in a game.
This was different. This was sharp, disjointed, unfocused in a way that made it feel worse, not better.
It didn’t sound like support. It sounded like judgment.
Clara stood behind the bench. Not on the ice. Not in motion. Not part of the game the way she always was. Just standing there. Her hands felt wrong immediately. Empty.
There was no stick. No tape beneath her fingers, no familiar weight grounding her, no extension of herself to hold onto. Her arms hung at her sides, stiff, unsure, like they didn’t know what they were supposed to do without something in them.
Her body felt off too. Unbalanced, like she had been dropped into the wrong position, like she had stepped into someone else’s role and her body hadn’t adjusted yet.
Because she wasn’t supposed to be here like this. She wasn’t supposed to be behind the bench. She was supposed to be on the ice, moving, playing, controlling what she could control.
But she wasn’t. Because she was coaching. And the second that thought landed fully, her chest tightened. Sharp. Immediate. No. No, no, no, this wasn’t right. This wasn’t—
A whistle cut through the noise. Too loud. Too close. It snapped against her ears like something physical, like it had weight, like it had force behind it.
Clara flinched. Her head turned sharply toward the ice, instincts kicking in before her thoughts could catch up.
The Centaurs were out there, moving. But something was wrong.
It hit her immediately, not as a clear thought but as a feeling, a recognition buried so deep in her that she didn’t need to process it consciously. They were off. Not dramatically. Not in a way that someone unfamiliar with the game might notice right away.
But she saw it. Too slow. Just a fraction. Out of position. Not where they were supposed to be, not covering the space they needed to cover. Passes missing. Not completely, not wildly, but just enough, just off by inches, by timing, by rhythm. Everything slightly disconnected. Like a system that had worked perfectly before had been shifted just enough to break.
Clara’s eyes darted across the ice, tracking everything at once, trying to piece it together, trying to fix it before it collapsed completely. “No, no, shift up, cover the left—” she called out.
Her voice felt small. Swallowed immediately by the noise of the rink, absorbed into the chaos like it hadn’t existed at all. No one reacted. Or if they did, it was too late.
The other team broke through the neutral zone. Too easily, too clean.
Clara’s stomach dropped. She saw it happening before it happened, the gap opening, the missed coverage, the space that shouldn’t have been there. “Backcheck—BACK—”
Too late.
The shot. The goal. The horn. It blared through the rink, long and overwhelming, vibrating through the air and into her chest like something alive.
The crowd erupted. But not for them. Not for her team. For the other one.
Clara froze. Her fingers curled slightly at her sides, nails pressing into her palms without her even realizing it. That wasn’t supposed to happen.
She knew that. She had seen it coming. She had—
Her head snapped toward the bench. “Why weren’t you—” she started.
The words died immediately. Because they were looking at her. All of them. Every player on the bench. Not angry. Not frustrated. Not yelling or blaming or even reacting the way she expected. Just… looking.
Waiting.
Like the answer was supposed to come from her. Like she was supposed to fix it. Like this was her responsibility. Her fault.
Clara’s throat tightened. She couldn’t. She didn’t—
Because she didn’t know how. Because she wasn’t supposed to be here. Because she wasn’t—
Another whistle. Another shift. Everything sped up. Too fast.
Time didn’t move normally anymore, didn’t follow any kind of steady progression she could track. It jumped, lurched forward, skipped pieces she needed, left her trying to catch up to something already out of reach.
She was shouting now. Calling plays. Trying to correct positioning, trying to force structure back into something that kept unraveling in front of her. “Switch, no switch, cover the—”
They missed another pass. It slid just past the intended stick, bouncing awkwardly off the boards. Turnover. Immediate. Breakaway.
Clara’s chest tightened hard. No. No, fuck—
The shot. The goal. Again. The horn. Again.
The sound didn’t even feel separate anymore. It blended together into one continuous, overwhelming noise that pressed in from all sides.
But something changed. Subtly at first. Then all at once. The crowd shifted. The noise sharpened. It wasn’t just loud anymore. It was focused. Directed at her.
“You don’t belong there—”
The voice cut through everything. Clear. Too clear.
“She’s a kid—”
“Go back to playing—”
“Or don’t—”
A laugh followed, low and mocking. Not loud, but it didn’t need to be. It carried in a way that made it feel like it was right behind her, right in her ear.
Clara’s breath hitched. And then, something flew past her shoulder. Fast. Too fast. It hit the boards near her feet with a hollow clang.
She flinched, eyes snapping down. A can. Crushed slightly on impact. Foam leaking out onto the rubber floor, bubbling and spreading in a thin, uneven line. Beer.
Her stomach dropped instantly. Philadelphia.
The memory hit her like something physical. That game. That moment. The crowd. The way it had felt when it hit. The shock of it. The sting. The silence after. The looks.
All of it came back at once, layered over the present until she couldn’t separate them anymore.
Another can flew. Closer this time. It skidded across the ground, spinning once before stopping just short of her foot. Then another.
The noise blurred. Voices stacked on top of each other, overlapping, distorting, building into something that didn’t make sense anymore but still hit just as hard.
“You’re not good enough—”
“This is a joke—”
“Who let her coach—”
“You ruined them—”
Another goal. The horn. Again.
Clara’s hands started to shake. Her chest felt too tight. Too full. Like there wasn’t enough air.
She turned toward the ice again, desperate, trying to find something she could control, something she could fix, something that would make this stop, but everything was wrong. Players out of position. No structure. No rhythm. No control. Everything slipping. Everything falling apart. And she couldn’t—
“Clara.”
The voice cut through everything. Clear. Sharp. Familiar. Everything else dropped away for a second. Just enough.
She froze. Turned slowly. Her dad stood at the end of the bench. Arms crossed. Still. Watching. Not yelling, not stepping in, not fixing it. Just… watching. The same way Ilya had described.
Her throat closed. “I—I’m fixing it,” she said quickly.
Her voice didn’t sound right. Too tight. Too rushed. “I just—give me a second—”
He didn’t respond, didn’t move, didn’t say anything. He just looked at her. And somehow, that was worse. Way worse.
Because she knew that look. Not anger. Not disappointment in the loud, obvious way. Just quiet, measured. Final.
“You’re losing them,” he said.
The words landed heavier than anything else.
Clara shook her head immediately. “No—I’m not—I just—”
Another goal. The horn. The crowd. The noise surged back in, louder than before, crashing into her from every direction.
Her chest seized. Her hands clenched tighter. “I can fix it,” she said again.
Quieter this time. Less certain. And she heard it. The difference. Because she didn’t believe it. Not really. Not anymore.
Because the players weren’t looking at her now. Not like before. They weren’t waiting. They weren’t expecting. They were looking away. Avoiding. Because the crowd wasn’t yelling at the team.
They were yelling at her.
Because her dad, he didn’t say anything else. He just shook his head. Small. Almost unnoticeable. But final.
That’s not like you.
The words echoed. Not just his voice. Another voice. Layered. Memory. The broken stick. Ilya.
That’s not like you.
The beer. The comments. The noise. Everything collapsed together, overlapping, building into something too heavy to hold.
Failure.
The word settled in her chest. Sharp. Final.
Clara’s breath hitched hard, and she woke up.
 
It was dark. Her room. Her bed. Her ceiling.
For a second, Clara didn’t move. Couldn’t.
Her body was still caught somewhere in between, like it hadn’t fully made it back yet. Her chest felt tight, breath coming faster than it should’ve, shallow and uneven, like her lungs were still trying to keep up with something that wasn’t there anymore.
“…okay,” she whispered.
Her voice sounded rough. Real. Not swallowed by noise. Not lost in a crowd. Not echoing across a rink that didn’t make sense. Just her. Just here.
She swallowed hard, forcing herself to sit up slowly. The second she moved, her whole body pulled in protest, a dull, lingering ache that grounded her immediately, cutting through the leftover panic just enough to remind her where she actually was.
Not the rink. Not the bench. Not the screaming.
Clara dragged a hand through her hair, pushing it back off her face as she exhaled shakily. “…that was stupid.”
But it didn’t feel stupid. It felt too close. Too real. Her heart was still racing, pounding hard enough that she could feel it in her throat, in her ears, in the tight space between her ribs. Her brain hadn’t stopped either. It never did.
Pieces of the dream kept flashing back whether she wanted them to or not. The noise. The goals. The way everything had spiraled so fast she couldn’t keep up. Her dad. That look.
Clara squeezed her eyes shut for a second, pressing her fingers lightly against her temples. “Stop.”
Nothing. Just silence. Just her room. Just the faint hum of the house settling into itself.
She opened her eyes again and reached for her phone, the screen lighting up too bright in the dark.
5:02 AM.
“…awesome,” she muttered.
Too early. Way too early. But there was no chance she was going back to sleep. Not after that. Not with her head still like this. Not with the game.
Clara swung her legs over the side of the bed carefully, her movements slower than usual. The second her feet hit the floor, her shin flared in protest, sharp and immediate.
She winced slightly. Still sore. Still bruised. Still there. Still real. Good. She needed that. Needed something solid. Something that didn’t disappear when she blinked. Something that wasn’t—
She stood up slowly, testing her weight for a second before heading toward the door.
The house was quiet. Early quiet. Different from the night before. This wasn’t heavy or suffocating or filled with thoughts that wouldn’t leave her alone. This was softer. Still. Unfinished. Like the day hadn’t started yet.
Clara padded down the stairs, one hand trailing lightly along the railing. Her body felt slower, like everything had been dulled just a little, but she kept moving anyway. Because sitting still wasn’t an option. Not right now. Not with her brain still replaying everything. Not with that feeling still sitting in her chest.
The kitchen light was already on. That made her pause halfway down the stairs. “…what.”
That wasn’t normal. Not at five in the morning.
She stepped off the last stair and moved toward the doorway, slower now, more aware.
Then she saw him.
Shane leaned against the counter like he had nowhere else to be, one shoulder resting casually against the cabinets. A blender bottle sat in his hand, which he shook lazily before taking a sip like this was the most normal thing in the world.
Of course it was.
Clara blinked at him. “…why are you up,” he asked, like she was the weird one here.
She stared at him for a second. “…why are you up?”
He shrugged. “Protein smoothie.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is at five in the morning.”
She narrowed her eyes slightly. “Do you seriously get up at five for a protein smoothie? Because that’s a little sad.”
“It’s game day,” he said easily. “I like to work out early.”
She huffed quietly, stepping further into the kitchen and grabbing a glass from the cabinet without really thinking about it.
Shane watched her for a second. Then, “…you look like you got hit by a truck,” he said.
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
Clara filled the glass with water, the sound louder than it should’ve been in the quiet room. She took a long sip, letting it sit there for a second before swallowing. Her throat felt dry. Her chest still tight. Her hands still not completely steady.
Shane tilted his head slightly. “…nightmare?”
Clara hesitated. Then, “…yeah.”
He didn’t react much to that. Just took another sip of his drink, like it wasn’t a big deal. “About what,” he asked.
She leaned back against the counter, arms crossing loosely, her fingers pressing lightly into her sleeves. “…the game.”
“Today’s?”
“Yeah.”
A pause.
“…I was coaching,” she added.
Shane nodded slowly. “Okay.”
“And we were losing.”
“Okay.”
“And everyone was—” she stopped, exhaling through her nose. “…it was just bad.”
That didn’t even cover it. Not even close. But she didn’t know how to explain the rest without sounding ridiculous. Without making it bigger than it should be.
Shane watched her for a second longer this time. Then, quieter, “What are you actually worried about?”
Clara let out a short, humorless laugh. “Everything.”
“Be specific.”
She rolled her eyes slightly. “You’re annoying.”
“Be specific.”
She hesitated.
Because that meant saying it. Out loud. And saying it out loud made it real. “…what people are gonna say?” she admitted finally.
Shane didn’t interrupt. Didn’t joke. So she kept going.
“I don’t even—” she shook her head slightly, frustration creeping in. “I don’t even want to coach.”
There it was, flat, honest, and heavier than she expected it to feel.
Shane nodded once. “Okay.”
Clara blinked at him. “…okay?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s it?”
“What do you want me to say?”
“I don’t know, something more dramatic.”
“No.”
She huffed, looking away.
He pushed off the counter slightly, setting his drink down with a soft thud. “You don’t have to do it.”
Clara stilled completely. “…what?”
“You don’t have to coach,” he repeated.
She turned back to him slowly. “The game’s today.”
“I know.”
“And I’m already—”
“I know.”
A pause.
“…you’re serious,” she said.
“Yeah.”
Clara stared at him like she was waiting for him to take it back.
He didn’t.
Her jaw tightened slightly as she looked away again. “You guys need a coach.”
“We’ll survive one game. Johnson or someone can step up.”
“That’s not the point.”
“Then what is?”
She didn’t answer. Because she knew. Because he knew. Because they both knew.
Shane sighed softly, pushing himself fully upright now. “Look,” he said, quieter. “If you really don’t want to do it, then don’t. Don’t rip yourself in half over one hockey game.”
Clara’s fingers tightened slightly against her arms. Because that’s exactly what it felt like. Like she was splitting herself in two. One part of her wanted to walk away. To not deal with it. To not stand behind that bench and feel every single thing that came with it. And the other part didn’t know how to leave.
“But,” Shane added, “we do need you.”
Her eyes flicked back to him.
“You’ve made an impact,” he said. “A big one. Even if people don’t see it.”
She shook her head slightly. “That doesn’t matter if we lose.”
“It does.”
“It won’t to them.”
“I don’t care about them.”
Clara huffed. “I do.”
“I know,” he said. “That’s the problem.”
Silence settled between them again. Not awkward. Not uncomfortable. Just heavy. Loaded with unsaid feelings.
Clara stared down at the counter, her reflection faint in the surface. “They’re going to blame me,” she said quietly.
Shane didn’t respond right away.
“They already do,” she added.
Still nothing.
“They think I don’t belong there,” she said. “That I’m justtemporary. Or worse.”
“Worse?” he repeated.
“Like a joke,” she said.
The word sat there. Sharp. Real.
She swallowed. “Like they’re just waiting for me to mess it up so they can say ‘see, told you so.’”
Shane’s jaw tightened slightly.
Clara kept going before she could stop herself. “And if we win, it’s because of you guys. And if we lose, it’s because of me.”
“That’s not how that works,” he said.
“It is to them.”
“I don’t care about them.”
“I do,” she said again, more frustrated this time.
“I know,” he repeated.
That was the worst part. He wasn’t arguing with her. He wasn’t dismissing it. He was just letting her say it, letting her be frustrated. 
Clara exhaled slowly, pressing her palms lightly against the counter. “I just don’t want to be the reason you lose,” she said.
Shane looked at her like that was the most ridiculous thing she’d said so far. “You’re not.”
“I could be.”
“You’re not.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
“How?”
“Because I’ve been on this team longer than you,” he said simply. “And I know what it looks like when we’re actually losing because of something.”
Clara frowned slightly.
“And this?” he gestured vaguely between them, like he meant everything she’d done since she got there. “This isn’t that.”
She didn’t answer. Because part of her wanted to believe him. But the other part, the louder part, still remembered the dream. Still remembered the noise. Still remembered that look.
“I’m not supposed to be there,” she said quietly.
Shane tilted his head slightly. “Says who?”
“Everyone.”
“I don’t remember saying that.”
“That’s different.”
“Why?”
“Because you know me.”
“Yeah,” he said. “And they don’t.”
“That doesn’t mean they’re wrong.”
“It kind of does.”
Clara shook her head slightly.
“You’re not there by accident,” he continued. “You didn’t just… wander behind the bench and nobody noticed.”
She huffed quietly. “Feels like it sometimes.”
“Yeah, well, it’s not.”
Another pause.
Clara stared at the floor for a second, her thoughts moving too fast again. Then slower. Then settling just enough that she could actually think. “…I just don’t want to hate it,” she said.
Shane’s expression shifted slightly. “What?” he asked.
“The game,” she said. “I don’t want this to make me hate it.”
That landed differently.
He nodded slowly. “Okay.”
Clara swallowed. “Because I don’t. I love it. I just—”
“Everything around it sucks sometimes,” he finished.
She let out a small breath. “…yeah.”
“Yeah,” he said.
Silence again.
Then, her phone buzzed.
The sound cut cleanly through the quiet, sharp and sudden in a way that made her shoulders tense before she even realized why. Clara glanced down automatically, still half leaning against the counter, her fingers loosely wrapped around her glass.
The screen lit up. Contact name. And she froze. “…oh.”
It came out quieter than she meant it to.
Shane’s head tilted slightly from where he stood across the kitchen. “What?”
Clara didn’t answer right away. She just stared at the screen for a second longer, like she needed to make sure it was actually real. Like if she blinked, it might disappear.
It didn’t.
Her thumb hovered for half a second. Then she answered. “Hey.”
Her voice shifted immediately, softer, smoother, different. Not the edge she’d had a second ago. Not the frustration, not the tension. Just him.
“Hey, kid.”
Her dad’s voice came through the speaker, a little faint, like the connection wasn’t perfect, but clear enough that it hit her all at once. Familiar, steady, grounding in a way she hadn’t expected.
Clara straightened slightly without thinking, her back coming off the counter as her grip on the phone tightened just a little. “Hi,” she said again, quieter this time.
“You’re up early,” he said.
She huffed softly. “You’re one to talk.”
There was a small pause on the other end, and she could practically hear the smile in his voice. “Fair.”
Shane watched her from across the kitchen, expression unreadable but clearly paying attention now.
Clara turned slightly away from him, not fully leaving but shifting just enough that the moment felt more private. “…everything okay?” she asked.
Because that was always the first question. Always. A beat. Then, “Yeah,” he said. “Everything’s okay.”
Something in her chest loosened immediately. Not all the way. But enough. “How’s Gram?” she asked, her voice dropping just a little.
“Better,” he said. “A lot better, actually.”
Clara closed her eyes for a second, relief hitting harder than she expected. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. She’s still tired, but the doctors aren’t worried anymore.”
“Good,” she said quickly. “That’s good.”
There was a pause. Not awkward. Just there. Like both of them were letting that settle.
“I talked to her this morning,” he added. “She told me to tell you she’s fine and to stop worrying.”
Clara huffed softly. “That sounds like her.”
“It does.”
Another small pause.
Then, “I’ll be home Thursday,” he said.
Clara blinked. “…wait, really?”
“Yeah.”
She straightened a little more, her grip on the phone tightening again. “Like, Thursday Thursday?”
He let out a quiet laugh. “Yeah. That Thursday.”
Something in her chest shifted. Tightened. But not in a bad way, but full. Unexpected.
“Okay,” she said, a little quieter now.
“Okay,” he echoed.
From across the kitchen, Shane’s eyes flicked up slightly at the change in her tone, but he didn’t interrupt.
Clara leaned her hip back against the counter again, grounding herself.
“You ready for tonight?” her dad asked.
The question caught her off guard just slightly. “…yeah,” she said automatically. A pause. Then, more honest, “I think so.”
“I heard you’ve been running things,” he said.
Clara made a face, even though he couldn’t see it. “That’s one way to put it.”
“It’s the right way to put it.”
She shook her head slightly. “I’m just filling in.”
“You don’t ‘just fill in’ like that,” he said. “Not from what I’ve heard.”
Her fingers tightened slightly around the phone.
“Coach Johnson called me,” he added.
Clara blinked. “…he did?”
“Yeah.”
“…why?”
There was another small pause. “Because he wanted to tell me you’re doing a good job.”
Clara didn’t respond right away, didn’t know how to. Because that felt different.
“He said the team looks more structured,” her dad continued. “Cleaner transitions. Better positioning in the neutral zone.”
Clara glanced down slightly, her jaw tightening just a little.
“That’s you,” he said.
“I just, I adjusted some stuff,” she muttered.
“That’s coaching.”
She didn’t argue this time. Didn’t really have the energy to.
“Listen,” he said, his tone shifting slightly. “I’m sorry I missed the last few.”
Clara shook her head automatically, even though he couldn’t see it. “It’s fine.”
“It’s not,” he said. “But I’ll be watching tonight.”
That made her pause. “…you will?”
“Yeah.” A small beat. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
Something about that hit harder than it should have.
Clara swallowed slightly. “Okay.”
“I want to see it live,” he added. “Not just hear about it after.”
Her grip on the phone tightened again. Because suddenly, this felt bigger. He was going to watch. Actually watch. Not just hear. Watch.
“You’ll do fine,” he said.
Clara let out a small breath. “…yeah.”
“You will,” he repeated.
She didn’t answer that. Didn’t trust herself to. There was a brief shift in the background on his end, like he’d moved or adjusted the phone.
“Alright,” he said, his tone changing just slightly. “Quick thing before I forget.”
Clara frowned a little. “What?”
“The Chicago defense you’re up against tonight,” he said.
Her posture straightened immediately. Of course. Of course he was going to do this.
“They’ve been running a tighter blue line,” he continued. “They’re not giving up the zone as easily as they used to.”
Clara’s brain clicked into place almost instantly. Different track. Cleaner. Focused. “Okay,” she said.
“Their left side tends to overcommit on entries,” he added. “If your forwards can force that shift, you’ll open up space on the right.”
Clara nodded slightly, even though he couldn’t see it. “Yeah, I noticed that on film.”
“Good,” he said. “Exploit it.”
“I will.”
“They’re also collapsing hard in front of the net,” he continued. “So don’t rely on straight shots. You’ll need movement. Force them to adjust.”
Clara’s grip on the phone steadied. Her breathing evened out. This she understood. This made sense. “Quick passes across the slot?” she asked.
“Exactly.”
“Okay.”
“And Clara?”
“Yeah.”
“Trust what you see.”
She paused. Because that was different from everything else he’d said. Not strategy, not structure. All her. “I do,” she said quietly.
“Good.”
A small pause. Then his voice softened again. “I’m proud of you.”
Clara’s throat tightened slightly. She swallowed. “…thanks.”
“Go win a game,” he said, a hint of a smile in his voice again.
She huffed softly. “No pressure.”
“None at all.”
“Yeah, okay.”
He chuckled lightly. “I’ll call you again soon,” he said.
“Okay.”
“Alright, kid.”
“Bye.”
“Bye.”
The line clicked. Silence filled the space again. Clara stared at her phone for a second longer, the screen dimming slowly in her hand. Then she lowered it. Looked up.
Shane was already watching her.
“…he’s coming home Thursday,” she said.
Shane nodded once. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
A small pause.
Clara exhaled slowly, something settling into place in her chest. Not completely. But enough. She pushed herself off the counter slightly, rolling her shoulders back. “…I’m gonna coach,” she said.
This time, it wasn’t hesitant, it wasn’t unsure. It was steady.
Shane smirked slightly, like he’d been waiting for that. “Yeah, I figured.”
“Shut up.”
“No.”
Clara rolled her eyes, but there was something lighter in it now. Something calmer. Because the noise in her head hadn’t disappeared. The pressure hadn’t gone away. The fear was still there. But now, so was something else.
And for the first time in a while, it felt like enough.
 
The rest of the day moved fast, too fast.
Clara noticed it almost immediately, not in a dramatic way, not like something obvious had changed, but in the quiet, disorienting sense that time wasn’t behaving the way it usually did. Minutes didn’t feel like minutes. Classes didn’t feel separate. Everything just folded into itself.
One moment she was walking into school. The next she was sitting in the back of a classroom, laptop open, the faint hum of fluorescent lights overhead blending with the low murmur of voices she wasn’t listening to. It blurred, all of it.
But the game didn’t. The game stayed sharp. Clear, almost too clear.
Clara sat with her shoulders slightly hunched forward, elbows resting lightly on the desk, her eyes locked on the screen in front of her. The rest of the classroom existed somewhere around her, people talking, chairs shifting, a teacher explaining something at the front, but none of it stuck.
None of it mattered. Her world had narrowed. Screen, plays, movement, mistakes, fixes. She hit rewind. Again. The same sequence played out for what had to be the tenth time. Neutral zone entry. Breakdown. Turnover. Goal.
Clara paused it right before the mistake. Her eyes tracked each player carefully, slower this time. Not just watching. Reading. Processing. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard before tapping the spacebar again, letting the clip roll forward one second at a time. “There,” she muttered under her breath.
She reached for her notebook without looking, flipping it open to a page already filled with lines and arrows and half-formed thoughts. Her pen moved quickly, almost automatically. Left wing too high. Defense too slow to collapse. Gap too wide.
She underlined that last one twice. Then circled it. Too much space. Too much hesitation. Too easy.
Clara leaned back slightly, exhaling through her nose as she stared at the paused frame. “That’s fixable,” she whispered.
It had to be. Everything had to be. Because if it wasn’t— she didn’t let that thought finish.
Instead, she clicked back. Rewind. Again.
By the time first period ended, her notebook already had three full pages filled. Not neat, not organized. Just everything.
Arrows cutting across diagrams. Quick notes scribbled in the margins. Ideas stacked on top of each other before she could fully process the last one.
Someone had tried to talk to her at some point. She vaguely remembered hearing her name. Seeing movement out of the corner of her eye. But she hadn’t responded. Hadn’t looked up.
Because she couldn’t. Because if she did, she’d lose the thread. And she couldn’t afford that. Not today, not with the game, not with everything riding on it.
Second period felt shorter, or maybe she just went deeper. The film changed. Different game. Different opponent. Same problem.
Clara clicked through clips of Chicago’s last few matchups, her focus sharpening even further as she adjusted to their patterns. Their structure was tighter, cleaner, more disciplined than the team they’d faced before.
She leaned closer to the screen, her eyes narrowing slightly as she watched their defensive zone setup. “Okay…” she murmured.
They collapsed fast. Really fast. Any time the puck got close to the net, all five players compressed inward, cutting off lanes and forcing low-percentage shots. Smart. Annoying. Effective.
Clara rewound the clip and watched it again. Then again. Looking for cracks. There were always cracks. There had to be. Her pen tapped lightly against the page before she started writing again.
Net-front collapse aggressive -> pull them wide. 
Force lateral movement
Quick passes > holding puck
She paused, then added another note underneath. No hesitation. That one she underlined hard enough that the pen almost tore the paper. Because hesitation killed plays. She’d seen it. Over and over again. One second too long, one extra stickhandle, and the opportunity was gone.
Chicago thrived on that. On waiting, on capitalizing the second someone slowed down.
Clara leaned back slightly, dragging a hand through her hair before immediately leaning forward again. Another clip. This one from a different angle. Zone entry. Pressure at the blue line. She slowed it down. Watched the left defenseman.
There.
He stepped up early, too early. Overcommitted. Clara’s eyes lit slightly. “Got you,” she muttered.
She rewound it. Watched again. Same thing. Every time. Left side pressure, aggressive, predictable.
Her pen moved faster now.
Left D overcommits on entry
Exploit right side
Force shift -> open lane
She circled that entire section. Twice. That wasn’t just a note, that was a plan.
By lunch, Clara hadn’t eaten. Her tray sat off to the side, mostly untouched, a bottle of water half-empty next to it. She barely noticed, didn’t care.
The cafeteria buzzed around her, loud, chaotic, full of energy, but it felt distant, like she was sitting behind glass.
Someone laughed nearby. Someone dropped something. Voices overlapped. None of it registered.
Her laptop screen reflected faintly in her eyes as she scrubbed through another clip, her fingers moving almost constantly now.
Pause. Rewind. Play. Pause. Write. Adjust. Think. Repeat.
She flipped to a new page in her notebook. This one more structured. More intentional. Lines straighter. Sections clearer.
Game plan.
She wrote it at the top in all caps. Then started breaking it down.
Zone entry:
– Force left side pressure
– Quick shift right
– No slowing down at blue line
Offensive zone:
– Spread defense
– Pull collapse outward
– Cross-ice passes
Shots:
– No straight lanes
– Screens + movement
– Rebounds
She paused, tapping the pen lightly against the page. Then added one more at the bottom. Communication. She underlined it. Because that was the part she couldn’t control from the ice. That was the part she had to give them.
Clear. Simple. Fast.
Clara leaned back slightly, rubbing her eyes for a second before looking down at the page again. It looked like a lot. It was a lot. But it made sense. It all made sense, and that was mattered.
By the time her last class rolled around, the day felt like it had compressed into something tight and focused. Everything else had faded. Tests, assignments, conversations, none of it stuck. Only this. Only the game, only the plan.
Clara sat in the back again, same as before, her laptop open, notebook beside it, pages now filled front and back. Her handwriting had gotten messier as the day went on, faster, more urgent, like she was trying to keep up with her own thoughts. But the ideas were clearer, stronger, more confident.
She wasn’t guessing anymore. She knew what needed to happen. The question was, could she make them see it? Could she translate all of this, all these notes, all these adjustments, all this understanding, into something they could actually use?
Clara exhaled slowly, staring at the screen as another clip played out. The same mistakes, the same gaps, the same missed opportunities. “We’re not doing that again,” she whispered. Not tonight, not if she had anything to say about it.
Her fingers tightened slightly around her pen. Because if she was doing this, if she was standing behind that bench, if she was responsible for this team, for these players, for this game, then she wasn’t going to do it halfway. She wasn’t going to hesitate. She wasn’t going to second-guess every decision until it was too late. She was going to be ready, completely. Fully. No matter how much it scared her.
Clara closed her laptop slowly, the soft click louder than it should’ve been in the quiet moment that followed. Her notebook stayed open for another second. Then she closed that too. Her hand rested on top of it briefly. Steady, grounded, focused.
The day had moved fast. Too fast. But she hadn’t wasted it. Not a second. 
And now, there was nothing left to do but follow through.
 
