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Not Nothing

    by dayybreak

      Summary

      Shane Hollander sends a courtesy text to the wrong number.

Ilya Rozanov answers.

What starts as an accident turns into a habit — late-night messages, honesty, and a version of Shane that exists without an audience.

Ilya figures out who he’s talking to long before Shane does.

He doesn’t say anything.

Instead, he keeps replying.



      Notes

        hiiiii!!!! I wanted to write a short-ish fic because I couldn't get the idea out of my head! enjoy the first part!

edit: this is not short ish i lied but chapter 14 is close to halfway through!




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: one
  








  Shane almost doesn’t send it.
He’s already done the postgame routine—shower, stretch, protein bar he didn’t really want. The hotel room is quiet in that way that always feels temporary, like nothing in it belongs to him long enough to leave an impression. His bag sits by the door, half-unpacked. Tomorrow’s schedule is written on the pad by the phone, checked twice.
This is just a courtesy text. The kind you send so you don’t forget. The kind that doesn’t require a response.
Shane: Hey — thanks again for earlier. Really appreciate it.
He sets the phone down on the nightstand and exhales, slow. Done.
It buzzes less than a minute later.
Unknown: for what
Shane frowns, picking the phone back up.
Okay. That’s on him.
Shane: I think I’ve got the wrong number.
There’s a pause. Not long enough to be awkward, but long enough that he notices it. He can picture the other person looking at their phone, deciding whether to bother correcting him.
Unknown: you think
Shane huffs a quiet laugh.
Shane: pretty sure.
Unknown: disappointing
Shane smiles despite himself.
Shane: I’ll survive I guess.
Another pause. Longer this time.
Unknown: bold assumption
Shane leans back against the headboard, phone resting loosely in his hand. He could stop now. Should stop now. The mistake has been acknowledged; the exit is clean.
Instead, he types:
Shane: I usually do.
The reply comes almost immediately.
Unknown: interesting

Unknown: what are you awake this late
That gives him pause.
It’s not rude. It’s not invasive. It’s just… direct, in a way that doesn’t feel careless. Shane considers his answer, not because the truth is complicated, but because it feels strange to give it to someone who doesn’t know him.
Shane: just finished a game

Shane: waiting for the bus
This time the typing indicator lingers. Appears. Disappears. Reappears.
Unknown: did it go well
Shane stares at the screen for a second longer than necessary. He could deflect. He usually does. But there’s something about the question—no qualifiers, no expectations—that makes honesty feel easier than usual.
Shane: no
Unknown: then I won’t pretend to be impressed
Shane laughs out loud at that, the sound brief and startled. He scrubs a hand over his face, aware suddenly of how tired he is, how thin the day has worn him.
Shane: appreciated
Unknown: you are welcome, wrong number
That should end it. Shane knows that. The bus is loading now; he can hear voices through the hall, the scrape of skate guards against concrete. He should put the phone away, step back into the noise.
Instead, he types:
Shane: do you usually talk to strangers like this
The reply is instant.
Unknown: only when they don’t ask boring questions
Shane grins, small and private.
Shane: I’ll take that as encouragement
Unknown: you should not
Shane: noted
There’s a longer stretch of silence after that. Shane assumes that’s it. He pockets his phone, slings his bag over his shoulder, steps into the hallway with the rest of the team. The night resumes its familiar rhythm—movement, chatter, the low hum of transition.
His phone buzzes again as he’s stepping onto the bus.
Unknown: what time zone are you in
Shane hesitates, one foot on the step, the other still on the pavement.
Shane: eastern
Unknown: same

 Unknown: unfortunate
Shane arches an eyebrow at his screen.
Shane: why unfortunate
He doesn’t get an answer right away. The bus door closes. Someone takes the seat beside him. The city slides past the window in blurred streaks of light.
Then:
Unknown: means it is late for both of us

Unknown: which suggests poor judgment
Shane considers that.
Shane: or insomnia
Unknown: optimist
Shane watches the typing bubble appear, disappear, then settle back in.
Unknown: you always this honest with people you don’t know
He thinks about it. About how careful he usually is. About how public everything feels, even when it isn’t.
Shane: only when it doesn’t matter
The pause that follows is the longest yet.
When the reply comes, it’s different—shorter, precise.
Unknown: it always matters

Unknown: eventually
Shane’s chest tightens, just a little. Not unpleasantly. More like recognition brushing against something he hasn’t named.
Shane: that sounds ominous
Unknown: I am told I have that effect
Shane smiles, then shakes his head at himself.
Shane: whoever you are, this has been unexpectedly nice

Shane: thank you
This time, the answer takes long enough that Shane almost misses it.
Unknown: you are welcome

Unknown: if you decide to stop talking now, I will understand
There it is. The out, offered cleanly. Shane stares at the screen, thumb hovering. He thinks about tomorrow’s game. About how conversations usually end because someone needs something from him.
He types:
Shane: I’m okay continuing
Across the city, Ilya Rozanov lets his phone rest against his palm and exhales, slow and deliberate.
Because he seems to have recognized the voice almost immediately.

Because he's sure he knows exactly who texts like this. 

Because Shane Hollander has no idea who he’s talking to—and because Ilya, against his better judgment, wants to see where that leads.
Unknown: then continue
Shane’s reply is immediate.
Shane: okay
Ilya smiles, sharp and quiet, and locks his phone.
This will be fun.

They don’t talk again that night.
Shane falls asleep somewhere between the hotel and the city lights blurring past the window, phone face down on the nightstand, the last exchange replaying itself in his head with a quiet insistence. Nothing dramatic. Nothing unresolved. Just the sense of having stepped into a conversation that didn’t require anything from him.
Morning skate, meetings, tape and routine. He forgets about the number until his phone buzzes during breakfast, the vibration sharp against the tabletop.
He expects a team alert.
It isn’t.
Unknown: good morning, wrong number
Shane stares at the screen, surprised into stillness.
He doesn’t smile right away. He checks the time first, as if that might explain it. He hadn’t given his name. Hadn’t asked for this. But the message feels deliberate, like the other person waited for daylight.
Shane: morning

Shane: that’s not ominous at all
Unknown: you are awake

Unknown: this is progress
Shane snorts softly, earning a look from across the table.
Shane: it’s before nine
Unknown: then I am impressed
He takes a sip of coffee, considering.
Shane: did you sleep
There’s a pause — shorter than last night’s, but noticeable.
Unknown: some

 Unknown: did you
Shane: enough
It’s the truth, and it’s all he offers. The conversation settles into something like that — brief check-ins, a few lines exchanged between obligations. Ilya doesn’t crowd him. Hollander doesn’t retreat.
They circle each other without naming it.
By the afternoon, the rhythm is set.
Ilya notices first.
Hollander replies faster when he’s alone. Slower when he’s with people. His sentences stretch when he’s tired, compress when he’s focused. He asks questions that aren’t really questions — open-ended, careful, designed not to intrude.
It’s familiar in a way Ilya doesn’t like.
Unknown: how is your day, honesty only
Shane reads that twice.
Shane: busy

Shane: fine

Shane: loud
Unknown: that was three answers
Shane: covering my bases
Unknown: you are cautious
Shane considers that.
Shane: observant
There’s a smile in that, even without an emoji. Ilya feels it anyway.
Late afternoon becomes evening. The team heads to the rink. Shane’s phone goes quiet on the bus, tucked away as the city shifts around them. He doesn’t think about the absence until warmups end and he checks it out of habit.
Still, he types — once — before he can stop himself.
Shane: game starting soon
The reply comes almost immediately.
Unknown: then I will be quiet
Shane pauses in the tunnel, the noise swelling around him. That line — the conditional — lands heavier than it should.
Shane: you don’t have to wait
Unknown: I know
Shane exhales, slow and careful, grounding himself before stepping onto the ice.
Shane: okay
Ilya watches, from his couch, volume low, attention sharp. He recognizes the way Hollander moves when he’s thinking too much. The way his shoulders settle after a clean pass. The way he looks briefly toward the bench after a missed chance, like he’s recalibrating in real time.
He doesn’t text him afterward.
He waits.
Shane texts first.
Shane: we won
Unknown: congratulations

Unknown: did you play well
Shane stares at the question, sweat still cooling on his skin, the locker room buzzing with postgame energy.
Shane: better
Unknown: that is not answer
Shane: it’s the one I’ve got
Ilya smiles, sharp and private.
Unknown: acceptable
Shane sits with that for a moment. With how easy it feels. With how little he’s trying.
Shane: you’re easy to talk to
There it is.
Ilya doesn’t reply right away.
He looks at the message, then at the phone, then away again, jaw tightening just enough to register. This is the line — not flirtation, not confession, but recognition. The moment where Shane names the thing without asking for it to change.
Ilya types, deletes, then settles on:
Unknown: so are you

Unknown: do not let that make you careless, I am stranger after all
Shane smiles, the corner of his mouth tugging up as he pulls his shirt back on.
Shane: too late
That’s when Ilya knows.
Not suspects. Knows.
And Ilya, against every sensible instinct he has, types back:
Unknown: then we will see what happens
Shane’s reply is immediate.
Shane: okay
Ilya locks his phone, pulse steady, mind anything but.
Because Shane Hollander thinks he’s texting someone harmless.

Because the rhythm is set now.

And because Ilya has already decided he isn’t going to stop.

By the third day, Shane stops telling himself it’s accidental.
The messages come in at predictable intervals now — early morning, late evening, the quiet spaces in between obligations. Never overwhelming. Never absent long enough to feel like a test.
It’s easy. That’s what surprises him.
Unknown: good morning

Unknown: you are awake already
Shane: unfortunately
Unknown: is fine

Unknown: suffering builds character
Shane laughs under his breath as he pulls on his hoodie.
Shane: I think I’m built enough
Unknown: doubtful
That one-word answer shouldn’t be as funny as it is. Shane catches himself smiling at his phone in the hallway, slowing his steps just enough to finish the exchange.
Shane: you’re rude for someone who keeps texting me
Unknown: I am selective

Unknown: you passed initial screening
Shane: what were the criteria
Unknown: you are polite

Unknown: you do not ask boring questions

Unknown: you do not pretend to be someone else
Shane pauses at that last one.
He hadn’t realized how much effort he usually put into that — into being the right version of himself, depending on who was watching. This feels… quieter. Unobserved.
Shane: that’s a generous assessment
Unknown: is accurate
That confidence — the certainty — makes Shane grin.
Later, after practice, after media, after the familiar low-grade exhaustion settles into his shoulders, he finds himself checking his phone without thinking about it. Not for updates. Not for messages that need answering.
Just to see if the number is there.
It is.
Unknown: you are thinking too hard again
Shane blinks.
Shane: how would you know that
Unknown: you stopped replying

Unknown: this is pattern
Shane exhales, something like a laugh caught in his chest.
Shane: you make it sound very scientific
Unknown: is simple

Unknown: you disappear when you are tired 

Unknown: you come back when it is quiet
Shane sits with that longer than he means to.
He doesn’t deny it.
Shane: maybe I just like the quiet
Unknown: maybe

Unknown: or maybe you are lonely
The word lands gently — not sharp, not accusatory. Observational.
Shane’s first instinct is to push back. To deflect. Instead, he stares at the screen, the room suddenly very still.
Shane: that’s a strong conclusion
Unknown: you are still here

Unknown: so am I
That does it.
Not in a dramatic way. Just enough to make something inside him loosen.
That evening, the room is half-noise, half-collapse — gear abandoned wherever it landed, the TV on mute, everyone doing their own version of unwinding. Shane’s on the edge of the bed, phone tipped toward him, thumb moving without thought.
Yuna notices first.
“Who are you texting?” she asks, casual, but not careless.
Shane looks up too fast.
“Uh. Just—” He searches for the first harmless name that comes to mind. “Hayden.”
Yuna’s eyebrow lifts. Just one.
“Hayden?”
“Yeah,” Shane says, too quickly, then reins it in. “We were talking earlier.”
David looks up from his laptop, frowning. “You and Hayden don’t text like that.”
Shane shrugs, aiming for nonchalance and landing somewhere near it. “Sometimes.”
Yuna tilts her head. “Isn’t Jackie putting the kids down right now?”
There it is — the corner he’s backed himself into.
Shane glances back at his phone, buying himself a second. There’s a new message waiting.
Unknown: you vanished

Unknown: suspicious
He locks the screen without replying.
“Yeah,” Shane says. “He mentioned that.”
David squints at him. “About what.”
“About—” Shane pauses, then exhales. “Never mind. It’s nothing.”
Yuna studies him for another beat, then hums softly, unconvinced but willing to drop it.
“Okay,” she says. “Just checking.”
The room settles again. The TV murmurs. Someone flips a page. Life moves on.
Shane waits until it feels safe to look at his phone again.
He snorts, covering his mouth with his hand.
Shane: you’re enjoying this

Shane: sorry — dinner with my parents
The reply takes a beat.
Unknown: tragic

Unknown: I forgive you
Shane smiles immediately.

 Unknown: you are boring, is fun
Shane leans back against the pillows, phone resting on his chest, the room dim and quiet around him.
For the first time, he notices how easy it’s been — how natural it felt to fill the empty spaces with this.
Shane: I don’t usually do this
Unknown: I can tell
Shane closes his eyes, smiling despite himself.
Ilya locks his phone, amusement humming under his skin.
Because this is fun. Even if Hollander is boring. 

Because Hollander is exactly as readable as he thought. If this is really him.

And because watching him realize what he’s been missing is proving far more entertaining than Ilya expected.

It isn’t one thing that gives it away completely.
Ilya would prefer that — a single clean detail, a moment he could isolate and examine. Recognition doesn’t work like that. It accumulates. It waits.
The timing comes first.
The messages never arrive during games. Not once. They stop cleanly before puck drop and don’t resume until long after, never rushed, never frantic. Whoever this is knows how to disappear without explanation.
Ilya notices. Files it away.
Then there’s the language.
Careful without being stiff. Honest without being loose. Answers that give enough without spilling over, like he’s learned exactly how much of himself is safe to offer.
It’s familiar.
Annoyingly so.
They’re texting late again, the day stretched thin on both ends.
Shane: sorry — dinner with my parents

Shane: took longer than expected
Ilya smiles faintly at his phone.
Unknown: tragic

Unknown: parents do not respect schedules
Shane: neither do I, apparently
Unknown: is fine
By the fourth night, Ilya starts nudging. Not pushing — just enough to see what gives.
Unknown: where are you tonight
The reply takes longer than usual.
Shane: hotel

Shane: road trip
Road trip narrows things. Not decisively — but meaningfully.
Unknown: sounds exhausting
Shane: sometimes

Shane: mostly it’s just quiet
Quiet.
Ilya types, deletes, then sends:
Unknown: quiet can be good
Shane: yeah

Shane: I think that’s why I like this
Ilya closes his eyes for a brief second.
Because now it isn’t just timing or phrasing. It’s preference. Choice.
Unknown: you like talking to strangers
Shane: I guess, since I like talking to you
The room seems to shrink around him.
Ilya doesn’t respond immediately. This is usually where he deflects, reframes, turns things clever and harmless.
Instead, he asks:
Unknown: why
The pause on the other end stretches. Long enough that Ilya wonders if he’s misjudged it.
Then:
Shane: because you don’t ask me to be anything

Shane: you just let me talk
That’s when it finally clicks.
Not softly. Not vaguely.
Cleanly.
Ilya scrolls back through the conversation — the silences, the careful honesty, the road trips that align too neatly with known schedules. The way Hollander texts like someone whose life is public even when he’s alone. The way he answers questions like he’s trained to be careful.
The cadence.
The restraint.
The quiet.
There are only a handful of people who move through the world like this.
Only one who texts like this.
Ilya stills, certainty settling into place with the weight of inevitability.
It’s Shane Hollander.
There’s no rush of triumph. No spike of adrenaline. Just a calm, unsettling clarity — the understanding of what anonymity has been protecting them from.
Ilya looks at the last message again.
because you don’t ask me to be anything
He knows he should stop.
Correct the mistake. End it cleanly. Restore the distance that makes things safe.
Instead, he types:
Unknown: then keep talking

Unknown: I am listening
The reply comes almost immediately.
Shane: okay
Ilya sets the phone down, pulse steady, decision made.
He knows exactly who he’s talking to now.

He knows what this could become.
And he keeps replying anyway.











      

  












      Chapter 2: two
  



    Chapter Notes

      SORRY this took me so long. I was actually at the cottage & am now in shambles after episode 6! That's all. enjoy!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  The first thing Shane notices is that he’s the one who starts it.
Not on purpose. Not with any sense of decision behind it. Just a quiet awareness, later, that the message is already sent and his phone is still warm in his hand.
Shane: morning
He doesn’t hover over the screen afterward. He finishes lacing his shoes, pulls his phone away like the message didn’t cost him anything. If it doesn’t get answered, that’s fine. It was nothing. Just a greeting, sent and forgotten.
He tells himself this as he stands, as he grabs his gear, as the day starts moving again.
He’s halfway through tying the second lace when the reply comes.
Unknown: this is becoming pattern
Shane smiles, brief and private, and tightens the knot.
Shane: I figured you liked consistency
Unknown: only when it is interesting
Shane: harsh
Unknown: honest
That tracks.
There’s no audience. No expectation of performance. No version of himself he has to assemble before hitting send.
That alone is novel.
By the time practice ends, his body feels loose in that post-workout way — tired but settled, the kind of exhaustion that doesn’t carry stress with it. The day has already taken what it’s going to take from him.
Whatever comes next feels optional.
He’s good at optional things. He just doesn’t indulge them often.
The message sits on the screen like it expects a response.
Shane doesn’t rush. He caps his water bottle. Checks his bag. Lets the quiet hold for a second, just to prove to himself he can.
Then–
Shane: and if I’m not interesting enough?
A pause.
Unknown: then stop texting, is simple
Shane’s mouth twitches.
Shane: that’s your advice
Unknown: it is solution
Shane: harsh
Unknown: practical
Shane leans back on the bench and stares at the ceiling for a beat, like the answer is written there.
Shane: okay
He lets it hang there. Doesn’t add a question. Doesn’t add a joke.
The reply comes anyway.
Unknown: you did not stop
Shane exhales through his nose.
Shane: guess I’m not practical
Unknown: obvious
Shane smiles, brief and private.
Shane: you’re enjoying this
Unknown: yes
Unknown: do not get sentimental about it

Practice is loud and bright and full of small, constant demands. The ice is unforgiving in the way it always is — every mistake echoed, every correction immediate. Shane doesn’t check his phone until he’s back in the locker room, towel slung around his shoulders, conversation overlapping into noise.
When he does, there’s nothing waiting for him.
The absence doesn’t feel pointed. It just sits there.
He goes through the rest of the day on autopilot — media, travel, the familiar choreography of being seen. The number drifts in and out of his thoughts without urgency, like a song stuck half-remembered.
He doesn’t reach for his phone right away.
He waits until the quiet has settled into the room again, until the city outside has softened into background noise. Until the day feels finished enough to leave alone.
It takes longer than it should to stop checking.
By the time he’s back at the hotel, the quiet settles in familiar layers — room temperature too cool, the hum of the vent, the city distant behind the window. Shane drops his bag, kicks off his shoes, and stares at his phone like it might explain itself.
He doesn’t want to be annoying. He doesn’t want to be someone who fills silence just because it’s there.
Still.
Shane: long day
The reply takes a minute. Then two.
Then:
Unknown: I suspected
Unknown: you sound tired
Shane exhales.
Shane: is that a complaint
Unknown: observation
Unknown: you type slow
He glances down at the screen, then at his hands, like that might help.
Shane: maybe I’m thinking
Unknown: dangerous activity
Shane: you don’t seem worried
Unknown: I enjoy risk, even if you are boring
Shane laughs, soft and surprised, and leans back against the headboard. He stretches his legs out in front of him, the day finally starting to loosen its grip.
Shane: what are you doing
The question hangs there, more personal than he intended. He considers adding you don’t have to answer and doesn’t.
The typing bubble appears. Disappears. Appears again.
Unknown: sitting
Unknown: thinking about whether I should be doing something more productive
Shane: and
Unknown: deciding no
That earns a smile.
Shane: I respect that
Unknown: you would
There’s a pause after that — not awkward, not heavy. Just present. Shane lets it be. He doesn’t rush to fill it, and neither does the stranger on the other end.
It feels like trust, even if he doesn’t name it that way.

Later, much later, when the room is dark except for the glow of his phone, Shane types without really looking.
Shane: you still there
The reply comes instantly.
Unknown: always dangerous question
Shane: I’m learning
Unknown: yes
Unknown: slowly
Shane grins.
Shane: you enjoy being right
Unknown: is perk
Another pause. This one stretches. Shane lets it.
He stares at the ceiling, listens to the distant sounds of traffic, the faint click of the AC turning on and off. The pause doesn’t feel like a test. It feels like space — something he’s allowed to take without explaining himself.
When he reaches for his phone again, it’s unhurried.
Shane shifts on the bed, suddenly aware of the quiet again. Of how narrow the space feels when there’s nothing pressing in on him from the outside.
Shane: you don’t have to keep me company
Across the city, Ilya reads the message and doesn’t answer immediately.
Not because he’s busy. Because Hollander is learning how silence works, and interrupting that would ruin it.
He sets the phone down on the arm of the couch and leans back, eyes on the television. The game is on—not his team, not even a matchup worth caring about. Defensive coverage breaks down anyway. It always does.
A knock comes without warning.
Alexei lets himself in without asking, already mid-complaint.
“Ты смотришь эту чушь?”
You watching this bullshit?
“К сожалению,” Ilya says without looking up.
Unfortunately.
Alexei snorts and leans against the counter.
“Отец звонил.”
Father called.
Ilya stills, just barely.
“И?”
And?
“Тот же разговор,” Alexei says, rolling his eyes.
“Он хочет, чтобы ты принёс ему хлеб сегодня.”
Same conversation. He wants you to bring him bread today.
They stand there in companionable silence, the television filling the space with noise that doesn’t matter. Alexei checks his watch and exhales.
“Мне пора идти.”
I should go.
“Да,” Ilya says, already reaching for his phone.
Yeah.
Ilya stays where he is for a moment after the door closes.
Not frozen. Just… still.
Alexei’s presence lingers the way family always does — familiar pressure, familiar weight. He hadn’t said anything untrue. He never does. That’s part of the problem.
Ilya reaches for the remote and turns the volume down another notch, more out of habit than necessity. The game keeps moving anyway. It always does. Players rotate, systems break down, someone makes a mistake that could have been avoided with half a second more awareness.
He exhales through his nose.
Predictable.
His phone lights up on the table.
He doesn’t pick it up right away.
That, too, is deliberate.
Because Hollander is learning something important tonight — not about hockey, or restraint, or mystery. About pace. About silence that doesn’t mean withdrawal. About attention that doesn’t need to be proved.
Ilya likes teaching things that way.
When he finally reaches for the phone, the screen is warm against his palm. He reads the message again — the one waiting patiently where he left it — and allows himself a small, private smile.
Then he replies.
Hollander is still there.
Unknown: I know
Three dots. Gone.
Then:
Unknown: I am choosing to because I am bored
That does something to him.
Shane stares at the words until the screen dims, then taps it back awake.
Shane: okay
Across the city, Ilya lets himself smile.
They don’t talk again that night.
Not because either of them says goodbye. Not because anything feels finished. The conversation simply stops.
Shane falls asleep with his phone face down on the nightstand, the glow fading before the thought finishes forming.