By the time Clara got home, she was exhausted. Not the kind of tired that made her want to sleep, not the kind that faded if she sat still for long enough. This was different, heavier. Like something had settled into her bones and decided to stay there.
Her shoulders ached. Her head felt too full. Her eyes burned faintly from staring at a screen for hours, from replaying the same sequences over and over again until she could see them even when she wasn’t looking.
But she didn’t stop. She couldn’t.
The second she stepped through the front door, she dropped her bag by the stairs without bothering to take off her shoes. It hit the floor with a dull thud, forgotten immediately.
Her laptop was already in her hands before she even fully processed grabbing it. Muscle memory. Habit. Need.
Clara moved straight to the couch, sinking into the corner like she’d done it a thousand times before. She tucked one leg underneath her, balanced the laptop on her knee, and flipped it open in one smooth motion.
The screen lit up. And just like that, everything else disappeared again. More film. More notes. More plays. The game hadn’t gotten any further away. If anything, it felt closer now. Sharper, more real.
Clara pulled her notebook toward her, flipping it open to the pages she’d filled earlier at school. The paper was already crowded, arrows overlapping, words squeezed into margins, sections circled and underlined until the ink bled through.
She didn’t hesitate. Didn’t pause. She just picked up where she left off. 
Clip. Pause. Rewind. Watch again.
Her pen moved quickly, adding new details, correcting old ones, tightening ideas that had felt half-formed earlier. Chicago’s defensive rotation. Their timing. The way their center dropped low just a fraction earlier than most teams.
Clara leaned forward slightly, her eyes narrowing as she slowed the clip down. “There,” she muttered.
Her pen scratched across the page.
Center drops early -> pull high, open slot
She underlined it once. Then twice. Because that mattered. Because that could change something. Because that could be the difference between forcing a bad shot and creating a real opportunity.
Her shoulders tensed slightly as she leaned even closer to the screen. She barely noticed. Didn’t register the way her body was tightening, the way the exhaustion was still there, just buried under everything else. Because this mattered more.
Shane passed through the room once. Clara didn’t look up. Didn’t acknowledge him. She registered movement in the vaguest sense, someone crossing the room, the sound of footsteps, the faint shift of air, but it didn’t pull her attention away. Not even a little.
Her focus stayed locked on the screen. On the play. On the adjustment she was trying to figure out.
Shane paused for half a second, watching her, then kept walking. He passed through again a while later. This time slower. Like he was checking.
Clara still didn’t look up. Her pen tapped lightly against the page as she rewound another clip, her brow furrowed in concentration.
Shane didn’t say anything, didn’t interrupt. Just watched her for a second longer, then left again.
It was quiet for a while after that. The kind of quiet that only existed when someone was completely absorbed in something. No distractions. No interruptions. Just the soft click of keys, the occasional scratch of pen against paper, and the faint audio from the clips she was analyzing.
Until, “…you have press conference after.”
The voice cut through cleanly. Calm, measured, familiar.
Clara didn’t look up. “…I know.”
Ilya leaned against the doorway, one shoulder resting lightly against the frame as he watched her.
She didn’t acknowledge him. Didn’t even glance in his direction. Her eyes stayed locked on the screen, fingers moving as she paused another clip and scribbled something down.
“You forgot,” he said.
“I did not forget.”
“You forgot.”
Clara reached blindly to her side, grabbed the nearest thing, one of the couch pillows, and chucked it at him without even turning her head. It flew cleanly across the room. Ilya caught it easily. Of course he did. “…there is no reason to be nervous,” he added, setting the pillow under his arm like nothing had happened.
“I’m not nervous.”
“You are throwing things.”
“That’s normal.”
He raised an eyebrow.
Clara exhaled sharply through her nose, finally tearing her eyes away from the screen to look at him. “…I just don’t want them asking stupid questions,” she said.
“They will.”
“I know.”
“They always do.”
She leaned back slightly, dragging a hand through her hair before letting it fall back to her side. The exhaustion hit her again for a second. Not enough to stop her. Just enough to remind her it was there.
“But you know what you are doing,” Ilya said. “You can lead us to a win.”
Clara held his gaze for a second, then looked away. “…yeah.” But it didn’t sound fully convincing. Not to him. Not even to her.
Ilya watched her quietly for a moment longer. Then, “Shane told me about your nightmare.”
Clara froze. Not dramatically, not obviously. Just still. Her fingers stilled on the edge of her notebook. Her shoulders tensed slightly. “…he talks too much,” she muttered.
“He was concerned.”
“I was fine.”
“You were not fine.”
Clara exhaled slowly, leaning back against the couch, her head tipping slightly toward the ceiling. “It was just a dream,” she said.
“It was not just a dream.”
She didn’t argue that. Didn’t try to. Because he was right. And they both knew it. “It was loud,” she admitted quietly. “And wrong. And everything was just, falling apart.”
Ilya didn’t interrupt.
“Everyone was watching,” she continued. “And I couldn’t fix anything.”
Her grip tightened slightly on the edge of the notebook. “They were looking at me like it was my fault,” she said.
A pause.
Then, softer, “Like I shouldn’t be there.”
Silence settled for a second. Not heavy. Not uncomfortable. Clara swallowed. “It’s not that I don’t want to coach,” she said, more firmly now. “Because I do.”
Ilya’s gaze didn’t waver.
“I like coaching,” she added. “I love it, actually. I love the game, I love figuring things out, I love this.” She gestured vaguely at the laptop, the notebook, the chaos of notes spread around her. “I love the team,” she said.
That part came out quieter. More certain. “But I’m just—” she cut herself off, shaking her head slightly.
“Tired,” Ilya said.
Clara let out a short breath. “…yeah.”
She looked down at her hands. “At hearing what everyone has to say,” she finished.
There it was. The real thing. Not the game, not the strategy, not the pressure of winning or losing. The noise, the opinions. The constant weight of people who thought they knew better. Who were waiting for her to mess up, who were ready to point it out the second she did.
“They don’t stop,” she said. “It doesn’t matter what I do. It’s always something.”
Ilya nodded slightly.
“They question everything,” she continued. “Every call, every adjustment, every decision.” Her jaw tightened. “And if something goes wrong, it’s immediately my fault.”
She looked back up at him. “I’m just exhausted,” she said.
The word sat there. Simple. Honest. Real.
Ilya studied her for a moment. Then pushed himself off the doorway slightly, stepping further into the room. “They are mad,” he said.
Clara frowned faintly. “…what?”
“They are mad,” he repeated. “Because they cannot do it like you do.”
She blinked at him. “That’s not—”
“It is.”
Clara shook her head. “No, they—”
“They do not understand what you see,” he continued calmly. “They do not understand how you think. So they criticize.”
She stared at him.
“They think if they question you, it makes them equal,” he added. “It does not.”
Clara let out a small, disbelieving breath. “That’s not why—”
“It is part of it.”
She hesitated. Because, because maybe. Maybe a little.
“They are used to things being a certain way,” Ilya went on. “You change that. You make decisions they would not make. You see things they do not see.”
Clara looked down slightly.
“And that makes them uncomfortable,” he said.
The room was quiet again. Clara’s fingers tapped lightly against her notebook. Slower now. Less frantic.
“They are not mad because you are bad,” Ilya said. “They are mad because you are good in a way they do not understand.”
Clara didn’t respond right away, didn’t know how to. Because that reframed it. Shifted it. Not completely, but enough to make her pause. “…that sounds very dramatic,” she said finally.
“It is true.”
She huffed quietly. But there was something softer in it now. Less sharp. Less defensive. “I’m still tired of it,” she said.
“I know.”
“They’re still going to talk.”
“I know.”
“And they’re still going to ask stupid questions.”
“They will.”
Clara leaned back again, staring at the ceiling for a second. Then exhaled slowly. “…okay.”
Ilya watched her. “Okay?” he repeated.
She nodded once, more certain this time. “Okay.”
She reached for her laptop again, pulling it closer. Not frantic this time. Not desperate. Just focused. “I’m still going to coach,” she said.
“I know. And you’re gonna do good.”
Clara glanced at him briefly. Then back at the screen. Her pen found the page again. Her thoughts clicked back into place. But this time, they felt steadier. Quieter. Like the noise hadn’t disappeared, but it didn’t matter as much. And for now that was enough.
 
The locker room was loud. Normal loud. Not chaotic, not out of control. Just… alive.
Voices overlapping. Gear clattering. The sharp scrape of skate blades against concrete. A stick tapping somewhere in a rhythm that didn’t match anything except nerves. Someone laughed too loud. Someone else told them to shut up. A glove hit the floor. A locker door slammed and then got kicked shut the rest of the way.
It was familiar, grounding. A focused loud. The kind of noise that meant something mattered.
Clara stood just outside the doorway for a second before stepping in. She didn’t rush it, didn’t announce herself. She just stood there, watching, taking it in.
Troy was hunched forward, elbows on his knees, tightening his laces with quick, frustrated pulls like the skate had personally offended him. Wyatt sat beside him, already mostly dressed, tapping his stick against the floor in a steady rhythm, jaw tight, eyes unfocused in that way that meant he was already in the game.
Luca and Bood were across the room, mid-argument, but not really arguing. More like building something together out of disagreement. Luca’s hands moved as he talked, sharp, precise. Bood leaned back against the lockers, arms crossed, shaking his head,but listening.
Tanner was stretching near the wall, one leg up on the bench, earbuds in, eyes distant. Evan sat a few lockers down, carefully re-taping the blade of his stick like it was a ritual he couldn’t afford to mess up.
Nick sat quieter than the rest, shoulders slightly forward, rolling them out slowly, like he was working tension out before it could settle in too deep.
And then, Shane. He was standing near the center of the room, half-dressed, jersey hanging loose over his pads, talking to Ilya. Or, more accurately, Shane was talking.
Ilya was listening. Arms crossed. Calm. Still. Watching everything.
Shane said something under his breath that made a couple of the guys nearby laugh. Not loud. Just enough. Then Ilya said something back, short, dry, and Shane rolled his eyes, shoving him lightly in the shoulder.
Normal. All of it. Exactly how it should be.
Clara took a breath. Then stepped forward. “Alright, listen up.”
Her voice cut through the room cleanly. Not forced. Not loud for the sake of being loud. Commanding. Immediate.
The shift was subtle but fast.
Troy looked up first, straightening. Wyatt’s stick stopped tapping. Luca cut himself off mid-sentence, turning toward her. Bood followed. Tanner pulled one earbud out. Evan paused. Nick lifted his head. Shane turned almost instantly, Ilya already had.
The room focused on her. Clara stood at the front, hands steady at her sides. Her chest was tight, but her voice wasn’t.
“In case you haven’t heard,” she said, “my dad’s back Thursday.”
A few nods. Nothing dramatic. Just understanding.
Shane nodded once, quick and easy. Wyatt glanced at Troy, then back. Luca shifted his weight slightly. Tanner straightened. Evan set his stick across his knees. Ilya didn’t move, but he was watching her, fully.
“That means this is my last game.”
That landed. Not like a shock, not loud, but real.
You could feel it settle into the room.
Troy’s jaw tightened slightly. Wyatt’s grip on his stick shifted. Luca leaned back a fraction. Bood went still. Tanner’s focus sharpened. Evan looked down for half a second, then back up. Nick didn’t look away. Shane’s expression changed just a little, something quieter, more serious under the usual ease. Ilya’s gaze didn’t shift.
Clara exhaled slowly. “…so let’s make it a good one.”
Silence, a beat. Then, Troy stood up. “Yeah,” he said.
Simple, solid. Wyatt nodded. “Yeah.”
Shane stepped forward slightly, rolling his shoulders like he was settling into place. “Would’ve been a waste otherwise,” he muttered, but there was no bite to it.
Luca pushed off the bench. “Alright.”
Bood grabbed his helmet. “Let’s go.”
Tanner pulled the other earbud out. “About time.”
Evan tapped his stick once against the floor. “We’re good.”
Nick stood last, slow, deliberate. But when he did, he nodded once.
Ilya didn’t say anything, he didn’t need to. The room was already there.
Clara watched them for a second, took it in. Then shifted. “Focus up,” she said.
And just like that, coach.
Her posture changed slightly. Her tone sharpened. Everything she’d worked on all day clicked into place. “Chicago collapses fast in the defensive zone,” she said. “You’ve seen it.”
Nods.
“They pack the middle. Hard. So if you hold the puck too long—” her eyes flicked to Bood, then Luca, “—you’re done.”
Bood nodded. “Move it fast.”
“Exactly.”
She stepped slightly to the side, her gaze scanning. “Troy, you’re forcing left-side pressure on entries. They’re going to bite.”
Troy’s expression sharpened. “Then we shift right.”
“Fast,” Clara said. “No hesitation.”
“Got it.”
“Luca, cross-ice when it opens.”
Luca nodded immediately. “Every time.”
“Bood, support that shift. Don’t let it die on the wall.”
“Yeah.”
“Tanner, you stay high when they collapse. Pull them out.”
Tanner nodded once. “On it.”
“Evan, rebounds. They don’t clear clean.”
Evan tapped his stick. “I’ll be there.”
“Nick,” she said, meeting his eyes, “you anchor the back. No gaps. No space.”
Nick held her gaze. Then nodded. “I’ve got it.”
Clara turned slightly. “Shane.”
He looked up immediately.
“You push tempo. Don’t let them settle. If they slow you down, we lose control.”
Shane smirked faintly. “So don’t let them.”
“Exactly.”
She shifted her gaze. “Ilya.”
He didn’t move, just watched her.
“You read their center,” she said. “He drops early. Use that.”
A small nod. “I will.”
”Wyatt, watch the screen. Keep your eyes on the puck, not the man in front of you.”
He mock saluted. “You got it, coach.”
Clara exhaled quietly. Everything lined up. Clear. Simple. Usable.
“Communication,” she added. “Talk. Call it out. Don’t assume.”
They nodded, all of them. Locked in.
Clara looked across the room. At all of them. Troy. Wyatt. Luca. Bood. Tanner. Evan. Nick.
Shane.
Ilya.
This team, her team.
Even if it wasn’t supposed to be permanent, even if it was just for now. It mattered. They mattered. “…one more thing,” she said.
They stilled again, waiting.
Clara let her gaze move across them one last time. “Trust yourselves.”
Simple, real.
“You know what you’re doing,” she continued. “You’ve put in the work. You’ve fixed the mistakes.” Her voice didn’t waver. “You don’t need to be perfect. Just be better than yesterday.”
A beat. Then, “Go out there and prove it.”
Silence. Then, Shane smacked his stick against the floor.
Once, sharp.
Troy followed.
Wyatt.
Luca.
Bood.
Tanner.
Evan.
Nick.
The sound built, loud, focused.
Ilya tapped his stick once. Controlled. Precise.
And somehow that landed just as hard as the rest.
Clara stood there, and for the first time all day, truly everything felt steady.
Not perfect, not easy. But right. Exactly where she was supposed to be.
“Let’s go,” she said.
And this time, no one hesitated.
 
They did.
From the second they stepped onto the ice, there was something different about it. Not louder, not faster. Just clearer.
Clara felt it immediately from behind the bench. The shift.
The way everything settled into place instead of scattering. The way movement had purpose instead of panic. The way passes connected cleanly, like they’d been drawn out beforehand and everyone had agreed, without saying it, that this was how it was going to go.
It wasn’t perfect. But it was right. And behind all of it, Wyatt was already set in the crease. Still. Locked in.
The puck dropped.
And instead of chaos—
There was control.
Shane won the faceoff clean, snapping it back without hesitation. Not rushed. Not forced. Just sharp and intentional. It slid straight to Troy, who didn’t overthink it, just shifted his weight, moved it up the boards, and reset the play exactly the way they’d talked about. No scrambling. No second-guessing.
Wyatt tracked it from the far end, knees bent slightly, stick flat on the ice, eyes following every movement like it mattered just as much as if it were already in his zone. Because to him, it did.
Evan, out on the wall, picked it up along the boards, already moving before the puck even fully reached his stick. He didn’t hold it. Didn’t hesitate. One touch. Across. Luca was there. Exactly where he was supposed to be.
And then Wyatt shifted slightly, tapping his post once as the puck crossed center, grounding himself again.
Clara’s fingers curled slightly at her sides, not from nerves, but from focus. Yes. That. That’s it.
Chicago reacted fast, just like expected. Their defense collapsed inward, tightening around the middle, trying to suffocate the play before it could develop.
But the Centaurs didn’t panic, didn’t force it.
They adjusted. Troy pressured left on the entry, just like planned, pulling two defenders with him. Not dramatic. Just enough.
And then, shift. The puck moved right. Fast. Clean.
Bood stepped into it, immediately redirecting toward open ice before Chicago could reset.
Clara exhaled slowly. It was working. Not because it was perfect. Because they were reading it. Because they understood it.
The first few minutes stayed tight. Back and forth, but controlled. Chicago pushed hard early, trying to establish momentum, and that’s when Wyatt got tested.
A turnover near the blue line sent the puck back the other way, fast.
Cleaner than Clara liked.
Wyatt squared up instantly. Angle set. Glove up. The shot came low through traffic, he dropped. Pad out. Stick angled perfectly. The puck deflected harmlessly into the corner. No rebound danger. No scramble. Just handled.
Clara’s shoulders loosened slightly. Good. That mattered. Because early saves like that, they changed everything.
Nick held the line exactly like Clara had told him to, no gaps, no unnecessary pressure, just positioning. Quiet, steady, effective.
Ilya backed him up seamlessly. No wasted movement. No overcommitment. Just structure. And behind it, Wyatt stayed calm, unshaken.
Clara tracked everything. Every shift. Every adjustment. Her brain stayed locked in, but her chest felt different. Lighter. Not because it didn’t matter. Because it did. Because she wasn’t chasing control anymore. She had it.
Halfway through the first period, the opening came. It started small. A slightly off pass from Chicago. A tiny misread. The kind of thing that wouldn’t have mattered if the Centaurs weren’t ready for it. But they were. 
Evan picked it up first. Quick. Alert. He didn’t hold it, just like they’d gone over. He pushed it forward, tapping it into open space where Shane was already accelerating.
Clara leaned forward slightly.
Shane didn’t slow down, didn’t hesitate. He cut through the neutral zone with speed, forcing Chicago’s defense to back up faster than they wanted to. One defender stepped up, too early.
Shane shifted left, pulled him with him. And then dropped it. Perfectly. Right into Ilya’s path.
Ilya didn’t wind up. Didn’t overthink it. Just shot. Clean. Low. Precise. The puck snapped past the goalie before he could fully react. Goal.
The net rippled. The sound hit a second later. The crowd loud. But this time, it was right.
From the far end, Wyatt didn’t celebrate. He just tapped his stick once against the ice. Reset. Locked, more than Clara had ever seen him. 
Clara’s breath caught for half a second. Then released. Yes.
She didn’t jump, didn’t shout. But her hand came down hard against the top of the boards once, a sharp, controlled motion that carried everything she wasn’t saying out loud.
Ilya skated past the net, expression barely changing, but Shane caught him, shoving him lightly, a grin breaking through for half a second.
Troy tapped his stick against the ice. Evan pointed once, quick anf focused.
Then they reset. Because that’s what this team did now. They didn’t get lost in it. They stayed in it.
The rest of the period held. Chicago pushed harder after that, trying to answer, and they kept running into Wyatt. A shot from the slot, glove save, clean. A rebound chance, he smothered it before it could turn into anything. Traffic in front, he held his ground, shoulders square, never drifting.
Nick anchored everything from the back. Steady. Unshaken.
Clara barely moved. She didn’t need to. Her voice came when it had to, short, precise, clear.
“Shift.”
“Now.”
“Move it.”
They listened. Not because they had to. Because it made sense.
Second period. Chicago adjusted. Of course they did. They came out faster, more aggressive, trying to break the rhythm the Centaurs had built.
For a few minutes, it worked. Slightly. The play got tighter. Messier. A turnover here. A scramble there.
Clara felt it shift, not out of control, but closer to the edge. Her jaw tightened slightly. “Settle it,” she called out.
Not loud. Just enough.
Nick heard it. He slowed the next play down, holding the puck for half a second longer, not too long, just enough to reset spacing.
Ilya dropped back to support.
Wyatt repositioned behind them, tracking the developing play, stick tapping lightly once against the crease.
Everything clicked back into place.
Clara exhaled quietly. There it is.
Midway through the second, the next opportunity came. This one wasn’t as clean. Not at first. A battle along the boards.
Bood digging the puck out, taking a hit but staying on his feet. He pushed it loose just enough for Luca to grab it, who immediately turned, scanning.
No lane. No shot. So he did exactly what they’d talked about. He didn’t force it. He cycled.
Back to Tanner. High. Tanner held. Just long enough to draw pressure. Then sent it down low again.
Chicago collapsed. Too much. Troy saw it.
Clara saw it at the same time. “Now—” she started, but she didn’t need to finish.
Troy broke free from the edge, cutting into the opening as the defense overcommitted. The puck found him. Clean. Right on his stick. He didn’t hesitate. Shot. Goal.
From the crease, Wyatt tapped both posts this time. Not celebration. Focus.
2–0.
The rest of the game held. Not easy. Not effortless. But controlled. 
Chicago got one back late in the second, messy, off a rebound that slipped through traffic.
For a split second silence. Then noise. Clara felt it hit. But Wyatt didn’t react. Didn’t slam his stick. Didn’t look shaken. He just turned, reached into the net, grabbed the puck, and reset. Like it didn’t matter. Because to him, it didn’t. Next shot. Next play. That was it.
Third period. Everything slowed down. Not in pace. In clarity. Every pass mattered. Every shift counted.
Clara felt it in the way the bench moved. The way players leaned forward when they weren’t on the ice. The way no one drifted.
Even Ilya, usually restless, was locked in.
Shane stayed calm. Unshaken.
Nick didn’t miss a step.
And Wyatt stayed exactly the same.
With five minutes left, Chicago pushed hard. Pulled everything forward. Desperate. A breakaway came out of nowhere. Clean. Too clean.
Clara’s chest tightened, the player came in fast, deking left, but Wyatt didn’t bite. Stayed centered. Waited. The shot came, he dropped, pad out, save. The puck kicked wide. No goal.
The crowd erupted, loud.
Clara exhaled sharply. That was it. That was the moment. And Wyatt had it.
Final minute. Chicago pulled their goalie. Extra pressure. Extra chaos.
Clara’s hands rested against the boards, steady. “Stay tight,” she called. “Don’t chase.”
They didn’t. They held formation. They trusted it. Nick cleared it. Once. Then again.
Wyatt tracked everything from the crease, ready even as the puck moved far away. Time dropped.
Ten seconds.
The noise built.
Five.
Four.
Three.
Two—
The final horn sounded.
Sharp. Clear. Definite.
And just like that, it was over. They won.
Wyatt stayed in his crease for a second longer than everyone else.
Then, he straightened, tapped both posts, and finally let himself exhale.
The players spilled onto the ice, sticks tapping, controlled excitement breaking through.
Shane grabbed Troy’s shoulder. Wyatt nodded, once, hard as teammates turned toward him. Luca and Bood exchanged a quick look. Tanner rolled his shoulders. Evan tapped his stick. Nick stood still, then nodded. Ilya skated past the crease and tapped Wyatt’s pad once. Simple, respect.
Wyatt nodded back.
Clara stood behind the bench, watching all of it. Her chest felt full. Not tight. Not heavy. Just full.
Everything she had planned, it worked.
And Wyatt held it together when it mattered most.
For the first time since all of this started, she didn’t feel like she was trying to prove she belonged. She just did.
She let her hand rest against the boards for a second longer. Then pushed off.
Stepping back as the team came off the ice, one by one.
As they passed her, quick nods. Small smiles. Silent acknowledgment. Real.
And that was all she could want.
 
The press conference was chaos. Not loud in one single direction, but layered.
Cameras clicking. Voices overlapping. Chairs shifting. Phones already recording before she even stepped fully into the room.
“Clara, over here—”
“How do you respond to—”
“Was tonight—” 
“Do you think—”
It stacked, fast, and relentless. The kind of noise that didn’t give you space to think, just expected you to react.
Clara paused just inside the doorway for half a second. Not long enough for anyone to notice. But long enough for her to feel it. The weight of it. The expectation. The same thing that had followed her all season, only now it was concentrated into one room, one moment, one version of the same question over and over again:
Do you belong here?
Harris leaned slightly toward her from the side, voice low enough that it didn’t carry. “Maybe keep it short,” he murmured. “Simple answers. In and out.”
Clara didn’t look at him. Not because she was ignoring him. Because she already knew. She stepped forward. The lights hit her immediately, bright, direct, a little too warm against her skin. The cameras adjusted, lenses shifting, zooming, locking in.
More voices rose.
“Clara, just one—” 
“Can you talk about—”
“After everything that’s been—”
She raised her hand. Not aggressively. Not dramatically. Just enough. And something about it worked. The room quieted. Not completely. But enough that her voice wouldn’t have to fight to be heard. “Okay,” she said.
Steady. Clear. No shake.
“I’m gonna say this once.” 
That did it. The rest of the noise dropped. Reporters leaned forward slightly. Pens hovered. Cameras steadied.
Clara stood there for a second, letting the silence settle fully this time. Not rushing it. Not filling it. Owning it. Then, “Hockey is for everyone.”
No hesitation. No buildup. Just truth.
A few heads tilted slightly. A couple people shifted, like they hadn’t expected her to start there.
“And being talented doesn’t look the same on everyone,” she continued. “It doesn’t sound the same. It doesn’t move the same. It doesn’t come from the same place.”
Pens started moving. Faster now.
“I have a good hockey brain,” she said.
Simple. Direct.
“That’s not because I’m a girl. And it’s not in spite of it.” Her voice sharpened slightly, not angry, just precise. “It just is.”
Silence held. Not empty. Focused.
“My team respects me because they know that,” she went on. “They don’t care what I look like. They don’t care what people say about me online or in the stands or anywhere else. They care about whether I can help them win.”
She paused. Just enough. “And I can.”
That landed. You could feel it. Not in noise, but in stillness.
A few glances exchanged across the room. A couple reporters looked down at their notes, then back up again, recalibrating.
Clara didn’t move, didn’t fidget, didn’t look away.
“And when we win,” she continued, “it’s because the team is good.”
A beat.
“But when we lose—” her jaw tightened just slightly “—it’s suddenly because I suck.”
There it was. The shift. A few uncomfortable movements. Someone in the back adjusted their camera. Another reporter lowered their pen for a second before picking it back up.
“But that’s not how this works,” she said.
Her voice didn’t get louder. It got sharper, clearer.
“We win and lose together. That’s hockey. That’s always been hockey.”
She took a breath, not shaky, but grounded.
“And it’s my responsibility to pick them back up after a loss,” she said. “To adjust. To fix what needs fixing. To own my part in it.”
Her eyes moved slightly across the room, not searching for anyone in particular, just making it clear she wasn’t talking to one person. She was talking to all of them. “That’s what I did,” she said.
A pause. Longer this time. Because the next part mattered.
“And no comments,” she added, her voice tightening just a fraction, “or beers thrown at me, or anything else—”
There was a shift in the room at that. Subtle, but real.
“—changes the fact that I love this game.”
Silence. Real silence now. Not just quiet. Still.
“Or that I belong in it.”
Her shoulders stayed squared. Steady.
“And not just me.”
That was new. A few reporters looked up more sharply now. Clara’s expression didn’t change.
“But every girl who’s been told to sit down, be quiet, or stay out of the way,” she continued. “Every girl who’s been left out, underestimated, talked over, or made to feel like she doesn’t fit—”
Her voice didn’t crack. It didn’t waver. It held.
“There is space for you here.”
The room didn’t move. Not a single interruption.
“Maybe not because someone hands it to you,” she said. “Maybe not because it’s easy. Or fair. Or welcoming right away.” A breath. “But because you make it.”
That landed differently, deeper.
“I’m not just here for me,” Clara said. “I’m here because I want them to see that they can be here too. That there is always space for your gifts. For your talent. Even if it doesn’t look like what people expect.”
She let that sit. Let it breathe.
“And yeah,” she added, quieter now, but somehow even more focused, “people are gonna have opinions about that.”
A couple small, almost uncomfortable laughs tried to surface. They didn’t last.
“That’s fine,” she said.
Her gaze sharpened slightly again.
“They can have them.”
A beat.
“They’re still wrong.”
That hit. Harder than anything else she’d said. Not because it was louder. Because it wasn’t. Because it didn’t need to be. She shifted her weight slightly, just enough to reset.
“And as for tonight—” she added, bringing it back, grounding it again “—we played a good game.”
Simple. True.
“My team played a good game,” she corrected immediately. “They executed. They stayed disciplined. They trusted each other.”
A small nod. Almost to herself.
“And I’m proud of them.”
She exhaled. The tension in her shoulders eased just slightly.
“But this—” she gestured faintly around the room “—this isn’t bigger than that.”
Another pause. Short. Final.
“I made an impact on this team,” she said.
No hesitation. No doubt.
“And I’m proud of that too.”
Silence. No questions came this time. No one jumped in. Because there wasn’t really anything left to ask.
Clara looked around once, still not searching, not checking, just acknowledging. Then she stepped back. “I’m done.”
No dramatics. No waiting. She turned, and walked out. Just like that.
The hallway outside felt quieter. Not silent. But definitely lighter. The noise from the room stayed behind her, muffled now, distant.
She exhaled slowly as she moved, her body finally starting to come down from the tight, controlled focus she’d been holding. Her hands felt a little looser. Her shoulders, a little less rigid.
Behind her, the door opened briefly, voices spilling out again before it shut. She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to.
Down the hall, near the corner, Shane and Ilya stood exactly where they’d been the entire time. Leaning against the wall. Watching. Neither of them had moved much. Neither of them had said anything. They didn’t interrupt. They didn’t step in. They just stayed.
Shane pushed off the wall slightly when he saw her coming, his expression unreadable for half a second, then a small grin broke through. Not big, not loud. Small. 
Ilya didn’t move right away. But his gaze stayed locked on her, steady, assessing in that quiet way he had.
Clara slowed as she reached them. Not stopping completely. Just enough. “…so,” she said, a little breath still in her voice, “that was—”
“Good,” Shane cut in immediately.
She glanced at him. “Yeah?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said. “Really good.”
No teasing. No sarcasm. Just honest.
Clara looked at Ilya. He held her gaze for a second longer than Shane had. Then nodded once. “You were clear,” he said. “And correct.”
That was it. No over-explanation. No exaggeration. And somehow, that meant more.
Clara let out a small breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Her shoulders dropped just slightly. “Okay,” she said.
Shane tilted his head, still watching her. “You didn’t even let them ask questions.”
“They didn’t need to,” she replied.
“…fair.”
A small pause settled between them. Not awkward, not heavy. Just quiet. Finally. 
And then Shane added, a little more casually, “You kind of destroyed them.”
Clara rolled her eyes slightly. “Relax.”
“I’m serious.”
“I know.”
Ilya’s gaze shifted briefly toward the closed door behind them. “They will think before they speak next time,” he said.
Clara huffed quietly. “Good.”
Another beat. Then, “…you okay?” Shane asked.
Not joking this time. Not light. Actually checking.
Clara paused, really thought about it. Then nodded once. “…yeah,” she said.
And for once, she meant it.
 
The house was quiet when they got back. Too quiet. Not the calm kind of quiet that came late at night, when everything had already settled and there was nothing left to do. 
This was different. This was the kind of quiet that sat in the room with you. Heavy. Waiting.
They all felt it the second the door closed behind them.
Clara kicked her shoes off near the entry without really thinking about it, her body moving on autopilot now that the adrenaline from the game and the press conference had finally started to fade. Her bag slipped off her shoulder and landed somewhere near the wall with a soft thud she didn’t even register.
No one said anything. Not yet.
Shane shut the door a little more slowly than usual.
Ilya lingered a second longer in the hallway before following them in.
It wasn’t hesitation. It was awareness. Because they all knew what was coming.
Clara made it to the living room first and dropped onto the couch, her body sinking into it like it was the first time she’d actually let herself stop all day. Her head tipped back slightly. Her eyes closed for just a second. Not to sleep. Just to feel still.
Shane didn’t sit normally. He never did. He moved around the couch once, then stopped, then shifted again before settling on the armrest beside her, one foot planted on the floor, the other hooked loosely against the side. Restless. Even now.
Ilya didn’t sit at all. He leaned against the wall across from them, arms crossed lightly, posture relaxed but his gaze steady, watching both of them the same way he always did. Present, grounded, quiet.
The silence stretched. Not awkward. But really full.
Then, “…two days,” Shane said.
It wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be.
Clara’s eyes opened slowly. She didn’t move otherwise. “…yeah,” she said.
Her voice was softer now, different from earlier. Less controlled. More real.
Silence again. Even heavier this time. Because now it was out there. No one wanted to be the first one to really say it. Because once they did, it would be real in a different way. Final.
Shane exhaled quietly, dragging a hand through his hair before letting it fall back to his side. “I don’t want you to go,” he said.
There it was. No build-up. No joke to soften it. Just honest.
Clara’s chest tightened. Not sharply, not painfully. But enough that she really felt it. She turned her head slightly to look at him.
He wasn’t looking at her. He was staring at the floor. Like if he didn’t make it a big thing, maybe it wouldn’t feel like one.
Ilya spoke next. “I also do not want you to go,” he said.
Calm. Even. But just as real.
Clara let out a small breath. “…yeah,” she said quietly.
They both looked at her then. Waiting.
Because she hadn’t answered. Not really.
She swallowed slightly, her fingers curling into the fabric of the couch beneath her. “…I don’t want to go either.”
That landed harder than anything else had. Because it wasn’t expected. Not fully. Not like that.
Shane looked at her again, properly this time, his expression shifting slightly, something softer breaking through the usual edge. “…yeah?” he asked.
Clara nodded once. “…yeah.”
She sat up a little, not fully, but enough that she wasn’t completely folded into the couch anymore. “It’s not like—” she started, then stopped, shaking her head slightly. “It’s not like I’m excited to leave.”
Her voice was quieter now, less guarded. “This…” she gestured vaguely around the room, like she couldn’t quite find the words for it, “this has been—”
She trailed off again. Because it was harder to say than she thought it would be.
Shane didn’t rush her. Neither did Ilya. They just waited. 
So she tried again. “…these have been some of the happiest days of my life.”
Silence. But not empty. Full in a completely different way now.
Shane’s expression shifted again, this time he didn’t try to hide it. “…yeah,” he said quietly.
“I agree,” Ilya added.
Clara huffed a small laugh, but it wasn’t really a laugh. More like something that almost was. “I didn’t expect that,” she admitted.
“No one did,” Shane said.
“…true.”
Another pause. This one softer. But still real.
Maple padded into the room then, nails clicking lightly against the floor before he jumped up onto the couch beside Clara like he had done a hundred times before. Like nothing was different. Like everything was normal.
Clara let out a small breath and rested her hand automatically against Maple’s back, fingers sliding through his fur in a slow, grounding motion.
Maple leaned into it immediately. Unbothered. Present.
Clara swallowed again. “…I don’t want it to just, end,” she said.
There it was. The real part.
Shane shifted slightly on the armrest, leaning forward a little more now. “It’s not going to,” he said.
Clara glanced at him. “…what?”
“Just because you’re leaving the house,” he said, “doesn’t mean you’re leaving our lives.”
Simple. But solid.
“You’re still you,” he added. “And we’re still gonna be here.”
Clara held his gaze for a second. Like she was checking if he actually meant it. He didn’t look away.
“We’re not just gonna disappear,” he continued. “That’s not how this works.”
Ilya nodded once. “We will still be present,” he said. “In your life. In your games. In everything that matters.”
Clara’s throat tightened slightly.
“You’re still coaching us,” Shane added.
She blinked. “…I am not—”
“You are,” he cut in. “Maybe not officially, but you are.”
“That’s not how—”
“It is,” he said simply.
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “We will still ask you for advice,” he added. “And you will still give it.”
Clara huffed quietly. “You’re both very confident about that.”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“Obviously,” Shane added.
Despite everything, Clara smiled a little. Small. But real.
“And we’re still showing up to your games,” Shane said.
Her expression shifted slightly. “…you don’t have to do that.”
“We’re going to,” he replied immediately.
“Yeah,” she said softly. “I figured.”
Ilya uncrossed his arms slightly, pushing off the wall just enough to stand a little more upright. “And tomorrow,” he said, “we are going to have the most fun last day ever.”
Clara raised an eyebrow slightly. “…that sounds threatening.”
“It is not,” he said calmly. “It is a promise.”
Shane nodded. “Yeah, you’re not getting out of it.”
“I wasn’t trying to—”
“Good.”
Clara shook her head slightly, but the tension in her shoulders had eased. A little. Not gone, but less.
Maple shifted beside her, resting his head against Clara’s leg. Clara’s hand stayed in his fur. Grounded. Present.
“…I’m gonna miss this,” she said after a second.
Not looking at either of them. Just saying it.
“We are also going to miss this,” Ilya replied.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “A lot.”
Silence again. But this time, it didn’t feel as heavy. Because it wasn’t just about something ending anymore. It was about something continuing. Just differently.
Clara leaned back into the couch again, her hand still resting on Maple. “…two days,” she repeated quietly.
Shane nodded. “…two days.”
Ilya glanced between them. Then, simply, “Then we make them count.”
Clara looked at him. Then at Shane. Then back down at Maple. And for the first time since they walked in, the quiet didn’t feel so overwhelming. It felt important.
Like something to hold onto, for just a little longer.
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  Clara didn’t wake up slowly. There was no drifting, no soft pull out of sleep, no moment where her brain hovered somewhere between dreaming and reality. She just opened her eyes, fully, aware.
And for a second, she didn’t move. Because something felt… off. Not wrong, not bad. Just different.
Her body wasn’t heavy. Her shoulders didn’t ache. Her head wasn’t full of leftover noise or tension or that dull pressure that had been sitting behind her eyes for days now. It was quiet, clear, light.
Clara blinked up at the ceiling, her gaze steady, almost suspicious. “…what,” she muttered.
She shifted slightly under the blankets. Nothing pulled. Nothing protested. No soreness in her legs from standing behind the bench all night. No tightness in her back from hunching over film for hours. No lingering exhaustion sitting deep in her bones. She felt fine. Actually fine.
Clara frowned faintly, like she didn’t trust it. Slowly, she pushed herself up onto her elbows. Then sat up all the way, dragging a hand through her hair as she looked around the room. Same walls. Same soft morning light filtering through the curtains. Same quiet. Nothing had changed. Except her.
“…okay,” she said under her breath. That was weird.
She swung her legs over the side of the bed, planting her feet on the floor carefully, like she expected something to hit her the second she stood. It didn’t. She stood up fully. Still nothing.
Clara exhaled slowly through her nose, rolling her shoulders once, then again. No stiffness. No resistance. “…I don’t like this,” she decided.
Because she was used to something being there. Some kind of tension. Some kind of weight. Something to push against. This? This felt too easy.
Her eyes flicked toward the clock on her nightstand. And then she froze. Her brain took a second to process it. Another second to reject it. Then she leaned closer. Then grabbed her phone. Then looked back at the clock. Then back at her phone. “…oh, shit.”
A beat.
“…oh, shit.”
She was late. Not borderline late. Not “if I run I can still make it” late. Late late.
Clara moved all at once.
The blanket tangled around her legs as she shot up, nearly tripping over it as she yanked it free. She grabbed the first hoodie within reach, shoving it over her head as she stumbled toward the door.
“Are you kidding me—”
Her voice came out sharper than intended, half frustration, half disbelief.
She yanked the door open and bolted into the hallway, barely slowing as she hit the turn toward the stairs.
“Are you actually kidding me—”
Her sock slid slightly on the top step. She caught herself on the railing without breaking stride. Took the stairs two at a time. “—this is not happening—”
She hit the bottom step hard and didn’t stop moving, storming straight into the living room, “WHY DIDN’T YOU ASSHOLES WAKE ME UP—”
Silence. Not actual silence, just total stillness.
Shane didn’t flinch. Not even a little. He was sprawled across the couch like he’d been there for hours, one arm tucked behind his head, the other holding his phone loosely in front of him. Completely relaxed. Completely unbothered.
Ilya sat at the table, posture straight but easy, a mug in his hand like this was a normal, calm morning.
Maple lifted her head from where she’d been lying on the floor, ears perking up immediately, tail thumping against the ground like Clara bursting in like a hurricane was the best thing she’d seen all day.
Clara stood there, breathing a little too fast, hair a mess, hoodie twisted halfway down one shoulder, glaring at both of them like they had personally ruined her life.
Shane glanced up. “…good morning.”
Clara stared at him. “I’m late.”
“Yeah.”
“You didn’t wake me up.”
“Nope.”
Her eye twitched slightly. “…why?”
Shane stretched, slow and lazy, like he had all the time in the world. “Because you’re not going.”
Clara blinked. “…what?”
“I’m actually letting you,” Ilya added calmly, setting his mug down on the table with quiet precision.
She turned to him. “What does that mean?”
“It means,” Ilya said, folding his hands loosely in front of him, “that I had to convince Shane to let you stay home.”
Shane scoffed. “That’s not true.”
“You said no.”
“I said maybe.”
“You said no.”
“I said—”
Clara held up a hand. “Stop.”
They both did.
She looked between them, narrowing her eyes slightly. “…you’re both insane.”
“Probably,” Shane said.
A pause.
Clara crossed her arms, still standing there like she hadn’t fully decided whether to be furious or confused. “…okay,” she said slowly. “Why am I not going to school?”
Shane shifted slightly, sitting up just enough to rest his elbows on his knees. “Because,” he said, “you’re off today.”
Clara blinked again. “…off doing what?”
He grinned. “Surprise.”
She stared at him. Flat. Unimpressed. “…I hate that.”
“I know.”
She exhaled sharply through her nose, dragging a hand through her already messy hair. “You’re both incredibly annoying.”
“Also true.”
Another pause.
Clara shifted her weight slightly, processing, recalibrating. She was late. But she wasn’t. She had somewhere to be. But she didn’t. Her brain took a second to catch up. Then, “…fine,” she said.
Shane raised an eyebrow slightly. “That was easy.”
“Don’t get used to it.”
“Too late.”
She ignored him. “What are we doing?”
Shane leaned back again, like he was settling in. “First?”
A beat.
“Practice.”
Clara blinked. And just like that, everything clicked. 
The frustration. Gone.
The confusion. Gone.
Her posture straightened slightly, her focus snapping into place so fast it was almost visible. “Oh.”
Shane smirked faintly. “Yeah, there it is.”
Clara was already moving. “Okay,” she said, turning on her heel.
“Whoa—”
“We’re leaving in five.”
“You just woke up—”
“I said five.”
She disappeared down the hallway before either of them could respond.
Shane stared after her for a second. Then looked at Ilya. “…five minutes.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
A beat.
“…we should hurry.”
Shane snorted, pushing himself off the couch. “Yeah.”
Clara moved fast. Not chaotic. Not frantic. Efficient.
She grabbed clothes without overthinking it, pulling on sweats and a t-shirt, tying her hair back halfway through walking across the room. Her movements were sharp, intentional, like every second mattered again now that there was something to do with them.
Practice.
That word alone had settled something in her chest. She didn’t need the rest of the plan yet. Didn’t care what the “surprise” was. This? This made sense.
She grabbed her bag, shoved her notebook inside without checking it, then paused for half a second before reaching for something else. Her skates. A beat. Then she grabbed those too. Just in case.
Downstairs, Shane was halfway to the door when she came back out. He glanced at her. “…you’re bringing skates.”
“Yes.”
“We didn’t say you were—”
“I know.”
A pause.
Shane smirked. “…fair.”
Ilya grabbed his jacket, already ready.
“Five minutes,” Clara repeated, already stepping toward the door.
Shane opened it. “Yeah, coach.”
And this time, she didn’t correct him.
 
Practice felt different before Clara even touched the ice.
It wasn’t something she could point to right away. Nothing obvious had changed, same rink, same boards, same echo of skates cutting across the surface and sticks tapping in uneven rhythm. The guys were already out there, moving through warmups, passing pucks back and forth, taking loose shots on Wyatt.
But the energy wasn’t tight. It wasn’t sharp in that brittle, on-edge way it had been before games. There was no pressure pressing down on everything, no unspoken weight sitting behind every movement. It was just… lighter.
Clara paused at the edge of the rink for half a second, one hand resting against the boards as she took it in. They’d already done it. They’d already proved it. Last night wasn’t hanging over them anymore. It wasn’t something they were trying to fix or chase or survive. It had happened. They won.
And now this, this was just hockey.
Clara exhaled slowly, then stepped onto the ice. Her blades cut in clean, familiar. Smooth. Controlled. No hesitation. Maple was tucked comfortably against her side, one arm wrapped securely around him like he’d done this a hundred times before. Which, honestly, he had at this point.
Maple didn’t even flinch. His ears perked up slightly at the noise, tail wagging lazily against Clara’s side as they glided forward.
“Alright,” Clara called, pushing off toward center ice. Her voice carried easily. Not forced. Not sharp. Just enough.
“We’re not doing anything boring today.”
That got them.
Wyatt looked up first from the crease, straightening slightly, mask pushed up onto his head. “Define boring.”
Clara didn’t even slow down. “No bag skates.”
There was a beat.
Then Tanner sat up straighter so fast he nearly lost his balance. “Oh, this is already the best day of my life.”
Luca snorted from across the ice. “Don’t get too excited.”
“But—” Clara added.
Immediate groans.
“Of course there’s a ‘but,’” Luca muttered.
“There’s always a ‘but,’” Bood added.
Clara’s mouth twitched slightly. “There’s a catch.”
“Yeah, we figured,” Troy said, gliding closer.
Clara shifted Maple slightly in her arm, steadying her without even thinking about it. “We’re doing a shooting challenge.”
That changed everything. You could see it. Posture shifted. Heads turned. Attention locked in. Now they cared.
“Winner,” Clara continued, “doesn’t have to do bag skates.”
There it was. Immediate energy spike.
Wyatt dropped his mask fully back into place. “Alright.”
Shane pushed off from the boards, skating toward center with a slow grin already forming. “Okay, now I’m interested.”
“And loser?” Troy asked, narrowing his eyes slightly.
Clara’s smile widened just a fraction. “Everyone else does them.”
Silence. Real silence.
Then, “Oh, you’re evil,” Shane said.
Clara didn’t even blink. “Correct.”
Tanner dragged a hand down his face. “That is the worst thing I’ve ever heard.”
“No, it’s not,” Luca said. “But it’s up there.”
Bood crossed his arms. “So basically, one of us gets saved, and the rest of us suffer.”
“Yes.”
“…cool.”
Nick, quiet as always, just nodded once. “Let’s go.”
Clara gestured toward the slot. “Line up. One shot each. Clean. No rebounds. No second chances.”
Wyatt tapped his stick against the ice once. “I’m ready.”
“Of course you are,” Shane muttered.
Clara drifted back slightly, giving them space, Maple still tucked against her side like she belonged in the middle of a hockey practice. Which, again, she did.
“Alright,” Clara said. “Let’s go.”
Troy went first. He skated up with purpose, quick strides, controlled. No hesitation. He lined up, adjusted slightly, and fired.
Wyatt dropped instantly. Pad out. Stick angled. Save. Clean. The puck deflected wide.
Clara didn’t hesitate. “Too slow.”
Troy turned his head slightly. “Too slow?”
Wyatt smirked behind the mask. “She’s right.”
Troy scoffed, skating off. “Whatever.”
“Next.”
Luca stepped up. He rolled his shoulders once, loose, then skated in. Quick release, wide.
Clara blinked. “Wow.”
“Shut up,” Luca snapped immediately, already turning away.
“That wasn’t even close.”
“I said shut up.”
Bood pushed forward next. “Alright, watch this.” He lined up, took half a second, shot. Bar down. The sound rang clean.
Clara nodded once. “Okay. That was decent.”
Bood turned immediately. “Decent?”
“Don’t get cocky.”
“That was perfect.”
“It was fine.”
He stared at her. “…you’re unbelievable.”
“Next.”
Evan stepped up. Shot. Save.
Tanner. Missed high.
Nick. Low shot. Stopped.
One by one, they went.
One by one, Wyatt shut them down.
And then, Shane. He skated forward slowly, like he had all the time in the world. “Alright,” he said, rolling his neck slightly. “Watch and learn.”
Clara crossed one skate over the other, unimpressed. “Please don’t embarrass yourself.”
“Relax.”
He lined up. No rush. No hesitation. Shot. Top corner. Clean. Goal.
Shane didn’t even look back at the net. He just turned immediately, grin already there like he expected it. “Easy,” he said.
Wyatt shook his head slightly. “Not bad.”
“Not bad?” Shane scoffed. “That was perfect.”
Clara pushed off. Skating toward him. “Move.”
Shane blinked. “…what?”
“Move.”
“…Clara—”
She reached out and took his stick right out of his hands, and placed Maple into his arm’s instead. No warning. No hesitation. Just gone.
“Hey—”
She didn’t respond, didn’t look at him. Just skated into position. The shift was immediate. Her posture changed slightly. Grip adjusted. Focus locked in. The rink quieted without anyone saying anything. Because suddenly, this mattered.
“…you’re not serious,” Tanner said.
“Oh, she’s serious,” Wyatt muttered.
Clara didn’t rush, didn’t overthink. She set her feet. Pulled the puck in slightly, and shot. Top corner. Clean. Perfect. No hesitation. No adjustment. Just done.
Silence. Real silence. The kind that hits after something no one expected.
Then, “No—no way,” Tanner said.
“You’re kidding,” Evan added.
“That did not just happen,” Luca said.
Bood stared. “That’s illegal.”
Shane just blinked. “…what.”
Clara skated back over, calm as anything, and handed him his stick, taking back the dog. “Bag skates,” she said.
Like it was nothing. Like she hadn’t just completely wrecked them.
The reaction was instant.
“That’s not fair—”
“You’re not even—”
“You cheated—”
“You literally don’t play—”
“I absolutely did not cheat,” Clara said.
“Yes, you did!”
“How?”
“You just did!”
“That’s not an argument.”
Troy dragged his gloves down his face. “This is a nightmare.”
Wyatt pushed his mask up again, shaking his head. “That was actually insane.”
Clara shrugged slightly. “Skill issue.”
“Skill issue?” Shane repeated. “You stole my stick.”
“And?”
“And then you scored.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not okay.”
Clara crossed her arms slightly. “Sounds like you’re all doing bag skates.”
Groans. Loud. Unified.
“Unbelievable,” Tanner muttered.
“I hate it here,” Luca added.
“You love it here,” Bood shot back.
“…I do, but that’s not the point.”
Harris stood off to the side, camera up, filming everything. Not interrupting, not directing. Just capturing it.
Because this, this mattered too.
Not the pressure. Not the expectations. Not the noise. This. The laughter. The frustration. The way they were all talking over each other, arguing about something that didn’t actually matter. The way Clara stood in the middle of it, completely steady, completely in control, but smiling just slightly at the edges like she was enjoying it more than she’d ever admit.
“Alright,” she said finally, clapping her hands once.
“Let’s go. Line up.”
More groans. But they did it. Because of course they did. One by one. They lined up along the boards. Wyatt included.
“No mercy?” Evan asked.
“No mercy,” Clara confirmed.
Shane skated past her, muttering under his breath. “I’m never letting you touch my stick again.”
She smirked slightly. “You’re welcome.”
“I’m not thanking you.”
“You will.”
“I won’t.”
“You will.”
“…I won’t.”
She just looked at him.
He exhaled. “…maybe.”
Clara nodded. “There it is.”
They started. Bag skates. End to end. Hard. Fast.
And yeah, they complained. A lot.
“This is abuse—”
“You brought this on yourselves—”
“No, she did—”
“I absolutely did not—”
Clara skated alongside them for part of it, Maple still in her arm, yelling directions like it was completely normal.  “Faster—”
“You said this wasn’t boring—”
“It’s not—”
“It literally is—”
“Keep moving.”
She laughed once under her breath as they pushed through another lap, the sound quiet, almost lost under everything else. Because this, this was it. Not the pressure. Not the expectations. This. And she was going to hold onto it as long as she could.
Practice didn’t stay light for long.
It felt lighter, yeah, looser, easier, but Clara didn’t forget why they were there. And neither did they.
The shooting challenge had ended in chaos. Not dramatic chaos. Not angry chaos. Just loud, overlapping, half-laughing, half-complaining chaos as every single one of them realized they’d just been completely outplayed by their coach, who wasn’t even supposed to be competing.
“—that does not count—”
“It absolutely counts—”
“You took my stick—”
“And still beat you,” Clara shot back, already skating backward toward center ice, Maple still tucked against her side like this was completely normal.
“It’s a power play stick,” Shane argued.
“You’re a power play stick,” she replied immediately.
“…that doesn’t even mean anything.”
“It means you’re doing bag skates.”
Groans again. Louder this time.
Wyatt leaned on his stick in the crease, shaking his head. “I hate it here.”
“You love it here,” Clara said.
“I love winning,” he corrected.
“Then you should’ve won.”
“Wow.”
Clara didn’t slow down. Didn’t let the energy drop. She clapped once, sharp. “Alright, enough,” she said. “We’re not done.”
Immediate shift. Not tense. Not heavy. But focused. Because when she said that, they listened.
Clara turned slightly, skating a loose circle around them, Maple adjusting easily in her arm like he’d done this a hundred times before. “Power play,” she called.
A few of them straightened.
Shane pushed off first, gliding toward the top of the zone. “Back to work,” he muttered.
“Always,” Ilya said calmly, already moving into position.
Clara nodded once. “Set it up.”
They spread out quickly. Not rushed, not chaotic. Just… familiar.
Nick dropped back to the blue line, anchoring the point. Calm. Steady. Like always.
Ilya took the high slot, scanning already, reading space before the puck even moved.
Luca drifted toward the left circle, stick loose, eyes sharp.
Bood set up near the right side, a little lower, ready to cut in.
Tanner hovered high, just off the top, ready to rotate.
Evan slid toward the net front, setting up exactly where he needed to be, screening, ready for rebounds.
Shane circled wide, building speed.
Clara watched it all for half a second. Then, “Too slow!”
Her voice cut clean across the ice. Everything snapped tighter.
“Move your feet, this isn’t a diagram—go!”
Shane accelerated immediately, cutting across the top.
Nick shifted the puck down.
Ilya received it, quick, then held for half a second.
“Don’t hold it, move it!”
He snapped it left.
Luca caught it clean.
Shot, blocked.
“Reset!”
Clara skated hard across the ice, Maple still tucked against her, one hand gripping him lightly, the other pointing sharply. “You’re collapsing into them, spread it out!”
“I am spread—” Bood started.
“You’re not,” Clara cut him off. “You’re standing still!”
He exhaled. “Alright—”
“Move!” she snapped.
They reset again. This time faster.
Nick to Ilya.
Ilya to Tanner.
Tanner faked high, then dropped it low.
Evan shifted, adjusting his screen.
Shot, wide.
Clara groaned. “That’s a free one, hit the net!”
Tanner winced. “Yeah, yeah—”
“No ‘yeah yeah,’ do it again!”
She didn’t stop moving. She circled them constantly, skating tight loops around the formation, eyes locked on every movement, every hesitation, every second too long.
Maple’s ears perked with every sharp command, tail wagging slightly like he thought this was all a game.
“Nick, closer!”
“Ilya, read it earlier!”
“Shane, stop coasting, if you’re not moving, you’re useless!”
“Hey—”
“You heard me!”
Shane laughed under his breath, but he picked up his speed.
Again. Puck moved faster now. Cleaner.
Nick down to Ilya.
Ilya immediately across to Luca.
Luca didn’t hesitate. one touch to Bood.
Bood cut in, defense would’ve collapsed—
Back to Ilya.
Shot, goal. Clean. Top shelf.
Clara pointed immediately. “That. That’s it!”
They reset again. No complaints this time. Just motion.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Clara didn’t let them settle, didn’t let them coast on one good rep.
“Faster!”
“Don’t admire it, move!”
“Evan, stay in front, don’t drift!”
“Ilya, shoot that!”
“I was looking—”
“I don’t care what you were looking for, shoot it!”
Shot. Save.
“Good, again!”
They were breathing heavier now. Not from bag skates. From pace. From repetition. From not getting a second to slow down.
Clara skated past Shane, bumping his shoulder lightly as she went by. “You’re hesitating.”
“I’m not—”
“You are.”
“I’m literally not—”
“You are,” she repeated. “You’re waiting for the perfect lane. It’s not coming.”
He exhaled sharply. “Then what—”
“Take the shot.”
“Through traffic?”
“Yes.”
“That’s dumb.”
“It works.”
He stared at her for half a second. Then nodded. “…fine.”
Next rep.
Nick to Ilya.
Ilya to Shane.
Shane hesitated—
Clara’s voice cut in instantly. “Now!”
He shot. Through traffic.
Evan screened.
Deflection. Goal.
Shane blinked. “…oh.”
Clara smirked slightly as she skated past. “Yeah.”
He shook his head. “Alright.”
“Trust what you see,” she said.
He glanced at her, recognized it. Didn’t say anything. Just nodded once.
They kept going. Rotations got sharper. Passes got faster. Less thinking. More reacting. Exactly how it needed to be.
Clara slowed slightly near the boards, watching a full rep play out without interrupting.
Nick held.
Ilya shifted.
Luca cut.
Bood supported.
Tanner rotated high.
Evan held net front.
Shane pushed tempo.
It flowed, not perfect, but right.
Clara exhaled slowly. Then, “Switch!”
They adjusted mid-play. New looks. Different angles. Same structure.
“Don’t get comfortable,” she called. “Chicago adjusts, you adjust back!”
“Got it,” Troy said from the side, hopping in for the next rep.
“Then prove it!”
He did. Hard entry. Forced left. Shifted right. Exactly like the game. Shot. Save.
“Better!” Clara called.
She kept moving. Always moving. Never still. Maple shifted slightly in her arm, licking at her wrist as Clara slowed for half a second. “Yeah, yeah, you’re helping,” Clara muttered, then pushed off again.
“Coach,” Wyatt called from the crease, watching the reps unfold. “You gonna put her in next game?”
Clara glanced at him. “…he has better positioning than half of you.”
“Hey—”
“I said what I said.”
Laughter broke through. But it didn’t kill the focus. It sharpened it. Because they were working. Actually working. Just without that tight pressure sitting on top of it.
Clara clapped once more. “Last round, make it count!”
They went harder, faster, cleaner.
Nick snapped it down immediately.
Ilya one-touched.
Luca shot, rebound—
Evan buried it.
“Good!” Clara called.
Again.
Tanner faked, cut, pass—
Shane shot—
Goal. Again.
Bood drove in, kicked it out—
Ilya shot—
Post.
“Unlucky, again!”
Final rep. Everything clicked. Movement. Spacing. Timing. Perfect. Shot. Goal.
Clara slowed to a stop near center ice. Silence for half a second. Then she nodded once. “Alright,” she said.
Breathing steadier now. Voice calmer. “Now bag skates.”
The entire team groaned. Loud, immediate.
“You’re evil—”
“This is abuse—”
“You literally cheated—”
Clara just smiled. “Line up.”
They did. Because of course they did. And as they pushed off, hard, fast, together—Clara skated slowly along the side, Maple still in her arm, watching them with that same sharp focus. Not yelling this time. Not correcting. Just observing.
Because this mattered too. Not just the plays. Not just the goals. The work after. The part no one liked. The part that made everything else possible.
She leaned lightly against the boards as they finished a rep, breathing hard, complaining under their breath. “…again,” she said simply.
Groans. Movement. They went.
And Clara watched them, not as someone trying to prove she belonged, not as someone trying to hold everything together. Just as their coach.
And for once, it felt easy.
 
After practice, most of the team filtered out slowly, like no one really wanted to be the first one to leave. They dragged it out. Gear bags slung over shoulders but not zipped all the way. Sticks tapped lazily against the floor. Conversations overlapped, circled back, restarted again like no one had anywhere better to be.
“I’m still saying it doesn’t count—”
“It literally went top shelf—”
“She stole the stick—”
“That’s not illegal—”
“It should be—”
Clara stood near the boards, half leaning against them, arms folded, watching the chaos she had very intentionally created.
“They’re still mad,” Shane said beside her, low enough that only she could hear.
“They’re dramatic,” Clara replied.
“They have to skate after this.”
“That sounds like a them problem.”
Shane snorted under his breath.
Across the ice, Bood was still arguing with Luca, hands moving as he talked, replaying the shot like if he explained it well enough, it would somehow stop counting. “It was a fluke.”
“It was not a fluke.”
“She doesn’t even—”
“She absolutely does—”
Tanner cut in from behind them. “You’re both just mad because you missed.”
“Shut up.”
“Make me.”
Wyatt, already halfway to the exit, just shook his head. “It counted,” he called over his shoulder. That ended it. Not because they agreed. Because Wyatt didn’t argue things he wasn’t sure about. And he was sure.
Clara pushed off the boards slightly, rolling her shoulders back. The tension from earlier, the pressure, the weight of everything, was gone now. Not buried, not ignored. Just… gone. Replaced with something lighter. Something easier. “Alright, out,” she called, clapping her hands once.
Groans.
“Coach—”
“Don’t ‘coach’ me, you did this to yourselves,” she said.
More complaints. But they moved. One by one, they started heading toward the locker room, still talking, still shaking their heads, still pointing at Clara like she had personally betrayed them.
She smiled a little. Because maybe she had. Worth it.
Shane nudged her shoulder lightly as they passed. “You’re never living that down.”
“I don’t plan to.”
“I wouldn’t.”
Ilya stayed quieter, trailing just slightly behind the rest, his gaze moving across the ice one last time before settling back on Clara. “You enjoyed that,” he said.
Clara glanced at him. “…maybe a little.”
“It was obvious.”
“Good.”
Another beat. Then the doors shut behind the last of the team. And just like that, it was quiet. Not empty. Just quiet. The kind of quiet that felt earned.
Clara exhaled slowly, letting the silence settle around them. “…okay,” she said, pushing off again and skating backward toward center ice. “Now we actually relax.”
Shane raised an eyebrow immediately. “You? Relax?”
“Don’t push it.”
“I’m just saying—”
“I will make you skate again.”
“…I take it back.”
Ilya didn’t comment, but there was the faintest shift at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. Close enough.
Maple barked from the bench. Clara’s entire expression changed instantly. “Oh,” she said, turning. “Right.” She skated over, reaching the boards in a few quick strides, and leaned over to scoop Maple up.
“Your turn,” she said, grinning.
Shane blinked. “…you’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
“You’re putting the dog on the ice.”
“Yes.”
“That feels like a terrible idea.”
“He’ll be fine.”
“He has no edges—”
“He has paws.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Clara ignored him. Of course she did. She stepped back from the boards carefully, Maple tucked against her side for half a second before she crouched slightly, and set him down. There was a moment. A very small moment. Where Maple just… stood there. Still. Processing. His paws shifted slightly against the surface, nails making a faint, awkward scraping sound against the ice.
Clara stayed close, one hand hovering just in case. “See?” she said. “He’s fine.”
Shane folded his arms. “Give it a second.”
Maple took one step. Slid. Stopped. Paused. Then, took another. And another. And then suddenly, he figured it out. Not gracefully. Not smoothly. But enough.
His paws started moving faster, tiny bursts of motion as he skittered forward, slipping a little but correcting, his whole body leaning into it like he was learning how to run all over again.
“Oh my god—” Shane laughed.
Clara lit up. “He’s doing it—”
Maple barked again, louder this time, clearly very pleased with himself. Then he took off. Not in a straight line. Definitely not in control. But fast.
Clara immediately pushed off after her. “Hey, HEY—”
Maple veered left. Clara followed. Maple slid, corrected, then darted right. Clara adjusted, laughing now. “You’re not fast, come here—”
“You say that like he’s listening,” Shane called.
“He listens sometimes—”
“He absolutely does not—”
Ilya pushed off more slowly, skating after them with much more control, watching the chaos unfold like he had already accepted that this was happening and there was no stopping it.
Maple made another sharp turn.
Clara nearly wiped out trying to match it, catching herself at the last second. “Okay, okay, hold on—”
Shane grabbed a puck from near the boards, spinning it once on his stick before glancing up. Then, “Race you.”
Clara turned immediately. “Don’t—”
Too late. He was already moving. Fast.
Clara’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, you’re—no, absolutely not.”
She pushed off hard. The ice cut clean under her skates as she accelerated, chasing him down without hesitation.
Maple, caught in the middle of it, barked and darted off to the side.
Shane tapped the puck forward once, clean and controlled, skating with that effortless speed that always made it look easier than it was.
Clara closed the gap. Fast. “Give me that—”
“Come take it—”
She reached, he shifted, she adjusted.  Both of them converging on the puck at the same time, and then instinct. Not thought. Not decision. Just instinct. Shane stepped into it. A check. Controlled. Normal. The kind of contact he made a hundred times a game without even thinking about it.
Except Clara wasn’t in pads. She wasn’t braced. She wasn’t expecting it. And she wasn’t built like the guys he usually hit. The contact wasn’t huge.It wasn’t violent. But it was enough. Enough to throw her off balance. Enough to send her skates slipping out from under her. Enough that she went down, hard.
The sound cracked across the rink, sharp and hollow as her shoulder and side hit first, then the rest of her followed. The puck slid away, forgotten instantly. Everything stopped.
“…oh shit,” Shane said.
Immediate. No hesitation. Clara didn’t move. Not right away. Just stayed there for half a second, flat against the ice. And in that half second, Shane’s entire expression changed. The color drained out of his face. He dropped his stick without even realizing it, already moving toward her. “Clara—”
She shifted. Barely. Then pushed herself up onto one elbow, and started laughing. Not a small laugh. Not controlled. Full-on. Like the entire situation had hit her all at once and instead of reacting normally, her brain had just decided this was the funniest possible outcome. “I’m fine—” she tried, already laughing harder.
Shane skidded to a stop next to her, dropping down immediately. “Clara, oh my god—”
She pressed a hand to her face, and that’s when he saw it. Blood.
“…Clara.”
“I’m fine—”
“You’re bleeding!”
“I know!”
She laughed again, a little breathless now, still half on the ice as she tried to sit up more fully. “I’m fine—”
“You’re not fine—”
“I literally am—”
“There is blood—”
“It’s just my nose—”
“That’s not better—”
Ilya reached them then, much faster than he had been moving before, stopping just to Clara’s other side. He took in the scene in one quick glance. Clara sitting up, still laughing, one hand pressed to her nose. Shane panicking. Blood. “…you are an idiot,” Ilya said flatly.
“I KNOW—” Shane snapped. “I forgot—”
“How do you forget?”
“I don’t know.”
Clara tried to talk again, but it came out half-laughing. “Guys, I’m literally okay—”
“You’re not okay,” Shane said immediately.
“I am—”
“Your nose—”
“Is attached to my face, yeah—”
“That’s not the point—”
She wiped at it slightly. More blood. “…okay, that’s a little—” she admitted.
“A little?” Shane repeated.
Ilya crouched slightly, his voice calmer but still firm. “Let me see.”
Clara tilted her head back slightly, moving her hand just enough for him to look. He studied it for a second. Not panicking. Assessing. “It is bleeding,” he said.
“Yeah, I got that—”
“But not broken,” he added.
Shane blinked. “…are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“You sound very confident—”
“I am.”
Clara grinned slightly, still a little breathless. “See? I’m fine.”
“You got checked into the boards,” Shane said.
“You checked me into the boards.”
“That’s worse—”
“It was kind of impressive,” she added.
“That is not helping—”
She laughed again, this time wincing just slightly as she pressed her hand back to her nose. “Okay, okay, maybe it hurts a little—”
“Clara.”
“I said a little—”
Maple barked from across the ice, pacing back and forth like she knew something was wrong but didn’t understand what. Clara glanced over. “He’s fine, don’t let him freak out—”
“I am not worried about the dog right now.”
“You should always be worried about the dog.”
“That is not the priority.”
Ilya stood back up, already making the decision. “…we are getting Terry.”
 