Morning replaces the quiet with routine — movement, efficiency, expectation. The day doesn’t wait for anyone.
Shane doesn’t check his phone until after practice.
When he does, there’s nothing there.
He tells himself that’s expected. That this isn’t a standing appointment. That people disappear all the time without it meaning anything.
Still, he pockets the phone instead of locking it.
By late afternoon, the quiet has changed texture. Not heavy. Just noticeable.
Shane sits on the edge of the bed in his hotel room, towel draped over his shoulders, hair still damp. He opens his phone, types something, deletes it.
Types again.
Deletes that too.
He settles on neutral.
Shane: you survive the day?
The reply doesn’t come right away.
Shane doesn’t stare at the screen this time. He tosses the phone onto the bed, crosses the room, opens the window an inch just to let in the noise of the city. He’s learned how to sit with silence. He’s good at it.
When the phone buzzes, it still surprises him.
Shane doesn’t move right away after sending it.
He sits there on the edge of the bed, towel slipping from his shoulders, skin still damp and cooling too fast in the air-conditioned room. The city outside hums — not loud enough to intrude, not quiet enough to disappear.
This is usually the part of the day that stretches.
The part where everything slows down and there’s nothing left to do except exist inside his own head.
He’s good at filling that space when he needs to. Podcasts. Film. Noise. Anything that keeps the quiet from getting ideas.
Tonight, he doesn’t reach for any of it.
He crosses the room instead, peers down at the street apartment lights flickering on one by one. Somewhere below him, someone laughs — sharp and unselfconscious. It feels like a sound from another life.
His phone buzzes behind him.
He doesn’t smile right away.
He checks the message, then leans his shoulder against the window frame, letting the glass cool his skin.
This doesn’t feel like killing time.
It feels like choosing how to spend it.
That’s new.
Unknown: barely
Unknown: exhausting experience
Shane smiles.
Shane: dramatic
Unknown: accurate
He stretches, rolls his shoulders.
Shane: what happened
The typing bubble appears. Disappears. Appears again.
Unknown: nothing worth explaining
Shane snorts softly.
Shane: that bad
Unknown: boring bad
Unknown: worst kind
Shane: tragic
Unknown: yes
Unknown: I suffered greatly
There it is again — the ease of it. The way the conversation slips back into place without explanation or apology.
Shane doesn’t comment on the gap.
Neither does Ilya.

It starts subtly.
Not with compliments. Not with anything Shane could point to later and call flirting without embarrassment. Just small shifts — the way the questions change shape, the way Ross’s replies stop reacting to what Shane says and start reacting to how he says it.
Shane: what are you doing right now
Unknown: watching people make bad decisions very confidently
Shane: wow. rude
Unknown: on ice
Shane: ???
Unknown: not metaphorical
Shane: you’re watching hockey?
Unknown: unfortunately
Shane: you sound offended
Unknown: I am disappointed in their defense
Shane: that feels personal
Unknown: da
Shane: so let me guess
Unknown: no
Shane: too late
Shane: you’re one of those people who yells at the screen like they’re being personally disrespected
Unknown: I do not yell
Unknown: I comment
Shane: loudly
Unknown: with conviction
Shane: tragic
Unknown: necessary
Shane: okay but if you’re disappointed in their defense
Shane: that implies standards
Unknown: unfortunately yes
Shane: that implies a team
A pause.
Unknown: you ask many questions
Shane: curiosity is one of my better traits
Unknown: debatable
Shane: wow
Shane: so you won’t even tell me who you’re judging tonight
Unknown: no
Shane: coward
Unknown: selective
Shane: that sounds like cowardice with branding
Unknown: I will survive this accusation
Shane: barely
Ilya sets the phone down on the arm of the couch and leans back, exhaling through his nose.
He hadn’t expected the teasing to land like that — easy, competitive, just sharp enough to be interesting. Hollander doesn’t retreat when challenged. He doesn’t overexplain. He pushes, then waits.
Ilya appreciates that.
The game continues in the background, a blur of motion and missed assignments. He clocks the defensive error before the commentator does and shakes his head, quietly vindicated.
When he picks the phone back up, he doesn’t rush to reply.

Shane: okay since you refuse to name the team
Shane: let’s establish something else
Unknown: I am listening
Shane: you’re absolutely a judgmental watcher
Shane: like you have a running commentary
Unknown: incorrect
Unknown: I assess
Shane: that’s worse
Unknown: accuracy is not always kind
Shane: wow
Shane: so you’re saying you’d be brutal if we watched together
Unknown: depends
Shane: on what
Unknown: whether you talk during play
Shane: I talk when things are bad
Unknown: then we would argue
Shane: competitive already
Unknown: realistic
Shane: I think you enjoy disagreeing
Unknown: I enjoy being correct
Shane: devastating personality trait
Unknown: effective one
Shane: okay
Shane: hypothetical
Shane: if someone has terrible defense but good instincts
Shane: are they redeemable
Unknown: with work
Unknown: and discipline
Shane: harsh
Unknown: honest, once again
Shane: wow that sounds familiar

Unknown: you are different today
Shane frowns slightly at his phone.
Shane: how so
Unknown: shorter sentences
Unknown: fewer jokes
Shane considers that.
Shane: maybe I’m conserving energy
Unknown: for what
Shane: unknown future demands
Unknown: ominous
Shane: I contain multitudes
Unknown: I see only one so far
That one lands.
Not sharply — just enough to register. Shane grins, more intrigued than offended.
Shane: give it time
Unknown: dangerous promise
Shane laughs under his breath, dropping onto the bed.
Shane: you don’t strike me as cautious
Unknown: I am selective
Shane: about what
The pause stretches.
Long enough to feel deliberate.
Unknown: people
Shane’s thumb hovers.
Shane: and I made the cut
Unknown: barely
Shane: encouraging
Unknown: honesty is important
Shane exhales, something warm settling low in his chest.
He clears it with humor.
Shane: for someone who values honesty
Shane: you’re remarkably committed to being a mystery
The reply doesn’t come immediately.
Unknown: mystery is useful
Unknown: it keeps expectations low
Shane: that feels like a defense mechanism
Unknown: many things are
Shane smiles.
Shane: okay
Shane: then how am I supposed to refer to you when I complain about this conversation later
The typing bubble appears. Lingers.
Unknown: you plan to complain
Shane: it’s a risk I’m willing to take
A pause.
Unknown: fine
Unknown: Ross
The name settles into the space between them easily. Too easily.
Shane: that was fast
Ross: do not read into it
Shane: I wouldn’t dream of it
Ross: good
Ross: your turn
Shane doesn’t overthink it.
Shane: Shay
Shay: feels low-commitment
Ross: it suits you
That lands closer than it should.
Shay: you say that like you know me
Ross: I observe
Ross: remember
Shane lets that sit.
Shay: noted
Shay: then I guess this is
Shay: Shay and Ross
The reply takes a beat.
Ross: careful
Ross: that sounds like something
Shane smiles, slow and unapologetic.
Shay: only if you let it
Across the city, Ilya reads the name once and doesn’t correct it.
Not because it’s accurate.
Because it’s close enough to be interesting.

Shay: still not telling me the team????
A pause.
Ross: no
Shay: incredible commitment to mystery
Ross: I told you
Ross: expectations should remain low
Shay: tragic for you
Ross: why
Shay: because now I’m imagining you judging everyone equally
Ross: inaccurate
Shay: oh?
Unknown: I judge selectively
Shay: of course you do
Shay: you also enjoy having the upper hand
Ross: someone must
Shay: sounds exhausting
Ross: it is
Ross: but I am very good at it
There’s a beat after that — one Shane doesn’t rush to fill.
He doesn’t need to.
The quiet that follows doesn’t feel like withdrawal. It feels deliberate — like both of them are waiting to see who will move first, and neither is in a hurry to lose.
Shay: you say that like it’s a skill
The reply takes longer than the others have.
Ross: it is
Ross: you learn early when to speak
Ross: and when not to
Shane exhales softly.
Shay: sounds exhausting
Ross: only if you care about being liked
Shane tilts his head.
Shay: do you not
Ross: selectively
That makes him laugh — quiet, genuine.
Shay: I get that
Ross: of course you do
Shay: you don’t know that
Ross: I observe patterns
Ross: it is enough
A pause.
Shay: and what’s my pattern
The answer comes slower.
Ross: you ask questions you already know the answer to
Shane goes still.
Shay: that feels unfair
Ross: honesty often does
They talk like that for a while.
Messages spaced by minutes. Sometimes longer. Enough time between replies that neither of them can pretend they’re doing nothing else.
At some point, Shane realizes he hasn’t thought about who Ross is in a while.
Just how he makes the quiet feel intentional.
Shay: do you ever get tired of this
Ross: of what
Shay: people trying to figure you out
Ross: no
Ross: I get tired of people being wrong
Shane smiles.
Shay: confident
Ross: accurate
Ross: you are testing limits
Shay: am I
Ross: yes
Ross: and you pretend you are not
Shay exhales, amused.
Shay: you’re observant
Ross: I remember
Shay: you say that like it’s intimate
The pause is longer.
Ross: you make it sound like you want it to be
Ilya’s smile turns sharp.
Shay: maybe I do
Shay: maybe I just like watching you hesitate
Ross: I do not hesitate
Shay: sure
Ross: sleep, Shay
Shane exhales, satisfied.
Shay: goodnight, Ross
Ilya doesn’t text again after that.
Not because he’s done. Because he isn’t.
He leaves the phone face down on the table and lets the quiet return on its own terms. The game ends. The apartment settles. His thoughts don’t spiral — they sharpen.
Somewhere across the city, Hollander is probably doing the same thing. Sitting with it. Not rushing to fill the space.
Ilya smiles to himself.
This is better than he expected.
That is the dangerous part.
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  The first thing Shane notices is that he doesn’t check the time before answering.
He’s awake earlier than he needs to be, the hotel room still dim, the city outside only just beginning to stretch itself awake. His phone is face down on the nightstand where he left it. He knows there won’t be anything waiting for him there. He checked before he fell asleep. He checked again when he woke up.
That hasn’t stopped him from noticing it.
He flips the phone over and types before he gives himself a reason not to.
Shay: morning
He sets the phone down immediately, like watching it would make it matter more. Pulls on a hoodie. Pads across the carpet and pours himself coffee from the hotel machine that sputters before it cooperates. The smell is familiar — burnt grounds, something vaguely chemical.
Ordinary. Manageable.
The reply comes while he’s leaning against the counter, mug warming his hands.
Ross: you are awake early
Shane exhales softly.
Shay: occupational hazard
Shay: mornings don’t wait for me
Ross: unfortunate
Ross: I prefer when people move slower
Shane takes a sip and watches traffic thread through the intersection below.
Shay: you say that like you’ve met people who didn’t
Ross: I have
Ross: they were not interesting
Shane smiles despite himself.
He doesn’t answer right away — not because he’s thinking, but because he isn’t in a hurry.
Shay: careful
Shay: you’re developing standards
Ross: I have always had standards
Ross: you are only noticing now
Shane shifts his weight, shoulder brushing the cool glass of the window.
Shay: then what do I qualify as
There’s a pause. Brief, but deliberate.
Ross: persistent
Ross: difficult
Ross: not boring, sometimes
Shane laughs quietly, shaking his head.
Shay: glowing review
Ross: do not let it go to your head
Shay: too late
The typing bubble appears, disappears.
Ross: unsurprising
He finishes his coffee, rinses the mug, checks the time. Practice in less than an hour. He should move. He should stop lingering like the morning is waiting on him.
Instead, he sends:
Shay: what are you doing
The reply takes longer this time.
Ross: sitting
Ross: watching something that should be better than it is
Shane arches an eyebrow.
Shay: still hockey
Ross: unfortunately
Shane laughs — quiet, genuine.
Shay: you sound personally offended
Ross: defense is lazy
Ross: it irritates me
Shane tilts his head.
Shay: okay but you can’t just say their defense is tragic and not elaborate
Shay: that’s cowardice
Ross: it is not cowardice
Ross: it is mercy
Shay: for who
Shay: the players or the viewers
A pause.
Ross: for myself
Shane smiles, intrigued.
Shay: dramatic
Shay: so what actually impresses you
This pause is longer. Not evasive. Considered.
Ross: players who last
Ross: who adapt without losing discipline
Shay: that’s vague on purpose
Ross: yes
Shane waits.
Ross: someone like Rozanov from Boston
Ross: flashy
Ross: always present
Ross: excellent conditioning
Ross: quiet consistency
Shane blinks.
That’s… specific.
Shay: wow
Shay: you would admire that asshole
Another pause. Shorter now.
Ross: you asked what impressed me
Shay: fair
Shay: those players usually get hated though
Ross: only by people who do not understand the game
Shane grins.
Shay: that sounded personal
Ross: perhaps
Shane exhales, something warm settling low in his chest.
Shay: follow-up question
Ross: I suspected there would be one
Shay: do you admire him
Shay: or like do you want to be him
This time, Ilya doesn’t answer immediately.
When he does, it’s different.
Ross: neither
Ross: I respect what it takes to stay composed that long
Shane leans back against the counter.
The ones who last.
The ones who don’t get forgiven when they fail.
The ones who survive because they never stop paying attention.
He knows that kind of player.
He isn’t sure whether he is one — or just pretending to be.
Shay: that’s… kind of hot actually
Silence.
Not the abrupt kind.
The deliberate kind.
Ross: you should not say things like that
Shane’s smile is slow.
Shay: why
Shay: does it distract you
The reply comes after a beat.
Ross: yes
That’s it.
That’s the first crack.

Shane notices it at warm-ups.
Not the drills — those are automatic. Muscle memory. Breath control. The familiar hum of the rink settling into place. He notices it in the space between movements. In the moments where his attention should be empty.
It isn’t.
His phone is in his locker. He knows that. He hasn’t checked it since stepping onto the ice, and he won’t until practice is over. That’s the rule. That’s always been the rule.
Still, the thought of it sits behind his sternum, low and persistent.
He shakes it off and skates harder.
The drill resets. He pivots clean, shoulders squared, eyes tracking the puck before it even reaches his line. Someone calls his name. He responds without thinking.
This is where he’s supposed to be good.
This is where everything usually makes sense.
And yet.
Between reps, leaning on his stick, Shane catches himself replaying a sentence from hours ago.
you should not say things like that.
His body disagrees with the idea that it shouldn’t mean anything.
“Focus up,” the coach snaps — not unkindly.
Shane nods and pushes off again.
Practice runs long. Not punishing. Just thorough. The kind that should leave his mind pleasantly dull.
Instead, the quiet afterward feels anticipatory.
By the time he’s back in the locker room, towel slung over his shoulders, sweat cooling too fast against his skin, he gives himself permission.
He checks his phone.
Nothing.
That’s normal.
He scrolls anyway — email, team app, calendar reminders. Nothing that asks for him. Nothing personal.
He locks the screen and drops the phone back into his bag.
He tells himself this is normal.
The lie is gentle enough to pass.
Back at the hotel, the quiet presses in harder than usual. Shane drops his bag, kicks off his shoes, stands there like the room might tell him what to do next.
It doesn’t.
He showers. Changes. Orders food he barely tastes.
When he finally picks up his phone again, it’s deliberate.
Shay: long day
He sets the phone down face-up on the table. Doesn’t watch it.
He stretches on the carpet, rolling tension out of his shoulders. When he checks again, there’s still nothing.
That’s fine.
He cracks the window, lets the city breathe at him.
When the phone buzzes, it still startles him.
Ross: barely
Ross: I regret participating
Shane smiles before he can stop himself.
Shay: dramatic
Ross: accurate
Ross: you sound entertained
Shay: maybe a little
Shay: what happened
Ross: nothing memorable
Ross: which is the problem
Shay: tragic night then
Ross: yes
Ross: I suffered quietly
The rhythm slides back into place like it never left.
Later, sprawled across the bed, phone resting against his chest, the conversation slows without fading.
Shay: do you ever get tired of people wanting explanations
The pause stretches.
Ross: not tired
Ross: irritated
Shay: by what
Ross: by people asking questions they don’t want answers to
Shane turns onto his side, staring at the wall.
Shay: that feels targeted
Ross: only if it applies
Shay: and if it does
Ross: then you’re being honest for once
That lands.
Shay: you say things like that very casually
Ross: you hear them that way
The quiet tightens.
Shay: you’re paying attention to me now
Ross: I never wasn’t
Shane swallows.
Shay: careful
Shay: that sounds like it could mean something
The reply takes longer than usual.
Ross: only if you let it
The clock ticks past the hour without him noticing.
Eventually:
Shay: sleep well
The message sends.
No reply.
A minute passes.
Then another.
Shane flips the phone face-down on the nightstand.
This is still fine.
Shane doesn’t fall asleep right away.
That’s not unusual — hotels do that to him. The unfamiliar quiet, the too-soft pillows, the sense that the room doesn’t belong to anyone long enough to settle. He’s learned how to lie still through it, how to let his body rest even when his mind doesn’t follow.
Tonight, the stillness feels sharper.
He turns onto his back and stares at the ceiling, counting the faint hums of the building — the AC cycling somewhere above him, a muffled door closing down the hall, the distant rush of traffic far enough away to feel abstract. His phone sits face-down on the nightstand where he left it.
He doesn’t reach for it.
Not because he’s being disciplined. Because he already knows what’s there.
Nothing.
He closes his eyes anyway. Opens them again a minute later.
This is still fine, he tells himself again, quieter this time.
The thought doesn’t stick.
Shane rolls onto his side and reaches for the phone before he can talk himself out of it. He flips it over, half-expecting the screen to light up — not with a message, just with the illusion that something might have changed while he wasn’t looking.
It hasn’t.
He doesn’t open the thread. He doesn’t need to. The last thing he sent is still there, preserved in that small, bright font like a timestamped decision.
sleep well
Not a question. Not a hook. Something he meant.
He opens Notes instead.
The blank page stares back at him, too clean, too patient. He types one line without thinking.
You don’t owe me anything.
He reads it. Deletes it.
Types again.
I’m not reading into this.
Deletes that too.
He exhales, slow, controlled — the way he does on the bench when he needs his heart rate down in a hurry. The way he does when the game starts slipping sideways and he needs to bring himself back.
This isn’t that, he reminds himself.
This isn’t pressure. This isn’t loss. This is just… space.
He sets the phone back down and turns onto his other side, facing the window. The city lights bleed through the curtains in thin lines, not bright enough to illuminate anything fully. Somewhere out there, people are still awake. Somewhere else, people are sleeping through the night without knowing how lucky that makes them.
Shane flexes his fingers against the sheet.
He isn’t angry.
That surprises him.
He isn’t disappointed, either — not in the way he’s learned to recognize. There’s no sting, no sharp drop in his chest. Just a quiet awareness of something left open.
Like a door he didn’t realize he’d stopped checking.
He closes his eyes again and lets the thought settle without pushing it away.
If Ross doesn’t answer, that’s information.
Not rejection. Not dismissal.
Just information.
That’s manageable.
Eventually, sleep finds him — not deep, not clean, but enough. Enough to get him through the morning.
When his alarm goes off, he wakes without reaching for his phone.
That, too, feels like a choice.
He tells himself that as the room darkens — as the quiet settles heavier than before.

Ilya likes nights because they demand less explanation.
The apartment is quiet in a way that feels earned, lights dimmed and city noise distant enough to blur into background. He pours himself a glass of water and moves through the space with practiced efficiency, every step familiar, every motion deliberate.
His phone vibrates once against the counter. Not urgent. Not insistent. He doesn’t reach for it immediately.
When he does, the screen lights up easily.
Shay: sleep well
Ilya reads it once, then again. It isn’t a question, and it isn’t bait. It’s a closing—offered cleanly, without expectation. That’s what makes it dangerous.
He sets the phone face-down. Not because he’s unsure what to say; the reply forms fully in his head, complete and effortless. He chooses not to send it.
This is how you keep things contained. You don’t soften edges the moment they appear. You let space exist long enough to see what someone does with it.
He finishes his water, washes the glass, turns off the light. When he checks the phone again before bed, the message is still there, unchanged. Waiting.
Ilya locks the screen. Tomorrow will come whether he answers or not, and that knowledge settles easily. He lies down and closes his eyes.
Across the city, Shane Hollander does the same—only one of them knows the silence was chosen. And that is the most dangerous part of all.

Ilya likes mornings because they are honest.
There is no performance in them. No one expects warmth. No one is asking for anything except execution. You show up, you move your body the way you’ve trained it to move, and the results speak for themselves. It’s clean. It’s contained.
The rink smells like cold metal and disinfectant. The ice is freshly cut, glassy and perfect in a way that doesn’t last. Ilya skates out with the group, jaw set, shoulders loose, focus already narrowing.
The ice is perfect—that’s the first thing he notices. The surface reflects light without distortion, smooth enough to feel unreal. It won’t last. It never does. The first hard stop will scar it, the first missed edge will carve a line through the illusion.
That’s fine. Perfect things aren’t useful. Responsive ones are.
The noise of the rink—blades on ice, boards rattling, someone laughing too loudly—fades into background as his body takes over. Push, cut, recover. Again. This is where everything simplifies.
Drills come fast today, faster than usual. The pace forces decisions before hesitation can creep in, and Ilya thrives on it. He reads lanes early, closes gaps without overcommitting, arrives where he needs to be a second before anyone realizes he should be there.
Someone mutters something when he breaks up a rush cleanly. Later, another voice says, half-impressed and half-wary, “You’re sharp today.”
Ilya doesn’t respond. Sharp is fine. Sharp is controllable.
Between drills, he glides to the bench and takes a long pull from his bottle, water cold against his teeth. His eyes flick—just once—toward where his phone is zipped into his bag. He doesn’t reach for it. There won’t be anything there. That’s the point.
He’s made a career out of this kind of restraint. Letting things wait. Letting people wait. Space reveals more than pressure ever does.
The whistle blows again, and he pushes off harder than necessary. One rep later, he nearly overcommits—just a fraction late pulling back, a touch too aggressive closing space. It doesn’t cost him anything. The drill resets. No one calls it out.
Ilya notices anyway. He corrects it on the next run, adjusts, smooths the edge. Better.
By the end of practice, his body hums with the clean exhaustion he prefers—muscles spent, mind quieted by effort. Whatever exists beyond the rink can stay there.
He checks his phone once in the locker room. Nothing.
Good.
The absence lands exactly where he expected it to, and that should be relief. Instead, there’s a faint irritation—not sharp enough to bite, but persistent enough to register. Not at the silence itself, but at how aware of it he is.
He locks the phone and sets it back into his bag with deliberate care. Containment works best when you commit to it fully.