Terry didn’t rush. That was the first thing Clara noticed. Not that she was in any real danger, she knew that, even if Shane clearly didn’t, but there was something about the way Terry moved that made everything feel under control. Like this wasn’t a crisis. Like this wasn’t even unusual. Just another thing that had happened on the ice. Which, honestly, it was.
Clara sat on one of the low benches near the boards now, elbows resting lightly on her knees, one hand still loosely holding the small pack Terry had pressed against her nose. The initial chaos had settled. Mostly.
Shane was pacing. Not dramatically. But enough that it was noticeable. Back and forth. Short steps. Hands running through his hair every few seconds like he didn’t know what else to do with them. “I didn’t even—” he started, then stopped. Restarted. “I didn’t think—”
“Correct,” Ilya said calmly from where he stood a few feet away.
Shane shot him a look. “That’s not helping.”
“It is accurate.”
“That doesn’t mean it’s helpful.”
“It is still accurate.”
Clara snorted softly despite herself, then immediately regretted it, wincing just slightly as she pressed the pack more firmly against her nose. “Okay, maybe don’t make me laugh,” she muttered.
“Sorry,” Shane said instantly, stopping his pacing and stepping closer again. “Are you okay?”
“I have been okay this entire time.”
“You were bleeding.”
“I am still bleeding,” she corrected.
“That’s worse—”
“It’s really not,” Terry cut in. He stepped back into her space just enough to adjust the angle of her hand, guiding it slightly higher. “Hold it there. Not too hard.”
Clara followed the instruction without argument.
Terry glanced at her again, quick, practiced. No hesitation. No second-guessing. Just assessment. “You didn’t break anything,” he said again, like he was reinforcing it more for Shane than for her.
Shane exhaled for what felt like the first time in several minutes. “Okay. Good. That’s good.”
“But,” Terry added.
Shane froze again. “But—?”
“You’re going to bruise,” Terry said.
Clara shrugged slightly. “I bruise anyway.”
“This one will be obvious.”
“Cool.”
“And you might have a headache later.”
“Also cool.”
Shane stared at her. “None of that is cool.”
“It’s fine,” she said.
“You got checked—”
“You checked me.”
“I know, that’s the problem.”
Ilya shifted slightly, leaning one shoulder against the boards now, watching the exchange with that same steady, unreadable expression. “You did hit her into the boards,” he said.
“I am aware,” Shane replied.
“You should not do that.”
“I know that.”
“You still did it.”
“I know that too—”
Clara laughed again, softer this time. “You’re both acting like I got hit by a truck.”
“You got hit by me,” Shane said, pointing at himself like that made it worse.
“It was not a hard hit,” she said.
“For you, it was.”
“For you, everything is a hard hit,” she shot back.
“That’s not—okay, that’s kind of true, but still.”
Terry didn’t react to any of it. He just kept working. He reached into his bag, pulled out gauze, something cold, something that smelled faintly like antiseptic. “Hold still,” he said.
Clara did. Not because she had to. Because she trusted him. That was the second thing she noticed. Not everyone got that kind of immediate, automatic trust. But Terry did.
He worked quickly, efficient hands moving without wasted motion. Cleaning, checking, adjusting. There was no hesitation in anything he did. No uncertainty. Just… competence.
Shane hovered. Very obviously. Trying not to. Failing. “Is there anything else we should—”
“No,” Terry said.
“Are you sure—”
“Yes.”
“Like, completely—”
“Shane,” Clara said, cutting in, “if you ask him one more question, I’m going to check you into the boards.”
“That feels like a threat you cannot follow through on right now.”
“Try me.”
“…okay, fair.”
Terry finished cleaning up the last of the blood, then stepped back slightly to look at his work. “Alright,” he said. “You’re good.”
Clara lowered the pack just slightly. “That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“No stitches? No dramatic moment?”
“No.”
“…kinda disappointing.”
Shane stared at her. “You wanted stitches?”
“No, but it would’ve been cool.”
“It would not have been cool.”
“It would’ve been a story.”
“This is already a story.”
“…true.”
Terry packed up his things, not rushing, just… done.
“This is why we don’t check people without pads,” he said, almost casually.
Shane nodded immediately. “Yeah. Learned that.”
“Good.”
Terry slung his bag over his shoulder, glancing between the three of them one last time. “You’ll be fine,” he said to Clara.
“I know.”
“And you,” he added, looking at Shane, “will think next time.”
Shane gave a short, sheepish nod. “Yeah.”
Terry paused for half a second. Then, “You won’t,” he said. “Too competitive.”
Clara laughed.
Shane groaned. “That’s not—okay, maybe that’s fair.”
Terry didn’t wait for a response. He just left. Like he always did. In. Fix the problem. Out. No dramatics. No lingering. The door closed behind him with a soft click. And just like that, it was just them again.
Clara shifted slightly on the bench, rolling her shoulders back as she tested the feeling. Tender. A little sore. But nothing serious. Nothing that would stop her. “See?” she said. “I’m fine.”
Shane didn’t look convinced. “You hit the ice pretty hard.”
“I’ve hit the ice harder.”
“That’s not comforting.”
“It’s supposed to be.”
“It’s not.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly, studying her again. “You are not dizzy?”
“No.”
“Headache?”
“Not yet.”
He nodded once. “Then you are fine.”
“Thank you,” Clara said.
Shane looked between them. “You both are way too calm about this.”
“She is fine,” Ilya repeated.
“I know, but still—”
Clara leaned back slightly, resting her hands on the bench behind her. “You’re being dramatic.”
“I checked you into the boards.”
“And I survived.”
“That’s not the point—”
She cut him off, pointing at him suddenly. “You owe me McDonald’s.”
There was a beat. Shane blinked. “…what.”
“Physical damage,” she said, tapping lightly at the air in front of her face. “And emotional damage.”
“I did not emotionally damage you.”
“You checked me into a wall.”
“I did not emotionally damage you.”
“You panicked,” she said.
“That’s not emotional damage, that’s concern.”
”It’s my last day, and you broke my nose.”
”I didn’t break it!”
“It counts.”
“It does not count.”
“It does.”
“It absolutely does not—”
She gave him a look. Not dramatic. Not exaggerated. Just a look. Flat. Expectant. Completely serious.
Shane exhaled slowly. “We just got McDonald’s yesterday.”
“That was yesterday.”
“That still counts.”
“It doesn’t.”
“It absolutely—”
She didn’t say anything, didn’t argue, didn’t push. Just tilted her head slightly. Raised her eyebrows a fraction. Held eye contact. And waited. The look.
Ilya glanced between them once, then looked away slightly, like he already knew how this was going to end and didn’t feel the need to get involved.
Shane lasted about three seconds. “…no,” he said.
Clara didn’t move.
“…no,” he repeated.
Still nothing. Just the look.
“…you’re unbelievable.”
Silence.
“…fine,” he said finally, dragging a hand down his face.
Clara’s expression shifted immediately. Not dramatic. Satisfied. “Thank you.”
“You’re manipulating me.”
“Yes.”
“At least you’re honest about it.”
“I always am.”
Shane shook his head, but there was no real frustration in it now. Just something lighter. Something easier. “…you’re the worst.”
“I just got injured.”
“You got slightly hit.”
“I got checked.”
“That was not a full check—”
“It was emotionally a full check.”
“That is not how that works—”
“It is today.”
Ilya pushed off the boards slightly, stepping closer now. “We are getting food, then?”
“Yes,” Clara said immediately.
“No,” Shane said at the same time.
Clara turned to him. “…excuse me?”
“We are not immediately rewarding you for getting lightly injured.”
“This is not a reward, this is compensation.”
“For what?”
“For the trauma.”
“There was no trauma.”
“There was a little trauma.”
“There was zero trauma—”
She reached up and adjusted the small pack slightly, making a small face.
Shane froze. “…okay, maybe a little trauma,” he admitted.
Clara nodded. “Thank you.”
“This is ridiculous.”
“And yet, McDonald’s.”
He stared at her for a second. Then looked at Ilya. 
Ilya shrugged slightly. “She is correct.”
“She is not correct.”
“She was injured.”
“She was barely injured.”
“She was still injured.”
“That does not mean—”
“She wants McDonald’s.”
“I know what she wants—”
Clara didn’t say anything. Didn’t interrupt. Just watched him. Waiting.
Shane exhaled again, longer this time. “…fine,” he said.
Clara smiled. Small. Real. “Thank you.”
He pointed at her. “You are not driving.”
Her expression shifted immediately. “…what.”
“You are not driving.”
“I drove fine last time.”
“You almost—”
“I did not almost anything.”
“You almost did multiple things.”
“I did not—”
“You are not driving.”
Clara crossed her arms. “…we’ll see.”
“No, we won’t.”
Ilya glanced between them.
Then, “We will see,” he said calmly.
Shane groaned. “Oh my god, not you too—”
Clara grinned.
And just like that, everything felt normal again.
 
Later, “I want to drive.”
“No.”
“Come on—”
“No.”
“That wasn’t even a real no.”
“It was absolutely a real no.”
Clara was already halfway across the room when she said it, moving with the kind of confidence that suggested she had no intention of stopping, regardless of what answer she got.
Shane didn’t even look up at first. “You are not driving.”
“You broke my nose.”
“It’s not broken.”
“It was emotionally broken.”
“That is still not a thing.”
“It is today.”
Shane finally looked at her, eyebrows raised. “You are not emotionally weaponizing a minor nosebleed into getting behind the wheel of my car.”
“Watch me.”
“I am watching you. That’s why I’m saying no.”
Clara turned, walking backward now, hands already out like she was preparing to catch something. “You owe me.”
“I owe you food. That’s it.”
“I also deserve rights.”
“You have rights.”
“Driving rights.”
“You have driving rights. Not in my car.”
“That feels targeted.”
“It is targeted.”
Ilya, who had been standing slightly off to the side this entire time, watching the conversation unfold with quiet patience, reached into his pocket, pulled out the keys, and tossed them.
Clara caught them midair without even looking.
Shane whipped around so fast it was almost impressive. “Absolutely not—”
“She is a good driver,” Ilya said calmly.
“Ilya—”
“She has done it before.”
“Once.”
“And she did it well.”
“That is not enough experience—”
Clara was already moving again, heading for the door.
“…this is a terrible idea,” Shane muttered, grabbing his jacket and following her anyway.
“You broke my nose,” Clara called again over her shoulder.
“It’s not broken!”
“It’s still your fault!”
“That is not—okay, it is my fault, but that doesn’t mean you get to drive—”
“Yes it does!”
“No it doesn’t!”
“Yes it does!”
Ilya passed them both, already opening the door. “It does.”
Shane stared at him. “You are both unbelievable.”
“Correct,” Clara said, stepping outside.
It was not a terrible idea. Shane realized that almost immediately, which was deeply inconvenient for his entire argument. Clara adjusted the seat like she’d done it a hundred times, checked the mirrors quickly, hands steady on the wheel. No hesitation. No nerves. Just comfortable. “Seatbelt,” she said.
Shane blinked. “…I was going to—”
“Doesn’t look like it.”
“I just sat down—”
“Seatbelt.”
He clicked it in.
“…you’re bossy.”
“You let me coach you.”
“That’s different.”
“How.”
“…don’t make me answer that.”
Clara smirked faintly and started the car. Smooth. Controlled. She pulled out without any jerk or hesitation, merging into the street like it was second nature.
Shane grabbed the handle above the door anyway. Immediately. Clara glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “You’re not relaxed.”
“I am relaxed.”
“You’re gripping the handle.”
“I’m extremely relaxed.”
“You look like you’re about to die.”
“I might.”
From the back seat, Ilya didn’t move. Didn’t react. Didn’t even look concerned. Just sat there, completely at ease. “…why is he so calm,” Shane muttered.
“Because I’m a good driver,” Clara said.
“He shouldn’t be that calm.”
“He trusts me.”
“I trust you—”
“No you don’t.”
“I do. Just… carefully.”
“That’s not trust.”
“It’s partial trust.”
“That’s not a thing.”
“It is now.”
Clara rolled her eyes slightly, but she was smiling. 
They drove for a minute like that. Quiet. Steady. Normal.
Then Shane’s phone buzzed. He glanced down at it automatically. Paused. Then frowned. “…what.”
Clara didn’t look over. “What?”
“…why would you retweet this?”
Clara blinked. “Retweet what?”
Shane turned his phone toward her. She didn’t even glance at it. “Get your phone out of my face, I’m driving.”
“Just look at it—”
“I am literally operating a vehicle—”
“Fine, I’ll read it,” he said.
Clara sighed. “This is already bad.”
Shane squinted at the screen. Then, “‘If Shane Hollander broke my nose, I would say thank you.’”
Silence. One second. Two.
Then, Clara lost it. Like completely. Her grip on the wheel stayed steady, but her head tipped back slightly as she started laughing, full, uncontrollable, shoulders shaking. “Oh my—no way—”
“You retweeted that,” Shane said, staring at her.
“I—” she tried, laughing harder. “I got hacked—”
“You did not get hacked—”
“I absolutely got hacked—”
“You retweeted it—”
“I was clearly hacked—”
“You were not—”
“I would never—” she cut herself off, laughing again, barely able to finish the sentence. “That’s insane—”
“You think that’s insane but you still retweeted it—”
“I didn’t MEAN to—”
“That’s not how retweeting works—”
“I was hacked!” she insisted again, still laughing, one hand briefly coming off the wheel just to wipe at her eyes before immediately returning.
“Clara—”
“I’m serious, this is a cyber attack—”
“This is not a cyber attack—”
“This is targeted—”
“You did this—”
”You broke my nose.”
“No I didn’t!”
From the back, Ilya laughed. Actually laughed. Not just a small breath or a quiet reaction. A real, amused laugh. Which immediately made it worse. “That is very funny,” he said.
Clara shook her head, still grinning. “It’s not funny—”
“It is extremely funny.”
“It’s not—”
“I do not like that someone is saying this,” Ilya added.
Shane pointed at him. “Thank you—”
“He is my husband,” Ilya finished calmly.
Silence. Absolute silence.
Clara made a choking sound.
Shane froze. “…what.”
Ilya didn’t react. Didn’t smile. Didn’t elaborate. Just calm. Matter-of-fact. 
Clara lost it again. Full-on laughing now, barely able to breathe. “Oh my god, no, stop—”
Shane turned in his seat. “That is not—what—”
“He is my husband,” Ilya repeated, like that explained everything.
“It does not explain anything—”
“It explains everything.”
“It really doesn’t—”
Clara shook her head, still laughing, trying to pull herself together. “I hate both of you—”
“You retweeted it,” Shane shot back.
“I was hacked—”
“You were not hacked—”
“I was emotionally hacked—”
“That is STILL not a thing—”
Ilya leaned back slightly in the seat, completely satisfied. “I would say thank you too.”
Shane turned again. “No, no you would not—”
“It is respectful.”
“It is weird—”
“It is appreciation.”
“It is not—”
Clara exhaled, still smiling, shaking her head as she focused back on the road.
“You’re both insane,” she said.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed.
“Absolutely,” Shane muttered.
Clara smirked, and kept driving.
 
By the time they got home, the day had softened in a way none of them really commented on, but all of them felt. The kind of soft that didn’t come from exhaustion alone, it came from familiarity. From repetition. From the strange comfort of being around the same people long enough that silence stopped feeling like distance.
Shoes came off near the door. Jackets were abandoned on chairs that would deal with them later.
Maple trotted in first like he was checking that everything was still where he left it, then immediately headed for the couch like it had been assigned to him personally.
Clara followed after a second, slower than usual, like she was letting herself arrive instead of rushing into it.
Shane collapsed onto one side of the couch with a long exhale.
Ilya sat with more control than collapse, but the relaxation was there anyway, quiet, deliberate, settled.
Clara ended up between them without anyone really deciding it. That was just how it happened now. Maple wedged herself into Clara’s side immediately, head pressing into her leg like it was the most important thing in the world. “Okay,” Clara said, pulling a blanket over all of them with some effort. “We’re not moving.”
“No objections,” Shane said.
“I support this decision,” Ilya added.
“That’s rare,” Shane muttered.
“I am growing,” Ilya said.
“That’s terrifying,” Shane replied.
Clara didn’t even look at them. “Movie.”
That was the only vote that mattered. The TV turned on. And that was it.
They started with Interstellar. It wasn’t even a debate. It was more like a shared decision that happened without anyone formally making it. Shane had said, “We should watch something good,” like that was a casual suggestion and not an invitation to open a very specific emotional door.
Clara hadn’t even looked up from where she was already half wrapped in a blanket on the couch. “Interstellar,” she said immediately. No hesitation. No consideration of alternatives. Just certainty, like the movie had been waiting for her to say it out loud.
Ilya, sitting on the other side of her, had nodded once. Not enthusiastically. Not reluctantly. Just like it was already decided somewhere else and they were all catching up to it.
Shane stared at both of them for a second. “…of course it is,” he muttered, and pressed play.
The room dimmed with the opening scenes, that slow unfolding of silence and dust and inevitability. Maple was already curled against Clara’s leg like he understood he had been assigned a position for the evening and intended to commit to it fully.
At first, Shane tried. He really did. He leaned forward, focused, eyes tracking every scene like if he paid enough attention, the movie would eventually start making sense in a straightforward, polite way. It didn’t.
Halfway through, that effort visibly collapsed. He leaned back into the couch with a long exhale, like he had accepted defeat on a philosophical level. “I feel like space is not real,” he muttered.
Clara didn’t even turn her head. “It is real.”
“That does not make it less confusing.”
Across her, Ilya spoke without looking away from the screen. “Time is relative.”
Shane slowly turned his head to look at him. It was a very specific kind of look. The kind that said he was evaluating whether Ilya had just said something helpful or had actively made things worse. “…please don’t say that like it helps,” Shane said.
“It helps,” Ilya replied.
“It does not help,” Shane insisted.
Clara finally glanced at him, still calm, still fully invested in the movie. “It helps if you don’t think too hard.”
Shane blinked at her. “I am incapable of not thinking too hard.”
“Yeah,” Clara and Ilya said at the same time.
That landed so cleanly it stopped him mid-response. He opened his mouth. Closed it again. Then leaned back further into the couch like he was physically surrendering. “Unbelievable,” he muttered. “Both of you are emotionally dangerous.”
Clara hummed faintly, not taking her eyes off the screen. “And yet you keep sitting here.”
“That is not a choice I made freely,” he said.
“It was,” Ilya said.
Shane pointed vaguely between them again. “You’re teaming up.”
“We’re observing reality,” Clara corrected.
“That is worse.”
As the movie went on, the tone in the room shifted without anyone announcing it. It always did with Interstellar.
At first, there was commentary, Shane trying to decode what was happening, Clara occasionally answering without being asked, Ilya filling in gaps with calm statements that sounded like they belonged in a lecture hall. Then, gradually, the commentary faded. Not because they ran out of things to say. Because the movie stopped feeling like something you talked over. It started demanding attention.
Shane stopped fidgeting at some point without realizing it.
Clara had gone still in that way she did when she was processing something deeper than she wanted to articulate.
Ilya’s posture didn’t change, but his focus sharpened, like everything around him had been dimmed slightly except the screen.
Time stretched in the room the same way it did in the movie, slow, heavy, unbothered by urgency. When the emotional weight hit, it didn’t arrive as a single moment. It built. Scene by scene. Decision by decision. Silence layered on silence until it felt like the room itself had joined the story.
Shane leaned back further, staring at the screen with a kind of disbelief that wasn’t confusion anymore. It was something closer to resignation.
When it finally ended, nobody spoke right away. The credits rolled quietly, filling the space where conversation would normally go. The room stayed dim. Still. Warm in a way that didn’t feel temporary.
Shane finally broke it first. “I didn’t need to feel that,” he said quietly.
Clara shifted slightly, pulling the blanket tighter around herself. “You absolutely did.”
“I did not.”
“You did,” Ilya added.
Shane turned his head slightly toward both of them. “Why do you always agree on things when it benefits emotionally ruining me?”
Clara smiled faintly. “Coincidence.”
“That is not a coincidence,” he said.
Ilya leaned back just a little. “It is growth.”
Shane stared at him. “That sentence should not exist.”
Clara finally looked at him fully now, eyes soft but amused. “You’re welcome.”
“I am not thanking you,” he said immediately.
“You will later,” she replied.
He pointed at both of them again. “You’re both emotionally dangerous.”
Clara nodded once. “Correct.”
Ilya added, “Yes.”
Shane groaned and leaned back into the couch again, like surrendering had become his default state.
Outside the movie glow, the room stayed quiet for a while longer. Not awkward quiet. Not empty quiet. Just full. Like something had been added to it that didn’t need to be spoken about to exist.
Clara rested her head back slightly, still between them, Maple asleep against her leg.
Shane eventually let out a long breath. “…what do we even watch after that,” he asked.
Clara didn’t hesitate. “Something completely unserious.”
Ilya nodded once. “Necessary.”
Shane sighed. “Good. My brain is broken.”
Clara glanced at him. “It was already broken.”
“Thank you,” he said flatly
Next was Barbie as the Princess and the Pauper, because Clara declared, very confidently, that they needed “emotional balance.”
Shane had looked at her like she’d just proposed a completely fictional medical treatment. “That is not a real concept,” he said.
Clara didn’t even pause. “It is absolutely a real concept.”
Ilya, already reaching for the remote like he had been waiting for permission that didn’t need to be asked, added, “It is necessary.”
Shane turned his head slowly between them. “You both can’t just agree on things like this,” he said. “That’s how bad ideas become tradition.”
Clara pulled the blanket up slightly, settling deeper into the couch. “It’s not a bad idea.”
“It is a musical Barbie movie after Interstellar,” Shane replied. “That is not emotional balance. That is emotional whiplash.”
“It resets the system,” Ilya said calmly.
Shane stared at him. “That sentence should not exist either.”
But the movie was already on. So the argument ended the way most of theirs did, not with agreement, not with resolution, but with Shane realizing he was outnumbered and choosing silence out of principle.
Which lasted about ten minutes. At first, he tried to resist it. He leaned back into the couch, arms crossed, expression firmly set in what he probably thought was neutrality.
Clara watched him out of the corner of her eye but said nothing. Ilya also said nothing. Which, somehow, made it worse. Because the movie didn’t need their commentary. It just filled the room on its own, bright and musical and completely unapologetic.
And then, very slowly, Shane started humming. It wasn’t intentional. It was worse than intentional. It was automatic. A soft little sound under his breath that he clearly didn’t realize he was making until Clara turned her head slightly. She didn’t say anything at first. She just looked at him.
Shane felt it immediately. “Don’t,” he said instantly.
Clara blinked. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You’re thinking it.”
“I am absolutely thinking it,” she confirmed.
That made him sit up slightly. “That’s not fair.”
Ilya, without looking away from the screen, added in a flat voice, “He knows the words.”
Shane turned his head sharply. “I do not—”
He stopped. Because the movie had hit a musical number. And his brain, traitorous and unhelpful, supplied the rest of it before he could stop it. For half a second, he just froze there, like if he didn’t move, no one would notice what had just happened internally.
Clara leaned back into the couch, visibly amused now. “You’re not fooling anyone.”
“I am being persecuted,” Shane said immediately.
Ilya finally glanced at him. “You are singing.”
“I am not singing.”
“You are singing softly,” Clara corrected.
“I am not singing softly either,” he insisted.
There was a beat where neither of them responded. Just looked at him. And then, almost in sync, “You are,” they both said.
Shane exhaled sharply through his nose. “I hate both of you.”
“That’s love,” Clara said automatically.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed.
Shane turned his head toward Ilya. “Why did you agree with that so fast?”
“Because it is accurate,” Ilya replied.
“That is not what love is,” Shane said.
Clara tilted her head slightly. “It is in this house.”
“That is not reassuring,” he muttered.
The movie continued. And despite himself, Shane stopped resisting it. Not all at once. It was gradual. A slow surrender that started with him no longer actively criticizing the music and ended with him sitting back again, arms uncrossed, expression loosening in a way he would absolutely deny later if asked.
Clara noticed. Of course she did. She always did. “You’re humming again,” she said at one point.
“I am not,” Shane replied immediately.
“You are,” Ilya said without hesitation.
“I am not,” Shane insisted.
Clara smiled slightly. “You’re just less angry about it now.”
“That is not the same thing,” he said.
“It is exactly the same thing,” she replied.
Shane pointed vaguely at the screen. “I blame the movie.”
“You chose it,” Ilya said.
“I did not choose it,” Shane argued.
“You lost the argument,” Clara corrected.
“That is not the same as choosing it either,” he said.
“Is socially equivalent,” Ilya added.
Shane stared at both of them again. “You two are insufferable when you’re aligned.”
Clara leaned her head back against the couch. “And yet here you are.”
“I am trapped,” he said.
“You are comfortable,” she corrected.
“I am neither,” he said.
“You are humming,” Ilya repeated.
Shane groaned and leaned forward, dropping his face into his hands for a second like that would reset reality. It did not.
The music continued. The characters continued. And the room, somehow, became lighter again, not in a dramatic way, just in the way things do when no one is fighting the moment anymore.
By the time another song came on, Shane had fully lost the battle. He wasn’t even pretending anymore. He was still sitting there, still trying to maintain some dignity, but the occasional quiet sound under his breath gave him away every time.
Clara leaned slightly toward him at one point. “You know all of it.”
“I do not,” he said immediately.
“You do,” she repeated.
“I do not.”
Ilya, deadpan again: “You do.”
Shane looked between them. “Why are you both like this?”
Clara smiled. “Because it’s true.”
“That is not a reason,” he said.
“It is the only reason that matters,” Ilya added.
Shane sank back into the couch again. “I hate this household.”
“No you don’t,” Clara said.
“Yes I do,” he replied automatically.
“You’re still here,” she pointed out.
“That is not evidence of enjoyment,” he said.
“It kind of is,” Ilya said.
Shane groaned again, louder this time, and shoved a pillow lightly into his face. “Stop talking,” he muttered into it.
Clara leaned back, satisfied. “He’s enjoying it.”
“I am not enjoying it,” came the muffled response.
“You’re singing,” Ilya reminded him.
“I am going to leave,” Shane said.
“You won’t,” Clara said calmly. And he didn’t. The movie carried on, bright and melodic and completely unbothered by Shane’s internal crisis.
Eventually, even he stopped resisting altogether. Not because he admitted defeat out loud. But because he stopped trying to argue with every second of it. Which, for Shane, was basically surrender.
At one point, Clara leaned slightly into the couch, watching him out of the corner of her eye. “You’re smiling,” she said.
“I am not,” he replied immediately.
“You are,” Ilya confirmed.
Shane turned his head slowly. “I am surrounded by liars.”
“We are consistent,” Clara corrected.
“That is worse,” he said.
Clara smiled faintly. “You’re welcome.”
He exhaled through his nose again, but didn’t argue further. Because the movie had reached another song. And this time, he didn’t even pretend he wasn’t following along. Not out loud. Just quietly, under his breath. Like it didn’t matter anymore if they noticed. Because they already had.
They moved on to The Truman Show without much ceremony.
No debate this time. No back-and-forth. No playful argument about “emotional balance” or whether they were mentally prepared for it.
Clara just said, “This one,” and picked it.
Shane didn’t even protest. That alone should have been a warning sign. The shift was immediate. Not in volume, the room stayed the same, blankets still scattered, Maple still curled up like he belonged to the couch more than the floor, but in tone.
Something about the movie changed the air. It didn’t demand attention the way Interstellar did, and it didn’t soften the room the way the Barbie movie had. It sharpened it. Like everything suddenly had edges again.
At first, it was still easy. There were small reactions, Shane commenting under his breath about the absurdity of the set-up, Clara occasionally letting out quiet “oh my god” moments when something particularly obvious slipped past the main character, Ilya watching like he was already three layers ahead of everyone in the room. But as it went on, the commentary started fading. Not because they were bored. Because the movie stopped feeling like something you casually watched, and started feeling like something you noticed yourself inside of.
Shane was the first to go quiet. That was unusual in itself. He usually filled silence without thinking, reacting to everything, narrating his own experience like he was trying to process it externally. But halfway through, he stopped doing that. Just… leaned back into the couch and watched.
Clara noticed, but didn’t comment on it. Ilya noticed too, and said even less. That made the quiet feel intentional. Heavy in a way that wasn’t uncomfortable, just present.
At one point, Shane finally spoke, but his voice was different than before. Lower. Slower. Like he wasn’t fully sure he wanted to hear himself say it out loud. “Imagine that,” he said quietly. “Everything being watched.”
Clara didn’t look away from the screen. “It kind of already is.”
Shane blinked slightly. “That’s depressing.”
“It’s realistic,” Ilya replied immediately.
Shane turned his head just enough to look at him. “That’s worse.”
Ilya didn’t respond to that. He didn’t need to. The movie did it for him.
Shane leaned back again, exhaling slowly through his nose. “I don’t like thoughtful movies anymore.”
Clara finally glanced at him briefly, then back to the screen. “You like them. You just don’t like what they do to you.”
“That is the same thing,” he said.
“No,” she replied. “It’s not.”
Ilya added, “One is preference. One is consequence.”
Shane stared at both of them for a second. “…why do you both talk like that,” he muttered.
Clara shrugged slightly. “We just do.”
“That is not an explanation,” he said.
“It is all you’re getting,” Ilya replied.
That shut him up again. Not dramatically. Just enough.
As The Truman Show went on, the silence between them changed shape. It wasn’t empty. It was occupied. By thoughts no one was saying out loud.
Clara had shifted slightly at some point, knees pulled in a bit closer, blanket wrapped tighter around her like she was unconsciously anchoring herself to something physical.
Shane was still, but not relaxed. More… focused. Like he was watching the movie and simultaneously evaluating something about himself in relation to it.
Ilya stayed the most unchanged on the outside, but there was a subtle intensity in the way he watched, like he was tracking meaning rather than plot.
At one point, Shane let out a small breath of laughter that didn’t fully land as humor. “This is messed up,” he said quietly.
Clara nodded once. “Yeah.”
Ilya added, “That’s the point.”
Shane pointed vaguely at the screen without looking away. “Everything is staged. Everyone is watching him. Nobody tells him the truth.”
Clara shifted slightly. “Or they do, and he just doesn’t see it.”
“That’s worse,” Shane said again.
“It’s kind of the same thing,” Ilya replied.
Shane sighed. “I feel like you two are just committed to making everything deeper than it needs to be.”
Clara finally looked at him. “Or you’re noticing it more because you’re not distracting yourself.”
He gave her a look. “That was uncomfortably accurate.”
“I know,” she said simply.
He leaned back further into the couch, staring at the screen again. “…this is why I don’t like thinking,” he muttered.
“You do it anyway,” Clara said.
“That is not a compliment,” he replied.
“It wasn’t meant to be,” Ilya added.
Shane groaned softly. “Why am I like this?”
“No one knows,” Clara said.
“That is not helpful.”
“It is honest,” she corrected.
There was a stretch where none of them spoke at all. The kind of silence that didn’t feel like it needed filling. Just shared attention. Shared focus. Shared awareness of what the movie was doing to them without needing to articulate it.
At some point, Clara leaned slightly into the couch again, voice quieter when she finally spoke. “He still left,” she said.
Shane glanced at her. “Yeah.”
“That’s the point,” Ilya said softly.
Shane exhaled. “I don’t like that the point is always ‘you can leave the thing you thought was your whole world.’”
Clara didn’t answer immediately. Then, “That’s because it makes you think about your own.”
Shane let out a short, humorless laugh. “I was fine not thinking about that.”
“You were not fine,” Ilya said.
“I was functional,” Shane corrected.
“That is not the same thing,” Clara said.
Shane pointed between them again without much energy. “You two are teaming up again.”
“We are observing,” Clara said.
“That is what teaming up looks like,” he replied.
Ilya, still watching the screen, added, “You’re just outvoted.”
Shane stared at him. “That’s not how conversations work.”
“It is in this room,” Clara said.
He leaned his head back against the couch. “I am going to start watching movies alone again.”
“No you won’t,” Clara said immediately.
Shane turned his head slightly toward her. “Why are you so confident about that?”
“Because you’re still here,” she said.
“That is not a compelling argument,” he replied.
“It is the only one that matters,” Ilya said again.
Shane opened his mouth. Closed it. Then leaned back fully into the couch again. “…I don’t like either of you right now,” he muttered.
Clara smiled faintly. “You do a little.”
“I don’t.”
“You do,” Ilya agreed.
Shane groaned again, but there was less weight behind it this time. The movie continued. And the room stayed still. Not empty. Just quietly full of everything they weren’t saying out loud.
They didn’t really decide on Camp Rock so much as Clara declared it was necessary for “emotional recovery,” and somehow no one had the energy left to challenge her on it.
Shane opened his mouth like he was going to object out of principle. Then closed it again. That, in itself, was new.
He just leaned back into the couch and said, “Fine.”
Clara blinked at him. “That was suspiciously easy.”
“I am tired of being outvoted by musicals and philosophical crises,” he said.
Ilya, already pulling up the movie, added calmly, “Growth.”
Camp Rock came on with its usual chaos, bright, loud, immediately unbothered by the emotional atmosphere they’d just spent the last few movies building and dismantling in equal measure. And almost instantly, something in the room shifted again. Not into depth this time. Not into reflection. Into something lighter. Looser. More ridiculous in a way that didn’t ask anything from them.
Shane lasted about three minutes before he started reacting. “This is unrealistic,” he said immediately.
Clara didn’t even look at him. “It’s a movie.”
“It is physically impossible for a summer camp to have this many choreographed emotional breakthroughs,” he continued.
“It’s a lifestyle,” Ilya added.
Shane turned his head slowly toward him. “That was worse than anything in Interstellar.”
Clara laughed under her breath. “Just shut up and watch the Jonas Brothers.”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “It is accurate.”
“It is not accurate,” Shane insisted.
Clara pointed vaguely at the screen. “They are singing about their feelings instead of suppressing them. I think that’s healthier than most of what you do.”
“I do not suppress my feelings,” Shane said immediately.
Both of them just looked at him.
He paused. “…I manage them,” he corrected.
“That is suppression,” Ilya said.
“It is controlled emotional regulation,” Shane said.
Clara nodded slowly. “That’s what we call it when we don’t want to admit things out loud.”
Shane leaned back into the couch. “I am being bullied.”
“You are being observed,” Clara corrected.
“That is worse,” he muttered.
But even as he complained, he didn’t stop watching. None of them did. The movie was too loud, too bright, too deliberately simple in its emotional structure to allow overthinking for long. It didn’t ask for analysis. It asked for reaction. And eventually, that’s what it got.
Shane was the first to break fully into participation. It started with commentary. Then transitioned into increasingly exaggerated reactions to scenes he absolutely did not need to care about. “This is not how music works,” he said during a dance number.
Clara leaned her head back. “You’re not how music works.”
“That is not a sentence,” he replied.
“It is now,” Ilya said.
Shane pointed at both of them. “You two are teaming up again.”
“We are consistent,” Clara said.
“That is the same thing,” he muttered.
“No it’s not,” she said.
“Yes it is,” Ilya added.
Shane groaned and threw a pillow lightly across the couch without looking. It hit nothing important and landed somewhere behind Clara. She didn’t even flinch. “You missed,” she said.
“I was not aiming,” he replied.
“That is worse,” Ilya said.
“I am surrounded by critics,” Shane muttered.
Clara smiled faintly. “You’re welcome.”
The longer the movie went on, the more the tone of the room shifted. Not into the heavy reflection of The Truman Show. Not into the emotional softness of Barbie. Not even the structured awe of Interstellar. This was something else entirely. Something that didn’t require them to be anything other than present.
Clara found herself laughing more than she expected to. Not at the movie exactly. At Shane. At Ilya’s completely deadpan delivery of absurd commentary. At the fact that all of them were, in their own way, fully committed to pretending this was normal behavior.
At one point, Shane leaned forward slightly during a song and said, “Why are they all so confident all the time?”
Clara looked at him. “Because it’s a musical.”
“That is not an explanation,” he said.
“It is the only one you get,” Ilya replied.
Shane sighed. “I hate both of you.”
“That’s the third time today,” Clara said.
“I am consistent,” he replied.
“Growth,” Ilya said again.
Shane turned his head slowly. “Stop saying that.”
“No,” Ilya said.
Somewhere in the middle of the movie, the energy shifted fully. The earlier heaviness, the philosophical weight that had settled during The Truman Show, was gone. Not erased. Just set aside. Like something they could come back to later if they wanted to, but didn’t have to right now.
Clara had shifted closer without noticing.
Shane had stopped sitting so rigidly.
Even Ilya, who rarely changed posture at all, looked more relaxed than he had earlier.
At one point, Clara spoke quietly without looking away from the screen. “This is better,” she said.
Shane nodded slightly. “Yes.”
Ilya added, “Is efficient emotional processing.”
Clara laughed. “That sounds like a robot wrote it.”
“I am not incorrect,” he replied.
“You are not wrong,” Shane admitted.
“That is not the same thing,” Clara said immediately. Both of them looked at her. She just shrugged. “It kind of is here,” she said.
Shane leaned back further into the couch. “I prefer this version of life.”
“The musical version?” Clara asked.
“The version where nobody is analyzing existence every five seconds,” he said.
Ilya glanced at him. “You analyzed it first.”
“I regret that,” Shane said immediately.
Clara smiled. “No you don’t.”
Shane hesitated. Then, “…a little.”
“That’s progress,” Ilya said.
“Stop rewarding me for suffering,” Shane replied.
By the time the final songs rolled around, the room had fully softened again. Not dulled. Not quiet in a heavy way. Just warm. Alive in a different register.
Clara had stopped narrating things internally and started reacting again, small laughs, occasional commentary, leaning back into the couch like she finally wasn’t holding herself together through thought alone.
Shane was fully engaged now, despite himself. Even occasionally humming again. Which he absolutely denied every time it was pointed out. “I am not humming,” he said when Clara looked at him.
“You are,” she replied.
“I am not,” he insisted.
Ilya didn’t even look away from the screen. “You are humming.”
Shane exhaled. “I am going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”
“You heard it,” Clara said.
“I did not process it,” he corrected.
“That is worse,” Ilya said.
Shane groaned into the couch again. But this time, it didn’t carry the same weight it had earlier. It sounded more like surrender to the moment than frustration with it.
Clara noticed that too. She always did. And she didn’t say anything about it. She just leaned back and watched the rest of the movie with them.
When it ended, there was a brief pause where none of them moved to change it immediately. That, too, was new. Usually someone would already be reaching for the remote, switching, deciding, continuing the chain. But for a moment, they just stayed there. Still.
Shane exhaled slowly. “Okay.”
Clara hummed. “Okay.”
Ilya nodded once. “Okay.”
A beat.
Then Shane added, “I understand nothing that just happened.”
Clara smiled. “That’s fine.”
“That is not fine,” he said.
“It is fine,” Ilya clarified.
Shane pointed at him. “I am ignoring you.”
“You are not,” Ilya replied.
Clara laughed softly and pulled the blanket up a little higher.
For once, Shane didn’t argue back immediately. He just leaned into the couch again. And let the quiet sit there. Not heavy. Not sharp. Just… settled.
The Mighty Ducks was last.
There wasn’t a discussion about it. No debate. No “what should we put on.” No joking argument that dragged on longer than necessary just to avoid deciding.
It just… happened.
Clara picked it up from where it had been sitting, like it had been waiting its turn all night.
Shane didn’t say anything. Ilya didn’t either. And that alone made it feel like the decision carried more weight than it actually should have.
The room was dimmer now than it had been at the start of the night. Not darker in a bad way, just softened at the edges, like everything had been slowly settling into place without them noticing. The couch had become less of a structure and more of a shared space that none of them were actively occupying correctly anymore. Blankets were half-draped, half-tangled. Someone’s empty plate had been pushed to the side and forgotten. Maple was stretched out in a way that suggested he had claimed sovereignty over at least two cushions.
Clara pressed play. The opening started. And immediately, the tone shifted again. Not heavier. Not lighter. Just familiar in a different way. Like muscle memory.
At first, it was just noise and motion, kids trying too hard, a coach who didn’t care enough, a team that looked like it had already decided it wasn’t going to work before anything even began.
Shane watched quietly. That in itself was unusual enough that Clara noticed within the first few minutes. He usually commented early. Picked things apart. Made jokes about pacing or realism or how “no team would ever actually do that.” But not this time. This time, he just watched.
Clara didn’t say anything yet. She waited.
Ilya, beside her, was also quiet, but it wasn’t the same kind of silence as Shane’s. His attention was steady, focused in a way that suggested he wasn’t just watching what was happening on screen, but tracking what it meant underneath it.
The movie moved forward. The team formed, fell apart, got pushed back together in ways that didn’t look clean or organized or particularly fair. And something about that started to shift the room again. Subtly. Not in volume. In attention.
Halfway through the film, Shane finally moved. Not much. Just a small shift in posture, leaning forward slightly, elbows resting on his knees.
But Clara saw it immediately. “You’re thinking,” she said without looking away from the screen.
“I’m watching hockey,” he replied automatically.
Clara hummed. “That’s thinking.”
“That is not thinking,” Shane said.
Ilya, from the other side of her, added calmly, “It is both.”
Shane turned his head slightly. “I didn’t ask you.”
“You didn’t have to,” Ilya replied.
Clara finally glanced at Shane. “You’ve been quiet for like ten minutes.”
“I’ve been watching,” he said.
“That’s what I said,” she replied.
“That is not what you said,” he muttered.
“It is what I meant,” she corrected.
He leaned back slightly again, exhaling through his nose like he was trying not to get pulled into the conversation. But his eyes stayed on the screen. Which defeated the entire point of pretending he wasn’t engaged.
The movie continued. The team in the film started to change, slowly, awkwardly, without the kind of dramatic transformation that felt earned in a single montage. It was messy. Uneven. Sometimes frustrating. They still lost focus at times. Still fought. Still looked like a group of people who didn’t entirely trust that they belonged together. And then they started to. Not all at once. Not cleanly. But enough that you could see it happening if you were paying attention. And they were. All three of them.
Clara noticed the moment Shane leaned forward a little more.
Ilya noticed the exact second his expression changed, subtle, but present.
Shane noticed nothing about himself. He was too busy watching the team on screen. “That’s not going to work,” he said quietly at one point.
Clara glanced at him. “It does work.”
“That’s not realistic,” he insisted.
“It literally just worked,” she said.
“That was luck,” Shane replied.
Ilya spoke without looking away from the screen. “It is not luck if it repeats.”
Shane turned slightly toward him. “That is not how statistics work.”
“That is exactly how momentum works,” Ilya said.
Shane opened his mouth. Then leaned back again. “I hate when you talk like you’re right.”
“That’s because I am,” Ilya replied.
Clara let out a small laugh under her breath. “You are both exhausting.”
“Thank you,” Ilya said.
“That wasn’t a compliment,” Shane muttered.
“It functionally was,” Ilya replied.
As the film went on, the tone in the room changed again. Not into something emotional like earlier movies. Not into something comedic like Camp Rock. This was quieter. More grounded. It sat somewhere between nostalgia and recognition. Like they were all aware of something in it that didn’t need to be explained out loud.
Clara shifted slightly, pulling her knees up a bit more under the blanket.
Shane didn’t sit back down fully again.
Ilya stayed exactly where he was, but even his stillness felt more attentive than rigid.
At one point, the team in the movie finally started functioning like something cohesive. Not perfect. Not polished. But real.
And Shane exhaled softly without realizing it.
Clara noticed again. Of course she did. “You’re doing it again,” she said.
“I’m not doing anything,” he replied.
“You’re reacting,” she clarified.
“I’m observing,” he said.
“That’s reacting,” she repeated.
He gave her a look. “You’re being annoying.”
“I’m being accurate,” she said.
Ilya added quietly, “He is reacting.”
Shane pointed at him without looking. “Stop validating her.”
“I am describing reality,” Ilya said.
“That is what she does,” Shane muttered.
Clara smiled faintly. “You’re welcome.”
The final sequence began building. The game in the film tightened. The stakes rose, not through dialogue, but through momentum, through the feeling that something that had been unstable for a long time was finally being forced into shape.
Shane went quiet again. But this time, it wasn’t the reflective quiet from The Truman Show. It wasn’t the overwhelmed quiet from Interstellar. It was focused.
Clara noticed the shift in his breathing more than anything else. Not louder. Not faster. Just controlled.
Ilya’s gaze didn’t move from the screen.
The room felt narrower somehow, like everything had condensed into the couch and the glow of the TV. Clara spoke softly, almost like she wasn’t fully intending to interrupt the moment. “This is your kind of thing,” she said.
Shane didn’t respond immediately. Then, “It’s just hockey.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she said.
“I know,” he replied.
That was the first honest thing he’d said in minutes.
The final push in the movie hit. Everything accelerated. Players moving faster, decisions happening quicker, consequences stacking on top of each other without time to fully process them. And then, inevitably, the shift. The moment where everything that had been unstable finally either collapsed or came together.
Shane leaned forward slightly again without thinking. Clara noticed the exact moment his shoulders tensed. Ilya noticed the exact moment he stopped breathing out fully. Neither of them said anything. Because they didn’t need to. They were all watching the same thing. And reacting in slightly different ways to the same underlying idea. Not just about hockey. About teams. About people. About the way groups of individuals either fall apart under pressure or somehow, impossibly, don’t.
When the final sequence resolved, when the team in the movie finally clicked into something that looked like unity rather than chaos, there was a beat of silence in the room that lasted just a fraction longer than usual. Not because they didn’t have anything to say. Because saying it out loud would have made it too specific.
Shane exhaled slowly. “…okay,” he said finally.
Clara glanced at him. “Okay what.”
He shrugged slightly. “That was… fine.”
“That’s your highest praise,” she said.
“I don’t give praise,” he replied.
“That’s also accurate,” Ilya added.
Shane pointed at him again. “Stop agreeing with her.”
“I am not agreeing,” Ilya said. “I am confirming patterns.”
“That is worse,” Shane muttered.
Clara smiled faintly, still watching the screen as credits started rolling. “You were really quiet,” she said.
“I was watching,” he replied again.
“You were thinking,” she corrected.
He didn’t argue this time. Just leaned back into the couch again. “…yeah,” he admitted quietly.
That one word landed differently than the rest. Not heavy. Not emotional. Just honest enough that it didn’t need expansion.
Ilya nodded once, almost imperceptibly.
Clara didn’t push it. She just let it sit there with the rest of the night.
The room stayed still as the credits rolled. Not ending. Just settling. Like everything else that had happened that week. 
Eventually, all of the movies ended. The screen dimmed. The room settled into that late quiet that doesn’t feel empty anymore.
Clara sat between them, knees pulled in slightly, Maple asleep fully against her leg.
Shane was stretched out, arm behind his head.
Ilya sat upright but relaxed in a way that meant he wasn’t going anywhere.
“…this was good,” Clara said quietly.
“Yeah,” Shane replied.
“Very good,” Ilya added.
A pause. The kind that didn’t need to be filled. But eventually, Clara did. “…three weeks is kind of insane,” she said.
Shane let out a breath. “Don’t say it like that.”
“It is insane,” Ilya said.
“Thank you,” Shane muttered.
Clara smiled faintly. “First night. McDonald’s run.”
Shane groaned immediately. “Why are we starting there?”
“Because it was iconic,” Clara said.
“It was chaos,” he corrected.
“It was bonding,” she insisted.
“You called it emotional damage at the time,” Ilya added.
“It was emotional damage,” Shane agreed.
“But also bonding,” Clara said.
Shane pointed at her. “You cannot redefine trauma as bonding.”
“I just did,” she said.
Ilya leaned back slightly. “The first of many McDonald’s runs.”
Shane sighed. “Why are there multiple?”
“Because Ilya kept suggesting them,” Clara said.
“I won’t deny it,” Ilya said calmly.
Shane buried his face in his hand. “I hate all of you.”
Clara shifted slightly. “Also the bed.”
Shane immediately sat up. “We are not doing this.”
“We are doing this,” Clara said.
“I thought we were over that,” Shane said flatly.
“I’m never letting it go,” she replied instantly.
Ilya nodded once. “It broke.”
“It did not break,” Shane said.
“It collapsed,” Clara corrected.
“It malfunctioned,” Ilya added.
“It survived,” Shane insisted.
“It died briefly,” Clara said.
Shane groaned. “Why is this still a topic?”
“Because I walked in,” Clara said.
Silence. Shane froze. “…don’t,” he said immediately.
Clara smiled. “I walked in.”
“I am begging you—”
“Both of you were there.”
“Stop.”
“Very much there.”
“I am leaving the country,” Shane muttered.
Ilya nodded. “It was a bad time.”
“It was a private time,” Shane corrected.
“It was a structurally compromised time,” Clara said.
Ilya shifted slightly. “Philadelphia.”
Clara groaned immediately. “Oh my god.”
Shane sighed. “Here we go.”
“You had beer thrown on you,” Ilya said.
“I did not have beer thrown on me,” Clara corrected.
“You did,” Ilya said.
“It was a splash,” she insisted.
“It was a full throw,” Shane said.
“It was aggressive,” Ilya added.
Clara pointed at both of them. “You’re exaggerating.”
“You were sticky for an hour,” Shane said.
“That is not evidence.”
“It is absolutely evidence.”
“And Denver,” Shane added suddenly.
Clara went still. “…don’t,” she said immediately.
“You threw your own drink at someone,” he continued.
“I did not throw it,” she said.
“You absolutely threw it,” Ilya said.
“I released it aggressively,” she corrected.
“That is throwing,” Shane said.
“It was justified,” Clara said.
“It was chaotic,” Ilya said.
“It was emotional justice,” Shane said.
Clara narrowed her eyes. “He deserved it.”
“No one disagrees,” Shane said.
“That’s not the point,” Ilya added.
Silence fell again, but it wasn’t awkward. It was full.
Clara leaned back slightly, Maple still asleep against her. “…it’s weird,” she said quietly.
“What is,” Shane asked.
“This,” she said, gesturing vaguely between them.
“This is a lot of things,” Ilya said.
Clara smiled faintly. “Yeah.”
A pause.
Then, she looked at them. Really looked. “You guys are gonna be really good dads, you know that right?”
That landed. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just deeply.
Shane blinked once. “What?”
Ilya didn’t respond immediately. And then, that broke something open. Tears spilled down Ilya’s face before he could nonchalantly wipe them away.
Clara looked over immediately, sniffing too as she tried to laugh through it. “Oh don’t start crying you big baby. I’m never saying anything nice about you again.”
They both laughed, but the tears didn’t stop.
Shane let out a shaky breath. “Yeah, okay, now I’m emotional.”
“You should be,” Clara said softly.
“I am,” he admitted.
He wiped at his face quickly. “This is your fault.”
“Correct,” she said immediately.
Maple shifted slightly in his sleep. All three of them looked down at him. Then back at each other. And for a while, nobody tried to fix the quiet. Because for once, it didn’t need fixing.
Maple barked suddenly. It cut clean through the quiet. Not loud enough to startle, just sharp enough to pull all three of them out of wherever their heads had drifted after the movie ended.
Clara’s head turned first. Then Shane’s. Then Ilya’s, slower, more deliberate, but just as focused.
Maple sat up from his spot between them like he had just remembered something incredibly important and needed to announce it immediately. His ears were perked, tail wagging once against the couch cushion like punctuation. “…okay,” Clara said after a second, her voice quieter than before but steadier now. “We need to talk about that.”
Shane blinked. “…about the dog?”
Clara turned her head slowly toward him.
“Yes,” she said.
There was a pause. Not awkward. Just… loaded. Because suddenly, it wasn’t just a dog anymore. And all three of them knew it.
Maple, completely unaware of the emotional weight he had just dropped into the room, shifted slightly and rested his chin against Clara’s leg again, like that had always been the plan.
Clara looked down at her. Then back up. Then at Shane. Then at Ilya. “…we can’t just not address it,” she said.
Shane leaned back a little further into the couch, one arm draped across the back like he was trying to look more casual than he actually felt. “I thought we already addressed it.”
“No,” Clara said immediately. “We absolutely did not.”
“We kept him alive,” he replied. “That feels like a solid start.”
“That is the bare minimum,” Clara said.
Ilya, from the other side, added calmly, “It is not a long-term plan.”
“Thank you,” Clara said, pointing at him without looking.
Shane exhaled through his nose. “Okay, so what do you want to do, then.”
Clara hesitated. Not because she didn’t have an answer. Because she did. And saying it out loud would make it real in a way she wasn’t entirely sure she was ready for. She looked down at Maple again. Maple blinked up at her like nothing in the world was uncertain. Like he had already decided where he belonged. Clara swallowed slightly. “…I don’t know,” she admitted.
That was new. She didn’t say that often. Shane noticed. Ilya did too. The room stayed quiet for a second longer than usual. Not uncomfortable. Just careful.
Shane shifted slightly, his tone softer when he spoke again. “He’s kind of already decided, you know.”
Clara glanced at him. “…what does that mean?”
He gestured vaguely toward her lap. “That.”
Maple’s tail wagged once, like he had been waiting to be referenced. Clara frowned slightly. “That doesn’t mean anything.”
“It means everything,” Shane said.
“It means he’s comfortable,” Clara replied.
“It means he picked you,” he said.
Clara’s expression flickered. Just for a second. Then she shook her head slightly. “That’s not how that works.”
Ilya spoke then, his voice even, steady. “It is exactly how that works.”
Clara looked at him. He didn’t look away. “He trusts you,” he continued. “That is not random.”
Clara exhaled slowly. “…that’s not fair,” she said.
Neither of them answered immediately. Because they both knew what she meant. “It’s not about fair,” Shane said after a moment.
“It kind of is,” Clara replied quietly.
“No,” he said, shaking his head slightly. “It’s about what already is.”
Clara leaned back a little, pulling the blanket tighter around her without really thinking about it. “What if I mess it up,” she said.
The words came out more direct than she probably intended. Neither of them laughed. Neither of them brushed it off. Shane tilted his head slightly. “You won’t.”
“You don’t know that,” she said.
“I do,” he replied.
“That’s not—” she stopped, exhaling. “You don’t know that.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on his knees.
“You are already not messing it up,” he said.
Clara glanced at him. “How,” she asked.
He nodded toward Maple. “He is calm. He is fed. He is safe.”
“That’s still the bare minimum,” Clara said.
“It is consistency,” Ilya corrected.
Shane nodded. “Yeah. You’re doing more than you think.”
Clara didn’t respond right away. Because that wasn’t really the part she was worried about. “What if I don’t have time,” she said instead.
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You have time to yell at a full hockey team for two hours.”
“That is different,” she said.
“How,” he asked.
“It just is.”
“That’s not an answer,” he replied.
Clara looked down again, her fingers lightly brushing through Maple’s fur without thinking. “What if I’m not there enough,” she said.
Ilya answered this time. “You are here now.” Clara looked at him again. “That is what matters first,” he said.
Shane added, “And you’re not exactly alone in this.”
Clara frowned slightly. “…what’s that supposed to mean?”
He shrugged. “It means we exist.”
“That’s debatable,” she said.
“Very funny,” he replied.
Ilya didn’t even blink. “We would help.”
Clara hesitated. “…you would,” she said.
It wasn’t a question. It sounded more like she was testing how it felt out loud. “Yes,” Ilya said.
Shane nodded. “Obviously.”
Clara looked between them. Really looked this time. Like she was trying to figure out if they were serious. They were.
There was another pause. Longer this time. Clara shifted slightly, adjusting how Maple was leaning against her leg. Maple didn’t resist. Didn’t move away. Just settled further in. Like he belonged there. Clara let out a slow breath. “…okay,” she said.
But she didn’t sound convinced yet. Shane noticed. “Okay what,” he asked.
Clara shook her head slightly. “I’m thinking.”
“That’s dangerous,” he said.
“Shut up.”
“I’m helping,” he replied.
“You’re not,” she said.
Ilya added quietly, “He is not helping.”
“Thank you,” Clara said.
Shane sighed. “I am being attacked.”
“You are being accurate,” Clara corrected.
“That is worse,” he muttered. But there was no real bite behind it
Clara leaned back further into the couch, her head tipping slightly toward the cushion behind her. “…what if it changes things,” she said after a moment.
Shane looked at her. “It already has.”
She hesitated. “…yeah,” she admitted.
Ilya nodded once. “Change is not inherently negative.”
Clara let out a small laugh. “Who taught the Russian man big math words?”
“It is predictable,” he replied.
“Not always,” she said.
“No,” he agreed. “But this is.”
Clara frowned slightly. “How.”
Ilya gestured subtly again toward Maple. “This is not complicated,” he said.
Clara followed the motion, looking down again. Maple looked back up at her. Tail wagging once. Always once. Like a quiet confirmation.
Clara exhaled. “…he’s not even technically mine,” she said.
Shane shrugged. “Tell him that.”
Clara huffed out a quiet laugh. “That’s not how dogs work,” she said.
“Exactly,” he replied.
Another pause. But this one felt different. Less uncertain. More like something was settling into place. Clara shifted again, pulling one knee up slightly as she adjusted how she was sitting. Maple followed the movement instinctively. Didn’t hesitate. Didn’t question it. Just… stayed. Clara noticed that. She noticed everything this dog did. “…he really did just pick me,” she said quietly.
Neither of them answered right away. Because they didn’t need to. After a second, Shane said, “Yeah.”
Ilya added, “Yes.”
Clara swallowed slightly. “…that’s insane,” she said.
“Not really,” Shane replied.
“It feels insane,” she said.
“That’s because you’re overthinking it,” he said.
“I am not overthinking it,” she said immediately.
“You are absolutely overthinking it,” he replied.
Ilya nodded. “She is overthinking it.”
Clara looked at both of them. “…you’re both incredibly annoying.”
“Consistent,” Shane said.
“Reliable,” Ilya added.
“That’s the same thing,” Clara muttered.
The room softened again. Not in a big, noticeable way. Just enough. Enough that the tension that had built around the question started to ease.
Clara looked down at Maple one more time. Then back up. Then at both of them. “…okay,” she said.
This time, it sounded different. More certain. More grounded.
Shane tilted his head. “Okay what?”
Clara took a breath.
Then, “You keep him,” Ilya said.
Clara blinked. “…what.”
She turned to him fully now.
“You keep him,” he repeated, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Like there had never been another option. Clara stared at him.
Then at Shane. Shane nodded like he’d already agreed to this ten minutes ago. “And you bring him,” Shane added. “To games. To here. Wherever.”
Clara frowned slightly. “…like a mascot.”
“Exactly,” Shane said.
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Clara looked between them again. “…you’re serious,” she said.
Neither of them laughed. Neither of them hesitated.
“Yes,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Ilya echoed.
Clara let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Her shoulders dropped slightly. Just a little. Enough. She looked down at Maple again. Maple looked back up. Still calm. Still certain. Still there.
Clara’s expression softened. Not dramatically. Just enough that it showed. A small shift. A real one. “…okay,” she said. And this time, she meant it.
 