Svetlana texts him an hour later.
Svet: drinks tonight. you owe me for last week
Ilya: I do not owe you
Svet: you abandoned me with terrible people
Ilya: I will be there
She sends a thumbs-up and a location. No follow-up questions, no commentary. Svetlana has never needed explanations from him. She knows when to press and when not to, and more importantly, she knows that pressing usually gets you less.
They meet at a place they’ve been going to long enough that no one asks for IDs or pretends not to recognize them. It’s loud without being chaotic, dim enough to blur edges, familiar enough that Ilya can settle into it without lowering his guard.
Svetlana is already there, perched on a barstool, jacket draped over the back of the chair like she plans to stay a while.
“You’re late,” she says, smiling.
“By three minutes,” Ilya replies, sliding onto the stool beside her.
“Which is late for you.”
She passes him a drink he didn’t order but will drink anyway. They clink glasses, and the first sip burns in exactly the way he expects.
“You look…” She tilts her head, considering him. “Focused.”
“That is normal.”
“No,” she says. “This is sharper.”
Ilya shrugs. “Practice was productive.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
She doesn’t elaborate, and he doesn’t ask. They talk about neutral things—mutual friends, bad music, a movie Svetlana hated on principle alone. The conversation moves easily, punctuated by laughter and silences that don’t demand filling.
At one point, Svetlana watches him set his phone face-down on the bar. She doesn’t comment, just raises an eyebrow.
“I am allowed to ignore my phone,” he says dryly.
“You are,” she agrees. “It’s just unusual.”
He meets her gaze without flinching. “People notice too much.”
Svetlana hums, unconvinced but willing to let it go. That’s always been their balance. She notices. He decides what matters.
A girl joins them later—someone Svetlana knows vaguely, someone attractive and uncomplicated. She laughs easily, touches Ilya’s arm when she talks. There’s interest there, clear and unhidden.
This is normal.
When Svetlana excuses herself to the bathroom, the girl leans closer, lowering her voice like she’s sharing something private.
“So,” she says, “you coming back with us?”
Ilya considers it, not for long.
“Yes,” he says, because there’s no reason not to.
The apartment is unfamiliar but not uncomfortable. Shoes by the door, music low, lights dimmed enough to soften the space. The girl pours them another drink without asking, talking while she does—about work, about someone Svetlana knows tangentially, about a place they should all go next time.
Ilya listens. He always does.
When she kisses him, it’s confident and unhesitating, familiar in the way experience makes things familiar quickly. He responds automatically, hands settling where they’re expected to settle, body following the rhythm offered to it.
This is normal.
This is uncomplicated.
At some point—he doesn’t track exactly when—Svetlana slips out, leaving them alone with a look that says text me tomorrow and nothing else. No judgment. No expectation.
Later, when the lights are off and the room has gone quiet except for her breathing, Ilya lies awake and stares at the ceiling. The air smells faintly of perfume and alcohol and something warm he can’t quite place.
He feels nothing he didn’t anticipate.
That should be enough.
His phone sits on the nightstand within reach. He hasn’t touched it since he arrived. He told himself he wouldn’t—that the boundary matters more than impulse.
He reaches for it anyway. Not urgently. Not furtively. Just deliberately.
The screen lights up.
No new messages.
Of course not.
He’s the one who chose not to reply.
The thought is clean, factual, easy to hold. It settles without resistance.
Still, he opens the thread. The last message sits there exactly as he left it.
sleep well
Ilya reads it once, then again. It isn’t needy. It isn’t loaded. It doesn’t ask him for anything at all.
That’s what makes it linger.
The reply is already formed—short, neutral, harmless. Something that wouldn’t give anything away.
He doesn’t send it.
This is how restraint works, he reminds himself. You don’t correct every imbalance the moment it appears. You let silence do its job.
He locks the phone and sets it face-down, more firmly this time, then rolls onto his side and forces his attention elsewhere.
This is control.
This is containment.
Across the city, someone else is lying awake with a different understanding of the same space.
Ilya closes his eyes.
Not because he’s finished.
Because he knows exactly what he’s doing.
And because it’s easy.
That’s the problem.
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  The first thing Shane notices is the silence.
Not the normal kind. Not the comfortable, earned quiet that follows a game or a long day. This one feels intentional. Almost deliberate.
His phone is on the nightstand where he left it, face-down, screen dark. He knows there won’t be anything there. He told Ross to sleep well. That was a closing. A clean one.
He still flips it over.
Nothing.
Fine.
He rolls onto his back and stares at the ceiling. His body feels restless in a way that has nothing to do with soreness. His legs ache. His shoulders feel tight. There’s energy under his skin with nowhere to go.
He tells himself it’s just pre-game adrenaline.
That lie doesn’t sit.
He showers longer than usual. Lets the water beat down until his thoughts blur. Dresses without really paying attention. When he finally leaves the room, his phone stays in his pocket instead of his hand.
He doesn’t text. It’s a stranger, after all.

Boston versus Montreal again.
Different city. Same weight.
For Shane, it’s muscle memory and ritual. Tape. Stretch. Breathe. The rivalry is old enough that it lives in his bones. He doesn’t need to hype himself up — his body does it for him.
What he doesn’t expect is the edge.
He plays harder than necessary. Takes hits he could avoid. Pushes into scrums instead of skating away. Everything feels too close, too loud, too sharp.
The crowd loves it.
His coach does not.
“Dial it back,” someone mutters on the bench.
Shane nods. Does not dial it back.
Across the rink, Ilya Rozanov watches.
Not from the ice. Not from anywhere obvious. He stands near the tunnel, half-turned, listening to a reporter ask him something forgettable while his attention stays exactly where it shouldn’t.
Shane Hollander is furious.
Not sloppy. Not reckless.
Furious.
Ilya sees it immediately — the unnecessary force, the way he chases contact, the way he skates like he’s trying to outrun something internal. It’s unmistakable once you know how to read it.
And Ilya knows how to read him.
The reporter says his name again. Ilya answers automatically. Doesn’t look away.
Hollander slams someone into the boards hard enough that the crowd gasps.
Ilya’s mouth curves before he can stop it.
Just slightly.
When Hollander skates past the bench after the whistle, breathing hard, jaw tight, eyes burning — Ilya catches his gaze for half a second.
And winks — quick and subtle, gone almost as soon as it’s there.
Nothing obvious. Nothing that would mean anything to anyone else.
Hollander doesn’t recognize him.
But his stride stutters.
Just once.

The game ends ugly.
Win or lose barely matters — the energy doesn’t drain. Shane showers fast, aggressive, like he’s scrubbing something off instead of cleaning up. His hands are still shaking when he pulls his phone out of his locker.
Still nothing.
That shouldn’t bother him.
It does.
He tells himself it’s leftover anger. That Boston always gets under his skin. That whatever flickered in his chest on the ice had nothing to do with a man who texts him back in clipped sentences.
He believes this explanation for exactly five minutes.
By the time he’s back in his hotel room, he’s pacing.
He doesn’t even think before unlocking his phone.
Shay: you disappear when things get interesting
The message sends.
He exhales sharply, already regretting the tone — too sharp, too revealing.
He doesn’t delete it.
Minutes pass.
Nothing.
The frustration twists, low and heated. Shane drops onto the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees, head in his hands.
This is ridiculous.
He doesn’t know Ross. Ross doesn’t owe him anything. This is just texting. Just distraction.
So why does it feel like unfinished business?
He types again, slower this time.
Shay: I’m wired
Shay: and I don’t know why
He stares at the screen.
Then, reckless:
Shay: say something that will piss me off

Across the city, Ilya reads it.
And smiles.
Ilya doesn’t answer immediately.
He should ignore it. He’s already let this go further than intended. The silence has been doing its job — keeping things contained, undefined.
But the message sits there.
unsettled. restless. wired and pretending it’s nothing.
That part isn’t dangerous.
What’s dangerous is how familiar it feels.
Ilya types.
Deletes.
Types again.
This time, he keeps it vague. Intentional.
Ross: you sound like someone who hasn’t burned off whatever’s got you tense
He sends it.
On the other end, Shane freezes.
Not because it’s specific.
Because it’s right.
His breath stutters — barely noticeable, but enough. His jaw tightens as heat curls low in his stomach, sharp and sudden.
That could mean anything, he tells himself.
Anyone could say that.
Still, his pulse doesn’t slow.
He swallows and types, more defensive than he intends.
Shay: that’s a weird assumption
The reply comes quickly — too quickly to be accidental.
Ross: you asked what I thought
Shane stares at the screen.
There’s no accusation in it. No claim. Just an opening.
And suddenly, the tension he’s been mislabeling as anger has nowhere to go.
He types before he can stop himself.
Shay: then tell me
Shay: what you think I should do about it
Ilya exhales — slow, controlled.
He doesn’t answer.
Not yet.
Ilya lets the silence breathe.
Not because he doesn’t know what to say — the answer forms easily, sharp and instinctive — but because the moment deserves restraint. Hollander is standing on the edge of something and doesn’t realize it yet. Pushing him now would ruin it.
He sets the phone down on the table.
Counts to ten.
Picks it back up.
Ross: depends
Ross: do you want to be calm
Ross: or do you want to feel better
He sends it before he can overthink the phrasing.
On the other end, Shane sucks in a breath through his teeth.
His body reacts before his brain catches up — a tightening low in his stomach, a sudden awareness of his own pulse. He shifts where he’s sitting, knees spreading slightly without him realizing, foot bouncing once against the carpet before he stills it.
That’s a loaded question, he thinks.
He types anyway.
Shay: those aren’t the same thing
The response is immediate.
Ross: no
Ross: they usually aren’t
Shane lets his head fall back, staring at the ceiling. The room feels warmer than it did five minutes ago. He rolls his shoulders once, then again, like he’s trying to shake something loose.
Shay: you’re being very confident for someone who doesn’t know what I’m talking about
A pause.
Not long.
Deliberate.
Ross: I know enough
Ross: you wouldn’t be asking otherwise
Shane exhales sharply.
There it is — the quiet certainty, the way Ross never sounds rushed or apologetic or unsure. It needles something in him, the same way a defender’s stick does when it catches his wrist just enough to remind him he’s being watched.
Shay: okay
Shay: pretend I’m listening
Ross’s mouth curves faintly as he reads that.
He leans back against the counter, crosses his arms, considers.
Then:
Ross: then stop pacing
Ross: breathe slower than you want to
Ross: and don’t touch anything yet
Shane freezes.
His phone is warm in his hand. He hadn’t realized he’d been standing until that exact second — hadn’t realized his weight was shifting restlessly from foot to foot, hadn’t realized how keyed-up he actually was.
“Fuck,” he mutters under his breath.
Shay: you don’t get to say things like that
The reply comes fast enough that it feels intentional.
Ross: you asked
Ross: I’m answering
Shane drags a hand through his hair, pacing stopping despite himself. He plants his feet, leans his shoulder against the wall, presses his thumb hard into the edge of his phone like grounding himself.
Shay: this is not helpful
Ross: disagree
Ross: you stopped moving
He closes his eyes.
The silence in the room feels louder now — charged, expectant. He’s hyper-aware of his own body: the tension in his thighs, the way his breathing keeps trying to speed up again, the low heat that refuses to dissipate.
Shay: you’re doing this on purpose
Another pause.
Longer.
Ross: yes
That single word lands heavier than anything else he’s said all night.
Shane swallows.
Shay: why
Ilya doesn’t answer immediately.
He shouldn’t. This is already closer to the line than he intended. He can feel it — the way the dynamic is shifting from banter to something more deliberate, more intimate. Hollander isn’t just irritated anymore. He’s focused.
Which is dangerous.
But…
Ross: because you asked me to
Ross: and because you don’t actually want to be angry
Shane’s fingers curl around his phone.
He exhales slowly through his nose, the way the trainers taught him, but it doesn’t do much. The tension has sharpened, not dulled.
Shay: you don’t know what I want
Ross: I know what you’re doing
Ross: that’s enough
The room feels smaller.
Shane presses his back flat to the wall, phone held low now, gaze unfocused. His heart is beating harder than it did on the ice.
Shay: you talk like you’re in control
Ilya smiles.
Not wide.
Measured.
Ross: I am
Ross: for now
That’s the line.
The one that tips it just far enough.
Shane lets out a breath that sounds suspiciously like a laugh.
Shay: that’s dangerous talk
Ross: you’re the one who asked me to piss you off
Shane tilts his head, eyes half-lidded, staring at nothing.
Shay: congratulations
Shay: mission accomplished
A pause.
Then:
Ross: good
Ross: now decide what you’re going to do with it
Shane doesn’t answer.
Not because he doesn’t know.
Because suddenly, very clearly, he does — and he doesn’t trust himself to say it.
He locks his phone.
Sets it down on the nightstand.
Stands there for a long moment, breathing hard, pulse loud in his ears.
Across the city, Ilya waits.
And does not send another message.

Shane paused before reaching down, fingers dragging slowly over the hard lines of his stomach, following the curve of muscle until his palm pressed over the front of his shorts.
An unexpected groan slipped out as he made contact — already half hard, the restless edge of the game still buzzing through his veins.
He stilled for half a second, then slid his hand beneath the waistband of his briefs, wrapping his fingers fully around himself. The pressure alone made his breath hitch.
He stroked himself once, twice — slow at first — his hand slick almost immediately from the precum leaking free. He hadn’t brought lube. He never did. He’d always told himself he didn’t need it, that hockey came first, that he wasn’t like the guys with reputations and distractions and bad decisions.
People like Rozanov, his brain supplied unhelpfully.
“What the fuck,” he muttered, breath tight.
He tightened his grip at the base, the sensation rippling sharply up his spine, pleasure cutting clean through everything else until the only thing that mattered was the heat in his hand. The anger blurred. The noise faded.
He started moving faster, chasing relief now, desperate and unfocused — and that’s when the words surfaced, uninvited.
breathe slower than you want to
don’t touch anything yet
“Fuck,” he breathed, head tipping back as his hand worked harder, thumb dragging over the head, spreading more slick down his shaft.
His body reacted before his mind could catch up — pulse racing, breath uneven, everything narrowing down to the tension Ross had somehow left behind.
And that was the problem.
He could feel himself tipping toward the edge, movements growing sloppy, desperate — hips starting to lift as he nearly thrust into his own hand.
His grip tightened, strokes turning erratic, chasing the release he’d been denying himself since the final buzzer. With one last drag of his hand and a sharp squeeze at the base, he came hard, spilling across his stomach as a string of muttered curses tumbled from his mouth — English giving way to French without him even realizing it.
The rush drains fast.
It leaves him too aware of himself — of the room, the silence, the evidence cooling against his skin. Shane exhales shakily and scrubs a hand over his face, jaw tight, eyes squeezed shut like he can rewind the last five minutes if he tries hard enough.
Jesus Christ.
He reaches for a towel with unnecessary force, wipes himself clean, avoids looking down for longer than he has to. His hands feel clumsy now, all the urgency gone and replaced by something uncomfortably close to self-consciousness.
That wasn’t—
No. It was nothing.
He straightens, adjusts his clothes, moves around the room with exaggerated normalcy. Picks up his phone. Puts it back down. Runs water in the sink just to hear something that isn’t his own breathing.
His pulse refuses to settle.
The realization creeps in slowly, unwelcome and precise:
he hadn’t been thinking about the game by the end. Not really.
He’d been thinking about a voice. About timing. About control offered and withdrawn with intent. About being seen without being named.
Shane swears under his breath and presses his palms to the edge of the counter, grounding himself. This is ridiculous. He’s tired. He’s wired. Boston always does this to him. Rivalry adrenaline turns into stupid decisions — everyone knows that.
That’s all this was.
Except his phone is still where he left it.
Except his body reacted like it recognized something before he did.
Except the words are still echoing, uninvited, precise.
Don’t touch anything yet.
Heat crawls up his neck — not arousal now, but embarrassment sharp enough to sting. He doesn’t do this. He doesn’t lose control over someone he doesn’t know, someone who isn’t even real to him outside a screen.
A stranger.
Shane forces a breath in through his nose. Then another. Slower this time. Intentional.
He checks the time. Too late to text. Too late to pretend this didn’t happen by dragging it into conversation. Whatever that moment was, it’s over. He ended it. He put the phone down.
He tells himself this firmly, like a rule.
Still, when he finally lies back down, the room dark again, he keeps his phone face-down — not out of restraint.
Out of fear that if it lights up, he won’t ignore it.
And that, more than anything else tonight, unsettles him.

Morning comes too fast.
Shane wakes to pale light leaking through the hotel curtains and the dull ache of a body that hasn’t fully come down yet. His first thought is blessedly empty. His second is routine — meetings, travel, the long stretch of hours that make up a road day.
His third lands like a hit he didn’t brace for.
Oh.
He goes very still, staring at the ceiling, replaying nothing and everything at once. The memory isn’t graphic anymore — just sensations. Heat. Tension. A voice in his head that hadn’t been his own.
That was a mistake, he decides immediately.
The thought is sharp, immediate. He rolls onto his side and reaches for his phone before he can stop himself, thumb hovering.
No new messages.
Good.
That settles it. Whatever that was ended exactly where it should have — privately, silently, with no witnesses and no consequences. People blow off steam. People mislabel adrenaline all the time.
He exhales and sits up, grounding himself in familiar things: sore shoulders, heavy legs, the hotel carpet cool under his feet. This is real. This is normal. This is him.
His phone buzzes anyway.
Shane flinches — an involuntary thing — before checking it.
It isn’t Ross.
It’s Hayden.
Hayden: morning
Hayden: Jackie wants to do dinner when we get back — says you need real food
Shane snorts softly, tension loosening just a fraction.
Shane: she’s probably right
Shane: tell her I’m in if we get back at a decent hour
Hayden: she’ll feed you even if it’s late
Hayden: no escape
That helps. Familiar. Solid. A future point he can anchor himself to.
He sets the phone down and heads for the shower, determined not to spiral.
That’s when the other message comes in.
No sound. No rush.
Just a name lighting the screen.
Ross: sleep help?
Shane stares at it longer than he should.
There’s nothing explicit there. Nothing that directly references anything. It could mean anything — or nothing at all.
Still, something tightens low in his chest.
Shay: yeah
Shay: needed it
Shay: dinner with my teammate later should help 
The reply comes a beat later. Ross ignoring the last thread of his text.
Ross: figured
Ross: you sounded… calmer by the end
Calmer.
Shane’s stomach flips, heat crawling uninvited up his spine.
That’s not fair. That’s vague enough to be coincidence. Ross doesn’t know anything. He can’t know anything.
Shay: you’re reading into it
A pause.
Longer than the others.
Then:
Ross: am I
Ross: or are you uncomfortable because I’m not
Shane exhales sharply and locks his phone.
Nope. Not doing this. Not on a travel morning, not before coffee, not with his body still buzzing in ways he refuses to name.
He shoves the phone into his bag without looking at it again and forces himself into motion.
Flights. Security lines. The blur of airports and schedules. Teammates around him, close enough to keep him grounded but not close enough to notice the way his thoughts keep circling.
Dinner later. Jackie’s cooking. Kids talking over each other. Real noise. Real life.
That will fix this.
Still, as they board the plane, his phone vibrates once — muffled through fabric, insistent in a way that makes his jaw tighten.
He doesn’t check it.
Not because he’s strong.
Because suddenly, he’s not sure he wants to know what Ross might say next.

Dinner is loud in the way it always is.
Jackie’s kitchen smells like garlic and something simmering too long on purpose. Someone’s music is playing from a speaker on the counter, volume low enough to be ignored. The kids argue about nothing. Hayden steals food off Shane’s plate like it’s a reflex.
Normal.
Shane anchors himself in it with relief.
This is solid ground — familiar voices, familiar rhythms, the comfort of not being watched too closely. No one is asking him questions that matter. No one is paying attention to the way he keeps checking his phone face-down beside his plate.
Jackie notices anyway.
She always does.
“You’re quiet,” she says, not accusing. Just observational. “Long trip?”
Shane shrugs, casual. “Game took more out of me than I thought.”
Hayden snorts. “Boston does that to you.”
“Yeah,” Shane says, grateful for the out. “Exactly.”
The explanation settles easily into the space. It’s true enough to pass.
He eats. Listens. Laughs when expected. Lets the noise fill the parts of him that have felt too empty all day. For a while, it works.
Then his phone vibrates.
Once.
He doesn’t reach for it.
The vibration is subtle — enough that no one else notices. Enough that it could be ignored if he wanted to ignore it.
He doesn’t.
He waits until Jackie turns back to the stove, until Hayden’s distracted by a story he’s already told three times — then flips the phone over under the table.
Ross.
Ross: dinner helped?
Shane’s stomach flips, sharp and uninvited.
That shouldn’t feel like anything. It’s a neutral question. Barely even personal. Ross has no idea where he is or what he’s doing.
Still, his appetite disappears.
He types, deletes, then types again.
Shay: yeah
Shay: real food fixes most things
The reply comes slower this time.
Not delayed.
Measured.
Ross: most, not all
Shane presses his tongue to the roof of his mouth, pulse ticking up despite himself.
That could still be nothing. Ross says things like that all the time — clipped, observational, vaguely irritating in a way Shane pretends he doesn’t enjoy.
Shay: sounds like experience talking
Another pause.
Long enough that Shane sets the phone down and looks up, forcing himself back into the room. Jackie slides a dish onto the table. Someone asks him about the next road trip. He answers automatically.
His phone vibrates again.
Ross: maybe
Ross: or maybe you’re still wound too tight
Shane’s fingers curl around the edge of the table.
That’s not fair.
He glances up — no one’s watching him. The conversation has moved on without him. He could ignore it. He should ignore it.
Instead:
Shay: you keep saying things like you’re sure
Shay: and you really shouldn’t be
This time, the response is immediate.
Ross: you’re still reacting
Ross: that’s usually enough
Shane exhales slowly through his nose.
The room feels warmer. Too many bodies. Too much noise. The chair suddenly too small.
Shay: reacting doesn’t mean what you think it means
The typing bubble appears.
Disappears.
Appears again.
Ross: then stop engaging
Ross: see if that helps
That hits harder than it should.
Not because it’s mean — because it’s an option. A clean one. Ross offering him the exit without pressing.
Shane stares at the screen.
Under the table, his knee bounces once before he stills it.
Shay: you don’t make that easy
The pause stretches.
Jackie calls his name from across the table, asks if he wants more. He shakes his head, distracted.
Then:
Ross: I’m not trying to
That’s the crack.
Not explicit. Not sexual.
But unmistakably intimate in a way Shane isn’t ready to name.
He locks his phone and slides it back into his pocket, heart beating harder than the situation warrants.
Dinner continues.
He finishes his plate. Says goodbyes. Accepts Jackie’s leftovers with a smile he has to work for.
Later, alone again — hotel room quiet, city humming faintly beyond the window — he drops onto the bed and stares at the ceiling.
He doesn’t reach for his phone.
He doesn’t text Ross.
But for the first time since this started, he admits something to himself in the dark, quiet space where no one can hear it:
This isn’t just a distraction.
And that realization — small, unwanted, persistent — settles in his chest and refuses to move.
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  Shane convinces himself the silence helped.
Not in any meaningful way — just enough that the edge has dulled into something manageable. The days pass. Travel. Practice. Media. Team dinners that blur together into noise and half-listened conversations. He sleeps better. He stops replaying sentences in his head.
Mostly.
He doesn’t think about Ross when he wakes up anymore. That feels like progress. He doesn’t reach for his phone first thing. He doesn’t check timestamps or read back through old messages to figure out where things tilted.
He tells himself that whatever happened that night was just a bad combination of adrenaline and anger and boredom.
It worked.
End of story.
The first text comes four days later.
Ross: you survived
Shane stares at it for a second longer than necessary.
Not because he’s surprised — because he isn’t. The message is casual. Neutral. Exactly the tone he expected, which is irritating in a way he can’t quite place.
He answers from the bench, waiting for the drill to reset.
Shay: barely
Shay: schedule’s been brutal
The reply takes a minute.
He hesitates before flipping it over.
Ross: you mentioned dinner before
Ross: teammate?
Shane blinks.
He types back before he can overthink it.
Shay: yeah
Shay: I play hockey
He pauses, thumb hovering.
That’s already more than he usually says.
He adds, quickly, like it makes it smaller.
Shay: nothing special
Shay: just a team thing
Ross: I see
He hopes Ross doesn’t pry. Shane doesn’t want to give him more than that.
The phone buzzes again.
Ross: you always say your schedule’s busy
Ross: you’re still standing though
Shane huffs a quiet laugh, shoulders loosening despite himself. He wipes sweat from his face with his sleeve and leans on his stick, letting the noise of the rink fill in the gaps between messages.
This is fine.
They talk like nothing happened.
About travel delays. About bad hotel food. About a teammate who keeps losing his wallet. Ross is dry and precise, less teasing than usual, like he’s consciously holding himself to neutral ground.
Shane mirrors it without thinking.
It’s easy. Too easy.
Later, in the locker room, towel around his waist, phone balanced against his thigh, Shane types:
Shay: league thing tomorrow
Shay: filming something I don’t want to be involved in
Ross: work is rarely enjoyable
Shay: understatement
Shay: have to do it with someone I hate
That one sits for a beat.
Ross: hate is strong word
Ross: what did they do
Shane considers how to answer. He doesn’t want to sound dramatic. He doesn’t want to sound personal. He settles for honesty stripped of detail.
Shay: arrogant
Shay: smug
Shay: the kind of guy who never gets called out
The reply comes slower this time.
Ross: sounds exhausting
Shane smiles faintly.
Shay: he is
Shay: somehow everyone loves him anyway
Ross: people like confidence
Ross: even when it’s misplaced
That needles something low and familiar, but Shane ignores it. He finishes dressing. Zips his bag. Stands up.
This is still nothing, he reminds himself. Just conversation.
Shay: dinner with my teammate after
Shay: should help reset my mood
There’s a pause.
Long enough that Shane notices it.
Then:
Ross: figured
Ross: you sounded calmer by the end last time
Calmer.
Shane stills, phone warm in his hand.
He doesn’t respond right away.
Not because he’s flustered — because he refuses to be. He tells himself it’s coincidence. That Ross has no context. That the comment doesn’t mean anything beyond surface observation.
Still, something tightens briefly in his chest.
Shay: guess I burn energy fast
Shay: occupational hazard
Ross: convenient one
Shane shakes his head, smiling despite himself as he steps out into the hallway.
This is fine.
This is neutral.
This is just two people filling time again.
And if Ross sounds a little sharper than usual — a little more deliberate — Shane doesn’t let himself linger on it.
He has a commercial to get through tomorrow.