Her phone rang. The sound cut through everything, not sharply, not like Maple’s bark had earlier, but in a way that felt… heavier. More pointed. Like it didn’t belong to the softness of the room they’d built over the last few hours.
Clara froze for half a second. Not visibly. Just enough that both Shane and Ilya noticed. She shifted slightly on the couch, careful not to jostle Maple too much as she reached for her phone. The screen lit up against her hand, the glow reflecting faintly in her eyes. She didn’t say anything right away. Just looked at it.
Shane glanced over. “You gonna get that?”
Clara nodded once, but it wasn’t immediate. Her thumb hovered over the screen for a second longer than it needed to. Then she answered. “…hey.”
Her voice was steady. Too steady. There was a beat on the other end. Then, “Hey, kid.”
Her dad.
The words landed softly, but they hit harder than anything else had all night. Clara’s chest tightened. It wasn’t sudden. It wasn’t sharp. It was slow. Like something pulling inward, compressing quietly behind her ribs. She didn’t move. Didn’t shift. Just sat there, phone pressed to her ear, eyes fixed somewhere slightly ahead of the TV like she wasn’t fully seeing it anymore. “…hey,” she repeated, quieter this time.
Shane stilled. Ilya did too. Neither of them spoke. They didn’t need to.
“I’ll be home around four tomorrow,” her dad said.
Simple. Straightforward. Normal. Clara swallowed. The words echoed in her head for a second longer than they should have. Around four. Tomorrow. That was close. Too close. Her grip on the phone tightened just slightly. “…okay,” she said.
It came out softer than she intended. Not weak. Just… smaller. Like the word didn’t have as much space to exist as it usually did.
There was a pause on the other end. Not long. But enough that it stretched. “We’ll meet at practice?” he asked.
Clara blinked. Practice. Right. That was the plan. That was always the plan. “Yeah,” she said. Her voice steadied a little. Just enough. “Yeah,” she repeated.
“Alright,” he said. 
Another pause. Clara opened her mouth. Closed it. Then, “…okay.” It was the same word. But it didn’t mean the same thing. Not anymore.
“See you then,” he said.
“Yeah,” she replied.
And then, they hung up.
The room didn’t change immediately. That was the strange part. Everything looked the same. Same dim light. Same blankets. Same quiet hum of the TV, still rolling credits from the last movie. Maple still pressed against her leg. Shane still sitting close on one side. Ilya on the other. Nothing had moved. Nothing had shifted. Except everything had.
Clara lowered the phone slowly. Her hand didn’t drop right away. It just… hovered there for a second. Like she wasn’t entirely sure what to do with it now. Then she set it down beside her. Carefully. Too carefully. And for a moment, she just sat there. Still.
Shane watched her. Didn’t say anything. But his posture changed. Slightly forward. Slightly closer. Like he was ready for something without knowing exactly what.
Ilya noticed it too. He shifted as well. Not abrupt. Not obvious. Just enough that the space around Clara felt smaller. Safer. Contained.
Clara stared ahead. Not at anything specific. Just… ahead. Her breathing stayed even. For a few seconds. Then it didn’t.
It wasn’t dramatic. There was no sudden break. No sharp inhale. No shaking shoulders. Just a quiet fracture. Her eyes burned first. Then blurred. And before she could stop it, a tear slipped down. Then another. Then another. She didn’t make a sound. Didn’t try to wipe them away right away. They just… fell. Silent. Steady. Uncontrolled in the smallest, most contained way possible.
Shane moved first. No hesitation. He didn’t ask. Didn’t say anything. He just reached out and pulled her in. Carefully at first, then tighter when she didn’t resist.
Clara leaned into it immediately. Like she’d been holding herself upright for too long and finally didn’t have to anymore. Her forehead pressed against his shoulder. Her hand clenched slightly in the fabric of his shirt. Still no sound. Just quiet tears.
Ilya followed. Just as instinctively. He shifted closer, one arm coming around her from the other side, steady and grounding in a way that didn’t demand attention but held it anyway.
The three of them folded inward. A shape they’d fallen into before. But this time, it felt different. Tighter. More necessary.
Clara’s breathing hitched slightly. Just once. Then again. Still quiet. Still controlled. But no longer steady.
Shane tightened his hold. Not enough to trap her. Just enough to say he wasn’t going anywhere.
Ilya’s hand rested lightly against her arm. Present. Anchoring. There.
“…I don’t want to go,” Clara whispered.
The words were barely audible. Pressed into Shane’s shoulder. Soft enough that they might have been lost if either of them had been even slightly farther away. But they heard her. Of course they did.
Shane’s jaw tightened slightly.
Ilya’s grip shifted, just enough.
“We know,” Shane said quietly.
Ilya echoed it. “We know.”
There was no pushback. No “you have to.” No “it’ll be fine.” Just acknowledgment. Understanding. Room for the feeling to exist without trying to fix it.
Clara’s fingers tightened slightly again. Her shoulders curled inward. Not collapsing. Just… folding. Like she was trying to make herself smaller inside the moment. “I just—” she started.
Then stopped. Her voice caught. Not dramatically. Just enough to break the sentence before it could form.
Shane didn’t rush her. Didn’t fill the silence. He just stayed there.
Ilya too. Still. Steady. Waiting.
Clara swallowed. Tried again. “I just got—” she stopped again. Her breath hitched. She exhaled slowly instead. “…this,” she finished quietly.
That was all she could manage. It was enough. They understood. Because it wasn’t just about leaving. It wasn’t just about tomorrow. It was about everything she’d built here in a matter of days. Weeks. It felt longer than that. Late nights. Practice. The team. The chaos. The laughter. The way things had started to feel… right. Not perfect. But right enough that she didn’t want to let go of it yet. And now, she had to. Or at least, it felt like she did.
“You’re not losing it,” Shane said quietly.
Clara shook her head slightly against his shoulder. “It feels like it,” she whispered.
“I know,” he said.
Ilya spoke next. “You are not,” he said calmly.
Clara didn’t respond. Because feelings didn’t always listen to logic. Even when the logic was right.
They stayed like that. Not for a few seconds. Not for a quick, comforting moment. For a while.Long enough that the silence stopped feeling heavy and started feeling… necessary. Clara’s breathing slowly steadied again. Not fully. But enough. 
The tears didn’t stop immediately. They slowed. Faded. Left behind that quiet, exhausted feeling that comes after something breaks open just enough to release pressure. She didn’t pull away. Didn’t rush to sit up. Didn’t try to pretend it hadn’t happened. She just stayed there. Between them. Held.
Maple shifted slightly at their feet, letting out a soft huff like she was adjusting to the new configuration of bodies on the couch. Her head nudged lightly against Clara’s leg again. Still there. Still constant.
Clara let out a small, uneven breath. Then, a quiet, almost embarrassed laugh. “…sorry,” she muttered.
Shane pulled back just enough to look at her. “Don’t,” he said immediately.
“Yeah,” Ilya added. “No.”
Clara wiped at her face with the sleeve of her hoodie. “I’m fine,” she said.
It wasn’t convincing. But it wasn’t entirely untrue either. She was… better, better than she had been a minute ago.
Shane tilted his head slightly. “You don’t have to be.”
“I know,” she said. And this time she truly meant it.
The room stayed quiet. But it wasn’t the same quiet as before. It was fuller. Heavier in a good way. Like something important had been said without needing a lot of words. Clara leaned back slightly, but didn’t move far. Didn’t create distance. Just enough to breathe easier.
Shane’s arm stayed around her shoulders. Ilya’s hand didn’t move. Neither of them acted like the moment was over. Because it wasn’t. Not really.
“…tomorrow’s gonna suck,” Clara said after a while.
Shane huffed out a quiet breath. “Yeah.”
Ilya nodded once. “Yes.”
Another pause.
“…we’ll be there,” Shane added.
Clara looked at him. “…yeah?”
“Yeah,” he said.
Ilya met her gaze. “Of course.”
Clara swallowed. Then nodded. Small. But real. “…okay,” she said.
And this time, the word didn’t feel empty. It didn’t fix anything. It didn’t make tomorrow easier. But it made right now, bearable. And for the moment, that was enough. 
So they stayed there. All three of them. Held together in the quiet. For a while.
 
That night, Clara stood in the doorway of her room. Not moving. Just… standing there.
The light from the hallway stretched past her feet, spilling across the floor in a soft, uneven shape that stopped just short of her bed. It left the rest of the room dim, familiar outlines softened by shadow.
She didn’t turn the light on right away. Didn’t step forward. Just looked. Like she hadn’t seen it in a while. Which didn’t make sense. She’d been in this room every day. Slept here. Got ready here. Collapsed here after long practices and longer nights. Nothing had changed. Same walls. Same desk. Same chair with clothes draped over the back like she’d meant to put them away and never did. Same window, curtains half-pulled. Same bed. Same everything.
And still, it felt different. Not wrong. Just… quieter. Like the room had been waiting for her to come back and notice it.
Clara leaned slightly against the doorframe, her shoulder resting there as she exhaled slowly. The day replayed in pieces. Not all at once. Just flashes. The ice. The laughter. The way Shane had panicked. The way Ilya hadn’t. The car ride. The couch. The movies. The call. That one, that one stuck.
Her chest tightened slightly again. Not as sharp as before. But still there. Lingering. Real. She swallowed. Then pushed off the doorway. And stepped inside.
The floor creaked faintly under her weight. A familiar sound. One she’d never really noticed until now. She reached over and flicked the light on. Soft. Warm. The room filled in. No longer shadowed. No longer distant. Just… hers. 
Clara stood there for another second. Then another.Like she was waiting for  something to feel different again. It didn’t. So she moved.
She set her phone down on her desk. Face down this time. Not because she didn’t want to see it. Just because she didn’t need to right now. Not anymore. Her hoodie came off next, tossed over the back of the chair without much thought. Her hair was still a mess from earlier, half tied back, half falling out, strands slipping loose around her face. 
She pulled the tie out completely, running a hand through it slowly. It caught slightly. She winced. “…ow.” Soft. Automatic. Then she huffed out a quiet breath. Not annoyed. Just… there. Everything felt a little more noticeable tonight. Every small movement. Every shift. Every breath. Like she wasn’t rushing through anything for once.
She moved through the motions of getting ready. Not fast. Not slow. Just steady. Changing into something more comfortable. Washing her face. Pausing briefly when she caught her reflection in the mirror. She looked… fine. Tired, maybe. A little worn at the edges. But not in a bad way. Not like before. Not like those mornings where everything felt too heavy before she even got out of bed. This was different. This was the kind of tired that came from actually doing something. From feeling something. From living through a full day instead of dragging herself through it.
Clara studied her reflection for a second longer. Then shook her head slightly. “…okay,” she muttered. To herself. To the room. To nothing. And everything.
When she stepped back into her room, the quiet didn’t feel empty. It felt… settled. Like everything had found its place. She turned the light off this time without hesitation. The room dimmed again. But softer now. Less unfamiliar.
The hallway light still stretched faintly across the floor, just enough to guide her without fully lighting the space.
Clara crossed the room and sat on the edge of her bed. The mattress dipped slightly under her weight. Another familiar feeling. Another thing she hadn’t noticed before. She leaned back slowly, then shifted until she was lying down fully, staring up at the ceiling. Her hands rested loosely on her stomach. Her breathing even. For a second, nothing happened. No thoughts. No rush. Just… stillness.
Then, a soft sound. Movement beside her. Maple. Clara turned her head slightly.
Maple climbed up onto the bed with a small, determined sort of confidence, like he’d already decided this was where he was supposed to be and nothing was going to argue with him about it. He circled once. Twice. Then settled down right next to Clara’s side, pressing close without hesitation. Warm. Steady. There.
Clara watched her for a second. Then let out a quiet breath through her nose. “…yeah,” she murmured.
Maple didn’t respond. Didn’t need to. He just rested her head down, eyes already half-closed. Completely comfortable. Completely certain.
Clara shifted slightly, adjusting the blanket over both of them. It felt natural. Like something she’d done a hundred times before. Even though she hadn’t.
She turned her head back toward the ceiling. The faint light from the hallway cast soft shadows across it, shapes she didn’t fully track but recognized anyway. Her body felt… light. Not weightless. Just… not heavy. No tension sitting in her shoulders. No pressure pressing behind her eyes. No constant buzz of thoughts she couldn’t shut off. Just quiet. Real quiet. Not empty. Not lonely. Just… quiet.
Clara exhaled slowly. Her chest rose. Fell. Steady. “…last night,” she whispered.
The words barely left her mouth. Soft enough that they almost didn’t exist at all. But they did. They hung there for a second. Then settled into the room like everything else had. Last night. It felt like longer than that. Like something bigger than a single night. But it wasn’t. It was just time. Moments stacked together. Late-night McDonald’s. Laughter that didn’t feel forced. Arguments that didn’t actually mean anything. The team. The ice. The way things had started to make sense in a way she hadn’t expected. The way she’d started to feel different. Better. Not fixed. But… closer. Closer to something.
She didn’t have a word for it. She didn’t need one.
Her eyes burned slightly again. Not like earlier. Not sharp. Not overwhelming. Just… present.
Clara blinked slowly. Once. Twice. But the tears didn’t come this time. They didn’t need to. She’d already let that part happen. Already felt it. Already moved through it. Now, it was just the quiet after.
Her hand shifted slightly, brushing lightly against Maple’s fur. Soft. Warm. Real. Maple didn’t move. Didn’t even open his eyes. Just leaned into it slightly. Instinctively.
Clara let out another small breath. “…you picked me,” she murmured.
It sounded different out loud. More real. More certain. Maple’s ear twitched. That was it. But it was enough. Clara smiled. Just a little.
The house was quiet around her. No voices. No movement. Just the faint, distant sounds of everything settling for the night. She didn’t feel alone. That was the thing. Even in the quiet. Even in her own room. She didn’t feel alone. Because she wasn’t. Not really. Not anymore.
Her thoughts drifted again. To tomorrow. To four. To practice. To seeing her dad. To everything that came with that. The tightness in her chest flickered again. Brief. Controlled. But still there.
Clara didn’t push it away. Didn’t ignore it. She just… let it exist. Let it sit beside everything else. Not bigger. Not smaller. Just part of it.
Her breathing slowed further. Her body sinking more fully into the mattress. The tension that had lingered in small, unnoticed places finally letting go. Piece by piece. Her eyes started to close. Not forced. Not heavy. Just naturally.
The room stayed quiet. But not heavy. Not like it had been before. Not like those nights where silence felt like something pressing down on her. This was different. This was gentle.
Clara exhaled one last time. Long. Slow. Then, she let her eyes close fully. And for the first time, she didn’t fight it. Didn’t hold on to the day. Didn’t replay every moment. Didn’t try to stay awake just a little longer. She just let it end. Gently.
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  Clara didn’t wake up all at once this time. It came back to her slowly, not in that groggy, weighted way she used to hate, not like being dragged up through thick water, but softer than that. Gentle, like her body had already reached the surface and was just waiting for her mind to catch up.
Her eyes opened. Ceiling, same one from the last three weeks. Same faint crack near the corner, the one she used to stare at when she couldn’t sleep. Same pale light filtering in through the curtains, diffused and quiet, like the morning hadn’t fully decided what it wanted to be yet.
Same room. But it didn’t feel the same.
Clara didn’t move at first. Her hands rested loosely on her stomach, fingers barely curled, like she hadn’t fully chosen to exist in the moment yet. Maple was curled against her side, warm and solid and breathing in that steady, comforting rhythm that made everything feel just a little more anchored. “…okay,” she whispered.
Her voice didn’t echo. It just settled into the room. Because she knew. She didn’t reach for her phone. Didn’t check the clock. Didn’t sit up in a rush or try to calculate how much time she had left. She just knew.
Last day.
The thought didn’t slam into her, it spread, slowly. Quietly. Like ink bleeding through paper, filling the space in her chest without asking permission. It didn’t choke her. Didn’t overwhelm her. It just settled there, heavy, present, unavoidable.
Clara exhaled through her nose, long and controlled, like she was trying to keep the feeling from tipping into something bigger. She turned her head slightly, eyes scanning her room. It looked exactly the same. Same desk, cluttered in the same way. Same chair slightly pulled out. Same hoodie draped over the back like she’d left it there yesterday, even though she knew she hadn’t worn that one in weeks. Same walls. Same stillness. Too normal. 
That was the problem. It looked like nothing had happened here. Like the past three weeks hadn’t shifted anything. Like she hadn’t changed at all. Like she hadn’t spent nights laughing until she couldn’t breathe, or mornings running out the door with someone yelling after her, or afternoons on the ice with everything clicking into place. Like none of it had existed.
Clara pushed herself up slowly, the movement deliberate, like she didn’t want to disturb something fragile. Maple stirred immediately, lifting his head, ears twitching as he blinked up at her. “Hey,” she murmured, her voice softer now, more grounded. She reached down, scratching behind his ears the way she knew he liked. “You’re coming with me today,” she added. “Big day.”
His tail thumped once against the mattress. Clara smiled. Not wide. Not forced. Just… real. Then she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. For a second, she just stood there, taking it in. Then she moved.
Packing should’ve been easy. That’s what she told herself, anyway. It wasn’t like she had that much stuff. Not really. Clothes, shoes, school things, random junk that accumulated over time. It should’ve taken twenty minutes, maybe thirty if she got distracted.
Clara grabbed a bag and started with the obvious. Clothes first. She moved around her room quietly, almost methodically, like if she kept her hands busy, her brain wouldn’t catch up too fast. Fold. Stack. Toss. Repeat.
A couple of hoodies, ones she recognized as actually hers, went into the bag. A few shirts. Jeans she hadn’t worn in weeks. Pajamas. She crossed to her desk, scooping up chargers, notebooks, pens that didn’t work, a half-empty water bottle she didn’t remember leaving there. Everything felt… disconnected. Like she was packing someone else’s room.
Clara paused for a second, looking down at what she’d gathered so far. “…okay,” she muttered. Not much. Less than she expected. Still fine. She kept going.
She grabbed her shoes from by the door, tossing them into the bag without much care. A couple of random things from the floor. A sweatshirt from the corner. Then she turned toward her closet. And opened it. And stopped. “…what.”
She stood there, staring. Because no. That wasn’t right. There were clothes in there, so many clothes she could barely see the back of the closet. Clara stepped closer, reaching out to pull one hanger forward, like maybe it just seemed like more than she thought. It wasn’t. “…no way.”
She leaned back slightly, scanning the whole closet again like something might magically disappear if she looked at it from a different angle. Nothing changed. It was completely full. Or at least, fuller than it should’ve been.
Her brow furrowed as she did a quick mental inventory. Clara blinked once. Then twice. And then she laughed, soft and disbelieving. “Everything is at their house.” Of course it was.
She dragged a hand through her hair, shaking her head slightly, the realization settling in piece by piece. It hadn’t been a decision. That was the weird part. She hadn’t packed a bag and said, “I’m staying there now.” It just… happened. One night turned into two. Then a week. Then suddenly she wasn’t bringing things back and forth anymore, she was just leaving them here, because it was easier. Because she’d be back anyway. Because it felt normal. Clara let out a quiet breath, glancing back at her room. “…how did that even happen,” she murmured.
But she knew. It wasn’t complicated. It was just… time. And comfort. And not wanting to leave.
She shook her head again, more to herself than anything, then grabbed what was in the closet, and stuffed it into her bag. It didn’t take long. Too fast. That was the problem. When she zipped it up, it didn’t feel full. It felt… incomplete. Like she was missing something. Or like she’d left parts of herself somewhere else.
Clara slung the bag over her shoulder, adjusting the strap automatically. Then she turned toward the door. Walked over. And stopped. Right in the doorway. Her hand rested lightly against the frame, fingers curled just slightly, like she needed something solid to hold onto for a second. She looked back. Really looked this time. The room was clean. Quiet. Exactly how it had been before all of this started. And that’s what made it feel so different. Because she wasn’t. Not anymore.
The first night flashed through her mind without warning, standing in this exact spot, tired, frustrated. Closed off in a way that felt almost automatic, like she didn’t even question it anymore. Everything had felt too loud and too empty at the same time. Like nothing fit right. Like she didn’t fit right. She’d stood here, holding onto everything too tightly, not letting anything in, not letting anything out.
And now, Clara shifted her weight slightly, her grip on the bag tightening just a little. Now she felt steady. Not perfect. Not completely okay. But not stuck either. Not trapped in her own head, not spiraling through the same thoughts over and over again. Just… moving. Forward. Even if she didn’t know exactly where that was going yet. “…okay,” she said again. Quieter this time. More certain.
Then she pushed off the doorframe, stepped out into the hallway, and started toward the stairs. Maple followed immediately, nails clicking softly against the floor, tail wagging like none of this was complicated at all. Like it was just another day. Clara let out a small breath as she reached the top of the stairs, glancing back once more before heading down. Not because she had to. Just because she wanted to remember what it looked like, before and after. Then she went downstairs.
 
Shane was already in the kitchen. Of course he was, he always was. It didn’t matter what time Clara came down, early, late, barely awake, or halfway out the door, Shane had this almost irritating consistency of already being there. Moving around like the space belonged to him in a way that felt both effortless and completely unshakable.
Clara stepped off the last stair and into the kitchen, the familiar smell hitting her immediately, eggs, toast, something warm and real that made the house feel lived in. She dropped her bag by the stairs with a soft thud. “…you’re making breakfast,” she said.
Shane didn’t look up right away. He flipped something in the pan with one hand, like he’d done it a thousand times, which, to be fair, he probably had. He just had to be good at everything. “I always make breakfast,” he replied.
Clara raised an eyebrow, leaning her shoulder lightly against the wall for a second before walking further in. “That is not true.”
“It is selectively true.”
She snorted under her breath, the corner of her mouth lifting slightly as she pulled out a chair and sat down. “Selective consistency,” she said. “That’s a new one.”
“It’s a skill,” Shane said, finally glancing over at her. “You should try it.”
“I prefer chaos.”
“Yeah, we’ve noticed.”
Clara leaned back in her chair slightly, watching him move around the kitchen. There was something oddly calming about it, the way he didn’t rush, didn’t hesitate, he just did things. Like everything had its place. Like mornings could be simple. “What is it,” she asked after a second.
“Eggs,” he said. “Toast. Something that resembles nutritional value.”
“Wow.”
“I know. Very impressive.”
“I’m honored.”
“You should be.”
He turned, grabbing a plate and setting it down in front of her with a small clink. Clara looked at it for a second. It wasn’t anything fancy. Just eggs, toast, nothing overcomplicated. But it looked… intentional. Like he actually thought about it. She picked up her fork slowly, almost absentmindedly, and took a bite. And yeah, it was good. Of course it was. Shane treated everything, even breakfast, like it was an Olympic sport. “…thanks,” she muttered.
Shane shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, leaning back against the counter and crossing his arms loosely. “Yeah.”
For a moment, neither of them said anything. The quiet wasn’t heavy. It wasn’t filled with something unsaid or waiting to be acknowledged. It was just there. Comfortable. Clara took another bite, her shoulders relaxing slightly without her really noticing.
Shane watched her for a second, not in an obvious way, just enough to register that she wasn’t rushing, wasn’t picking at the food like she sometimes did when her mind was somewhere else. She was actually eating. Actually present. “…hey,” he said after a moment.
Clara glanced up, mid-bite. “What?”
Shane hesitated for half a second, not long enough to make it weird, just enough to show he was choosing his words. “How are you feeling?”
It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t loaded. Just straightforward. Clara blinked once, like she hadn’t expected that. Then she leaned back slightly in her chair, fork still in her hand, thinking about it. Actually thinking. Not just giving the automatic answer. “…honestly?” she said.
Shane nodded once.
She looked down at her plate for a second, then back up at him. “I’m… I’m actually doing pretty good.”
The words sat there for a second. Simple, but real. Shane didn’t react immediately. He just took that in. “…yeah?” he said.
Clara nodded, a small, almost surprised smile tugging at her expression. “Yeah.”
She let out a quiet breath, like she hadn’t fully realized it until she said it out loud. “I mean, it’s weird,” she added. “Because it’s the last day and all that, and I thought I’d feel worse. Like… more stressed or something.”
“Yeah,” Shane said quietly.
“But I don’t,” she continued. “Not really.” She shrugged slightly, glancing back down at her plate before taking another bite. “I just feel… okay.”
There was something almost uncertain in the way she said it. Not because she doubted it, but because she wasn’t used to it.
Shane pushed off the counter slightly, stepping a little closer, but still keeping that same casual distance. “That’s good,” he said.
Clara nodded again. “Yeah.”
A small pause. Then she added, a little more quietly, “Better than okay, actually.”
That got his attention. “…better?” he asked.
Clara shrugged again, but this time it felt lighter. “Yeah. Like, I don’t feel stuck anymore.”
Shane didn’t interrupt, didn’t try to fill the space. He just let her talk.
Clara tapped her fork lightly against the edge of the plate, thinking. “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s like… things still suck sometimes, obviously. That didn’t magically go away.”
“Unfortunately,” Shane said.
“Unfortunately,” she echoed, a faint smile flickering. “But it’s not like… everything sucks,” she continued. “It’s just… parts of it.”
She looked up at him again. “And I can deal with parts.”
That hung there for a second. Shane nodded slowly. “…yeah,” he said. “That makes sense.”
Clara leaned back slightly, exhaling through her nose. “I think being here helped,” she added, almost offhand.
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You think?”
“Don’t ruin it,” she said immediately.
“I’m not ruining it.”
“You’re about to.”
“I’m just saying, very obvious conclusion.”
Clara pointed her fork at him. “I am trying to have a moment.”
“You are having a moment,” he said. “I’m just acknowledging it.”
“You’re mocking it.”
“I am lightly mocking it.”
She narrowed her eyes slightly, but there wasn’t any real heat behind it. “Unbelievable.”
“I’m supportive,” Shane said.
“You’re the worst.”
“I’m the best.”
“Debatable.”
“Not really.”
Clara huffed out a quiet laugh, shaking her head as she looked back down at her plate. The tension, what little of it had been there, was gone again. Replaced by something easier. Something familiar. They fell back into a comfortable silence after that, the kind that didn’t need to be filled. Clara finished most of her food without even thinking about it, which, again, was something Shane noticed but didn’t comment on. Because he didn’t need to. It spoke for itself.
After a minute, he shifted slightly, glancing at the clock before looking back at her. “Ilya’s picking you up from school,” he said. “Taking you to Centaurs practice.”
Clara nodded immediately. “Okay.”
“I’ll meet you there. And then your dad is gonna show up around 4.”
“Alright.”
Another pause.
Clara wiped her hands lightly on a napkin, her brain already starting to move ahead, piecing together the rest of the day. Then, “Oh, shoot,” she said suddenly.
Shane looked at her. “What?”
“He’s probably gonna make me go to my own practice.”
Shane blinked once. “…when was the last time you even went?”
Clara froze for a second, genuinely thinking about it. “…probably four days ago.”
Shane just stared at her. “Four days,” he repeated.
“Give or take.”
“They’re gonna kick you off.”
Clara shrugged, completely unbothered, reaching for her fork again like this was not a concerning statement. “We both know they can’t afford to do that.”
Shane let out a short, disbelieving laugh. “That is the most confident thing you’ve ever said.”
“It’s also true.”
“…yeah,” he admitted after a second. Because it was, and they both knew it.
Clara took another bite, leaning back slightly in her chair. “They’ll survive,” she added.
“Barely,” Shane said.
“Barely is enough.”
He shook his head, but there was a faint smile there. They finished eating like that. No rush. No pressure. Just normal. And that was the thing. That was the part that felt different. Not the big moments. Not the dramatic shifts. Just this. Sitting at a kitchen table. Talking about nothing and everything at the same time. Feeling okay.
Clara stood up first, grabbing her plate and walking it over to the sink without being asked. Shane noticed that too. Didn’t say anything. Just watched for half a second before turning back to clean up the rest. “You ready?” he asked after a minute.
Clara nodded, grabbing her bag from by the stairs. “Yeah.”
She slung it over her shoulder again, adjusting it slightly. Then she hesitated. Just for a second. Shane noticed. “What,” he said.
Clara shook her head lightly. “Nothing.”
He didn’t push it, just grabbed his keys. “Come on,” he said.
She followed him out the door. And for a moment, just before it closed behind her, Clara glanced back inside. Not because she had to., just because she wanted to. Then she stepped out, and let the door shut.
 
The drive to school felt shorter than usual, or maybe Clara just didn’t want it to be long. It wasn’t like anything about the road had changed. Same turns. Same lights. Same stretch of pavement that always seemed to drag on forever when she was tired, or late, or already dreading the day before it even started. But today, it slipped by, too easily, too quietly.
Clara sat in the passenger seat with one leg tucked slightly under her, her shoulder angled toward the window. Her fingers tapped lightly against her knee, a soft, steady rhythm she wasn’t even fully aware of. Outside, the world moved. Houses blurred past. Sidewalks. People walking dogs. Cars pulling out of driveways. The kind of ordinary morning details that usually felt like background noise. Today, they felt… sharper. Like she was noticing them on purpose. Like she was trying to remember them.
Shane drove like he always did, one hand on the wheel, the other resting loosely near the console, posture relaxed but controlled. He wasn’t rushing. He wasn’t dragging it out either. Just driving. He glanced over at her once or twice, not enough to be obvious, but enough to check.
Clara hadn’t said much since they left. Not because something was wrong. Just because there was a lot sitting in the quiet. She shifted slightly in her seat, pressing her forehead lightly against the cool glass of the window for a second before pulling back again. “…this really is the last time,” she said quietly. It wasn’t dramatic, didn’t need to be.
Shane glanced over at her briefly before looking back at the road. “Remember how much you hated it.”
There was no hesitation. “I still do,” Clara said immediately.
That got the smallest hint of a smile out of him. “Good.”
She turned her head, raising an eyebrow. “Good?”
“Yeah,” he said simply. “Good thing it’s the last time.”
Clara stared at him for a second. Then, a small smile slipped through. “…yeah.”
It wasn’t a big moment, it didn’t feel like one. But something about it settled. Like the thought didn’t have to sit so heavy. Like it could just be what it was.
She leaned back into her seat, exhaling softly through her nose as her gaze drifted back out the window. The school was getting closer. She could tell without even really looking for it. The familiar streets started to show up. The buildings. The subtle shift in traffic. The slow buildup of cars heading in the same direction. Her fingers stopped tapping for a second. Then started again. Slower this time.
Shane noticed, didn’t say anything. He just adjusted his grip on the wheel slightly, eyes forward. “You nervous?” he asked after a minute.
Clara shook her head almost immediately. “No.” A beat. Then she added, quieter, “Not really.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
She paused. “I think I was more nervous the first day,” she said.
Shane huffed a quiet laugh. “That checks out.”
“I thought it was gonna be…” she trailed off slightly, searching for the word.
“Worse?” he offered.
“Yeah,” she said. “Worse.”
“And?”
Clara shrugged one shoulder. “It wasn’t great,” she admitted.
“Honest.”
“But it wasn’t…” she paused again, her expression shifting slightly. “It wasn’t everything.”
Shane nodded once. “…yeah.”
They fell quiet again after that. Not the kind of silence that felt like something was missing. Just full.
Clara watched as the school came into view up ahead, her chest tightening just slightly, not in a panicked way, not like before. Just enough to remind her that it mattered. That it was ending. That she was here. Again. For the last time.
Shane slowed the car as they pulled into the parking lot, easing into a spot without any rush. The engine stayed running. Neither of them moved right away.
Clara stared straight ahead for a second, her hands resting loosely in her lap now, no longer tapping. The building looked exactly the same. Of course it did. Same entrance. Same steps. Same people starting to filter in. Nothing about it had changed. And somehow, everything had. “…weird,” she muttered under her breath.
Shane glanced at her. “What?”
She shook her head slightly. “Nothing.”
But she didn’t reach for the door, not yet. She just sat there. Taking it in. The last morning. The last walk inside. The last everything.
Shane didn’t rush her. Didn’t say anything like you’re gonna be late or you should go. He just stayed there. Letting her have the moment. After a few seconds, he leaned back slightly in his seat. “You’ll be fine,” he said.
Clara huffed out a quiet breath, a small smile tugging at her mouth. “I know.”
“And if you’re not,” he added, “you can just leave.”
She turned her head, giving him a look. “Tempting.”
“I’m serious.”
“I know you are.”
“That’s the problem.”
Clara shook her head, the smile lingering just enough to soften everything. “Ilya’s been a bad influence.”
“Don’t act so suprised. Of course he is. ”
Another pause. Then, Clara reached for the handle. Her fingers wrapped around it. She pushed it open slightly, then stopped. Something pulled her back. Not physically. Just a feeling. She closed the door again, turning back toward him.
Shane raised an eyebrow slightly. “What?”
Clara didn’t answer right away. She just looked at him for a second. Really looked. Like she was trying to fix the moment in her mind. Then, she leaned over, and hugged him. Tight. Not rushed. Not awkward. Real.
Shane froze for half a second, just enough to register the surprise, before his arms came up automatically, one hand settling lightly against her back. “Okay,” he said quietly, a hint of something softer in his voice.
Clara let out a small breath against his shoulder. “See you later,” she said. It came out a little quieter than she expected. But steady.
“Yeah,” he replied. “See you.”
She pulled back after a second, brushing a strand of hair out of her face like nothing had happened. Like it wasn’t a big deal. But it was. Even if neither of them said it. Clara gave him one last look. Then she opened the door again. This time, she stepped out. The morning air hit her lightly, not cold, not warm. Just there. Grounding.
She adjusted her bag on her shoulder, pushing the car door closed behind her with a soft thud. For a second, she stood there. Not moving. Existing in the space between. Then she turned, and started walking. Each step felt normal, familiar. But also, final.
She didn’t look back right away, didn’t let herself. She walked across the parking lot, blending into the flow of students heading toward the entrance. Voices around her. Laughter. Complaints about homework. Plans for later. All the usual noise. It felt distant. Not in a bad way. Just not hers. Not anymore. 
Halfway to the doors, she paused. Just slightly. Then, she glanced back. The car was still there. Shane still inside. Watching. Not in an obvious way. But enough. Clara lifted her hand in a small wave. He nodded once in return. That was it. No big gesture. No drawn-out goodbye. Just acknowledgment. She turned back again. And this time, she didn’t stop. She walked through the doors, and into the last day.
 
The day dragged. Not because of classes, not because of work, but because of time. It wasn’t even moving slowly in a normal way, the kind where you could zone out and suddenly realize an hour had passed. No, this was different. This was every second stretching just enough for Clara to feel it. To notice it. To count it without meaning to. Every moment felt like it was leading somewhere, and that somewhere was getting closer whether she liked it or not.
Clara sat in her first class, staring at the board like she was paying attention. She wasn’t. The teacher was talking, something about an assignment, something about a due date, but the words didn’t stick. They just passed through her, like background noise she couldn’t quite tune out but couldn’t hold onto either. Her pen hovered over her notebook, unmoving. She blinked once. Twice. Then her eyes shifted to the clock.
8:42.
She looked away. Back to the board. Tried to follow along. “…so if you look at the structure—” Nope. Gone. Her eyes flicked back again.
8:43.
One minute. It had only been one minute. Clara exhaled slowly through her nose, leaning back slightly in her chair. “…focus,” she muttered under her breath. It didn’t work. It never worked when she said it like that, like she could just command her brain to cooperate.
Her leg started bouncing under the desk, a quiet, restless rhythm that picked up without her noticing. Her fingers tapped lightly against the edge of her notebook. Once. Twice. Faster. She tried to write something down. Anything. But halfway through the sentence, she stopped. Because she realized she had no idea what she was writing. Her gaze drifted again. Clock.
8:45.
Still too early. Still too much time left. Clara pressed her lips together, shifting in her seat. It wasn’t that she wanted the day to be over. That was the problem. She didn’t. Not really. Because the end of the day meant everything else. Leaving. Going back. The shift. The space between what had been the past three weeks and whatever came next. Her stomach tightened slightly.
She looked back at the board again, forcing herself to focus on something, anything, in front of her. Words. Sentences. Concepts. None of it stuck. Her brain kept pulling her somewhere else. Back to the house. The couch. The way it felt to just sit there without thinking too hard. Back to the rink. The sound of skates on ice. The sharp echo of a puck hitting the boards. Her voice cutting through everything, clear and steady, like she actually knew what she was doing. Back to the stupid McDonald’s runs. Late at night. Laughing over nothing. Arguing over fries like it mattered. It didn’t. But it did. Because it was theirs.
Clara blinked, pulling herself back to the present again. Her leg was bouncing faster now. Her fingers tapping harder. She stopped them both abruptly, pressing her hand flat against her notebook like she could physically hold herself still. “…focus,” she whispered again. Still didn’t work. Because no matter how much she tried to stay in the moment, her thoughts kept drifting.
Second period wasn’t any better. If anything, it felt worse. Because now she was aware of how slow everything felt. Aware of how every glance at the clock chipped away at the time she didn’t want to lose.
9:27.
9:32.
9:41.
Each time, closer. Each time, less.
Clara rested her chin in her hand, her elbow propped on the desk as she stared at the front of the room. Someone laughed a few seats over. Someone else whispered something she didn’t catch. The teacher asked a question. She didn’t even register what it was. Her pen rolled slightly across her desk. She caught it automatically. Set it down. Picked it up again. Put it back.
Her mind kept circling the same thought without fully landing on it. This is it. Not in a dramatic way. Not like everything was ending. Just this part. This stretch of time. This version of things. It was closing. And she wasn’t ready for it to.
She shifted in her seat again, crossing one leg over the other before uncrossing it almost immediately. Uncomfortable. Restless. Like she had too much energy and nowhere to put it. Her eyes flicked to the clock again.
9:58.
Almost the end of the period. Almost. She exhaled slowly, dragging her gaze back down to her notebook. There were half-written sentences scattered across the page. None of them complete. None of them meaningful. She traced one of the lines lightly with her finger. Then stopped. Because it didn’t matter. None of this did. Not today. Not like everything else did.
By the time the bell rang, the sound felt louder than usual. Sharper. Like it snapped her out of something she hadn’t fully realized she was stuck in. Chairs scraped. People stood. Voices filled the room. Clara stayed seated for a second longer. Just a second. Then she grabbed her bag and stood, moving with the flow of everyone else.
The hallway was crowded. Too loud. Too full. It felt like everything was happening around her instead of with her. She walked through it anyway. Automatic. Step by step. Her shoulder brushed against someone. “Sorry,” she muttered without looking. They didn’t respond, didn’t matter. She kept moving.
Third period. Same pattern. Sit. Stare. Try. Fail. Clock. 
Again. 
Again. 
Again. 
Her leg bounced harder this time, the movement more noticeable, more persistent. She tapped her pen against her desk in a steady rhythm. 
Click.
Click.
Click.
“…can you not,” someone next to her whispered.
Clara stopped immediately. “Sorry.” She set the pen down, pressing her hands flat against the desk again. Stillness didn’t help. It just made everything louder. Her thoughts filled the space instantly. Too many of them. Too fast. The house. The kitchen. Shane leaning against the counter, asking her how she felt like it wasn’t a big deal. Ilya sitting back, calm as ever, like nothing could shake him. Maple curled up between them like he belonged there. Because he did. Because somehow he just did.
Clara swallowed slightly, her throat tight for a second. She blinked it away. Forced her gaze forward again. “…focus,” she whispered for the third time that day. Still nothing. Because no matter what she did, time kept moving.
Lunch came and went in a blur. She sat at a table. Ate something she didn’t really taste. Nodded when people talked to her. Answered when she had to. But her mind wasn’t there. It kept pulling back. Over and over again. To everything she didn’t want to let go of yet. The couch. The movies. The late-night conversations that didn’t mean anything and somehow meant everything. The rink. Her voice carrying across the ice. The way they actually listened. The way it felt to belong there. Even just for a little while.
She pushed her food around on her tray, barely eating. Not because she wasn’t hungry. Just because she didn’t feel like it. Her phone sat next to her. Silent. She thought about picking it up. Thought about texting. Didn’t. Because what would she even say?
I don’t want today to end.
That wasn’t something you text. That wasn’t something you fix. So she left it. Sat there. Let the noise of the cafeteria fill the space instead.
Afternoon classes were worse. Because now it was closer. Now every glance at the clock felt heavier.
2:07.
2:19.
2:31.
Clara rested her head against her hand again, staring at the board without seeing it. Her leg still bounced. Her fingers still tapped. Her thoughts still drifted. Constant. Unstoppable.
She thought about walking into practice later. About seeing the rink again. About standing there one more time. Knowing it was different now. Knowing it wasn’t hers in the same way anymore. Her chest tightened slightly at the thought.
She shifted in her seat again, trying to shake it off. Didn’t work. Nothing really did. No matter what she tried, the same truth kept sitting there. Waiting.
The bell rang for the last period. Louder than the others. Or maybe it just felt that way. Clara blinked, sitting up slightly as the room around her started to move. Chairs. Voices. Backpacks zipping. Everyone leaving. She stayed still for a second. Just one. Then she grabbed her things. Stood. Walked out.
The hallway felt different now. Not quieter. Not calmer. Final. Like every step mattered a little more. Like she was aware of it in a way she hadn’t been before. She moved through it anyway. Same as always. Same path. Same doors. Same everything. Except it wasn’t the same. Because she wasn’t.
She reached the exit. Paused, just slightly. Then pushed the door open. Stepped outside. And the air hit her again. Fresh. Real. Different.
Clara exhaled slowly, her shoulders dropping just a little. The day wasn’t over yet. But it was close. Too close. And no matter how much she wanted to slow it down, she couldn’t. Because time didn’t care. It just kept moving. Forward. Always forward. And all she could do, was go with it.
Clara stepped down onto the walkway, adjusting her bag on her shoulder as her eyes scanned the parking lot automatically. She didn’t even have to think about what she was looking for. She just knew, and there it was. Bright. Obnoxious. Impossible to miss. The orange Porsche, sitting there like it didn’t belong anywhere near a high school parking lot. Like it was actively trying to be noticed.
Clara stopped walking for half a second, staring at it. Then she shook her head. “…of course,” she muttered under her breath.
Because of course. Of course Ilya would pull up in that today. Of course he wouldn’t even try to be subtle. Of course every single person within a fifty-foot radius was already looking at it. She could feel it without even turning her head. The attention. The curiosity. The quiet what is that car doing here energy.
Clara let out a small breath through her nose, already walking toward it again. “Ridiculous,” she murmured. But there was no real annoyance in it, just recognition.
She reached the car, pulling the passenger door open and sliding into the seat in one smooth motion, dropping her bag down by her feet. The door shut with a solid, clean sound. The inside of the car was quiet, cool, controlled. A complete contrast to everything outside.
Clara leaned back slightly, running a hand through her hair as she glanced over at him. “…you’re ridiculous.”
Ilya didn’t even look remotely bothered. “I know,” he said calmly. Like it was a fact. Like it required no defense.
Clara huffed out a quiet laugh, shaking her head as she settled into the seat more comfortably. “Do you enjoy the attention or something?”
“I tolerate it,” he replied.
“That is not the same thing.”
“It is close enough.”
She gave him a look. “It is not.”
He didn’t argue. He just adjusted his hand on the wheel slightly as he pulled out of the parking space with practiced ease, the car gliding forward smoothly.
Clara glanced out the window as they moved, watching the school start to fade behind them. The building. The entrance. The crowd of students lingering outside. All of it slipping further away with every second. She didn’t say anything, didn’t need to. Because the feeling was still there. That quiet awareness. That this was the last time.
She exhaled softly, leaning her head back against the seat for a second before turning slightly to look ahead again. And then, perfect timing. Because of course it was.
Denver. Walking across the lot. Right past the car. Close enough to notice. Close enough to definitely recognize it. 
Clara saw him at the same time Ilya did. She didn’t even have to look over to know what was about to happen. She felt the shift. The split-second decision.
And then, Ilya lifted his hand. No hesitation. No second thought. Immediate. The finger. Clear. Direct. Unapologetic.
Clara reacted just as fast. “Hey—” Her hand shot out, smacking his arm down before he could even fully extend it. “No,” she said immediately. “Absolutely not.”
Ilya glanced at her, mildly surprised but not particularly concerned. “…he deserved it.”
“That does not mean you do that while I’m in the car,” Clara shot back.
Her tone wasn’t angry, but it was firm, like that wasn’t even up for debate.
Ilya paused for half a second, considered it. Then gave a small nod. “…fair.”
Clara leaned back in her seat again, crossing her arms slightly as she stared forward. “You’re unbelievable.”
“And yet,” he said calmly, “here I am.”
“That’s not a defense.”
“It was not meant to be.”
She exhaled through her nose, fighting the small smile that threatened to show up. Didn’t quite succeed. “…you’re still ridiculous.”
“Yes.”
They drove in comfortable silence for a minute after that. The kind that didn’t need filling. The kind that just existed.
Clara let her head rest back again, her eyes drifting out the window as the scenery shifted from school to streets she recognized more. Familiar. Closer to everything else. Her fingers started tapping lightly against her thigh again. Not anxious. Just thinking.
Then, “You have so much stuff from three weeks,” Ilya said.
Clara groaned immediately. “I know.”
He glanced at her briefly. “How?”
She let her head fall back against the seat again, staring up at the ceiling of the car for a second. “I don’t know,” she said. “Everything just ended up at your house somehow.”
Which was true. And also made absolutely no sense. But also complete sense. Because it hadn’t been one big moment. It had been a hundred small ones. A hoodie left behind somewhere one night. A pair of shoes the next. A charger plugged in and forgotten. A bag dropped by the door that never got picked back up. More stuff taken from each of the few visits back to her house.  It all just accumulated. Without her noticing. Without her trying. Until suddenly, most of her life was there.
Ilya nodded slightly, like this was a completely logical outcome. “Yes,” he said. “That tends to happen.”
Clara turned her head, giving him a look. “…shut up.”
He didn’t respond. Didn’t need to. The corner of his mouth lifted just slightly.
Clara sighed, dragging a hand down her face before letting it fall back into her lap. “I’m gonna have to make like three trips,” she muttered.
“Or,” Ilya said, “you could organize your belongings.”
She stared at him. “Or,” she repeated slowly, “I could not do that.”
He inclined his head slightly. “That is also an option.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Another quiet stretch of road passed between them. Clara’s gaze drifted again, out the window. Forward. Anywhere but directly at the thought sitting in the back of her mind. Because now that school was over, now that she was in the car, now that everything was moving again, it felt closer. Practice. The rink. The team. The goodbye that wasn’t really a goodbye but also kind of was. Her chest tightened just slightly. Not enough to hurt, just enough to remind her it was there.
She shifted in her seat, pulling one leg up slightly, resting her foot against the edge of the seat. Ilya noticed, didn’t comment. Just adjusted the music slightly, something low, barely noticeable, just enough to fill the space without interrupting it.
Clara let out a quiet breath. “…thanks for picking me up,” she said after a minute.
Ilya glanced at her briefly. “Of course.”
She nodded once. Then looked back out the window. The rink was getting closer now. She could tell. Didn’t need directions. Didn’t need to check. She just knew. 
And as the car turned onto the final road leading there, Clara’s fingers stopped tapping. Her leg stilled. Her shoulders straightened just slightly. Like something in her was preparing. For what came next. For the last practice. For the last time standing there in that role. For everything she wasn’t ready to let go of, but was going to have to anyway.
She exhaled slowly. Then sat up a little straighter in her seat. “Okay,” she murmured. Not to Ilya. Not really. Just to herself.
The car pulled into the lot smoothly, the engine quiet as it slowed. Clara reached down, grabbing her bag. Ready. Or at least, as ready as she was going to be.
 
The rink felt the same. That was the first thing Clara noticed when she stepped inside.
The air was still cold in that familiar way, not freezing, not uncomfortable, just sharp enough to wake you up the second you walked through the doors. The faint smell of ice and rubber and worn-in gear lingered like it always did. The low hum of the building, distant voices, blades cutting across the surface, the occasional echo of a puck hitting the boards, wrapped around her in a way that felt steady. Predictable. Unchanged. And yet, so different.
Clara paused just inside the entrance, Maple tucked comfortably in her arms, his head resting against her forearm like he had done this a hundred times before. Which, at this point, he kind of had.
Her eyes moved slowly across the space. The stands. The benches. The glass lining the rink. Everything exactly where it should be. Everything exactly how she remembered it. But it didn’t feel like the first day she walked in. Didn’t feel like the middle of everything, either. It felt final. Not in a dramatic way. Not like something was ending completely. Just like something was closing. A chapter. A stretch of time. A version of herself that had only existed here, in this space, for these past three weeks.
Maple shifted slightly in her arms, his tail giving a small, content thump against her side. Clara glanced down at him, her expression softening. “Alright,” she murmured quietly. “Let’s go.”
She adjusted her grip and walked further in, her steps steady against the rubber flooring as she made her way toward the rink entrance. The sound hit her a little louder as she got closer. Skates carving. Voices calling. Energy already building. The team was out there. Warming up. Moving through drills with a rhythm that felt familiar.
Clara stopped just before stepping fully into view, watching for a second. Taking it in. Wyatt in net, already dialed in, tracking every shot like it mattered. Tanner laughing at something Luca said, nearly missing a pass because of it. Bood lining up another shot, focused but loose in a way that hadn’t been there at the beginning. It was different. They were different. And she had been part of that.
Clara stood there for another second. Maybe two. Just watching. Letting it settle. Because this, right here, was the part she didn’t want to rush through. Not today. Not the last time.
Maple shifted again, a small impatient wiggle this time, like he knew they weren’t just here to stand in the doorway and observe. Clara huffed out a quiet breath, adjusting her hold on him. “Yeah, yeah,” she murmured. “We’re going.”
She stepped forward. Out of the entryway. Onto the rubber just behind the bench. And almost immediately, “Coach!” The voice carried across the rink, sharp and familiar.
Clara looked up. Tanner. Of course it was Tanner. He had lost the fear he had developed for her in the beginning quite quickly over the past three weeks. He lifted his stick in a half-wave, nearly losing his balance in the process.
“Careful,” Clara called back automatically. “I’m not dealing with injuries on my last day.”
“That sounds like a threat,” Luca added, skating past him.
“It is a threat,” Clara replied.
A few of them laughed. Not loud. Not disruptive. Just enough. Just normal. And that was the thing that hit her the most. It felt normal. Not forced, not overly sentimental, not heavy, but the way it had been.
She walked along the bench slowly, Maple still tucked against her, his ears perked as he watched the movement on the ice like it was the most fascinating thing in the world. Which, to be fair, it probably was.
Clara leaned lightly against the boards, her eyes following the flow of the practice. Pass. Shot. Reset. Voices overlapping. Small corrections. Better timing. Cleaner execution. They weren’t perfect. They didn’t need to be. They were better, and they knew it. That quiet confidence sat under everything now. Not arrogance. Not pressure. Trust. In themselves, in each other. Clara felt it in the way they moved. In the way they talked. In the way they didn’t second-guess every single thing anymore. Her chest tightened slightly. Not painfully. Just enough to make her aware of it.
“You’re late.” The voice came from her left.
Clara didn’t even look over right away. “Am I?” she said.
Coach Johnson stepped up beside her, arms crossed, gaze fixed on the ice. “You’re always late,” he replied.
“That is not true.”
“It is occasionally true.”
Clara snorted softly at that, glancing over at him. “Wow. That sounds familiar.”
“I wonder why.”
She shook her head slightly, looking back out at the team. They stood there in comfortable silence for a moment. Watching. Observing. Letting the practice unfold.
Then, “You did good,” he said simply.
No buildup. No long speech. Just that.
Clara blinked once, the words landing heavier than they should have for how simple they were. “…I tried,” she said.
Because that was the truth. She hadn’t known what she was doing at the beginning. Hadn’t had a plan. Hadn’t felt ready. But she had tried. Every day. Every practice. Every moment she stepped onto the ice and pretended she belonged there.
“That’s what matters,” he replied.
Clara nodded slightly, her lips pressing together for a second before easing into a small, quiet smile. “Yeah,” she said. “I guess it is.”
Another pause. Another stretch of quiet.
Then Clara pushed herself off the boards. “Alright,” she said, a little louder this time. Her voice carried. Cutting through the noise just enough. “Bring it in!”
The response was immediate. Not perfect, there were still a couple of stragglers, a few last passes, one more unnecessary shot from Bood, but within seconds, they were all skating in. Circling. Closing in. Gathering around her near center ice.
Clara stepped out onto the surface carefully, Maple still in her arms, adjusting her footing as she moved to face them. They settled in front of her. Sticks resting against the ice. Helmets tilted slightly. Eyes on her. Waiting.
Clara took a breath. Not deep. Not dramatic. Just enough. Then she looked at them. Really looked. Each of them. The same way she had earlier. But this time, closer, clearer. “…okay,” she started.
Her voice was steady. Not loud. But it didn’t need to be. They were listening.
“I’m not gonna make this a whole thing,” she said.
A few of them smirked slightly at that. Because that alone felt like a lie. But she continued anyway. “I just—” she paused briefly, searching for the right way to say it without overthinking it. “I had a lot of fun.”
That got a couple small reactions. Not big. Not exaggerated. Just real.
“And I know I kind of got thrown into this,” she added. “And you guys didn’t really have a choice.”
“That’s true,” Tanner muttered.
Clara shot him a look. “Do you want to run bag skates right now?”
“…no.”
“Then be quiet.”
A few quiet laughs broke through the group. The tension, if there even was any, eased immediately.
Clara shook her head slightly before continuing. “But seriously,” she said. “You guys made it easy.”
That part mattered. She wanted them to know that. Because they had. Even when they pushed back. Even when they didn’t listen right away. Even when everything felt like it might fall apart. They showed up. They adapted. They trusted her. Eventually. “And you got better,” she said. “Like, actually better.”
Wyatt shifted slightly in net, but didn’t look away. Luca nodded once, almost unconsciously. Bood tapped his stick lightly against the ice. “And not just like… hockey better,” Clara added. “Just, better as a team.”
That landed differently. Quieter. More internal. She could see it in the way a few of them glanced at each other. Small. Subtle. But there.
“And that’s not something you lose,” she said. “So don’t.”
No big speech. No dramatic emphasis. Truth.
A pause settled over the group. Not awkward. Just… still.
Clara let it sit for a second before shifting her weight slightly. “This isn’t the last of me,” she added, her tone lighter now. “I’ll still be around.”
A couple heads lifted at that. Interest. Relief.
“And I’ll still bring Maple,” she said, giving him a small bounce in her arms.
Right on cue, Maple gave a soft bark. That got a bigger reaction.
“Yeah, that’s the important part,” Troy said.
“Obviously,” Clara replied.
Then, Wyatt raised a hand slightly.
Clara blinked. “…yes Mr. Hayes?”
He tilted his head a little, a faint smirk pulling at his mouth. “How did Coach Wiebe react to getting a dog?”
Clara froze. Just for a second. Then, “…I haven’t told him yet.”
There was a beat of silence. Then the entire group broke. Laughter. Immediate. Loud. Unfiltered.
“You haven’t—” Troy started, already laughing too hard to finish.
“That’s gonna be a surprise,” Clara said, trying, and failing, not to laugh with them.
“A great one,” Wyatt added.
“Yeah,” Luca said. “He’s gonna love that.”
“Or kick you out,” Bood offered.
“That’s also possible,” Clara admitted.
The laughter lingered for a second longer before fading back into something softer. Easier. Clara looked at them again. One more time. “…alright,” she said quietly. Then, a little louder, “Let’s go. One more.”
No hesitation. No dragging. They broke instantly. Back into motion. Back into practice. Like they always did.
Clara stepped back toward the boards, Maple still in her arms, watching as they spread out across the ice again. Moving. Working. Playing. And she just watched. For the last time.
She didn’t step onto the ice this time, she stayed on the sidelines, right where she belonged for this drill. She pressed up against the boards, one arm hooked securely under Maple as he rested against her side, completely unfazed by the noise, the movement, the chaos of practice unfolding in front of him.
She leaned forward slightly, forearms resting on the top of the boards, eyes locked in. Focused. Sharp. Because even off the ice, she was still coaching. “Alright!” she called, her voice cutting clean across the rink. “Defense drill. Now. Set it up.”
Groans echoed immediately. Predictable.
“Coachcome on—” Evan started from center ice.
“No,” Clara cut in without missing a beat. “You don’t get sentimental and lazy at the same time. Pick one.”
“…that feels targeted,” Luca muttered, already skating into position anyway.
“Good,” Clara said. “It should.”
Maple lifted his head slightly at the shift in her tone, ears twitching. Clara absently scratched behind them without taking her eyes off the ice.
“Wyatt, in net,” she added.
“I am always in net,” Wyatt called back.
“Then congratulations, you know exactly where to go.”
A few quiet laughs broke through. Clara didn’t smile. Not yet. “Defense pair up,” she continued. “Forwards line up high. We’re running controlled entries, force them wide, no clean middle lane, and if I see one person glide, I swear—”
“You’ll what?” Troy called.
“I will remember it forever,” Clara replied flatly.
“…that’s worse.”
“Correct.”
Maple gave a small bark. Clara nodded. “Exactly.”
She straightened slightly, tapping the boards once. “Let’s go. First group—go.”
The play started fast. Too fast. Forwards pushed the pace through the neutral zone, trying to carry speed into the offensive end. Defense reacted, but not together. One stepped up late. The other hesitated. Gap opened. Lane opened. Shot. Save. But that wasn’t the point.
“Stop.”
Her voice snapped across the ice. Everything froze. Blades scraped to a halt. Pucks stilled. Heads turned.
Clara tilted her head slightly, unimpressed. “What was that,” she said.
Not yelling. Worse. Flat. Blunt. No one answered. Because they knew.
Clara shifted Maple slightly higher on her hip, adjusting her hold without breaking eye contact with the defense. “You cannot hesitate there,” she said. “If you’re stepping up, step up. If you’re backing off, commit to it. That middle lane just opened like you rolled out a welcome mat.”
“…yeah,” one of them muttered.
“Yeah,” Clara repeated. “So fix it.” She tapped the boards again. “Reset.”
They skated back. A little sharper. A little more aware.
Clara watched every movement. Feet. Sticks. Angles. Everything. “Again,” she said.
The second rep started cleaner. Better gap. Stronger pressure at the blue line. But then, shift left. Puck carrier cutting toward Evan’s side.
Clara’s eyes narrowed immediately. She didn’t wait. “Evan,” she called.
He adjusted. But not enough. The forward slipped past his left side. Too easy. Too familiar.
“Stop.” Again. Silence.
Clara didn’t move from the boards, didn’t step forward. She didn’t need to. Her voice carried just fine. “Evan,” she said. “What are you doing?”
He blinked, slightly caught off guard. “…defending?”
“Incorrect.”
A few of the guys let out quiet laughs. Clara didn’t even glance at them. “You always give up your left,” she said.
There it was. Direct. Unavoidable.
Evan shifted his weight. “I don’t always—”
“You do,” Clara cut in immediately. “Every time. It’s like you’re guiding them there.”
“I’m not guiding them—”
“You open your hips too early,” she said, sharper now. “You panic, you turn, and suddenly you’re not controlling anything, you’re chasing.”
Silence. Because yeah, he knew. Everyone did.
Clara adjusted Maple slightly as he shifted, his tail flicking once against her arm. She absently steadied him. “Watch your feet,” she continued. “Stay square longer. Force them to make the move, not you.”
Evan ran a hand along the back of his helmet. “…okay.”
“Not okay,” Clara said. “Fix it.” She pointed. “Again.”
They reset. Again. This time, Evan held his angle. Didn’t open up early. The forward tried the same move. Left side. But, cut off. Lane gone. Forced wide. Bad angle shot. Easy save.
Clara nodded once. “Better,” she said. “See how that works?”
Evan exhaled. “…yeah.”
“Yeah,” she echoed. “Do that every time.”
Maple gave a small approving huff. Clara glanced down briefly. “He agrees.” Then back up. “Next group, go.”
The drill picked up. Faster now. More intensity.
Clara stayed exactly where she was, leaning over the boards, tracking everything like she could see the entire ice at once.
“Close the gap!”
“Stick on puck, not just waving it around for decoration!”
“Wyatt, talk!”
Wyatt quickly glanced over. “I am talking!”
“Then why can I not hear you!”
“I’m yelling!”
“Then yell better!”
A few guys laughed mid-play.
“Do not laugh during the drill,” Clara snapped instantly.
“…sorry!”
“Don’t be sorry. Be useful.”
Maple barked again. “Exactly,” Clara said.
Another rush. This time, breakdown on the opposite side.
“Stop.”
Groans. Louder this time. Clara ignored them. “Why are we collapsing before the puck even gets there,” she asked.
No answer. She tapped the boards again, harder. “You’re overhelping,” she said. “Trust your partner. If both of you dive middle, the outside is wide open. This is not complicated.”
“…we know,” Luca muttered.
“Then act like it,” Clara fired back. Immediate. No hesitation. 
They reset. Again. And again. Each rep, a little cleaner. A little sharper. More communication.
“I got middle!”
“Take him!”
“Switch!”
“Yes, keep talking, that’s what I want!”
Clara’s voice stayed constant. Never fading. Never drifting. Even without stepping onto the ice, she controlled it. Every movement. Every correction. Every shift in pace.
Maple stayed calm through all of it, occasionally lifting his head, occasionally reacting to the louder bursts of Clara’s voice like he thought he was part of the drill. At this point, he kind of was.
Another rep. Evan again. Left side. Clara watched closely. He held it. Stayed square. Didn’t open early. Forced the forward wide. Clean. Controlled.
Clara nodded, just once. “Good,” she called. “That’s it. That’s exactly it.”
Evan didn’t respond. But his posture changed. More solid. More confident.
The drill continued. Fast. Focused. No wasted movement.
Clara clapped her hand once against the boards. “Last rep!”
Immediate energy spike. Everyone pushed harder. Cleaner. Faster. Like it mattered. Because it did. Entry. Pressure. Stick lift. Shot blocked. Cleared. Whistle. Silence settled for a second.
Clara straightened, shifting Maple slightly as she looked out at all of them. “…that’s how you do it,” she said.
Not loud. But it carried. They didn’t celebrate. Didn’t cheer. Just nodded. Because they knew, they felt it.
Clara looked at them one more time, her grip on Maple steady. “…don’t lose that,” she added quietly.
And for that moment, they didn’t.
 