Whatever that moment was before?
It’s contained now.
He pockets his phone and keeps walking.

The set smells like disinfectant and hot lights.
Shane notices it immediately — the way the air feels wrong, too dry, like it’s been stripped down to function and nothing else. The rink is dressed for cameras instead of games, boards wrapped in league branding, crew members moving with practiced efficiency that has nothing to do with hockey.
This is not his environment.
He rolls his shoulders once, loosening muscle memory that wants a puck and space and speed. Instead, he’s handed a bottle and a mark taped to the ice.
“Stand here,” someone says. “Look relaxed.”
Shane huffs a quiet breath through his nose and does as told.
Relaxed is not the word anyone has ever used for him in this rivalry.
Boston and Montreal share the ice for the shoot — opposing logos, opposing jerseys, manufactured camaraderie. Shane clocks the other players automatically, files them away without effort.
Then he feels it.
Not presence.
Not attention.
Pressure.
Ilya Rozanov steps onto the ice like he owns it.
He’s not in full gear — just skates, practice pants, a fitted jacket zipped halfway up his throat. His hair is still damp, curls darker at the edges, posture loose in a way that reads arrogant if you don’t know how to read discipline underneath it.
Shane feels his jaw tighten.
Rozanov has a reputation that precedes him — talent, consistency, a maddening lack of visible effort. The kind of player commentators love to praise in slow, reverent tones. The kind who never looks rushed. Never looks rattled.
The kind Shane has spent years wanting to wipe the smirk off.
They don’t speak at first.
They’re placed side by side for the opening shot, sticks resting on the ice, bodies angled toward the cameras. Shane keeps his gaze forward, expression neutral, aware of Rozanov in the same way he’s aware of a defender behind him — not looking, but tracking.
The director calls for adjustments. A hand at Shane’s elbow moves him half a step closer.
Too close.
He can feel heat through layers of fabric. The faint scrape of Rozanov’s skate against the ice as he shifts his weight. It shouldn’t register. It does.
“Relax,” Rozanov murmurs, not turning his head.
Shane stiffens.
“I am relaxed,” he mutters back.
Rozanov hums quietly, like he doesn’t believe him.
The cameras roll.
They’re asked to smile. To lean into the rivalry. To sell the narrative everyone already knows.
Shane does his job. He always does. He answers questions with clipped ease, jaw tight but controlled, eyes sharp where they’re supposed to be.
What he doesn’t expect is Rozanov’s attention.
Not overt.
Not obvious.
Just… precise.
Every time Shane shifts, Rozanov adjusts with him. Every time Shane’s weight rolls forward, Rozanov mirrors it just enough to feel intentional. During a reset, Rozanov glances sideways — quick, assessing — and Shane feels the look like a brush of fingers.
It irritates him.
Good.
Irritation is familiar. Irritation he understands.
A reporter steps between them, microphone raised, asking about the rivalry, about intensity, about how it feels to face the same opponent again and again.
Rozanov answers first.
“It keeps you sharp,” he says evenly. “Complacency is punished.”
Shane bites back a scoff.
When it’s his turn, he keeps it simple. “Games like these matter. You don’t need motivation.”
The reporter smiles, satisfied, and moves on.
Rozanov leans slightly closer, voice pitched low enough that only Shane hears it.
“You play precise,” he says.
Shane turns, sharp. “You play smug.”
Rozanov’s mouth curves.
Not wide.
Measured.
“Effective,” he says.
Before Shane can respond, the director calls for another take. They’re repositioned again, shoulders nearly brushing now, the space between them gone entirely.
Rozanov meets his eyes this time.
Just for a second.
And winks.
It’s nothing.
It’s everything.
Shane’s breath stutters — barely, but enough that it pisses him off. He breaks eye contact first, stare snapping back to the camera like discipline can undo the reaction.
The shoot wraps quickly after that.
Too quickly.
Shane leaves the ice with his jaw clenched, heat coiled tight in his chest that has nothing to do with exertion. He doesn’t look back. He doesn’t need to.
He knows Rozanov is watching.
By the time he’s back in the locker room, peeling off gear with more force than necessary, he wants to get out of there. He takes the quickest shower known to man, and speeds more than necessary home.

Shane tells himself the irritation is physical.
Residual adrenaline. The afterburn of competition. Too much proximity, too little space. It’s the kind of explanation that usually works because it’s true often enough to pass without inspection.
Tonight, it doesn’t hold.
By the time he’s back at the hotel, the edge hasn’t dulled—it’s sharpened. He paces once, then again, then stops short by the window like catching himself in motion might reset something. The city below hums with movement that doesn’t require him. Cars. People. Noise.
He wants quiet.
What he gets is his phone vibrating against the desk.
He stares at it for a full three seconds before picking it up.
Ross: did the commercial go as badly as you expected
Shane exhales through his nose.
Shay: worse
Shay: had to stand next to someone who enjoys being unbearable
The reply comes slower than before.
Measured.
Ross: and yet
Ross: you’re still tense
Shane drops onto the edge of the bed, forearms braced against his thighs.
Shay: you really like saying that
Ross: I like being right
That hits too close to the bone.
Shane scrubs a hand over his face, frustration buzzing low and constant. He types without thinking, deletes it, then types again—less guarded this time.
Shay: you don’t even know me
Shay: how do you keep doing that
Ilya reads the message and goes still.
That question isn’t defensive.
It’s curious.
He answers carefully.
Ross: I know what you show
Ross: and I know what slips when you’re tired or angry
Shane’s chest tightens.
That’s not invasive.
That’s observant.
And somehow worse.
Shay: that’s not an answer
A pause.
Then:
Ross: no
Ross: it’s an invitation
Shane’s pulse jumps.
He doesn’t like how quickly his body reacts—the way heat curls low in his stomach, the way his shoulders ease even as his jaw tightens. He leans back on his hands, staring at the ceiling like it might help.
Shay: you keep doing that
Shay: saying things like you expect me to follow
The typing bubble appears.
Disappears.
Appears again.
Ross: do you want me to stop
That should be easy.
It isn’t.
Shane’s thumb hovers over the screen. He tells himself this is the moment to pull back—to reset the line where it belongs. He doesn’t know this man. He doesn’t owe him anything. This is supposed to be casual. Surface-level. Harmless.
He types anyway.
Shay: no
Shay: just don’t pretend you’re not doing it on purpose
Ilya exhales slowly.
Ross: I am
Ross: but only because you keep letting me
Shane’s breath catches.
He shifts, knees spreading slightly without him noticing, phone warm in his hand. His room feels too quiet again, the air thick in a way he can’t blame on the heat.
Shay: you talk like you’re close
Ross: close isn’t physical
That lands differently than it should.
Ross: it’s attention
Ross: it’s timing
Ross: it’s knowing when someone’s about to tip and waiting
Shane swallows hard.
Shay: you sound very sure of yourself
Ross: you’re still here
There it is.
Not explicit.
Not graphic.
But unmistakably intimate.
Shane drags a hand down his thigh, grounding himself in the sensation, trying to bleed off the tension before it turns into something he can’t control.
Shay: you’re dangerous
The response comes almost immediately.
Ross: you like that
Ross: or you wouldn’t keep answering
Shane laughs under his breath—short, disbelieving.
Shay: you’re really pushing it tonight
Ross: you pushed first
Ross: I’m just meeting you where you are
That’s the truth of it.
Shane closes his eyes.
The image flashes unbidden—Rozanov’s mouth curving on the ice, the wink, the heat of a body standing too close. He shoves it away.
This isn’t about that.
It’s about control.
Or the lack of it.
Shay: what if I don’t want control right now
The typing bubble stalls.
When the reply comes, it’s slower. Heavier.
Ross: then stop standing
Ross: sit
Ross: and breathe the way you didn’t earlier
Shane’s breath stutters.
He sinks back onto the bed without realizing he’s obeying until he’s already there, spine against the headboard, legs stretched out in front of him.
Shay: you’re telling me what to do again
Ross: you don’t have to listen
A beat.
Ross: but you are
Shane’s fingers tighten around his phone.
Shay: say something else
This time, Ilya hesitates.
Not because he doesn’t know what to say.
Because this is the edge.
He chooses his words with care.
Ross: keep your hands where they are
Ross: and don’t pretend your body isn’t reacting
Shane inhales sharply.
Heat floods him—unmistakable now, undeniable. His thighs tense. His pulse pounds loud enough that he can hear it in his ears.
Shay: that’s not fair
Ross: neither is lying to yourself
Silence stretches between them—thick, charged, humming.
Shane stares at the screen, breath uneven, body too aware of itself. He doesn’t move his hands. He doesn’t type.
Ilya waits.
He lets the silence do the work.
Finally, Shane locks his phone and sets it down beside him, heart racing like he’s just stepped off the ice after a shift he stayed on too long.
He doesn’t touch himself.
He doesn’t move.
He just sits there, breathing slower than he wants to, exactly the way Ross told him to.
And that—that restraint, that awareness, that heat with nowhere to go—is worse than if he had.
Minutes pass.
His phone stays dark.
When he finally lies back, staring at the ceiling, Shane admits something he hasn’t let himself think yet:
This isn’t anger anymore.
And whatever Ross is doing—whatever game this is—it’s working. Ilya sets his phone down with the faintest smile.
He hasn’t crossed the line.
Not yet.
But now he knows exactly where it is.

Shane doesn’t sleep.
He lies on his back staring at the ceiling until the shapes start to blur, until the hum of the city outside the window becomes white noise instead of distraction. His phone sits dark on the nightstand where he left it, face-down, deliberately out of reach.
He followed the instructions.
That’s what keeps needling at him.
He breathed slower.
He kept his hands still.
He didn’t touch anything.
The tension never went away.
It settled instead—low and tight and insistent, coiled beneath his skin like something waiting for permission. His thighs ache from holding still. His chest feels too full, every breath shallow and deliberate.
This isn’t discipline anymore.
It’s denial.
And Shane Hollander has never been good at that.
He exhales hard, scrubs a hand over his face, then reaches for his phone before he can talk himself out of it. The screen lights up immediately, bright in the dark.
No new messages.
Of course not.
He opens the thread anyway.
The last thing Ross sent sits there, unchanged.
keep your hands where they are
and don’t pretend your body isn’t reacting
Shane swallows.
“That’s not fair,” he mutters again, quieter this time.
He types.
Deletes it.
Types again.
Shay: you can’t say things like that
Shay: and then disappear
The message sends.
His pulse kicks up immediately—sharp, anticipatory. He sits up, shoulders tense, phone gripped too tightly in his hand.
Seconds pass.
Then—
The typing bubble appears.
Shane’s breath stutters.
It disappears.
Appears again.
Then:
Ross: you didn’t tell me to stay
That’s it.
That’s the crack.
Heat rushes through Shane so fast it almost makes him dizzy. He drags a hand down his chest, fingers splaying over bare skin, grounding himself in the sensation before he loses it completely.
Shay: don’t pretend you didn’t know
Shay: you left me like that on purpose
A pause.
Longer than before.
When Ross replies, the tone has shifted—still controlled, but lower, heavier.
Ross: I wanted to see if you’d reach back
Ross: you did
Shane lets out a shaky breath.
Shay: you’re an asshole
Ross: mm
Ross: and yet you’re still here
His hand slides down his stomach before he can stop himself, thumb brushing the waistband of his shorts. His body reacts instantly—sharp awareness, heat flaring low and urgent.
He doesn’t pretend otherwise.
Shay: I can’t stop thinking about it
Shay: about what you said
The response comes slower this time, deliberate.
Ross: then don’t
Ross: tell me where you are
Shane hesitates for half a second.
Then:
Shay: bed
Shay: lights off
A beat.
Ross: good
Ross: sit up
Shane does it without thinking.
His back presses against the headboard, muscles tight, breath shallow. His phone feels heavy in his hand now, like an anchor and a trigger all at once.
Shay: you’re really enjoying this
Ross: yes
Ross: are you going to tell me to stop
Shane exhales, slow and controlled.
Shay: no
That’s permission.
Ross doesn’t rush it.
Ross: then touch yourself
Ross: slowly
Ross: like you’re still deciding
Shane groans quietly, head tipping back as his hand slides beneath his waistband, wrapping around himself properly this time. He squeezes once—hard enough to make his breath hitch—then stills, exactly as instructed.
“Fuck,” he whispers.
Shay: you’re killing me
Ross: no
Ross: you’re listening
He strokes himself once, slow and deliberate, pleasure spiking sharp enough to make his toes curl. His free hand braces against the mattress, grounding him as the tension tightens instead of releasing.
Shay: this isn’t fair
Ross: say that again
Ross: slower
Shane drags his thumb over the head, spreading slick heat down his shaft, breath uneven.
Shay: it’s not fair
Ross: good
Ross: keep going
He does.
Slow at first—measured strokes that build instead of relieve, each movement sharpening the ache rather than dulling it. His hips rock slightly despite himself, body betraying him in every way that matters.
Shay: you’re doing this like you can see me
Another pause.
Then:
Ross: I don’t need to
Ross: you’re telling me everything
That sends him over the edge—not the release, but the loss of control. Shane’s strokes turn rougher, faster, breath breaking as he chases sensation without strategy now.
Shay: fuck
Ross cuts in immediately.
Ross: not yet
Ross: wait
Shane clenches around himself, muscles trembling, frustration and need twisting together so tightly it almost hurts.
Shay: I can’t
Ross: you can
Ross: you’re strong enough
That does it.
The praise hits harder than the command.
Shane’s breath shudders as he slows, forcing himself to obey, holding himself right on the edge—every nerve screaming, every thought narrowed down to the voice in his hand.
Shay: say something else
This time, Ross doesn’t hesitate.
Ross: you feel good because you earned it
Shane breaks.
His hand tightens, strokes turning frantic as pleasure crashes through him hard and overwhelming. He comes with a sharp gasp, head falling back against the headboard, body shaking as the tension finally snaps and releases all at once.
For a long moment, there’s nothing but breath and aftershock.
His phone buzzes softly.
Ross: breathe
Ross: slow again
Shane does.
When his pulse finally settles, when the room feels solid again, he types with fingers that still tremble.
Shay: you knew exactly what you were doing
The reply comes a moment later.
Ross: yes
Ross: and now you know what it feels like
Shane stares at the screen, chest tight with something that isn’t just arousal anymore.
Shay: this changes things
Ilya smiles—slow, satisfied.
Ross: I know
Ross: sleep now
Shane doesn’t argue.
He sets the phone down carefully, like it might burn him if he moves too fast, and sinks back into the pillows, heart still racing.
This wasn’t anger.
This wasn’t distraction.
This was intentional.
And for the first time since this started, Shane knows one thing with absolute certainty:
Whatever this is now—
It’s mutual.
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  Shane isn’t spiraling.
That’s the first thing he tells himself — and, crucially, it’s true enough to pass.
He’s up early, body already awake before his alarm, muscles humming with a low, contained tension that doesn’t tip into restlessness. He stretches. He breathes. He moves through his routine with practiced efficiency, every action deliberate in a way that feels almost soothing.
This is what control looks like.
He doesn’t reach for his phone right away.

That’s new.

Not avoidance — just priority.
He showers, dresses, eats something with actual protein in it. By the time he leaves the hotel room, his pulse is steady, his thoughts quiet enough to ignore. Whatever edge had been riding him the last few days has dulled into something manageable. Not gone — just… filed away.
That’s fine.
He knows how to do this. He’s been doing versions of it his whole career.
Practice is sharp. Clean. Efficient.
Shane skates like someone who is very aware of his body — every turn precise, every stop controlled. No wasted movement. No unnecessary contact. He listens, adjusts, executes. The coaches notice. They always do when he’s like this.
“Good pace today,” someone calls from the bench.
Shane nods once and pushes off again.
This is what happens when he channels things correctly. When he doesn’t let noise bleed into performance. When he keeps his focus narrow enough that nothing extraneous gets through.
It works.
That should be enough.
Between drills, he catches himself glancing toward the locker room — not at his phone specifically, just… at the idea of it. The thought barely registers before he discards it.
Not now.
He finishes practice feeling spent in the right way — legs heavy, lungs open, mind blank. The kind of exhaustion that usually leaves him calm.
Today, it leaves him neutral.
That’s acceptable.
In the locker room, he dries off, dresses, moves through the familiar choreography of post-practice without friction. When he finally checks his phone, it’s not with anticipation — just habit.
One message.
Ross: busy day?
That’s it.
No timing commentary.

No observation.

No pressure.
Shane exhales quietly, surprised at the flicker of something like relief.
Shay: yeah

Shay: packed schedule
He sends it and sets the phone down immediately, like lingering might invite something unnecessary.
It stays quiet.
That’s good.
The rest of the day unfolds smoothly — meetings, video review, travel logistics. Shane answers questions automatically, offers the right reactions at the right times. No one notices anything off. If anything, he’s more contained than usual.
Contained feels like a win.
By the time evening settles in, he’s tired enough that the edge softens further. He eats dinner alone, scrolls mindlessly through highlights he’s already seen, lets the noise of the television fill space that might otherwise get ideas.
He doesn’t think about Ross.
Not consciously.
When his phone buzzes again, it’s later — later than Ross usually texts, if Shane’s being honest.
Ross: tomorrow looks worse than today
Shane stares at it for a second.
That’s not a question.

Not bait.

Just… commentary.
Shay: understatement

Shay: league loves a packed calendar
The reply takes longer this time.
Ross: they usually do

Ross: pressure keeps things interesting
Shane’s jaw tightens — just a fraction.
Interesting.
He types, deletes, then types something neutral instead.
Shay: depends who you ask
Ross: true
And then — nothing.
No follow-up.

No pivot.

No attempt to steer the conversation anywhere else.
Shane frowns faintly at the screen.
That’s new.
He waits a beat longer than he means to, then locks his phone and sets it face-down on the table.
He shouldn’t care.
And yet, the absence of momentum feels… deliberate.
Like Ross noticed something and chose not to touch it.
That unsettles him more than if he had.
Shane stands, rolls his shoulders, does a quick circuit of the room like movement might shake the thought loose. He’s not tense — not the way he was before. There’s no heat under his skin, no pull toward anything physical.
Just awareness.
He goes to bed early. Sleeps — not deeply, but steadily enough.
In the morning, he wakes without the familiar spike of adrenaline. His body feels heavy but cooperative. He stretches, breathes, starts the day again.
This is working, he tells himself.
He’s managing it.
Whatever it is.
And if Ross seems quieter than usual — a little more distant, a little less engaged — Shane doesn’t interrogate that feeling. He doesn’t chase it.
He’s learned the cost of doing that.
For now, this version of normal will hold.
He just doesn’t realize yet that the quiet he’s standing on isn’t empty.
It’s waiting.

Ross texts in the late afternoon, when Shane is half-dressed and half-distracted, sweat still cooling on his skin.
Ross: still moving?
Shane huffs quietly, tugging a shirt over his head.
Shay: always

Shay: feels like I live out of a bag at this point
Ross: that would make anyone irritable
Shane smiles at that — not because it’s clever, but because it’s accurate without being pointed.
Shay: maybe

Shay: I don’t mind the work though
Ross: I gathered that
That gives Shane pause.
Not suspicion — just curiosity.
Shay: how so
Ross: you complain about logistics

Ross: not about the thing itself
Shane considers that, phone resting loosely in his hand.
He hadn’t realized there was a difference worth noticing.
Shay: guess that’s true

Shay: hockey’s the easy part
Ross: interesting
Not impressed.

Not admiring.

Just… noting it.
Shane likes that too.
They drift into lighter ground — Ross mentions being bad at watching sports, says he loses interest if there isn’t structure or stakes that matter to him personally. Shane teases him for it.
Shay: tragic

Shay: I don’t trust people who don’t like hockey
Ross: I didn’t say I dislike it

Ross: I said I don’t care
Shane laughs under his breath.
Shay: somehow worse
Ross: probably
There’s a beat of comfortable nothing.
Then Ross adds, almost offhand:
Ross: you talk about your schedule like it’s unforgiving

Ross: but you never sound resentful
Shane shifts his weight, leaning back against the wall.
That one lands — softly.
Shay: because it’s my choice

Shay: no one’s forcing me to do this
Ross: exactly
No follow-up.

No digging.
Just acknowledgment.
Shane realizes then that Ross has never asked him what he does beyond what Shane volunteers. Never pressed for specifics. Never tried to place him anywhere.
And Shane is grateful for it.
Shay: I appreciate that you don’t ask for details
The reply comes quickly, simple.
Ross: I assume people share what they want to share
Shane exhales, tension easing in a way he hadn’t noticed was there.
Shay: rare quality
Ross: learned the hard way
That’s the closest Ross has come to personal disclosure all day — and even that is left intentionally unfinished.
Shane doesn’t push.
They move on to something trivial — bad coffee, bad sleep, the universal misery of fluorescent lighting.
Later, lying back on his bed, Shane scrolls through the conversation again, not searching — just absorbing.
Ross doesn’t sound like someone trying to understand hockey.
He sounds like someone who understands control, discipline, routine — the scaffolding around things, not the thing itself.
And somehow, that makes Shane feel safer.
Across the city, Ilya sets his phone down and stares at the ceiling.
Hockey had never been the point.
People were.
And Shane, deliberately or not, was trusting him with exactly the amount he could afford.
Ilya would not take more.
Not yet.

The rink is louder than it needs to be.
Shane notices it immediately — the way the sound sits too close to his head, the way the boards echo longer than usual. It’s a morning skate, not a game, not even a full practice, but his body is already keyed up like it matters.
Which annoys him.
He skates harder than necessary. Sharp stops. Clean edges. Everything precise enough to look intentional instead of reactive. He wants the ice to burn the restlessness out of him the way it usually does.
It doesn’t.
The all star game practice is sharp today — drills run clean, pace high, bodies moving like they’ve agreed not to waste time. Shane thrives in this kind of environment. Structure. Expectations. Clear edges. He’s focused, efficient, doing exactly what he’s meant to do.
Which is why it bothers him when Rozanov drifts into his periphery and stays there.
Not shadowing him.

Not challenging him.

Just… present.
Rozanov moves like he always does — smooth, unhurried, infuriatingly precise. No wasted motion. No visible effort. He doesn’t push the pace, doesn’t lag behind it. He exists comfortably inside it, like the ice was built around him.
Shane hates players like that.
They make it look easy.

They make it look inevitable.
A whistle blows.
The drill resets.
Shane glides back into position, jaw tight, irritation buzzing low and constant. Neutral jerseys. Mixed lines. Nothing familiar to anchor himself to. He hates that more than he hates Rozanov.
Rozanov, apparently, does not hate it at all.
He’s loose — lazy, almost — stick resting against the ice like the puck isn’t something he needs to chase. He watches Shane the way he watches everything: unhurried, mildly entertained.
They collide near the boards on the next rep. Not hard. Not accidental either.
Shane plants his skates, shoulders squared. “Watch it,” he mutters.
Rozanov leans in just enough that it looks like nothing to anyone else.
“Relax,” he says lightly. “This is supposed to be fun.”
Shane scoffs. “For you, maybe.”
Rozanov hums. Then — because he can, because there’s a reporter ten feet away and cameras drifting past — he tilts his head, mouth curving.
Rozanov glides in beside him.
Too close for coincidence. Not close enough to be called out.
“So,” Rozanov says casually, eyes forward. “You go out last night?”
Shane blinks.
“What?”
Rozanov shrugs, still not looking at him. “Team thing. Go out. Get drunk.”
Shane scoffs. “I had dinner.”
“Ah,” Rozanov says. Then, after a beat, he turns his head just enough to look at him.
“You’re so boring, Hollander.”
He punctuates it with a quick, childish raspberry.
It shouldn’t bother him.
It does.
Shane’s grip tightens on his stick, knuckles whitening before he can stop it. His first instinct is heat — sharp, flaring — followed immediately by something colder, more unsettling.
Because the word boring echoes.
Not in Rozanov’s voice.
In another one.
“What the hell is your problem?” Shane snaps, louder than he meant to.
Rozanov’s eyebrows lift, pleased. “Touchy.”
The whistle blows before Shane can respond. The moment breaks. Players skate past. The world moves on.
Rozanov pushes off first, already looking elsewhere, interest apparently spent.
That’s the worst part.
Shane stands there for a beat too long, chest tight, heart ticking faster than the drill demands.
This is nothing, he tells himself.

This is rivalry.

This is Rozanov being a smug bastard.
And yet — as he skates away — the word follows him.
Boring.
He hates that it feels familiar.

Ilya notices the reaction instantly.
Not the anger — that’s expected. Hollander runs hot. Everyone knows that. It’s part of what makes him predictable on the ice.
What catches Ilya’s attention is the half-second delay.
The way Hollander stiffens before he snaps back. The way his grip tightens like he’s anchoring himself to something that slipped.
That isn’t rivalry.
That’s recognition — or the echo of it.
Ilya forces himself to skate away.
He doesn’t look back. Doesn’t smirk. Doesn’t push it further. Curiosity is only useful if you don’t announce it, and whatever that was, pressing now would be sloppy.
He’s careful not to let it become more than a passing note.
Hollander is an opponent. Loud. Predictable. Boring, usually.
And yet.
Ilya adjusts his gloves, jaw setting as he waits for the next drill. Files the reaction away with dozens of others — habits, tells, moments that don’t matter until they do.
This isn’t interest.
This isn’t attraction.
It’s information.
And information is only dangerous if you rush it.
He tells himself — truthfully — that this is curiosity, nothing more. That he’s interested in how people fracture under attention, not in Hollander specifically. That this is no different than noticing patterns in a system that’s supposed to be predictable.
He cannot afford to be obvious.
Ross works because Ross is distant. Because Ross does not intrude. Because Ross never asks for more than what is freely offered.
Ilya intends to keep it that way.

The bar is loud in a way that feels temporary — the kind of noise made by people killing time between obligations. Music low enough to talk over. Glass clinking. Laughter that comes and goes in uneven bursts.
Ilya sits angled away from the television, back to the highlights rolling soundlessly above the bar. Someone has tried to put on a game recap. No one is really watching it.
Good.
He has one beer in front of him. It’s been there long enough to be warm. He hasn’t noticed.
Across from him, Svetlana studies the menu with theatrical seriousness, then sets it down untouched.
“You are not even pretending tonight,” she says.
Ilya hums. “Pretending to what?”
“To care,” she replies. “About hockey. About being here. About any of this.”
He lifts his glass, considers it, takes a small sip. “I care about the beer being acceptable.”
Svetlana snorts, unimpressed. “Liar. You care about results.”
Ilya’s mouth curves despite himself. Not wide. Just enough.
“That is not caring,” he says. “That is necessity.”
She rolls her eyes and reaches across the table to steal one of the fries he hasn’t touched. “You are impossible.”
“I am consistent,” he corrects.
Around them, players drift in and out — familiar faces, easy camaraderie. Someone claps Ilya on the shoulder in passing, says something about practice pace, laughs like the comment is disposable. Ilya nods, polite, noncommittal. The interaction ends exactly where it started.
“You were very charming today,” she says casually, watching him over the rim of her glass. “Media loved you.”
“They always do,” Ilya says without arrogance. Just fact.
“That’s not what I meant.”
He glances at her then, eyebrow lifting a fraction. “Then explain.”
“You were sharper,” she says. “More… present. Usually you look like you’re waiting for it to be over.”
Ilya leans back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Perhaps I am learning patience.”
Svetlana laughs. “You hate patience.”
“Yes,” he agrees. “But it is useful.”
She studies him for a moment longer, then lets it go — for now. Svetlana has known him long enough to recognize when answers will not be given freely.
A group at the bar erupts into laughter. Someone bumps into their table, mutters an apology. Ilya nods automatically, attention already drifting elsewhere.
His phone vibrates once against the tabletop.
He does not reach for it right away.
That, more than anything, is what gives him away.
Svetlana notices.
“You are very polite to your phone,” she says lightly.
Ilya glances down, then finally picks it up. The screen lights briefly. One name. No notification sound.
“Someone boring,” he says.
She raises an eyebrow. “You do not text boring people.”
“I text people who are precise,” Ilya replies, thumbs hovering over the screen without typing. “There is a difference.”
He sets the phone back down, face-up this time. Does not respond yet.
Across the room, someone calls his name. A reporter, lingering, hoping for a quote they can turn into something sharper than it is. Ilya sighs, pushes to his feet.
“Duty calls,” he says.
Svetlana waves him off. “Try not to insult anyone on purpose.”
“I make no promises.”
He returns a few minutes later, expression unchanged, conversation deflected neatly back onto the league, the schedule, the usual safe abstractions. Rozanov, polished and unyielding.
When he sits again, his phone vibrates a second time.
This time, he answers.
Not immediately.
Carefully.
Svetlana watches him type — slow, deliberate, no wasted motion. When he finishes, he sets the phone down and finally takes another sip of his beer.
“You look thoughtful,” she says.
“I am,” he admits.
“About hockey?”
He considers the question honestly.
“No,” he says. “About people.”
She smiles at that — knowing, a little sharp. “That sounds dangerous.”
Ilya’s mouth curves again, faint and unreadable.
“Only if rushed,” he says.
He does not check his phone again.
Not because he is uninterested.
Because restraint, right now, is the point.

Shane doesn’t text right away.
Not because he’s trying to prove anything — just because he’s toweling off, sitting on the edge of the bench, letting the noise of the rink bleed out of his ears. Practice today had been sharper than necessary. Faster. Less forgiving. The kind that leaves your body buzzing even after the skates come off.
He checks his phone once.
Then types.
Shay: practice was a nightmare

 Shay: everyone trying to prove something at once
He hesitates, thumb hovering.
Adds:
Shay: feels like nobody knows how to just… do the work quietly
The reply doesn’t come immediately.
Which is fine. Expected, even.
When it does, it’s measured — the same tone Ross always uses when he’s listening instead of steering.
Ross: that sounds exhausting

 Ross: pressure without direction usually is
Shane exhales through his nose, faintly amused.
Shay: exactly

 Shay: it’s supposed to be routine

 Shay: instead it’s like everyone’s performing
He leans back against the lockers, eyes closed, sweat cooling too fast against his spine.
Shay: makes it hard to stay focused
This time, Ross responds faster — but not eager.
Attentive.
Ross: because routines only work when people trust them

 Ross: otherwise it’s just noise disguised as effort
Shane opens his eyes.
Not because it’s insightful — lots of people talk like that — but because it fits what he’s feeling without naming anything too specifically. Ross doesn’t ask what kind of practice. Doesn’t ask where. Doesn’t try to place him.
Just meets him where he is.
Shay: you sound like you’ve been around environments like that
A beat.
Long enough that Shane wonders if he crossed into something Ross won’t answer.
Then:
Ross: I’ve been around people

 Ross: systems change, people don’t
Shane smiles faintly at that.
Ross: is simple
Shay: fair

 Shay: guess I just hate feeling sloppy
Ross: you don’t sound sloppy

 Ross: you sound irritated by inefficiency
Shane laughs quietly — short, surprised.
Shay: that might be worse
Ross: only if you let it turn into resentment
Shane pockets his phone, nodding once to himself.
That’s the thing.
Ross never says you should.

 Never says when I was.

 Never frames it like shared experience.
He speaks like someone who understands structure, not the specifics inside it.
Which makes Shane feel — inexplicably — less exposed.
Across the city, Ilya sets his phone down and stares at the table for a moment longer than necessary.
He had almost said practice like that is designed to test restraint.
Almost referenced pace. Spacing. Reads.
He hadn’t.
Good.
Shane does not need to know how closely their worlds overlap — not yet.
Curiosity survives best when it doesn’t announce itself.
And Ilya intends to let this one breathe.

The media area smells like rubber mats and stale coffee.
Shane notices it immediately — the way sound gathers here instead of dissipating, the way voices overlap without ever really connecting. Cameras. Microphones. Logos everywhere. It’s supposed to feel casual. It never does.
He stands just outside the scrum at first, helmet tucked under his arm, listening without listening. He knows the questions already. He knows the answers he’ll give. This is muscle memory of a different kind.
Rozanov is holding court.
Not loudly — but effortlessly.
He’s relaxed in that way Shane hates: one hand hooked in his waistband, shoulders loose, posture open like he isn’t aware of the cameras at all. Like attention is incidental instead of demanded.
Someone asks about the pace of practice.
Rozanov smiles.
“It was fine,” he says. “Everyone wanted to be noticed. That usually slows things down.”
A couple of reporters laugh.
Shane’s jaw tightens.
Another question — something about intensity, about preparation, about tomorrow.
Rozanov shrugs, easy. “Intensity is overrated. Discipline is more interesting.”
That one lands.
Not because it’s wrong — because it sounds rehearsed in a way that pretends it isn’t.
“And boredom?” a reporter asks, grinning. “Hard to stay motivated when things feel routine?”
Rozanov’s mouth curves.
“Boring hockey is good hockey,” he says. “If nothing surprises you, you’re doing something right.”
His gaze flicks — brief, precise — and catches Shane’s.
Just long enough.
Shane doesn’t look away.
The eye contact breaks when a microphone shifts. Rozanov turns back to the crowd like nothing happened, attention already elsewhere.
Shane exhales slowly through his nose.
He steps into the edge of the scrum when it’s his turn. Answers cleanly. Keeps his tone neutral. Talks about preparation, about details, about staying focused. He gives them nothing they can twist.
Still, he can feel it — Rozanov’s presence like static in the periphery.
When the media clears out, Shane heads for the tunnel without lingering.
“Hey.”
He stops despite himself.
Rozanov is a few feet back, helmet off now, hair damp with sweat. He looks exactly as composed as he did five minutes ago. That’s the problem.
“You always leave early,” Rozanov says, mildly curious. “Ever relax?”
Shane turns.
“Ever shut up?”
Rozanov smiles — pleased, not offended.
“See,” he says. “Not boring after all.”
Shane scoffs. “You talk too much.”
“You react too much,” Rozanov replies easily. “That’s more fun.”
“Fun for you,” Shane snaps.
Rozanov hums, considering. “Maybe.”
Then — because there are still cameras drifting nearby, because this is who he is in public — he leans just enough to make it irritating.
“Try not to be so tense tomorrow, Hollander,” he adds. “It’s just a game.”
That’s the worst part.
Shane’s hand tightens around his helmet.
“Fuck off,” he says, flat.
Rozanov laughs — light, careless — and skates away without another word.
That night, Shane doesn’t think about Rozanov.
Not consciously.
But when he texts Ross later, towel around his waist, phone warm in his hand, the irritation bleeds through from earlier anyway, tension grabbing at his chest.
Shay: tomorrow’s going to be loud

 Shay: already exhausted and it hasn’t even started
Ross replies a few minutes later.
Ross: noise has a way of doing that

 Ross: fortunately i can come up with some ways to decompress...
Shane exhales. Then laughs. 
He can't tell if Ross is joking or serious, but he appreciates the comment anyway as he feels something ease a little in his chest.
Not gone, but better.
He just knows the game is tomorrow — and whatever this feeling is, it isn’t going to stay contained once the puck drops.
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  Shane tells himself it’s just another rink.
Different lighting, different banners, too much neutral branding slapped over places that are supposed to mean something—but the bones of it are familiar. Ice is ice. Boards are boards. The smell hits the same: cold air, sharpened steel, disinfectant layered over old rubber and sweat.
He likes that part. Familiarity has always been his anchor.
The locker room is louder than his usual one, voices overlapping without hierarchy. No set lines. No usual seats. Jerseys hung without history behind them. It’s temporary in the way all-star things are—borrowed space, borrowed alliances.
He moves through it cleanly.
Tape. Gloves. Helmet. Everything done in the same order he’s always done it. Not superstition—just habit refined until it works without thought. His body hums, awake and ready, but the tension sits low and contained instead of sharp.
That’s good.
He doesn’t need edge today. He needs control.
Someone laughs behind him. Someone else complains about the ice quality. Shane tunes it out easily, focus narrowing the way it always does before a game. He’s tying his skates when his phone vibrates once against the bench.
He doesn’t reach for it right away.
That’s intentional.
When he does pick it up, he keeps his thumb light, like pressure matters.
Ross: busy again?
Shane exhales through his nose. Not a question that demands anything. Not commentary. Just a fact placed gently between them.
Shay: understatement

Shay: exhibition circus
He sends it and pockets the phone before anything else can happen. Warm-ups are about to start. Whatever else exists can wait.
He stands, rolls his shoulders, steps toward the tunnel with the rest of them. The noise shifts as they move—crowd murmur leaking in, skates cutting faint lines across concrete. Cameras hover at the edges, hungry but not yet fed.
On the ice, everything sharpens.
The lights feel brighter than usual, reflecting off clean jerseys and unfamiliar numbers. Shane takes his first lap easy, then another faster, edges biting cleanly. His body settles into rhythm almost immediately—muscle memory sliding into place like it always does.
This is the part that’s easy.
What isn’t easy is how comfortable Rozanov looks.
Shane sees him without meaning to. Everyone does. Rozanov isn’t doing anything flashy—no showy stickhandling, no exaggerated warm-up routine. He glides like the ice owes him nothing and gives him everything anyway. Loose posture. Relaxed shoulders. Eyes already scanning.
At home.
Shane tells himself it shouldn’t bother him.
It does.
Not anger. Not yet. Just irritation—low and precise, the kind that settles in your jaw before you notice you’re clenching.
They pass close enough that Shane catches the sound of Rozanov’s skates cutting, the faint scrape of steel against ice. Rozanov doesn’t look at him. That might be worse.
“Five minutes,” someone calls.
Shane circles back toward the bench, breath steady, pulse exactly where he wants it. He adjusts his gloves, shakes out his hands, keeps his focus narrow. This is an exhibition. No stakes. No grudges. Just hockey.
He’s done this before.
Behind the glass, cameras angle closer. Somewhere above them, a broadcast team talks about intensity and rivalry like it’s a performance instead of a reflex.
Shane doesn’t look at Rozanov again.
He doesn’t need to.
He can feel him anyway.
The puck drops soon. The noise swells. Shane lowers his chin, breathes once—slow, deliberate—and lets everything else fall quiet.
For now, that’s enough.

Shane lines up at center and lets the noise fade.
Faceoffs are about timing more than strength—reading shoulders, wrists, weight distribution in the half-second before the drop. He settles into the stance automatically, knees bent, stick light in his hands. Across from him, the opposing center smirks like this is a novelty.
It isn’t.
Shane wins the draw clean, snaps the puck back without ceremony, pivots into motion as the play opens up around him. The ice feels fast tonight—slicker than morning skate, edges biting sharp and true. He accelerates, slots into the lane he knows will open, tracks the puck without chasing it.
That’s when he finds Rozanov.
Right wing. High. Waiting.
Rozanov isn’t cheating the play—just hovering at the exact place where options multiply. Stick angled lazy, weight back on one skate like he’s watching a rehearsal instead of a game. He doesn’t look rushed. He never does.
The puck cycles. Shane shifts, covers the middle, calls a switch without raising his voice. His line moves with him, quick and responsive. It’s clean hockey—no theatrics, no unnecessary contact.
Rozanov glides in parallel, matching pace without pressing.
It’s infuriating.
The puck rims around the boards and Shane cuts to intercept. He feels the presence before the contact—space closing, pressure tightening. Rozanov steps into the lane just enough to force the angle, not enough to draw a whistle. Their shoulders brush. Not hard. Intentional.
“Careful,” Rozanov says lightly, breath barely winded.
Shane doesn’t answer. He doesn’t need to. He absorbs the contact, keeps his balance, chips the puck forward and drives through the center lane like the ice belongs to him.
It’s an exhibition. Everyone remembers that.
Rozanov doesn’t play like it is.
By the middle of the second period, it’s undeniable.
They’re the fastest line on the ice.
Not because they’re showy — because nothing stalls. Shane drives pace through the middle like he always does, cutting lanes open with his body before the puck even moves. Rozanov fills the gaps without being told, stick exactly where it needs to be, timing clean enough it almost feels rude.
Almost.
Shane snaps a pass across the slot without looking.
Rozanov’s already there.
The shot goes wide, but the play stays alive — puck cycling back down low, Rozanov peeling off the boards to recover it and feed it right back to Shane in stride.
“Again,” Rozanov says, breathless but amused.
Shane scowls and does exactly that.
They don’t talk much after that. They don’t need to. Every time Shane pushes tempo, Rozanov meets it. Every time Rozanov holds back, Shane adjusts instinctively, like they’ve done this a thousand times instead of half a game.
It’s efficient.

 It’s irritating.

 It works.
On the bench during a stoppage, Hayden drops down beside Shane, helmet tipped back.
“You two look disgusting out there,” Hayden says, grinning. “Like you planned it.”
Shane doesn’t smile. “I didn’t.”
Hayden snorts. “Sure.”
He nods toward the ice, where Rozanov is stretching lazily, barely sweating. “Hate him or not, he’s keeping up with you.”
Shane exhales sharply. “That’s the problem.”
Hayden laughs. “You’re impossible.”
The puck drops again.
Late in the period, Shane drives the net hard, pulling defenders with him out of habit. He expects Rozanov to trail.
Instead, Rozanov cuts early.
The pass is instinct. Automatic. Shane doesn’t even register deciding.
Goal.
The arena erupts — louder now, attention sharpened. Rozanov lifts his stick in acknowledgment, not celebration. When Shane glides past him, Rozanov bumps his shoulder lightly.
“See?” Rozanov says. “Not boring.”
Shane glares at him. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
Rozanov’s smile is quick and smug. “You play better angry.”
“Shut up and skate,” Shane snaps.
Rozanov laughs — low, delighted — and does exactly that.
They close the game out clean. No drama. No nonsense. Just control.
When the final horn sounds, Shane barely reacts — pulls his helmet off, breath steady, pulse settling like it always does after a job done right.
They win.
Hayden claps him on the shoulder immediately. “Drinks,” he says. “You’re not ditching.”
Shane hesitates. His body feels good — spent, loose, satisfied in the way hockey always gives him when things go right. He glances instinctively toward the bench where his phone is tucked away.
“C’mon,” Hayden presses. “All-Star win. You owe me.”
Shane exhales. “Fine. One.”

Ilya doesn’t stay in the locker room long.
Too loud. Too much talking about nothing. He showers fast, dresses faster, already halfway toward the exit when someone calls his name.
Ilya goes to the bar after, because of course he does.
He doesn’t tell anyone why when someone mentions the bar, just shrugs and says, “Why not,” like the answer is obvious. It is, to him. He follows the group in at an angle, jacket unzipped, expression already settled into something easy and unreadable.
The bar is crowded. Loud. Warm in the way rinks never are.
He spots Hollander immediately.
Hollander is seated, half-turned in the booth, elbows resting loose against the table. Hoodie sleeves pushed up. Hair still damp at the edges. He’s listening more than he’s talking, mouth quirking when Pike says something under his breath.
And—this is important—
There’s a ginger ale in front of him.
Ilya almost laughs.
He doesn’t go near the table. That would be too much. Too obvious. Instead, he takes a seat at the bar where he can see Hollander reflected in the mirror behind the bottles. He orders a beer, waits while it’s poured, lets the glass sweat under his palm.
Then he takes out his phone.
No rush.
That’s the first rule. Rushing turns curiosity into tells, and tells ruin games.
He sits at the bar with his body angled just enough that the mirror gives him what he wants without forcing him to look directly. Bottles blur into colored shapes. Reflections bend. Hollander is unmistakable anyway — posture familiar even out of context, elbows loose, shoulders relaxed in the way that only comes after a good game.
Still riding it.
Ilya’s beer arrives. He wraps his fingers around the glass but doesn’t drink. Condensation beads under his palm. He lets it sit.
Across the room, Hollander laughs at something Pike says. It’s quick. Unguarded. He reaches for his ginger ale without looking, takes a sip like it’s habit.
Of course it is.
He opens the text thread like it’s nothing. Like it hasn’t been living in his pocket all night. Like he isn’t acutely aware of the fact that Hollander is less than twenty feet away and has no idea.
Ross: so long game?
That’s it. No push.
He watches Hollander’s reflection instead of the screen.
Hollander’s phone lights up almost immediately. He doesn’t grab it right away — finishes the thought he’s mid-sentence on, nods once, then checks it. Casual. Unaware.
Good.
Shay: you have no idea

 Shay: a big game like that drains you in weird ways
Ilya’s mouth curves. Not a smile. A decision.
Ross: adrenaline does that

 Ross: usually lingers
Hollander shifts in his seat. Barely. One knee bounces once before he stills it with his heel hooked under the bench.
Still oblivious.
Shay: you psychoanalyzing me again?
Ilya finally takes a sip of his beer. Warm. Flat. Fine.
Ross: observing

 Ross: is difference
Hollander exhales through his nose. He tilts his head, rereads. The ginger ale sweats untouched for a beat longer than before.
Shay: I’m fine

 Shay: just wired
There it is.
Ilya doesn’t answer immediately. He waits. Counts the beats between Hollaner lifting his glass and setting it back down. Watches the way his shoulders haven’t fully dropped yet, like his body hasn’t gotten the message that the game is over.
Ross: wired?

 Ross: dangerous
That’s the line.
Hollander freezes for half a second.
Not alarmed. Not suspicious. Just… caught.
He glances up instinctively — not at Ilya, not at anyone in particular — just at the room.
Shay: you make it sound dramatic
Ross: you are dramatic

 Ross: and boring, of course
Hollander swallows. His thumb hovers over the screen longer this time.
Shay: so what

 Shay: I’m supposed to go run laps or something?
Ilya leans back against the bar, relaxed, eyes on the mirror.
Shay: or is that boring too?
Ross: probably

 Ross: or sit very still and let me help you
Hollander snorts. It’s quiet, but Ilya hears it anyway.
Shay: you’re annoying
Ross: mm

 Ross: but accurate
Hollander’s knee starts bouncing again. He doesn’t stop it this time.
He glances at his drink. The ginger ale. Then, almost defensively, he types—
Shay: not like I can do anything about it right now, I’m in public
Ilya’s pulse ticks once. He keeps his breathing even.
Ross: pity

 Ross: that kind of feeling deserves attention
Hollaner’s jaw tightens.
He looks around again — this time sharper. The bar. The team. Pike talking with his hands. The noise. The fact that his body still feels like it’s waiting for something.
He locks his phone and sets it face-down.
Then — decisively — he signals the bartender.
“Beer,” Hollander says.
Ilya watches him lift the glass when it arrives. Watches the first swallow. The way his shoulders finally drop a fraction.
Only then does Ilya look up.
Their eyes meet in the mirror.
Not long. Not obvious.
Just long enough for Rozanov’s gaze to flicker with amusement.
Shane feels it — that familiar, infuriating awareness — and looks back immediately, irritation flaring sharp and reflexive.
Rozanov raises his glass in a mock toast.
Shane scowls and takes another drink.
Across the room, Ilya unlocks his phone.
Shane’s phone vibrates.
He frowns at it.
He has no idea why his stomach flips.
And Ilya — careful, contained, very much enjoying himself — finally smiles.