 
Halfway through practice, right when the rhythm had finally settled into something sharp and steady, the doors opened. It wasn’t loud. Not dramatic. Just the quiet scrape of metal against rubber flooring, the low hum of the rink shifting slightly as cold air moved and something new entered the space.
But Clara noticed immediately. Her head turned before anyone else’s. Before the players. Before the assistant coaches. Before the sound even fully registered as something different. She just knew. And there he was. Coach Wiebe. Her dad.  Standing just inside the doorway, one hand still resting on the handle like he hadn’t even fully stepped in yet, taking in the scene in front of him. The ice. The players. The drill. Clara, holding a dog.
There was a pause. Small. But real. Like the moment hadn’t quite decided what it was yet. And then, Clara moved. No hesitation. No second thought.
She pushed off from the boards, not onto the ice this time, because she wasn’t wearing skates, but along the rubber flooring, weaving past the bench, around the open gate, moving fast enough that a couple of players turned mid-drill, confused for half a second.
“Clara—” someone started. Too late. She was already there. Right in front of him.
And then, she hugged him. Tight. Not careful. Not polite. Real.
Her arms wrapped around him like the past three weeks had been sitting in her chest waiting for exactly this moment. And for half a second, he didn’t move. Surprised. Caught off guard in a way that didn’t happen to him often. Then he laughed. Soft. A little breath knocked out of him by the force of it, one hand coming up to rest against her back as he hugged her back. “…okay,” he said, a little amused, a little confused. “Hi to you too kiddo.”
Clara didn’t pull away right away. Didn’t rush it. She just stayed there for a second longer than necessary. Like she needed to make sure he was actually there. Like this wasn’t something she’d imagined. Then she finally stepped back. Still close. Still looking at him. “You’re back,” she said. It came out quieter than she expected. But it was enough.
He nodded once, studying her for a second longer than he probably realized. “…yeah,” he said. “I am.”
There was something in the way he said it. Not heavy. Not serious. But aware. Like he could already tell something had shifted. Clara looked… different. Not physically. But in the way she held herself. The way she stood. The way she didn’t immediately close off or deflect or look away. She was still Clara. Just, more settled.
Behind them, the team had started drifting over. One by one. Drawn by the interruption. By him. By the moment.
“Coach!” Wyatt called, skating in first, tapping his stick lightly against the ice as he slowed.
“Hey,” Wiebe said, glancing past Clara now, his expression shifting into something more familiar. “You guys still working or just standing around looking confused?”
A few laughs. The tension broke instantly. “Little bit of both,” Luca said.
“Shocking,” Wiebe replied dryly.
More of them gathered. Tanner. Evan. Troy. All of them circling in slightly, energy shifting without needing to be directed.
Clara stepped slightly to the side but didn’t move far. Still right there. Still part of it. Maple shifted in her arms, lifting his head now that there were more voices, more movement, more attention.
And that’s when Wiebe noticed. Really noticed. His eyes dropped. Paused. “…who’s this guy?”
There it was. Clara smiled immediately. Not defensive. Not hesitant. Warm. “…he’s kind of our dog now.”
There was a beat. Silence. Then, “…I’m sorry,” Wiebe said slowly. “Your what?”
“Our dog,” Clara repeated, like that explained everything.
A couple of the guys snorted. Someone muttered, “Good luck,” under their breath.
Clara adjusted Maple slightly, one hand coming up to scratch behind his ears like this was the most normal conversation in the world. “His name’s Maple,” she added.
Maple barked once. Right on cue. Like he understood. Wiebe blinked. Looked at the dog. Looked at Clara. Looked back at the dog. “…okay,” he said. “I’m gonna need more than that.”
Clara nodded. “Yeah, that’s fair.”
And then she explained. Not rushed. Not scattered. Piece by piece.
“Harris brought him to practice a few times,” she started. “Just kind of… showed up with him.”
“Harris,” Wiebe repeated, already sounding like that checked out.
“Yeah,” Clara said. “And then he kept bringing him. And then everyone got used to him. And then I started—” she paused, glancing down at Maple for a second, smiling slightly, “—taking him around more.”
The team was quiet now, listening. Because they knew the story. But hearing her tell it was different. “Then I took him on the road trip,” she continued.
Wiebe’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “You what?”
“It was fine,” she said quickly. “He was good. Everyone helped.”
“That is not reassuring,” Wiebe replied.
“He was really good,” Wyatt added quickly.
“Best behaved out of all of us,” Tanner said.
“That is a low bar,” Wiebe shot back.
“…still counts,” Luca muttered.
Clara ignored them. Focused. “He just… stayed,” she said. “And now he’s kind of attached to me. And I’m attached to him.”
Maple shifted again, pressing slightly closer into her side like he was proving her point.
“And,” Clara added, glancing briefly at Shane and Ilya across the rink before looking back, “we’re keeping him.”
There it was. Clear. Simple. No hesitation.
Wiebe didn’t respond right away. He just looked at her. Really looked this time. Like he wasn’t just processing the dog, he was processing her. The way she said it. The way she stood. The way she wasn’t asking. Just telling. And then, he sighed. Not annoyed. Not frustrated. Just resigned. “As long as you can take care of him.”
Clara didn’t hesitate. “I can.” Immediate. Certain. No doubt.
Wiebe held her gaze for a second longer. Like he was checking. Measuring. Making sure. And then, he nodded. “…alright.” That was it. No lecture. No long speech. Complete trust.
And something in Clara’s shoulders relaxed just slightly. Not because she thought he wouldn’t say yes. But because it mattered that he did.
Maple barked again, softer this time. Like approval. “Yeah,” Clara murmured, scratching behind his ears again. “You’re staying.”
“Unbelievable,” Wiebe muttered under his breath. But there was no real edge to it.
Behind them, the team started shifting again. Energy coming back. Movement returning. The pause ending.
Clara glanced out at the ice, then back at Wiebe. “…we were running defense drills,” she said.
“I could tell,” he replied.
“…they were not good at first.”
“I could also tell.”
A small smile tugged at her mouth. “They’re better now.”
Wiebe looked past her, watching for a second as the guys slowly reset themselves without being told. “…yeah,” he said. “They are.” He glanced back at her. “…you did that?”
Clara shrugged slightly. “I yelled at them a little.”
“That tracks.”
Maple wagged his tail. “Yeah,” Clara said. “He helped.”
“Of course he did.”
There was a small pause. Then, “Alright,” Wiebe said, clapping his hands once. “Are we practicing or just standing around bonding?”
The team snapped back immediately. “Yes, Coach,” a few of them called.
“Good,” he said. “Then move.”
They scattered. Back into position. Back into motion. Like nothing had stopped. But everything had shifted.
Clara stepped back toward the boards again, settling into her spot, Maple still in her arms. She leaned forward slightly, watching. Same as before. But different now. Because he was here. Because it was ending. Because it mattered.
Wiebe stood beside her for a second, arms crossed, eyes on the ice. “…you did good,” he said quietly.
Clara glanced at him. Just for a second. “…I tried.”
He nodded. “That’s what matters.”
And then they both looked back out at the ice, watching everything continue.
 
Practice didn’t end all at once. It never really did. There wasn’t a whistle that wrapped everything up neatly, no clean break where effort stopped and the moment just… closed.
Instead, it unraveled. Slowly. Piece by piece. The final drill faded out into loose skating, then into scattered shots on net, then into guys coasting toward the bench, pulling at helmets, loosening gloves, voices overlapping in tired, familiar noise. Pucks drifted to a stop along the boards. Sticks tapped idly against the ice. Someone laughed too loud at something that wasn’t that funny, just because the energy had somewhere to go now.
And through all of it Clara stood at the boards. Maple still in her arms. Watching. Not directing anymore. Not calling anything out. Just… taking it in. The scrape of skates. The echo of the rink. The way everything softened after being sharp for so long. It felt different now. Because she knew. Last practice. Last time standing here like this. Last time it felt like hers.
She adjusted her grip on Maple slightly as he shifted, his head resting more comfortably against her arm, completely at ease in the middle of all of it. “…yeah,” she murmured quietly, almost to herself.
Behind her, voices carried from the bench. Gloves hitting the wood. Water bottles clattering. Normal. Everything felt normal. Which somehow made it heavier.
Across the ice, Coach Wiebe had already started pulling things together. Not formally. Just… naturally. A quiet word here. A nod there. The kind of presence that didn’t need to be loud to be felt.
And then he glanced toward the far side of the rink. Toward Shane. Toward Ilya. Standing near the bench, half in conversation already, half just existing in that relaxed, post-practice way they always did. Wiebe hesitated for half a second. Then pushed off. Walking over.
Clara noticed. Her eyes tracked him without thinking, attention shifting as he slowed to a stop in front of them.
Shane straightened slightly. Ilya turned just enough to face him fully. There wasn’t tension. Not exactly. But there was something… deliberate in the way Wiebe stood there. Like he had something to say and wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. Direct. No buildup. No deflection.
Shane blinked once. “…for what.”
“For dumping her on you for three weeks,” Wiebe said.
There it was. Clear. Simple. And for a second, neither of them responded. Not because they didn’t know what to say. But because it didn’t feel like something that needed apologizing for.
Ilya was the first to move. Just a small shake of his head. Calm. Immediate. “We had a great time,” he said. No hesitation. No exaggeration. Simply true.
Shane nodded right after. “Yeah,” he added. “She’s always welcome.” It landed exactly how it needed to. No big speech. No drawn-out reassurance. Just two sentences that meant everything they needed to mean.
Wiebe exhaled. Subtle. But real. Like he hadn’t realized he’d been holding that tension until right then. “…okay,” he said.
Relief sat quietly in the edges of his expression, even if he didn’t fully show it. Because it mattered. Not just that Clara had been taken care of, but that she’d been wanted. That she hadn’t just been… handled. And that was the difference.
He nodded once, more to himself than anything, before glancing back out toward the ice. Everything was winding down now. Players stepping off. Helmets coming off. Energy fading into something softer.
Clara shifted her weight slightly at the boards, watching them for another second, then made a decision. She pushed off the wall. Stepped away. Maple adjusted easily in her arms as she moved, like he already knew the routine.
Her sneakers squeaked lightly against the rubber flooring as she made her way around the bench, weaving past scattered gear and half-finished conversations. She didn’t rush. But she didn’t hesitate either.
By the time she reached them, Shane had already noticed. Of course. He glanced over, then did a small double take at the sight of her walking straight toward them like she had something on her mind. “…what did you forget now,” he said.
Clara rolled her eyes immediately. “Nothing.”
“Suspicious.”
“I think,” she started, ignoring him completely, “I left my hockey bag in the garage.”
A pause. Then, “Of course you did,” Shane said.
Ilya nodded slightly, unsurprised. “Yes. That makes sense.”
“It does not make sense,” Clara shot back. “It just happened.”
“Everything just ‘happens’ with you,” Shane said.
“That is not true.”
“It is extremely true.”
She gave him a look. The look. He held up a hand slightly. “I’m just saying.”
Clara exhaled through her nose, then glanced between them again. “…I need it,” she added.
“Yeah,” Shane said immediately. “We’ll take you.” No hesitation. No discussion. Just decided.
Ilya followed just as quickly. “And bring you home,” he added calmly. “So he has time to settle.”
A small nod toward Wiebe. Practical. Considerate.
Clara blinked for half a second. Then nodded. “Okay.”
Simple. But it landed heavier than she expected. Because this, this was the part where things actually started ending. Not in theory. Not later. Now.
They stood there for a second. All three of them. Not moving. Not rushing off yet. Just… there. The noise of the rink continued around them, doors opening and closing, voices echoing, skates being pulled off, but it all felt a little distant. Muted. Like it wasn’t the point anymore.
Clara adjusted Maple slightly, her fingers absentmindedly brushing through his fur. “…I have a lot of stuff there,” she muttered.
Shane snorted. “You think.”
“Like, way more than I thought.”
“Half your wardrobe is still in our dryer,” he said.
“Okay, first of all—”
“And your shoes.”
“That is not—”
“And at least three of our hoodies that you took.”
She paused. “…those are mine.”
“They are now,” Shane replied.
Ilya hummed slightly. “They have integrated.”
“Shut up,” Clara said, but there was no real bite to it. Just familiarity. Just ease.
A small pause settled again. Then, “Alright,” Shane said, pushing off from where he was leaning slightly. “Let’s go before you remember something else you forgot.”
“I didn’t forget anything else.”
“You absolutely did.”
“I did not.”
“We’ll find out.”
Clara rolled her eyes again but didn’t argue. Because he was probably right.
They started moving. Together. Toward the exit. Toward the next part.
Clara didn’t look back right away. Didn’t stop at the door. Didn’t linger in the middle of the rink like this was some dramatic moment she needed to mark. She just walked. Maple calm in her arms. Steps steady.
But right before they reached the doors, she glanced back. Just once. At the ice. At the space. At everything that had somehow become more than it was supposed to be. And then, she turned forward again, and kept going.
 
Back at the house it didn’t feel like they’d only been gone a few hours. It felt like stepping into something that had already started closing.
The door opened with the same familiar sound, the same slight resistance before it gave way, and for a second, everything looked exactly the same as it always had. Couch. Shoes by the door. A hoodie thrown over the back of a chair. The quiet hum of a place that had been lived in without thinking too hard about it. Normal.
But it didn’t feel normal. Not to Clara. Because now she noticed everything. The little things she hadn’t paid attention to before. The way the light hit the floor through the window. The faint scuff marks near the hallway from where skates had been dragged in too fast one night. The blanket folded halfway on the couch that no one ever actually folded all the way. It all felt… paused. Like the house knew something was ending.
Clara stepped inside slowly, Maple still tucked against her side, her bag sliding off her shoulder and landing softly by the door. For a second, she didn’t move. Didn’t say anything. Just stood there. Taking it in.
Shane brushed past her first, like he always did, no ceremony, no hesitation, heading straight toward the kitchen like this was just another stop in a long, ordinary day. Ilya followed more quietly, setting his keys down on the counter with that same careful, deliberate motion he always had. Routine. Everything about them was routine.
And Clara, well Clara felt like she was stepping out of it. “…okay,” she muttered under her breath, more to herself than anyone else.
Then she moved. Down the short hallway. Into the garage. Because of course that’s where it was. Her hockey bag sat exactly where she’d left it, half unzipped, one strap twisted under it, like she’d dropped it in a rush and never thought about it again. Which she hadn’t.
Clara walked over, crouching slightly to grab it, fingers brushing over the worn fabric, the familiar weight of it settling into her hands as she lifted it. It felt heavier than it should have. Not physically. Everything it carried. Three weeks of routines. Practices. Games. Moments she hadn’t expected to matter as much as they did. “…yeah,” she murmured. Then she stood, slung the strap over her shoulder, and headed back inside.
The house was quieter now. Not empty. Just waiting.
Shane leaned against the counter, scrolling through his phone like he didn’t have a single thought in his head. Ilya stood near the window, looking out for a second before glancing back when she walked in. They both looked up at the same time. Of course they did.
“You found it,” Shane said.
“No,” Clara replied dryly. “I decided to leave it here forever.”
“Good plan.”
“Thank you.”
She adjusted the bag on her shoulder, walked around to gather up the last of her remaining things, then back toward the front door. Each step felt slower. Not because she was trying to drag it out. Just because there was nowhere else for this to go.
She reached the door. Stopped. Her hand hovered near the handle for a second. Then dropped. And she turned around instead. Everything felt still. Not silent. Not empty. Just paused. Like the house was holding its breath. “…so I guess this is it,” she said.
It came out softer than she expected. Not dramatic. Not heavy. Honest.
Shane didn’t answer right away. He pushed himself off the counter, taking a few steps closer, stopping just inside the space between casual and too close. “…went by too fast,” he said. No joke. No sarcasm.
Clara nodded slightly. “Yeah.” Because it had. It really had. Three weeks that somehow felt like both nothing and everything at the same time.
Ilya stepped forward then. Quiet. Deliberate. Like he always was when something mattered. He reached into his pocket.
Clara frowned slightly, watching him. “…what are you—”
He pulled out a key. Simple. Metal. Ordinary. And held it out to her.
For a second, she didn’t move. Didn’t reach for it. Just looked at it. Then at him. “…what.”
“You’re always welcome,” he said. Calm. Certain. Like it wasn’t a big deal. Like it didn’t need to be. “Just—” he added, a faint hint of something almost amused flickering through his tone, “—at least give us a heads up.”
Clara stared at the key for another second. Then slowly reached out. Took it. It felt heavier than it should have. Not because of what it was. But because of what it meant. “…you’re serious,” she said.
“Yes.” No hesitation. Not a joke. Just a yes.
Shane nodded once from behind him. “We’re not taking it back either, so don’t lose it.”
“I’m not going to lose it,” Clara said automatically.
“You definitely are.”
“I am not—”
“You lose everything.”
“I do not lose everything.”
“You lost your entire wardrobe.”
“That is different.”
“That is not different.”
Clara opened her mouth to argue, then stopped. Because he wasn’t wrong. “…okay, that was one time,” she muttered.
“Three weeks,” Shane corrected.
“Shut up.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched slightly.
Clara glanced down at the key again, turning it over in her fingers. Then, she smirked. Small. But unmistakable. “Oh,” she said. “I know what you guys will be doing.”
There was a beat. Then, “…okay,” Shane said immediately. “We’re not doing this right now.”
Clara’s smirk widened slightly. “I didn’t even say anything.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Ilya exhaled quietly, somewhere between amused and tired. “You implied enough.”
“That’s on you,” Clara said.
“That is absolutely not on us.”
“It is a little on you,” she shot back.
“No,” Shane said firmly. “No, it’s not.”
Clara let out a quiet laugh, shaking her head slightly. Because this felt normal. Easy. Like nothing was ending at all. And that almost made it worse.
They stood there. All three of them. Right by the door. Not moving. Not rushing. Letting the moment exist. A minute passed. Maybe more. No one checked. Because no one wanted to be the one to break it.
Maple shifted in Clara’s arms, letting out a soft huff, completely unaware of the weight sitting in the room. Clara adjusted him absently, her fingers still loosely wrapped around the key in her other hand. “…I’m gonna come back,” she said quietly. Not a question. Not a promise she was unsure about. Just a fact.
Shane nodded immediately. “Yeah.” Ilya followed. “Of course.” Simple. Like it didn’t need anything else.
Clara swallowed slightly, then looked between them one more time. Really looked. Like she was trying to lock it in. Every detail. Every expression. Every small, familiar thing. “…okay,” she said.
And that was it. The moment didn’t need anything bigger. Didn’t need a speech. Didn’t need something dramatic. It just was.
Then Shane clapped his hands once, breaking the stillness. “Alright,” he said. “Let’s get in the car.” Practical. Grounding. Necessary. Because if they stayed there any longer, it would get harder.
Clara nodded. “Yeah.”
She turned. Opened the door. Stepped out. The air outside felt different. Cooler. Sharper. Like the day had moved on without them.
Shane grabbed his keys from the counter on the way out.
Ilya followed close behind.
And just like that, they were moving again. Down the steps. Toward the car. Toward the part none of them really wanted to get to, but had to anyway.
 
Her house wasn’t far. But it felt like it took too long to get there anyway. Not because the drive was long, because none of them were talking much anymore. The kind of silence that isn’t awkward, just… full. Full of everything they didn’t know how to say out loud without breaking something open.
Clara sat in the passenger seat, one hand resting on Maple, the other still loosely holding the key Ilya had given her earlier. She kept turning it over between her fingers without realizing it. Again. And again. Like if she kept moving it, the moment wouldn’t settle. Like it wouldn’t become real if she didn’t let it sit still long enough.
Shane drove. Ilya sat in the back. Same as always. But not really. Because this time, there was an ending sitting between every breath.
They pulled up in front of her house. The car slowed. Stopped. No one got out immediately. For a few seconds, nobody moved at all. The engine ticking softly. The world outside too normal for what was happening inside it.
Clara looked through the windshield at her house. Her real house. The one that had been hers before everything got rearranged without permission. It looked smaller than she remembered. Or maybe she just felt bigger now.
“…we’re here,” Shane said quietly. Like saying it softer might make it less final.
Clara nodded once. “Yeah.”
But she didn’t move right away. Neither did they.
Ilya leaned forward slightly from the backseat. Not rushing her. Just… present. Waiting. Like he understood that this wasn’t something you stepped into quickly.
Clara unbuckled her seatbelt slowly. The click sounded too loud. Too permanent. She opened the door. Cold air hit her face immediately, sharp in a way she hadn’t noticed before. She stepped out. Maple followed, shifting in her arms as she stood up fully, like he knew too. Like animals always knew. 
Shane got out next.
Ilya followed.
And suddenly, they were all standing there on the sidewalk in front of her house. Like the world had narrowed down to just this strip of pavement and everything else had stepped back to watch. No cars passing. No noise. Just them.
Clara adjusted Maple slightly, holding him closer without thinking. Her throat felt tight already, which annoyed her a little. Because she didn’t want it to start like this. Not yet. She turned toward them. 
And for a second, no one spoke. Not because there was nothing to say. But because there was too much. Too much packed into a few weeks that somehow became something none of them expected to matter this much.
Clara stepped forward first. No hesitation now. Just movement. She placed Maple down, hugged Shane first. Quick at first, then tighter. Like she didn’t mean for it to last long, but it did anyway. 
Shane hesitated for half a second, then wrapped his arms around her properly. Steady. Familiar. Real. 
Clara pressed her face briefly into his shoulder, breathing in like she was trying to remember it without looking. “…thank you,” she said quietly. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just… real. “For everything.”
Shane exhaled slightly. “Yeah,” he said, voice softer than usual. “Of course.”
She pulled back slowly. Then turned. Ilya was already there. He didn’t wait for her to come to him. Just stepped forward slightly so she didn’t have to think about it. Clara hugged him next. Different from Shane. Still tight. Still familiar in a way that surprised her.
Ilya’s arms came around her more carefully at first, like he was making sure she was actually there, not just about to disappear if he held too hard. But then he held on properly. Like he understood too. Clara swallowed hard against his shoulder. “…you guys are insane,” she mumbled. A faint pause.
Then Ilya, quiet as ever: “Yes.”
That made her let out a small laugh. It broke something just enough to keep her from fully falling apart right there. She pulled back. Looked between them. Really looked. Like she was trying to memorize the exact shape of this moment before it left.
Then her voice cracked slightly anyway. “I’ll miss you idiots,” she said.
She tried to laugh after it. It didn’t fully work. Her eyes were already watering. She blinked fast, annoyed at herself for it. For not being able to hold it in better.
Shane looked away for a second, like he was trying to do the same thing and failing in a different direction. Then he nodded once. “We aren’t going anywhere, trust us.” Simple. Not a promise to fix the feeling. Just a reminder that distance wasn’t disappearance.
Clara wiped her face quickly with the back of her hand. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “I know.” But her voice didn’t sound like she fully believed how far that felt yet. She stepped back again. One step. Then another. Like she needed space to keep standing.
Maple shifted in her arms. Warm. Alive. Real.
She looked at the house behind her for a second. Then back at them. And for a moment, it hit all at once. Not just leaving them. But everything. The couch nights. The rink. The stupid arguments. The McDonald’s runs at times no one should’ve been awake. The way it had stopped feeling like she was visiting and started feeling like she was there. And now, it was closing.
Her chest tightened again. She nodded once, like she could physically push through it. Then turned toward her door. Not rushing. Just walking. Because if she stopped again, she might not be able to move forward at all.
Behind her, she heard Shane shift slightly. Like he wanted to say something else. Didn’t. Ilya didn’t move either. They let her go the last few steps on her own. 
Clara reached her front steps. Paused at the door. Just for a second. Then opened it. And stepped inside. Behind her, the air felt colder immediately. Not temperature. Something else. Distance. The door closed gently. Not slammed. Not dramatic. Just closed.
And outside, Shane and Ilya stayed where they were for a moment longer. Neither of them spoke right away. There wasn’t anything clean to say that wouldn’t feel wrong.
Eventually, Shane exhaled. “…that went by too fast.”
Ilya nodded slightly. “Yes.”
A pause. Then Shane glanced toward the door. Like he could still see it. “She’s… good,” he said quietly.
Ilya nodded again. “She is.”
That was it. No debate. No doubt. Just truth.
Another silence settled between them. Not empty. Just heavy in a different way.
Then Shane spoke again, softer. “She’s gonna be okay.”
Ilya looked at him. A beat. Then, “She already is.” And somehow, that made it worse and better at the same time. 
They stood there another second. Then Shane finally moved toward the car. “Let’s get in,” he said. And they did. Not because they wanted to leave the moment behind. But because staying there wouldn’t change it.
And inside the house, Clara leaned back against her closed door for a second. Just one. Maple pressed against her chest. Everything quiet. Too quiet. But not empty. Not anymore.
 
The drive back didn’t feel like a return to anything normal. It felt like leaving something carefully balanced behind and hoping it stayed standing.
Shane kept both hands on the wheel, but his attention wasn’t really on the road in front of him. It was somewhere farther away, back at the sidewalk, the way Clara had stood there for just a second too long before turning around, like she was trying to convince herself that moving forward didn’t mean losing anything.
The streetlights slid over the windshield in slow intervals. On. Off. On. Off. Like the world itself was blinking.
In the front set, Ilya sat angled slightly toward the window, but he wasn’t looking at anything in particular. His posture was relaxed in the way it always was, like tension simply didn’t know where to land on him, but his quiet wasn’t empty. It was full.
Shane finally broke it.
“…you’re thinking loud,” Ilya said before he even fully spoke.
Shane huffed a short breath through his nose. “Am I that predictable?”
“No,” Ilya said. “Just consistent.”
That earned a faint laugh from Shane, but it didn’t last long. The car settled back into silence for a few seconds.
Then Shane exhaled, like he’d been holding something in since they left the curb. “I thought I didn’t understand teenage girls at all,” he said. A pause. “I mean completely. Like, I organized the entire spice drawer before she came. I don’t think she ever opened it.”
There was a small, almost reluctant amusement in his voice as he said it, like he was realizing how absurd that sounded only after saying it out loud. “I was prepared for chaos,” he added. “I had systems. Labels. I had—” He shook his head slightly. “Nothing she did matched any of it.”
Ilya watched him from the backseat. Calm. Not interrupting. Just listening.
Shane glanced briefly at the rearview mirror, then back at the road.
“And now?” Ilya asked quietly.
Shane didn’t answer immediately. He let the question sit there for a moment, like he was testing whether it had an easy answer and finding out it didn’t. Then, “…now I think I understand her perfectly.”
Ilya’s eyebrows lifted slightly. Not surprised. Just attentive.
Shane continued, voice softer now. “It’s not that she’s simple,” he said. “It’s that she’s… honest in a way people don’t usually let themselves be. Everything she does makes sense if you stop trying to categorize it.”
He tapped his fingers once against the steering wheel. “I kept thinking I had to fix something. Or guide something. Or keep up with something. But she didn’t need that.” A pause. “She just needed people who don’t flinch when things get messy.”
Ilya leaned back slightly in his seat. “That’s you,” he said simply.
Shane let out a quiet laugh. “Apparently.”
Another stretch of silence passed, softer this time. Less heavy. More reflective. The city lights blurred past them in a steady rhythm, like time refusing to slow down just because they wanted it to.
Then Shane spoke again, quieter than before. “She’s just like me,” he said. “I just had to… empathize.”
Ilya looked out the window again for a moment. Then back toward the driver’s seat. “You were great with her,” he said. No embellishment. No hesitation. Just fact.
Shane didn’t respond right away. The words landed differently than praise usually did. Not sharp. Not loud. Just steady. Like something settling into place that had been slightly off before. He shrugged slightly. “I don’t know about great.”
“You do,” Ilya said.
That made Shane go quiet for a second longer. Then he gave a small, reluctant nod. “…okay,” he admitted.
A beat. The car hummed softly around them. Then Shane added, almost under his breath, “I didn’t expect it to feel like that.”
Ilya tilted his head slightly. “Like what?”
Shane hesitated. He searched for the word. Didn’t find a perfect one. So he settled for the closest. “…like she mattered that much in such a short time.”
Ilya didn’t respond immediately. Because there wasn’t anything to correct in that. Or anything to reduce. Just truth sitting there in the middle of the car.
Shane cleared his throat lightly, like he was trying to shift away from how serious that had gotten. Then, more softly, almost like he didn’t mean to say it out loud: “I think I want us to have a girl.”
The car didn’t react. No sudden movement. No interruption. Just that sentence existing between them now.
Ilya’s expression changed slightly, not dramatically, but enough to show he was processing it. Not rejecting it. Not dismissing it. Just holding it carefully in his mind like something fragile that needed a second before being answered.
The road ahead stayed steady. Green light in the distance. Then passing. Then gone.
Ilya finally smiled a little. Not big. Just real. “…me too,” he said.
That was it. No elaboration. No future planning. No rush to define it. Just agreement. And something underneath it that neither of them needed to say out loud to understand—not yet, but maybe.
Shane let out a slow breath, some of the tension in his shoulders easing without him noticing. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Yeah.”
The car continued forward. The world outside kept moving the same way it always did, unaware of the things being decided quietly inside passing vehicles.
Shane glanced once at the mirror again. Empty backseat space behind Ilya’s reflection. Then back to the road. “You think she’ll be okay tomorrow?” he asked after a moment.
Ilya didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
Shane nodded once. Like that was enough. A pause. Then, softer, “She hates school.”
Ilya made a faint sound that might’ve been agreement. “She’ll survive it,” he said.
Shane gave a small laugh. “She always does.”
And for a while after that, neither of them spoke again. Not because there was nothing left to say. But because the rest of it didn’t need words yet. The car kept moving forward into the night. Behind them, somewhere not visible anymore, a house stood quietly holding a girl, a dog, and the last shape of a chapter that had already started becoming memory before it fully ended.
 
Clara didn’t realize how much she had been holding in until she started talking. It came out uneven at first, too fast, like she was afraid she’d lose the details if she slowed down. Words piling on top of each other before she could decide which ones mattered more.
Her dad leaned against the kitchen counter while she spoke, half-listening in that way parents do when they’re trying not to interrupt something that feels important. Every now and then he’d nod, or ask a small question, but mostly he just let her go. So she did.
She told him about the rink first. About stepping onto the ice that first day like she wasn’t sure she belonged there. About how quickly that changed. How the team had started out as something she was supposed to help and turned into something she accidentally became part of. “…they’re idiots,” she said at one point, pausing to take a sip of water, “but like… in a good way. Mostly.”
Her dad smiled slightly. “Mostly?”
Clara pointed at him. “Don’t twist my words.”
“I’m not,” he said. “I’m observing.”
She rolled her eyes, but there was no heat in it. Then she kept going. The drills. The chaos. Wyatt trying to overthink everything. Evan refusing to guard his left side like it was a personal philosophy. Shane acting like he wasn’t invested in any of it and then somehow knowing exactly what was going to happen before it did. Ilya saying almost nothing and still managing to make everything calmer just by being there.
And Maple. Always Maple. By the time she got to Maple, her voice softened without her meaning it to. “He’s kind of like… part of everything now,” she said. “Like, he just shows up in moments he shouldn’t fit into and suddenly he does.”
Her dad raised an eyebrow slightly. “That sounds familiar.”
Clara narrowed her eyes. “No, it doesn’t.”
“It does a little,” he said.
She ignored him and kept talking anyway. The McDonald’s runs came next. The ones that didn’t make sense on paper but made perfect sense at the time. Late nights where nobody wanted to go home yet so they didn’t. Sitting in the car, half-laughing, half-exhausted, fries everywhere, someone always stealing someone else’s drink. “Shane always orders the same thing,” she said. “Every time. Like he thinks consistency is a personality trait.”
“And is it?” her dad asked.
Clara thought about it. “…kind of.”
That got a small laugh out of him. 
Then she told him about the first night she stayed over without meaning to. How it started as “just a movie” and turned into her not going home at all. How she woke up the next morning like it wasn’t strange anymore. Like it had always been that way.
She didn’t say that part out loud, though. She just moved on.
The couch. The rink lights. The way time stopped feeling so separate when she was there.
Her dad listened quietly, not interrupting this time. Just watching her. Like he understood she wasn’t just telling him what happened. She was trying to organize how she felt about it. 
Eventually, she slowed down. Ran out of things to say. Or maybe just ran out of energy to keep everything moving at the same speed. “…that’s basically it,” she said finally, leaning back against the counter.
Her dad nodded once. “You sound like you had a good time.”
Clara hesitated. Then shrugged. “…yeah,” she admitted. “I did.”
A pause. Then softer, “I didn’t think I would.”
Her dad didn’t push that. He just nodded again. “Sometimes that’s the best kind,” he said. 
Clara looked down at the floor for a second. Let that sit. Then pushed off the counter. “I’m going upstairs,” she said.
“Alright,” he replied. “Dinner later?”
“Yeah.”
She turned, heading for the stairs. Maple followed for a few steps before curling up at the bottom like he had decided that was far enough. 
Clara paused halfway up, looked back down at him, then continued. Her room was exactly how she left it. Which was the problem. Everything normal. Everything untouched. Like nothing had shifted while she was gone. But she had.
She stepped inside slowly, closed the door behind her, then just stood there for a second. Not moving. Not sitting. Just letting the quiet hit her fully. It wasn’t the same quiet she had gotten used to at Shane and Ilya’s place. That quiet had weight in it, but it was shared. This one felt like absence.
Clara finally sat down on her bed, her own bed, and let everything settle. She let out a long breath that she didn’t know she had been holding. 
Her room felt very quiet. Too quiet. An uncomfortable silence she didn’t want to welcome back in. 
She opened her phone, and pulled up her messages with Shane. 
Clara:
movie night on saturday? :)
Shane:
See you at 7.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    i hope you guys all enjoyed so much, i had a blast doing this. and i can tell y’all now that hopefully this won’t be the last of shane ilya and clara…. 🫣


  






  










Afterword



  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