The beers hit faster than Shane expects.
Not enough to get him drunk — just enough to take the edge off the tight coil sitting behind his ribs. The kind of buzz that loosens your shoulders without touching your judgment. The kind that makes the noise easier to tolerate.
He takes another sip, slower this time.
Hayden is still talking. Someone across the table laughs too loud. The bar smells like citrus cleaner and spilled alcohol and something fried that’s been sitting too long under heat lamps.
Normal.
Shane tells himself that again, like repetition makes it truer.
He flips his phone face-up, checks the screen like he isn’t already thinking about it.
Ross: still feeling wired? I try to offer help, shay…
That shouldn’t do anything.
It does.
Shane exhales through his nose and rolls his shoulders, grounding himself in the chair. He doesn’t type back right away. He refuses to. 
He takes another drink instead.
The beer is colder than the ginger ale was. Sharper. It sits heavier in his stomach. His body finally starts to believe the game is over — adrenaline bleeding off in uneven waves.
Good.
He unlocks his phone.
Shay: you say that like you plan to do something about it
The reply doesn’t come immediately.
That bothers him more than it should.
He takes another sip. The third beer is half gone now. He feels it in his legs — not weakness, just weight. Presence.
Ross: ah yes i do

 Ross: you need something to take edge off
Shane’s thumb pauses.
Edge.
He doesn’t like that Ross keeps using words that feel accurate without being invasive. It’s irritating in the same way a good defender is irritating — always positioned where you want to go.
Shay: you talk a big game
Ross: i have the receipts to back it up
Shane snorts quietly. He leans back, lets his head tip against the booth for a second. The ceiling lights blur at the edges.
 Shay: I just deal with these things
Ross: mm

 Ross: you deal with it by keeping busy

 Ross: by not letting it settle
Shane shifts, discomfort blooming low and slow.
He tells himself it’s the beer.
Shay: is this where you tell me to go for a run
Ross: no

 Ross: you already did the work

 Ross: now your body wants the after
Shane straightens.
Shay: the after what
The typing bubble appears.
Disappears.
Appears again.
Ross: decompression

 Ross: release
Shane swallows.
He looks around again — not because he feels watched, but because the word release lands too close to his skin. Too physical for a place this loud.
Shay: you really choose your words
Ross: only when they matter
Shane locks his phone and sets it down, breath a little too shallow. He reaches for his beer again, takes a longer drink this time.
He tells himself this is fine.
It’s just texting.
It’s just nerves.
It’s definitely not the way his body is still humming like the game hasn’t finished with him yet.

Ilya lets the room think he’s relaxed.
It’s easy. This part always is.
He laughs when he’s supposed to. Accepts a drink he barely touches. Leans into conversations just long enough to disengage cleanly. Rozanov in public is familiar territory — charming, dismissive, untouchable.
He watches Hollander without looking like he’s watching.
The beer was a good call.
He sees it in the way Hollander’s posture shifts — not sloppy, just heavier. Less coiled. Still alert, though. Always alert. That part is almost admirable.
Almost.
Someone bumps Ilya’s shoulder as they pass. He nods, polite. The mirror gives him Hollander’s reflection again — phone down now, jaw tight, attention split between the table and whatever is still running under his skin.
Good.
Ilya keeps his phone in his pocket.
This isn’t the moment to push.
Instead, he does what Rozanov does best.
He drifts closer.
Not to the table. Never to the table.
He passes behind it, just close enough that Hollander registers movement in his periphery. Just close enough that his presence is unavoidable without being confrontational.
“Good game,” someone says to Ilya as he passes.
“Yes,” he replies easily. “Efficient.”
He stops near the edge of the booth, leaning one elbow against the backrest like he belongs there. He doesn’t look at Hollander at first.
Then he does.
“You skate better when you actually have someone to catch up with you,” Rozanov says lightly.
Hollander stiffens. “Excuse me?”
Ilya shrugs. “All-Star game. No systems. No consequences.” His eyes flick briefly to the beer. “Best player in the league playing with you.”
Hollander bristles immediately. “You always talk this much?”
Ilya’s mouth curves. “Only when I’m bored.”
“Funny,” Hollander snaps. “I was enjoying the silence.”
Ilya hums, unbothered. “Liar.”
Then — deliberately childish, deliberately unnecessary 
“You’re still boring, Hollander,” he adds over his shoulder.
He doesn’t wait for a response.
He doesn’t need to.
Behind him, Hollander exhales sharply, irritation spiking hot and familiar — rivalry anger, clean and easy and safe. Something he understands.
Good.
That anger will give him cover for everything else.
Ilya returns to the bar and finally checks his phone.

Shane leaves before midnight.
Not dramatically. Not abruptly. Just… early.
The beer helped. The noise didn’t. By the time he gets back to the hotel, his body feels pleasantly heavy, buzz settled into something manageable.
He kicks off his shoes. Drops onto the edge of the bed. The room hums with silence after the bar.
That’s when he reaches for his phone.
Shay: you were right

 Shay: about needing release
The reply comes faster this time.
Ross: are you alone
Shane pauses.
Then:
Shay: yeah
Ross: good

 Ross: sit down
Shane snorts softly, amused despite himself. He leans back against the headboard, legs stretched out, phone warm in his hand.
Shay: bossy
Ross: observant

 Ross: you’ve been waiting all night
Shane closes his eyes.
Shay: you say that like you’ve seen me
Ross: I don’t need to

 Ross: you tell me everything when you’re like this
That lands differently now — softer, quieter, threading under his skin instead of pressing against it.
Shane exhales.
Shay: I hate that you’re right
Ross: no

 Ross: you hate that it feels good 
Shane’s throat tightens.
He shifts, stretching his legs out further, letting the silence wrap around him.
Shane’s shoulders drop.
His eyes drift shut again.
Shay: you’re dangerous
Ross: only if you ask me to be
Shane smiles faintly, buzz warm and steady now, tension finally unwinding.
Shane sets the phone down and lets the quiet take him.
The room is quiet enough now that Shane can hear his own breathing.
He’s stretched out on the bed, one arm over his eyes, the other resting loose against his ribs. The buzz from the beer has softened into something warmer, slower — a hum instead of a spike. The game feels distant. The bar feels unreal.
His phone vibrates once on the mattress beside him.
He doesn’t move at first.
Then he turns his head and looks.
Ross: i may have something to help you tonight
Shane exhales through his nose.
Shay: what does that mean?
There’s a pause. Longer than the others.
Not hesitation.
Choice.
Then his phone vibrates again.
No words this time.
Just an image.
Shane’s breath catches before he can stop it.
He isn’t fully naked. There’s nothing that should make his pulse spike like this—just skin and shadow, a hand half out of frame, wrapped around what is unmistakably Ross’s hardness. The kind of photo that looks accidental until you realize how carefully it was taken.
Shane swallows.
His thumb hovers, then taps the image open again, like the first time didn’t quite register.
Heat blooms low and immediate, sharp enough that he sucks in a breath through his teeth.
Shay: ross
Three dots appear.
Then disappear.
Another vibration.
Ross: goodnight, shay
That’s it.
No follow-up.

 No direction.

 No acknowledgement of what he’s just done.
Shane stares at the screen, heart thudding hard against his ribs.
“That’s not fair,” he murmurs, to the empty room.
He doesn’t text back.
He doesn’t need to.
He sets the phone face-down on the mattress and lies there for a long moment, breathing shallow, body awake in a way that has nothing to do with hockey anymore.
Across the city, Ilya sets his phone down just as carefully.
He doesn’t check it again.
He doesn’t have to.
He already knows exactly what that silence means.
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  Shane wakes to quiet.
Not the thick, drowning silence of sleep—hotel quiet. Clean. Controlled. The hum of climate control. A distant siren muted by glass and height. For a second he doesn’t move. He lets himself catalog the room like it’s a drill: the weight of the comforter over his legs, the faint stiffness at the base of his neck, the soft ache behind his eyes that says beer without saying hangover.
His phone is still face-down where he left it.
That’s deliberate.
He stares at it anyway, like looking is different than touching.
Goodnight, shay.
That’s all Ross had said. After—after the image, after the way Shane’s body had reacted like it was the only honest thing in the room. After the heat and the unfairness and the sudden quiet that had felt like being left alone on the ice with a spotlight on you.
Shane rolls onto his back and stares at the ceiling. The buzz from the night before has burned off. What’s left is thinner. Quieter. More irritating.
Not regret. Not excitement.
Awareness.
He sits up. The room tilts a fraction and then rights itself. He swings his legs over the side of the bed and plants his feet on the carpet. Cold. Grounding.
Okay.
In the bathroom, the light is too bright and too white. He squints at his reflection and finds himself looking for proof of anything—flush, guilt, some visible sign that last night moved him off center.
There isn’t one.
He looks like himself. Hair slightly mussed, jaw set, eyes clear. Like a guy who played an exhibition game and had beers with teammates and went to bed alone.
Which is the truth, technically.
He brushes his teeth. Cold water on his face. Keeps his movements precise. Normal.
He doesn’t check his phone until he’s dressed.
When he finally flips it over, there are no new notifications from Ross.
That’s what he told himself he wanted. Clean lines. No mess.
He scrolls anyway—team messages, All-Star group chat nonsense, a couple of congratulatory texts from guys he hasn’t spoken to in months. His agent. His mom.
Mom: proud of you. call when you can.
A normal text. A normal mother. A normal life that should feel like an anchor.
Instead it makes his chest tighten.
He thinks about calling. Thinks about the questions that would come with it, the careful tone his mother uses when she’s trying not to sound like she’s worried.
How are you feeling? You sound tired. Are you eating? Are you being careful?
He can already hear it. He can already feel himself bristle.
Shane types back instead.
Shane: love you. headed to media stuff. will call later
He hits send and drops the phone in his pocket.
Later buys him time. Time buys him control.

The arena in daylight looks less like an event and more like a facility. The same bones as every rink—concrete, steel, fluorescent corridors—but dressed up for cameras. Neutral branding slapped over places that are supposed to mean something. A temporary skin.
Shane moves through it with the same clean efficiency he had in the locker room last night.
Media obligations are always the same. Different faces, different networks, same questions dressed up like they’re clever.
“How did it feel to play with Rozanov?”
“Did you two surprise yourselves with the chemistry?”
“Any chance we see you on the same line in the future?”
Shane keeps his answers polished, uncontroversial.
“It was fun. He’s talented.”
“It’s an exhibition. Guys are good.”
“That’s not up to me.”
He doesn’t say Rozanov unless they do first. When they prompt him, he says the name like it’s a fact, not a feeling. Clips the syllables. Doesn’t give it teeth.
Across the hallway, he catches sight of Rozanov doing the same dance with a different camera crew. Rozanov’s posture is easy, expression settled into something charming and untouchable.
Shane watches him for half a second too long.
Rozanov doesn’t look back.
Which should be a relief.
It isn’t.
A reporter laughs at something Shane says. He smiles automatically. Lets the moment end. Shifts to the next question. The next camera. The next forced casualness.
All of it is manageable.
It’s only when he’s alone between stations—walking down a corridor with concrete walls and a faint echo in his own footsteps—that he feels his phone in his pocket and thinks, reflexively, of Ross.
Not the picture.
The quiet after.
The restraint of it.
Shane tells himself the thought is nothing. A passing association. Habit forming where it shouldn’t.
He straightens his shoulders and steps back into the noise.

By the time he’s headed to the airport, his body feels like it’s been wrung out and reset. Social exhaustion rather than physical. His jaw aches from smiling at the right times.
On the plane, he watches a movie he doesn’t remember choosing. Scrolls headlines he doesn’t care about. Responds to teammates with short replies that signal present without promising more.
He doesn’t open the Ross thread.
He doesn’t need to.
The absence sits on the edge of his awareness anyway. Not heavy. Not dramatic. Just… there. Like a bruise you forget until you shift wrong.
Over the Rockies, his phone vibrates.
He looks down.
Ross: back on your side of the continent yet?
Shane stares at the text for a beat too long. Something in his chest loosens. Which is stupid. It’s just a message.
He types anyway.
Shay: unfortunately
 Shay: reality has resumed
Ross: tragic
 Ross: told you that you’d survive the circus
Shane exhales through his nose. He can feel the tension in his shoulders and the way it starts to ease with the exchange.
Shay: barely
 Shay: still shaking glitter out of my skates
Ross: worth it?
Shane thinks about the ice. The pace. The way the game had sharpened instead of dulled. The way Rozanov had been there, filling gaps like he’d been built for it. The way Shane’s own body had responded without hesitation.
Shay: yeah
 Shay: it was
He pockets the phone before he can think too hard about why answering felt like relief.

Montreal feels familiar in the way that matters.
His apartment smells like detergent and stale coffee. The kind of lived-in neutrality that makes his shoulders drop without permission. He drops his bag by the door, kicks off his shoes, doesn’t bother lining them up.
Small rebellions count as rest.
He showers. Eats something that qualifies as dinner. Sits on the couch with the TV on mute, remote in one hand, phone in the other.
Ross doesn’t text again that night.
Shane tells himself he’s relieved.
He sleeps anyway, eventually—heavy and dreamless, the kind of sleep that feels like his body reclaiming territory.

Practice ramps up immediately.
Post–All Star always does. The break is short enough to make everyone itchy, and the stretch after it is long enough to make it matter. Systems tighten. Coaches talk faster. Minutes are earned again.
Shane thrives in it. He always has.
There’s comfort in structure. In knowing exactly what’s expected of him. In the clean, uncomplicated truth that when you work hard enough on the ice, something tangible changes.
He can’t say the same for anything else.
In the locker room, the All-Star Game is already fading into joke territory. Guys chirp each other about the mic’d up segments. Someone plays a clip of a ridiculous save on their phone and laughs like it’s new.
“Hey,” JJ says as Shane tapes his stick, “as much as I hate him, you and Rozanov looked disgusting.”
Shane doesn’t look up. “It was an exhibition.”
“Still,” he insists, grinning. “Like you planned it.”
“I didn’t,” Shane says flatly.
JJ laughs, unconcerned. “We know you’d never man.”
Shane keeps taping. His hands move cleanly. Habit refined into muscle memory.
The comment shouldn’t stick.
It does.
Not because it’s true.
Because it echoes something Shane doesn’t want to think too closely about: the way the chemistry felt inevitable, like he and Rozanov were just… built to slot together. The way it worked without effort.
Shane hates inevitability.
Inevitability implies lack of control.

His phone vibrates while he’s tying his skates.
Ross: you train today?
Shane pauses. Not because the question is invasive—it isn’t. Because the timing is so easy it feels like familiarity is creeping in where it shouldn’t.
Shay: practice
 Shay: coaches pretending it’s game seven
Ross: good
 Ross: you like when there is pressure
Shane’s thumb hovers. Irritation flickers.
Shay: you don’t know that
Ross: you tell me without telling me
Shane exhales, something in his chest tugging tight.
Shay: you’re annoying
Ross: accurate
 Ross: different
Shane shakes his head once, like it’ll reset his brain. He locks the phone and shoves it into his bag. Warm-ups start. The rest can wait.
On the ice, it does. It always does.
Skates bite. Breath steadies. Focus narrows until the only truth is puck and lane and timing. Shane drives pace through drills, snaps passes clean, shifts into rhythm like his body knows where to go before his mind catches up.
He’s good at this.
He’s safe here.
It isn’t until practice ends and the locker room noise returns that the other world seeps back in. Teammates talking about nothing. Phones buzzing. Music too loud. Laughter bouncing off tile.
Hayden Pike drops onto the bench across from Shane with JJ.
“All-Star you was insufferable,” Hayden says.
Shane doesn’t look up. “You’re always insufferable.”
JJ grins. “True. But you were… extra.”
Hayden leans over from the next stall, towel around his neck. “He was good though,” Hayden says, nodding at Shane. “You and—” He pauses, searching for the name like it’s stuck to his tongue. “Rozanov.”
Shane’s tape tears with a sharp snap.
He keeps his face neutral. “It was one game.”
“It was an exhibition,” JJ parrots, eyes glittering with amusement. “We know. You’ve said it fifteen times.”
Shane glares at him. “Shut up.”
Hayden laughs and stands. “We going out tonight or what? You can’t go from All-Star bar to nothing. That’s illegal.”
Shane opens his mouth to refuse, then stops.
He thinks of his apartment. Quiet. The way he’d stared at his phone too long last night waiting for a message he told himself he didn’t want.
He thinks of his mom’s text. Call when you can.
He thinks of pressure and control and the way later is just another way to avoid things.
“Fine,” Shane says, clipped. “For a bit.”
Hayden’s smile sharpens. “That’s my captain.”

They end up at a bar that smells like citrus cleaner and old beer. Familiar enough to be comfortable. Loud enough to be anonymous.
JJ and Hayden slide into their usual rhythm—chirping each other, collecting people into their orbit like it’s instinct. Shane sits with his back to the wall without thinking about it. He orders a ginger ale first out of habit. When Hayden notices, he makes a face.
“Are you eighty?”
Shane stares at him. “I’m not drinking on a Tuesday.”
Hayden laughs. “It’s not a Tuesday, it’s a lifestyle.”
Shane rolls his eyes, but the noise is easier than his apartment silence. The laughter fills space without asking anything from him.
His phone vibrates once against his thigh.
He ignores it.
On purpose.
He takes a sip of ginger ale and lets the cold, sharp carbonation sting the back of his throat. Grounding. Normal.
A few minutes later, his phone vibrates again.
He looks down despite himself.
Ross: you are quiet tonight
Shane’s thumb hesitates.
Shay: i’m out with teammates
Ross: mm
Ross: and you still have time for me
Shane snorts quietly. He shifts in his seat, irritation flaring sharper than the comment deserves.
Shay: don’t start
Ross: start what
Shane stares at the screen.
He doesn’t have an answer that doesn’t feel too honest.

JJ leans forward, elbows on the table. He’s mid-story about a penalty call that still pisses him off, hands moving as he talks. Hayden laughs too loud at the punchline. The table is warm with bodies and noise, a familiar shield.
Shane’s phone sits heavy in his hand anyway.
He locks it and sets it face-down on the table, like that’s a decision. Like it’s final.
His eyes flick to it immediately. Not obvious. Just observant.
“You texting again?” JJ asks casually, like he’s asking about the weather.
Shane’s shoulders tighten. “No.”
Hayden snorts. “He is. He’s been texting all week.”
Shane shoots him a look.
Hayden lifts both hands in surrender, grinning. “What? It’s true. Your phone is basically attached to your body now.”
“It’s not,” Shane says, too quickly.
JJ’s mouth quirks. “Sure.”
He doesn’t push right away. That’s what makes JJ annoying—he waits until you relax and then he slides the knife in gently.
A few minutes pass. The conversation shifts. Someone from another table leans over to say hi. Someone orders fries. Shane takes one, eats it without tasting it.
Then JJ says, like it’s nothing, “So who’s Ross?”
The question hits soft and precise.
Shane’s stomach dips. He keeps his face neutral by force of habit.
“What?”
JJ shrugs, unbothered. “Your phone. It’s always—” he makes a vague vibrating gesture with his hand, eyebrows raised. “—and then you get that look.”
“What look,” Shane snaps.
Hayden laughs. “The one where you’re trying not to smile and failing.”
Shane’s jaw tightens. “I don’t smile.”
JJ’s gaze stays on him, calm and curious. “Okay. Who is he.”
Shane’s first instinct is to shut it down. Hard. A wall. A joke. Something that turns it into nothing so it stays nothing.
He reaches for sarcasm. Finds it doesn’t fit.
“Just an old teammate,” Shane says, clipped. “From way back.”
JJ’s grin sharpens. “Ah I see.”
Hayden leans back, studying him. “Okay, that’s actually—” He pauses, then laughs softly. “That’s actually kind of sweet.”
Shane glares. “Don’t make it weird.”
JJ’s mouth curves. “I’m not. I’m just curious.”
“Stop being curious,” Shane says.
JJ shrugs like curiosity is involuntary. “Are we going to meet him? I don't remember you hanging out with an old teammate?”
Shane kicks his foot under the table hard enough to jostle Hayden’s knee. “Shut up.”
They laugh. The moment passes. The bar noise floods back in like a tide. Shane breathes again.
He tells himself that was fine. That he handled it. That nothing slipped.
But his skin feels too tight, like the question scraped something raw.
He reaches for his phone again without meaning to.
Ross: you still there
Shane stares at the words. The timing feels too close to JJ’s question, too aligned with the way Shane’s pulse is still elevated for reasons that have nothing to do with the beer.
Shay: yeah
Shay: just busy
Shane’s thumb freezes.
He glances up, instinctive, scanning the bar like Ross could possibly be here. Like this could possibly be about anything but chance.
JJ is laughing at something Hayden says, unaware. No one is watching Shane.
His throat goes dry anyway.
Ross: not busy with the right things 
Shay: don’t start tonight
Ross: start what
Shane stares at the screen until the letters blur.
He could push it. Could let it spiral into something suggestive, something that would make his body hum and his brain go quiet. It would be easy. It always is with Ross—sliding into that narrow channel where nothing else exists.
But JJ’s question is still in his head.
Who’s Ross?
Shane’s life is public in a way he can’t forget. NHL, cameras, fans, contracts. A league that sells intimacy as entertainment and punishes it the moment it stops being marketable.
He isn’t out. He isn’t even sure he’s gay.
The thought is heavy enough that it clears the fog.
Shane types carefully.
Shay: not tonight
Shay: i’m not doing this in a bar bathroom like i’m sixteen
Ross replies immediately.
Ross: okay
No teasing. No push. No guilt.
Just—
Okay.
Shane’s chest loosens and tightens at the same time.
He locks the phone and sets it down, face-down again, like he’s putting a lid on something that’s boiling.
Hayden watches him do it. Doesn’t say anything right away.
Then, softly, like he’s trying to make it not a big deal, Hayden says, “You good?”
Shane nods once. “Yeah.”
JJ’s gaze flicks to Shane’s phone and away again. His expression is unreadable, but his voice stays light. “Tell Ross I hate him for making you interesting.”
Shane huffs a laugh despite himself. “No.”
JJ grins. “Coward.”
Shane rolls his eyes and takes another sip of ginger ale. The carbonation bites. The bar noise swells. The conversation shifts again.
But Shane keeps feeling the weight of that simple okay in his pocket like it’s a hand settling on his shoulder.
Not claiming.
Just steady.

Shane leaves before midnight.
Not dramatically. Not abruptly. Just early, the way he always does when he feels himself tipping too far into anything—noise, heat, attention. JJ groans about it. Hayden calls him a grandmother. Shane flips them off on the way out and doesn’t look back.
Outside, the cold air hits him sharp and clean. The city smells like exhaust and winter and wet concrete. He breathes it in like it’s medicine.
His phone vibrates once as he waits for the elevator in his building.
Ross: home yet
Shane’s thumb hovers.
Shay: almost
Ross: good
Shane stares at the word. It’s nothing. It’s ordinary.
It feels like a hand on the back of his neck anyway, steadying him.
Shane steps into his apartment and closes the door behind him. The quiet rushes in immediately, heavy and expansive after the bar.
He drops his keys in the bowl by the door. Kicks off his shoes. Stands in the middle of his living room like he’s forgotten what to do next.
The silence is loud enough that he can hear his own breathing.
He pulls his phone out again.
Shay: you asked earlier
Shay: what you were starting
Ross: yes
Shane exhales through his nose. He walks to the kitchen, opens the fridge without thinking, stares at nothing inside.
Shay: i don’t know
Shay: you just… do this thing
Ross: what thing
Shane leans his forehead against the fridge door. The cold seeps into his skin.
Shay: you make it feel easy
Shay: and then you disappear
There’s a pause. Longer than usual.
Shane straightens immediately, regret flaring. That was too honest. Too close to accusation. He shouldn’t have said it. He shouldn’t have—
Ross: i don’t disappear
Ross: i stop when you need me to stop
Shane’s throat tightens. The answer is clean. Logical. The kind of answer that makes it worse because it’s true.
Shay: i didn’t ask you to stop last night
Ross: no
Ross: you didn’t ask me to continue either
Shane swallows hard.
He sinks onto a kitchen chair like his legs have remembered gravity.
Shay: you’re annoying
Ross: yes
Ross: but you like it
Shane stares at the words, pulse ticking faster.
He could steer this somewhere else. He could let it tip into that narrow channel again, where his body hums and his brain goes quiet and the rest of his life doesn’t exist.
He could.
He doesn’t.
JJ’s voice echoes in his head again—light, teasing, curious.
Who’s Ross?
Shane’s mom’s text sits in his notifications.
Call when you can.
The league sits like a weight in his bones. Cameras. Contracts. People who think they own him because they pay to watch him.
Shane types slowly, careful with every letter.
Shay: i don’t want this to get messy
Ross: it already is
Shane’s stomach flips. His fingers go cold.
Shay: no
Shay: don’t say that
Ross: why
Ross: because you are scared
Shane closes his eyes.
He isn’t scared of Ross.
He’s scared of what Ross does to the parts of him he keeps locked up because it’s safer that way.
Shay: i’m not scared
Ross: liar
Shane exhales, sharp.
Shay: i just don’t know what this is
Ross: is simple, nothing yet tonight
Shay: don’t
Shay: and everyone keeps asking questions lately
Ross: who asks
Shane thinks of Hayden’s grin. JJ’s calm curiosity. The way Hayden said sweet like it wasn’t a loaded word.
Shay: teammates
Shay: it’s nothing
Shay: they’re just annoying
Ross: mm
Ross: and you told them my name
Shane’s throat tightens. He hadn’t realized that mattered. Of course it does.
Shay: they saw it on my phone
Shay: said you were an old teammate
Shay: it wasn’t a big deal
Ross: it is a deal
Ross: but i understand
That understanding is the problem.
Shane sits there in the quiet kitchen, phone warm in his hand, and feels the shape of something forming—something he can’t see fully yet, but can feel moving under the surface.
Habit. Expectation. Need.
A dependency that doesn’t announce itself. It just becomes true.
Shane swallows.
Shay: you’re too calm about this
Ross: someone must be
Shane lets out a breath that sounds suspiciously like a laugh.
Shay: i hate you
Ross: no
Ross: you don’t
Shane stares at the screen until his eyes burn.
Then, because he can’t stand the quiet inside himself anymore, he types the safest honest thing he has.
Shay: i don’t want you to stop
A pause.
Long.
Shane’s chest tightens. His pulse ticks against his ribs like a warning.
Then—
Ross: i won’t
Ross: not unless you tell me to
Shane’s throat goes tight, emotion rising sharp and unfamiliar—not tenderness, not exactly. Relief, maybe. The kind that makes his eyes sting even though nothing sad happened.
He blinks hard. Swallows it down.
Shay: okay
Ross: goodnight, shay
There it is again. The soft landing. The restraint.
Shane stares at the words for a long moment.
He should feel relieved.
Instead, he feels off-balance.
Not lonely. Not panicked.
Just aware—in a way he hasn’t been before—that this has started to exist outside his control.
Outside his own head.
He sets the phone down on the counter, face-up this time, like he’s done pretending it doesn’t matter.
Then he turns off the kitchen light and lets the apartment go dark around him.
In the quiet, his breathing steadies.
In the quiet, the season waits.
And somewhere far away, Ross stays exactly where he said he would—present, contained, patient.
Which is, Shane thinks distantly, the most dangerous thing of all.
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  Shane wakes before his alarm.
Not jolted—just alert, the way his body gets when the season narrows and everything starts to matter more. He lies still for a moment, staring at the dim line of light where the curtains don’t quite meet, listening to the quiet hum of the city outside. His chest feels tight in a way he recognizes but doesn’t interrogate.
Stress.

Playoff ramp.

Normal.
He rolls onto his side and reaches for his phone before he thinks better of it.
Nothing new.
The absence lands softer than it did a week ago, but it still registers. Not disappointment. Just awareness—like a muscle you didn’t know you’d been using until it stops working.
He exhales and swings his legs out of bed.
Morning skate is early. The routine is familiar enough that his body carries him through it on autopilot: shower, coffee, keys, jacket. He doesn’t check the mirror longer than necessary. He doesn’t think about last night’s game beyond the usual mental inventory—what he could’ve done cleaner, what he needs to sharpen.
At the rink, everything smells like cold air and rubber and coffee that’s been sitting too long. He likes it. Familiarity has always been his anchor.
He tapes his stick with the same precision he always has, movements economical, practiced. His teammates filter in around him, voices overlapping without urgency. Post–All Star energy still lingers—lighter, looser—but there’s an undercurrent now. A sense of time compressing.
That’s the thing about this point in the season—everyone is carrying something, and no one wants to be the first to set it down.
On the ice, Shane feels sharp. Not loose—focused. His edges bite clean, stride settling into rhythm almost immediately. He pushes pace through drills, calls switches without raising his voice, tracks the puck like it’s instinct instead of effort.
This is where he’s safe.
It isn’t until a break between sets that he realizes he’s checked his phone twice without remembering doing it.
He scowls faintly and shoves it deeper into his bag.
Get it together.

The day stretches the way game days do—long in the middle, compressed at the edges. Meetings. Video. A few minutes alone where the noise drops out and his thoughts get too loud.
He doesn’t open the Ross thread.
He doesn’t need to.
By the time he’s lacing his skates for warm-ups, his phone vibrates anyway.
He hesitates. Just long enough to notice he’s hesitating.
Then he checks.
Ross: you went quiet for a bit
Shane stares at the screen, jaw tight.
He hadn’t said anything about the game. Not today. Not last night. He scrolls back instinctively, like the proof might be there if he looks hard enough.
It isn’t.
He exhales through his nose, irritation flickering—at Ross, at himself, at the way the words feel accurate without being invasive.
Shay: just busy as usual
A lie, but not a big one.
Ross doesn’t answer immediately.
Shane sets the phone down and stands, rolling his shoulders as the rest of the team gathers at the tunnel. The noise shifts as they move—crowd murmur bleeding in, skates cutting faint lines across concrete. Cameras hover at the edges, hungry but not yet fed.
When his phone vibrates again, it’s almost gentle.
Ross: busy usually still sounds like you

 Ross: when is your next game?
Shane huffs a quiet laugh despite himself. He steps onto the ice and lets the cold air bite into his lungs, grounding him.
Shay: today 
Shay: so don’t psychoanalyze me before
Ross: yes sir

 Ross: for the record not analyzing
Ross: you’re just so easy to observe
Shane shakes his head once and laughs under his breath again. He pockets the phone and pushes off into his first lap, letting the ice take over.

The game starts fast.
Boston always plays like they have something to prove, and tonight is no different. The tempo is sharp from the drop, contact clean but heavy. Shane thrives in it, drives the middle, forces plays open with his body before the puck even moves.
He notices Rozanov early.
Not because Rozanov is doing anything flashy—he isn’t—but because he’s there. Always in the lane Shane wants. Always cutting angles just early enough to be irritating. Not dirty. Not reckless.
Intentional.
Shane tells himself it’s rivalry. Boston bullshit. The kind of attention that comes with being a problem for the other team.
He prefers it that way.
Midway through the first, he takes a hit that rattles more than it hurts. Shoulder to chest, boards close enough to kiss his helmet. The sound is wrong—too loud—but his body responds the way it always does. Absorb. Push off. Skate it out.
The whistle blows late.
Too late.
Shane barely registers the movement in his periphery until Rozanov is there, between him and another body, jaw tight, eyes sharp. It’s over in a second—officials stepping in, play resetting—but the reaction lingers.
Shane straightens and shoots Rozanov a look. “Relax.”
Rozanov doesn’t smile. “You okay.”
It’s not a question.
Shane bristles, irritation flaring hot and familiar. “I’m fine.”
Rozanov’s gaze holds for half a beat too long.
Then he skates away.
Shane exhales hard and shakes it off, pushing back into position. The game moves on. It always does.

Ilya knows the hit is coming before it happens.
Not because it’s dirty. Not because it’s reckless. Just the geometry of it—the way Hollander drives the middle without flinching, the way bodies converge when space collapses too fast. Ilya clocks the closing lane and the timing that goes wrong by inches, and in the same breath Hollander is down.
The sound carries—sharp, wrong—and Ilya is already moving.
His skates bite hard enough to sting his ankles. He slots himself between Hollander and the next body in like it’s instinct, like there was never another option. The whistle comes late. Officials step in. Someone on Boston’s bench barks something that means nothing.
Hollander pushes himself up immediately.
Annoyed. Whole. Already skating it out.
Relief hits Ilya so fast it makes him angry.
He forces himself away before anyone can notice what his body just did, jaw locked, pulse wrong. He tells himself the story he always tells: bad angle, legal hit, rivalry. Montreal plays heavy and Boston answers. Anyone would react.
He repeats it until it almost sounds true.

The next shift comes fast.
Shane barely has time to reset before he’s hopping the boards again, lungs still burning faintly from the hit. He welcomes it. Motion keeps everything aligned. Thinking is where things slip.
Boston presses harder after that. Not reckless—just insistent. Sticks in lanes. Bodies finishing checks a fraction longer than necessary. The kind of pressure that forces you to stay honest.
Shane answers it the only way he knows how: speed, control, precision. He drives the puck wide, cuts back through the middle, absorbs another shoulder without breaking stride. He can feel Rozanov tracking him even when he isn’t looking—space compressing, angles closing sooner than expected.
It’s irritating and effective.
Late in the first, a whistle sends him gliding toward the bench. He rolls his shoulders, tests his breath. Everything feels intact. Nothing he won’t skate out of.
JJ leans over as Shane sits. “You good?”
Shane nods. “Yeah.”
JJ squints at him for half a second longer than necessary, then shrugs and looks back to the ice. No follow-up. No concern.
The game resets. The crowd noise swells and settles again, familiar as a heartbeat. Shane locks in.
By the middle of the second, the hit has faded into background sensation—just another data point his body logged and moved past. What hasn’t faded is Rozanov’s attention.
It’s subtle. Always is.
Rozanov doesn’t chase him. Doesn’t target. He just… adjusts. Matches pace. Steps into lanes early enough that Shane has to reroute half a second sooner than he wants to.
Shane tells himself that’s what good defense looks like.
He tells himself a lot of things.
During a stoppage, he glances at the bench out of habit. His phone sits where he left it, dark and quiet.
For a moment, he feels exposed without it. The thought irritates him enough that he immediately dismisses it.
Get a grip.
Play resumes.
Boston gets one back late in the second, a clean shot through traffic. The building hums with restless energy, tension tightening in the air like a pulled wire.
Shane leans into it. This is the part he understands.
He wins the next draw clean, snaps the puck back, and accelerates into open ice. Rozanov shadows him immediately, stick angled just right, body close enough that Shane can feel him without contact.
They collide at the boards—not hard, but deliberate.
“Still fine?” Rozanov says, low.
Shane turns his head sharply. “You always this annoying?”
Rozanov’s mouth curves, not quite a smile. “Only when you’re predictable.”
Shane scoffs and pushes off, leaving Rozanov behind. The puck cycles back the other way. The moment dissolves into motion.
But the tone sticks.
Montreal regains the lead before the period ends. The bench loosens by a notch, and the crowd exhales.

By the middle of the second, the hit has faded into background sensation—just another data point his body logged and moved past.
What hasn’t faded is the timing.
It’s subtle enough that Shane almost misses it. Almost. A half-step late on a lane he usually owns. A pass that arrives clean but a fraction slower than it should. Not mistakes — not even close — just friction where there usually isn’t any.
He adjusts without thinking. Shortens his stride. Holds the puck a heartbeat longer. Lets his line settle before pushing pace again.
Boston notices.
They start compressing space earlier, sticks closing gaps faster than before. It’s disciplined pressure — the kind that only works if you hesitate.
Shane refuses to.
He drives wide, takes the hit on his shoulder, keeps the puck alive along the boards long enough for support to arrive. The play resets. The bench exhales.
But when he circles back for the next rush, Rozanov is already there.
Not chasing. Not stepping up. Just… present. Positioned where Shane wants to go before Shane fully commits to it.
It shouldn’t matter.
It does.
Shane cuts inside anyway. Rozanov mirrors him, blade angled just right, forcing Shane to reroute half a second sooner than planned. The puck moves on, harmless, but the irritation spikes hot and immediate.
Predictable, Rozanov had said earlier.
Shane grits his teeth and pushes harder on the next shift.
That’s when it goes wrong — not disastrously, not visibly — just enough.
He commits to the middle, expecting a lane that doesn’t open. The puck bumps off a stick instead of sliding through clean, and Boston turns it the other way in a flash. Shane pivots, chases, makes up the ice with speed alone.
He gets back in time. He always does.
But his lungs burn sharper than they should.
As he glides toward the bench on the whistle, he presses his tongue to the roof of his mouth and breathes slow through his nose until the edge dulls again.
Get control.
Hayden leans over the boards. “You good buddy?”
Shane nods, sharper than necessary. “Yeah.”
Hayden's eyebrows lift a fraction, but he doesn’t say anything. Just taps the boards twice and looks back to the ice.
Shane sits and stares straight ahead until the feeling evens out.
He doesn’t look at Rozanov.
He can feel him anyway, like usual— not watching, not looming — just aware in a way that crawls under Shane’s skin because it feels earned.

In the locker room during intermission, Shane sits longer than he usually does, forearms braced on his knees. His pulse slows. His breathing evens.
He reaches for his phone without thinking.
Then freezes.
He waits a second. Two.
Nothing.
The lack of vibration shouldn’t matter.
It does.
He scowls faintly and stuffs the phone back into his stall, standing abruptly as the horn calls them back.
The third period is cleaner.
Boston presses, Montreal answers. Shane plays through it controlled, disciplined, keeping his shifts short and efficient. The hit doesn’t resurface. Rozanov stays in his lane, presence constant but less overt now, like the message has already been delivered.
Whatever it was.
Montreal holds.

By the time Ilya reaches the tunnel, his jaw already aches.
Not from the game — from holding himself exactly where he belongs.
Boston moves as a unit when they lose. Tight. Efficient. Helmets off in sequence, gloves stripped and tucked without ceremony, bodies angled inward like the world outside the concrete walls doesn’t exist yet. Someone mutters about traffic in front of the net. Someone else swears about a missed stick call that never would’ve changed anything. The noise is familiar, controlled, acceptable.
Ilya keeps his head down and follows the rhythm.
His body feels wrong — not injured, not tired — just sharp in places that should’ve dulled by now. His legs buzz with unused aggression. His shoulders hold tension that hasn’t found a release point. It irritates him. Irritation is easier to manage than whatever sits underneath it.
The hit replays whether he wants it to or not.
Not the impact itself — he’s taken worse, delivered worse — but the half-second before it. The angle. The speed. The certainty that something was about to go wrong before it did.
He had moved before he thought.
That’s the part he doesn’t like.
In the locker room, the door swings shut and sound rushes in all at once. Music, laughter that’s a little too loud, the scrape of gear hitting concrete. Someone throws a glove that misses a trash can by inches. No one reacts.
Ilya sits and starts undoing his pads in the same order he always does. Left strap first. Then right. Skates last. Routine is a boundary. Routine keeps things contained.
Across the room, someone mentions Hollander’s name.
Not pointedly. Not with intent. Just a passing complaint — how Montreal’s captain never seems to stay rattled, how some guys carry hits like armor instead of weight.
Ilya doesn’t look up.
He feels the words anyway, like pressure against a bruise.
He finishes stripping his pads and stands, rolling his shoulders once, controlled. No crack. No visible tension. If anyone’s watching — and they might be — there’s nothing to see.
Still, his hand drifts to his phone before he can redirect it.
He stops himself.
For a second.
Then unlocks it anyway.
Ross.
The name sits at the top of the thread like it always does — neutral, unassuming, deniable. No pictures. No context that would mean anything to anyone else.
He types the safest thing there is.
Ross: you good?
No game. No hit. No concern that could be traced backward into something ugly.
The reply comes faster than it should.
Shay: yeah

Shay: got rattled for a minute but i’m fine
Of course he is.
Ilya exhales slowly through his nose. The relief lands sharp and immediate — and then twists, souring into something that makes his jaw lock again.
Fine doesn’t explain why Ilya moved like he did.
Fine doesn’t explain the way his body reacted before his brain gave permission.
He keeps the response light. Controlled.
Ross: good

Ross: hate when you get quiet
A beat passes.
Shay: sorry to disappoint

Shay: had to do my job for a second
There it is — dry, deflecting, just open enough to feel like honesty without committing to it.
Ilya almost smiles.
He doesn’t let it show.
He locks the phone and finishes dressing, pulling Rozanov back over himself piece by piece. Jacket zipped. Hood down. Posture settled. Whatever slipped earlier gets sealed behind muscle memory and discipline.
On the bus, the city blurs past in long streaks of light. Boston at night always feels colder when they lose — harder edges, fewer pauses. Teammates talk in short bursts, then fall quiet again, everyone retreating inward as the distance from the rink grows.
Ilya leans his head back against the window and closes his eyes.
He opens the thread again anyway.
This is where Ross is supposed to live — in the margins. After the adrenaline, before sleep. A place where the edge dulls into something manageable.
Ross: you always calm down fast after games

Ross: must be nice
The reply takes longer this time.
Shay: you say that like it’s a skill

Shay: mostly just exhaustion
Ilya huffs a quiet breath through his nose.
Ross: exhaustion is underrated
A laughing emoji appears a second later.
It shouldn’t do anything.
It does.
Something low in Ilya’s chest tightens — not painful, not sharp — just present in a way that demands to be acknowledged. He doesn’t let it go further than that. Doesn’t answer. Lets the moment sit exactly where it is.
Contained.
Sustainable.
He tells himself this is what Ross is for. A pressure valve. A way to redirect energy that doesn’t belong anywhere else. He tells himself seasons end. That habits break. That distance solves problems discipline can’t.
He tells himself a lot of things.
But the truth presses in anyway, unwelcome and precise.
He didn’t text when anyone else took a hit.
He didn’t text earlier in the season when games turned ugly.
He texted because it was Hollander.

By the time Shane gets home, the city has settled into that late-night quiet that only happens after a win. Traffic thins. The noise pulls inward. His apartment greets him with familiar stillness—detergent, faint coffee, the low hum of the fridge.
He drops his bag by the door and stands there for a second longer than necessary, keys still in his hand.
His body feels good. Worked. Cleanly spent.
That’s not what’s keeping him still.
Shane sets his phone down on the counter and turns away from it.
He doesn’t want to hover. He doesn’t want to wait.
So he fills the space.
He kicks off his shoes, lines them up by habit, then nudges them out of alignment on purpose. Opens the fridge, stares inside without seeing anything. Closes it again.
The apartment hums softly around him — familiar, neutral, safe.
He stretches out his shoulders, slow and methodical, easing the last of the tension out of his upper back. Starts to stretch his hip flexors, stops halfway through and straightens again.
Too restless.
He turns the TV on and immediately mutes it. The flicker of movement feels wrong in the quiet, like it’s asking something of him. He turns it off again.
His phone stays dark.
Shane exhales through his nose and scrubs a hand over his face.
This is stupid.
He’s tired. He played a full game. He won. There is no reason his body should feel like it’s waiting.
He picks up his phone, unlocks it, opens the Ross thread — then freezes.
The cursor blinks, patient.
He doesn’t type.
Instead, he locks the screen again and sets the phone face-down on the counter like he’s closing a lid on something that’s gotten too warm.
Seconds pass. Then minutes.
By the time the vibration finally comes, he’s already braced for it.
He looks back immediately, annoyed at himself for it.
Ross: did you get home safe?
Shane exhales, shoulders dropping without permission.
Shay: yeah

 Shay: we won so that helps
Ross: good no need to take out any anger tonight
Shane leans his hip against the counter, scrolling back through the thread without really reading it. The pattern is there if he looks too closely—Ross always appearing at the edges of his days, never intruding, never absent when it counts.
He chooses not to look too closely.
Ross: boston was annoying tonight
Shane huffs a laugh and pushes off the counter, wandering into the living room. He sits on the couch, elbows on his knees, phone warm in his hand.
Shay: they usually are
Ross: random question
Shane pauses.
Shay: dangerous way to start a sentence
Ross: do you think i’ve ever seen you play hockey
Shane frowns at the screen.
It’s a stupid question. Casual. Almost offhand. The kind people ask when they’re circling something without wanting to land on it.
Still—his brain spikes immediately.
He thinks about cameras. Broadcasts. Highlight reels that circulate whether you want them to or not. The fact that he plays in a league where anonymity doesn’t exist unless you actively fight for it.
Ross knows hockey. Ross talks like someone who’s watched too much of it. Ross notices pressure and timing and patterns.
Absolutely not.
He types without hesitation.
Shay: doubt it

 Shay: i’m not exactly must-see tv
There. Casual. Self-deprecating. Safe.
He feels faintly pleased with himself, like he’s just navigated something without leaving fingerprints.
Ross doesn’t reply right away.
Shane sets the phone down on the cushion beside him and leans back, stretching his legs out. The quiet settles in again, heavier now but not uncomfortable.
A minute passes.
Then another vibration.
Ross: shame

 Ross: you seem like you’d be good
Shane snorts despite himself.
Shay: wow

 Shay: devastating critique
Ross: honest one
Shane smiles faintly, the expression coming easier than he expects. He lets his head tip back against the couch, eyes drifting shut for a moment.
The joke lands exactly where it’s supposed to—light, unthreatening, nothing that demands more than it gives.
Which is why it works.
He doesn’t question it further.
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  Ilya is already awake when his phone starts vibrating.
Not the sharp jolt of an alarm—this is slower, persistent, the kind of vibration that crawls across the nightstand instead of demanding attention. He watches it for a moment, eyes adjusting to the dark, breath steady, body heavy with the wrong kind of tension.
Alexei.
He lets it ring once more.
Then answers.
“Что.” Ilya says, flat and controlled, like this is a logistical call and not his brother phoning before sunrise.
What
Alexei doesn’t bother with a greeting.

 “Тебе нужно прислать ещё.”
You need to send more.
There it is.

No context. No preamble. Alexei’s voice is clipped, already irritated, like this is one more task on a list he didn’t ask for.
Ilya sits up and swings his legs over the edge of the bed. The floor is cold. He welcomes it.

 “На что.” he asks, evenly.
 For what
“На учреждение, Alexei says. Они снова поднимают тариф.”
 The facility. They’re raising the rate again.
A pause, impatient.

“Он прошлой ночью ушёл из палаты. Сработала сигнализация.”
He wandered last night. Set off a door alarm.
“Tеперь говорят, что это вопрос ответственности. Нужно больше контроля. Больше персонала.”
They’re saying it’s a liability issue now. More supervision. More staff.
Liability.
Ilya closes his eyes briefly. “Кто-нибудь пострадал?” Ilya asks.
Did anyone get hurt
Alexei exhales, sharp. “Нет. Но дело не в этом.”
No. But that’s not the point.
“Сколько.” Ilya says.
 How much
A beat. “Ты вообще себя слышишь?”
You really are unbelievable
“Это не вопрос,” Ilya replies. “Просто скажи.”
 It’s not a question. Just tell me.
Silence stretches. When Alexei speaks again, his voice has changed—not softer, just tired in a way that sounds practiced. “Вчера он меня не узнал.”
He didn’t recognize me yesterday
Ilya’s jaw tightens. He keeps his expression neutral, shoulders loose, like composure is a reflex instead of an effort.
“Спрашивал, где ты,” Alexei continues.
He asked where you were
“Постоянно повторял твоё имя. Как будто пытался вспомнить, настоящий ли ты.”
Kept saying your name. Like he was trying to remember if you were real
That stings—not sharply, but steadily. Pressure building behind the ribs.
“Я перевожу деньги, Ilya says. Каждый месяц. Вовремя.”
I send money. Every month. On time
“Я знаю, Alexei replies quickly. И это хорошо. Это… полезно.”
I know. And that’s good. That’s—useful.
A pause. “Но это не помогает, когда я сижу там и объясняю медсёстрам, почему он всё время пытается уйти.”
But it doesn’t help when I’m the one sitting there explaining to nurses why he keeps trying to leave
Ilya presses his thumb into his palm, grounding.
“Я построил свою жизнь так, чтобы с этим не было проблем, he says quietly.  Чтобы ты не думал о деньгах. О лечении.”
I built my life around making sure this was handled. So you wouldn’t have to worry about costs. About care.
Alexei laughs, short and humorless. “Ты построил свою жизнь так, чтобы с этим не сталкиваться.”
You built your life around not having to deal with it.
The accusation is familiar. It slides into place like muscle memory.
“Я сталкиваюсь. Ilya snaps, then reins it in immediately. Так, как могу.”
I’m dealing with it…In the way I can.
“Да,” Alexei says. “Через океан.” 
Right. From across an ocean.
Ilya stands and walks toward the window, city lights smeared against the glass, distant and unreachable.
“Я переведу больше.  Ilya says after a moment. Practical. Final. “Пришли обновлённую сумму.”
I’ll transfer more. Send me the updated amount.
Another pause.
“И всё?  Alexei asks. Ты не хочешь знать, насколько всё плохо?”
That’s it? “You don’t want updates? Don’t want to know how bad it’s getting?
“Я и так знаю,” Ilya replies.
I already know.
Silence.
“Ладно, Alexei exhales.  Я пришлю цифры.”
Fine. I’ll send the numbers.
The call ends without a goodbye.
The quiet afterward is thick, pressing in on Ilya’s chest and throat until he feels it everywhere. He stays where he is, hands loose at his sides, staring out at the city.
Not grief. Not anger.
Just the awareness that he cares deeply—and has nowhere safe to put it.
Eventually, his phone lights up again.
Not Alexei.
Shay.
Ilya doesn’t open the thread right away. He just looks at the name—the neutrality of it, the absence of demand, the way it waits instead of asks.
That’s the point.
When he finally unlocks the phone, his fingers are steady again.
Whatever is waiting on the other end will be contained.

 Measured.

 Safe.
For now.

Shane wakes up with the familiar weight already sitting in his chest.
Not dread. Not nerves. Just the steady compression that comes when the calendar flips from regular season to countdown. The days blur together differently now. Less margin. Less noise. Everything aimed forward.
Playoffs don’t announce themselves. They narrow.
He lies still for a moment, staring at the ceiling while the city hums faintly outside his windows. His body feels tuned too tight—muscles awake before his brain finishes catching up. He catalogues it automatically: shoulders stiff, hips tight, pulse already elevated.
Normal.
He sits up, rubs a hand over his face, and reaches for his phone before he can stop himself.
Nothing new.
The absence doesn’t spike the way it used to. It settles instead, low and persistent, like background radiation. He registers it, exhales through his nose, and swings his legs out of bed.
Morning skate runs the same as it always does, but the energy around the rink has shifted. Conversations are shorter. Laughter fades faster. Guys stretch a little longer, tape a little slower, like everyone is trying to squeeze one more degree of readiness out of their bodies.
Shane moves through it on instinct.
Coffee. Locker. Tape. Stretch.
The smell of rubber and ice and old coffee grounds wraps around him, grounding. Familiar. The kind of sensory repetition that keeps his head quiet. He tapes his stick with the same measured precision he’s used since juniors, hands steady, movements efficient.
Hayden passes behind him and bumps his shoulder lightly. “You sleeping?”
“Enough,” Shane says.
Hayden hums, unconvinced but uninterested in pushing. That’s the unspoken agreement this time of year: don’t ask questions you don’t want answered honestly.
On the ice, Shane is sharp.
Not loose—locked in. His edges bite clean, stride long and controlled, timing dialed in. He drives pace through drills, adjusts spacing without raising his voice, tracks the puck like it’s magnetized to his vision.
This is where everything lines up.
He barely notices he’s checked the bench between reps until he realizes his phone isn’t there.
Annoyed, he scowls faintly and shoves his gloves deeper into his bag.
Get it together.
The rest of the day unfolds in compressed blocks—meetings, video review, quick meals eaten standing up. Coaches talk about matchups and discipline and details that decide games no one remembers individually but everyone remembers collectively.
Someone says, “We’re built for this.”
Shane nods along with the rest of them, captain mask in place, posture easy.
Inside, he feels… level.
That’s new.
By the time playoffs officially start, the city feels different. Louder in anticipation, quieter in execution. Home games hum with a tight, focused energy that doesn’t tip into chaos. Road trips feel shorter, sharper, like everyone’s operating on borrowed time.
Montreal wins the first round cleanly.
Not flashy. Controlled.
Media asks Shane the same questions in different fonts.
“How does it feel to lead this group into the next round?”
“Do you feel like the pressure’s mounting?”
“You look calm out there.”
He smiles, answers with practiced neutrality.
“We trust our system.”
“One game at a time.”
“Calm helps.”
Someone laughs and says, “You always look like this.”
Shane shrugs. “That’s the job.”
What he doesn’t say is that calm doesn’t come from the ice anymore.
It comes after.
That night, alone in his apartment, Shane sits on the edge of the couch with his elbows on his knees, gear bag still by the door. His body hums with leftover adrenaline, skin warm, muscles loose in the way they only get after playoff hockey.
He should stretch. Should shower. Should eat.
Instead, he pulls out his phone.
The Ross thread sits exactly where it always does.
He opens it without thinking, thumb hovering for half a second before he types.
Shay: series wrapped tonight

 Shay: onto the next one
The reply comes quickly enough that Shane doesn’t have time to analyze it.
Ross: look at you

 Ross: that didn’t sound stressful at all
Shane huffs a quiet laugh.
Shay: don’t get used to it
Ross: fair

 Ross: still counts as winning though
Something in Shane’s chest loosens.
He leans back against the couch, phone warm in his hand.
Shay: yeah

 Shay: honestly just glad boston didn’t make it
The words leave him before he thinks about them.
A beat passes.
Then—


 Ross: wow

 Ross: strong feelings
Shane smirks faintly.
Shay: can’t stand rozanov

 Shay: guy’s annoying
He waits for the instinctive pushback. The neutral defense. The you say that about everyone.
Instead—
Ross: incredible

 Ross: congratulations you just made him my favorite player
Shane’s brow furrows.
Shay: absolutely not
Ross: too late

 Ross: anyone who gets under your skin that much must be doing something right
Shane scoffs, irritation sparking sharper than the joke warrants.
Shay: you’re wrong and i hate this take
Ross: noted

 Ross: still my favorite
Shane shakes his head, lips twitching despite himself.
He tells himself the reaction is just competitiveness. Just pride. Just the residual edge of playoff hockey.
He doesn’t ask why he feels the urge to explain himself.
Shay: it’s not like that

 Shay: he just plays like he knows what you’re about to do before you do it
There’s a pause.
Longer this time.
Ross: that sounds irritating
Shane exhales, shoulders easing.
Shay: it is
Ross doesn’t say anything else for a moment. Doesn’t push. Doesn’t ask for clarification.
He just lets it sit.
And something in Shane’s chest settles with it, the way it always does when Ross doesn’t try to make things smaller or louder than they are.
Eventually—
Ross: you heading to bed?
Shane glances at the dark apartment around him.
Shay: probably should sleep

 Shay: body’s still buzzing though
Ross: yeah

 Ross: apparently talking about good players like rozanov will do that
Shay: fuck off
Shane sets the phone down beside him and leans back, staring at the ceiling.
The buzz in his body slowly evens out—not gone, just quieter. Contained.
He doesn’t think about Boston again.
He doesn’t think about Rozanov.
He thinks about how easy it felt to say I hate him out loud.
And how easy it felt to hear someone laugh and stay anyway.

Shane doesn’t sleep as deeply as he wants to.
Not badly—just lightly. The kind of rest where his body never fully shuts off, muscles hovering in a state of readiness even as his thoughts blur. When he wakes, the room is dim and quiet, city noise muffled by height and glass. His phone sits where he left it on the nightstand, screen dark.
He doesn’t reach for it right away.
That feels like restraint now. Like a choice.
Morning comes fast. Too fast. His body aches in the dull, earned way that makes him feel capable rather than worn down. He stretches slow, methodical, careful not to rush through it. There’s no room for shortcuts right now—everything matters more when the margins shrink.
At the rink, the energy has tightened again.
No one says it outright, but everyone knows the shift. Conversations don’t linger. Music stays lower. Guys move with purpose instead of habit. Tape jobs are precise. Warmups are efficient. It’s not pressure exactly—it’s compression.
Shane thrives in it.
On the ice, he’s steady. Not explosive, not flashy—just relentlessly present. He keeps his shifts clean, his decisions quick, his body where it needs to be before the play demands it. Coaches nod. Teammates trust him without needing reassurance.
This is the part he understands.
What he doesn’t understand—what he refuses to interrogate—is the way his thoughts drift between drills. Not to matchups or systems or mistakes to correct, but to a quiet apartment and a familiar thread of messages waiting at the end of the day.
He doesn’t check his phone during practice.
He doesn’t need to.
The days stack up like this. Games blur into each other—travel, ice, noise, repetition. The stakes climb without announcement. Every win feels heavier than the last, not celebratory so much as necessary.
After one game—ugly, grinding, the kind that leaves bruises you don’t remember earning—Shane sits alone in the locker room longer than usual. Most of the team has already filtered out, laughter fading down the hallway, music still humming softly from someone’s speaker.
His pulse finally slows.
He reaches for his phone.
The screen lights up immediately, like it’s been waiting even though Ross doesn't even know what team he plays for.
Ross: and did we survive??
Shane exhales, something easing low in his chest.
Shay: barely

 Shay: tonight was annoying
Ross: those are usually the important ones
Shane snorts quietly and rolls his shoulders, testing the stiffness there.
Shay: you’re not wrong
He hesitates, then adds—
Shay: feels like everything’s tighter lately
He almost deletes it.
Almost.
Ross doesn’t reply right away.
Shane watches the typing indicator appear, disappear, then reappear. His jaw tightens—not anxious, exactly. Just alert.
Ross: yeah

 Ross: that’s what happens when you’re a boring hockey player
Shane laughs before typing his response.
Shay: guess so
Ross: you don’t even deny this fact?
Shay: well you always say that
Ross: because you always prove me right

Ross: ginger ale..?
A small, reluctant smile pulls at Shane’s mouth.
They let the conversation drift after that—nothing heavy, nothing explicit. A joke about bad ice. A comment about travel schedules without naming places. Ross never asks who they’re playing. Never asks where Shane is. Never asks anything that would force the truth into the open.
Shane notices.
He appreciates it more than he wants to admit.
Later that night, back in his apartment, the quiet feels different than it did a week ago. Less hollow. Less demanding. He showers, eats something resembling a meal, sits on the couch with his phone resting loose in his hand.
He doesn’t hover over it.
He waits.
When it vibrates, the relief is subtle but undeniable.
Ross: you still buzzing on the inside?
Shane considers lying.
Doesn’t.
Shay: unfortunately

 Shay: body won’t shut up
Ross: fortunately for me

 Ross: that’s the dangerous window
Shane arches a brow at the screen.
Shay: dangerous how
Ross: because that’s when you convince yourself you don’t need release
Shane exhales slowly.
Shay: you make dirty talk it sound like a warning
Ross: maybe it is
Ross: and who said this was dirty talk?
Shane shifts on the couch, pressing his feet flat to the floor like grounding helps.
Shay: you always talk like you know what i need
Ross: mm
Ross: maybe i do
Shay: sounds exhausting
Ross: never

 Ross: too boring to be exhausting
A pause.
Ross: my favorite kind of boring
That does something to him.
Shane swallows, throat tight.
Shay: oh yeah?
They don’t say anything else for a while.
The silence between messages doesn’t feel empty—it feels shared, like neither of them is in a hurry to fill it with noise.
Eventually—
Ross: you should try to sleep

Ross: tomorrow will still be there
Shane glances at the clock, then back at the thread.
Shay: you’re probably right
Ross: i usually am
Shane smiles, real and unguarded.
He sets the phone down and lets the quiet reclaim the room. His body still hums, but it’s softer now, more manageable.
As he drifts toward sleep, one thought lingers—not loud enough to be dangerous, just present enough to matter.
Whatever this is, it’s becoming part of how he gets through the days.
And he still hasn’t said where he’s playing.
They got a night in Montreal due to travel so Shane was able to visit home for the night. Not like Ross would know that.
He still hasn’t said how close he is to something that could change everything.
Ross hasn’t asked.
And Shane doesn’t know whether that makes it easier—or worse.

The night doesn’t end cleanly.
Shane tries to make it routine—tries to let the day close the way days are supposed to. Shower. Food. Lights low. The TV on without sound. The same motions he’s always used to bleeding off energy that doesn’t have anywhere else to go.
It doesn’t work.
His body is still keyed too high, nerves humming just under the surface like he never fully left the ice. Every time he shifts, it’s there—restlessness, awareness, that tight coil in his chest that has nothing to do with adrenaline anymore.
He picks up his phone.
Puts it back down.
Picks it up again.
The Ross thread sits open with their last exchange, quiet and unfinished in a way that feels intentional. Not abandonment. Not closure. Just… space.
Shane stares at it longer than he means to.
Then, without letting himself think through the why, he types.
Shay: still awake?
The reply comes slower than before. Not delayed—considered.
Ross: yeah

 Ross: was waiting for your text
Shane exhales through his nose, half a laugh.
Shay: is it that obvious
Ross: a little
Shay: you keep saying that like it’s a problem
Ross: depends

 Ross: are you coming to me for help?
Shane’s fingers still.
He leans back against the couch, head tipping against the cushion, eyes closed.
The question isn’t sexual on its own.
That’s what makes it dangerous.
Shay: not sure yet
Ross doesn’t rush him.
That, more than anything else, is what gets him.
Ross: then don’t decide yet

 Ross: just tell me what it feels like
Shane swallows.
He shifts his weight, adjusts where he’s sitting, suddenly hyperaware of his own body in the quiet room. The low hum of the fridge. The faint city noise through the windows. The fact that he’s alone—and not.
Shay: tense

 Shay: like everything’s too close together

 Shay: like if i stop moving i’ll feel it more
There’s a pause. Longer this time.
Shane almost regrets sending it.
Almost.
Ross: where do you feel it
The question lands softer than it should.
Shane presses his tongue to the roof of his mouth, thinking. Not censoring—just locating.
Shay: shoulders

 Shay: back

 Shay: everywhere i’m holding myself still
Ross: mm
Shane huffs a breath.
Shay: you always say that
Ross: because you are just so easy to read
That shouldn’t be intimate.
It is.
Shane shifts again, one hand braced on the couch beside him, fingers flexing once like they’re testing something.
Shay: so what

 Shay: you gonna talk me down or something
Ross: only if that’s what you want
There it is.
Not a push. Not a pull.
An opening.
Shane stares at the screen, pulse ticking harder now—not fast, just insistent. The room feels smaller. Warmer.
Shay: what if i do
Another pause.
This one stretches.
Shane thinks—briefly—about stopping. About calling it a night. About how easy it would be to pretend he meant something else.
He doesn’t.
Ross: do you have any special toys shay?
Shane laughs before he realizes Ross is actually serious.
And, to be fair—he does. There’s one. A dildo he bought after the first time Ross talked him through an orgasm. Not that he bought it for Ross. That would be ridiculous. The experience just… inspired him.
Shay: maybe i have one
Ross: only one?

 Ross: what color?
Shane huffs out a breath, half stunned by Ross’s forwardness and half because—did he really just ask about the color of the dildo Shane keeps in his apartment?
Shay: i’m not telling you
Ross: such a shame

 Ross: now i can’t imagine you using a pretty pink dildo to cum to my words
Shane drops his phone onto the bed like it’s burned him.
He’s not even sure why. He’s the one who started this. He’s alone. He doesn’t have anywhere to be.
And if he’s being honest, he’s already half-hard just from the way Ross keeps typing.
Ross seems to sense the hesitation, because another message comes in almost immediately.
Ross: can you get it out for me?

 Ross: start prepping yourself for me?
Heat floods Shane’s face and then travels lower, slow and unmistakable. He still obeys.
He reaches into the drawer and pulls out the dildo and lube, setting them beside him. He uses the lubricant to stroke himself a few times, spreading the slick mixture of lube and precum over his hand and fingers before pressing one finger inside.
The tightness closes around him immediately.
He’s done this before—alone, a handful of times—but never like this. Never with someone else guiding him. Never with Ross.
The thought alone makes his head tilt back, breath breaking as he works himself open.
Ross: how does it feel?
Shay: good

 Shay: really good
Ross: are you imagining my fingers working you open?

 Ross: preparing you for my cock?
Shay: yes
Ross: good

 Ross: keep going until you’re ready for it
Shane keeps the thread open on his lap as he adds another finger, the familiar burn mixing with pleasure. He lets Ross’s words wash over him, tries to picture what Ross looks like—
And realizes he never has.
He has no face to imagine. No body.
Just the certainty of him.
And the idea of his cock.
He doesn’t need to imagine that, actually.
Shay: i’m ready

 Shay: please
Ross: put it in

 Ross: but don’t move it yet

 Ross: wait for me to tell you it’s okay
A pause. 
 Ross: can you do that?
Shane doesn’t know what it is about Ross telling him what to do—the anonymity, the control, the confidence—but it’s the hottest thing he’s ever experienced.
Shay: yes

 Shay: i think you’re bigger than this
Ross: of course i am

 Ross: is it in yet?
Shane makes sure it’s seated comfortably, already having to fight the instinct to move. He feels impossibly full.
He can’t imagine Ross.
Shay: yes

 Shay: hurry
Ross: who’s in control here?
Shane stills immediately. Not because Ross would know if he disobeyed—but because he listens.
Shay: you
Ross: correct

 Ross: now move

 Ross: slow

 Ross: i want you to imagine me holding your hips down while i move inside you

 Ross: i’d make sure you were sore the next morning, bruises on your hips

 Ross: slow until i hit that spot that makes you weak
Shane can’t believe the effect Ross’s words have on him. The mental image alone is overwhelming.
Shay: fuck
He moves slowly at first, adjusting the angle until the sensation spikes—sharp pleasure shooting down his spine when he hits that familiar place.
Ross: are you picturing my cock inside you?

 Ross: the way it reaches a part of you you didn’t know existed?

 Ross: fuck shay i want to cum inside you
Shay: yes

 Shay: of course it’s you
The messages come faster now, and Shane follows instinct, movements turning erratic as he gets closer.
Shay: ross i’m close
Ross: keep going baby

 Ross: want you to cum thinking about my cock
Shay: fuck

 Shay: i am
Shane finishes himself with shaky breaths, sounds spilling into the empty room, Ross’s name on his lips while the phone glows beside him.
It doesn’t take long.
After, his body goes loose all at once, breath uneven, mind hazy.
Ross: how do you feel?
Shay: fuck

 Shay: better
Ross: good
Shane waits for something else.
A goodnight. Anything honestly.
Nothing comes.
Sleep pulls at him before he can overthink it too much. He cleans up only enough to be comfortable, phone still on the bed beside him.
He tells himself he doesn’t care.
Unfortunately, he does.
He’ll deal with it in the morning—along with the reality of what they just did.

Shane wakes slower than usual.
Not groggy—just heavy, like his body hasn’t decided what time it is yet. The room is still dim, early light pressed thin against the windows, and for a few seconds he lies there without moving, cataloguing sensation the way he always does.
Sore. Relaxed. Spent.
Satisfied—until he isn’t.
The memory comes back in fragments. His phone on the bed. The sound of his own voice in the dark. The way Ross’s words had wrapped around him like hands he couldn’t see.
The way it ended.
He reaches for his phone without thinking.
Nothing.
No goodnight. No check-in. No lingering joke to take the edge off what they’d just done together. Just the last message sitting there like a closed door.
Shane exhales and scrubs a hand over his face, suddenly aware of how quiet the apartment is. How alone he is in it. He tells himself it’s fine—that this is exactly what they’ve been doing all along. That nothing changed last night except intensity.
Except it doesn’t feel that simple.
He swings his legs out of bed and stands, stretching automatically, body already shifting back into athlete mode. Muscles complain faintly. He welcomes it. Physical sensation is easier to deal with than whatever is tightening in his chest.
In the shower, the water is too hot. He doesn’t adjust it.
He tells himself the silence afterward doesn’t mean anything. Ross has always been careful. Controlled. Measured. This is probably part of that—knowing when to pull back, when to leave things unfinished.
Still, the thought follows him as he dresses, as he eats without tasting anything, as he grabs his keys and heads out the door.
On the walk to the rink, his phone stays dark in his pocket.
For the first time since they started talking, Shane doesn’t know if that’s a relief or a problem.

Ilya deletes the draft message without rereading it.
Not because it’s risky. Because it’s unnecessary.
He sits at the edge of his bed, phone in his hand, jaw tight, the room still dark around him. The night didn’t end the way he expected—not messy, not dramatic—just… unresolved. Like he stopped something mid-motion and now his body doesn’t know where to put the rest of it.
He told himself silence would be cleaner.
Professional. Contained.
Still, his thumb hovers over the screen longer than it should.
Shane didn’t ask for more.
That’s the part that stays with him.
Ilya sets the phone down face-down and stands, already pulling himself back into shape. Morning comes whether you’re ready or not. Discipline fills the space where feeling would go.
It always has.
But as he gets dressed, the thought slips in anyway—uninvited, precise, irritating:
If Shane reaches out first, this stops being a line.
Ilya doesn’t know whether that thought makes him steadier—or reckless.
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  They win late.
Not cinematically—no overtime miracle, no perfect final shot—but decisively, undeniably. The kind of win that drains you down to the bone and leaves nothing behind but shaking hands and a roar you barely register until it’s already passed.
The horn sounds and Shane doesn’t move right away.
His chest is on fire. His legs feel loose in a way that’s almost dangerous, like if he stops paying attention he’ll fold. The ice blurs for half a second before snapping back into focus. Gloves hit shoulders. Someone yells his name. Someone else pulls him into a hug that knocks the air out of his lungs.
They did it.
 They fucking did it.
The adrenaline spikes so hard it makes him lightheaded. Every sound feels too loud, too close. The crowd is on its feet. The bench spills onto the ice. Cameras are everywhere, hungry for something worth replaying.
Shane lifts his helmet, drags in a breath, and forces his face into something that looks like composure.
Captain.
 Calm.
 Controlled.
Inside, everything is screaming.
The skate to the tunnel feels unreal, like his body is moving half a second ahead of his thoughts. He shakes hands out of habit, muscle memory carrying him through the line. Faces blur together—opponents, officials, flashes of red and white and blue. Someone mutters hell of a season. Someone else grips his arm a beat too long.
In the locker room, chaos detonates.
Music blasts before the door even finishes swinging shut. Gloves and tape fly. Someone cracks open champagne and misses the trash can by a mile. Laughter ricochets off concrete walls, loud and unfiltered and earned.
Shane sits at his stall and just breathes.
His hands are still shaking.
Hayden drops down beside him, already grinning, towel slung over his shoulder. “You alive?”
“Barely,” Shane says, and it’s the truest thing he’s said all night.
Someone shoves a bottle into his hand. Another arm hooks around his shoulders. A phone appears in his face, recording, waiting.
“Say something, Cap.”
Shane smiles for the camera. Says something about the group, about buying in, about how proud he is. The words come out smooth, practiced, exactly what they’re supposed to be.
They don’t touch the noise in his chest.
The Cup comes through the room eventually. There’s shouting, cheering, the weight of it when he lifts it—heavier than he expects, solid and real and earned. For a second, it cuts through everything. Grounds him.
Then it passes on.
Someone starts talking about going out. Someone else already has a plan—reservations, a place downtown, somewhere loud enough to match what they’re all feeling.
“You coming, Shane?” JJ asks, eyebrows lifted, hopeful. “One night. We earned it.”
A few heads turn. It’s not pressure—just expectation. He’s the captain. This is the part where he goes, where he leads.
Shane opens his mouth.
Pauses.
The idea of noise, of bodies pressed too close, of shouting over music he doesn’t want to hear—it makes something in his chest tighten instead of loosen.
“I think I’m gonna head out,” he says.
There’s a beat of surprise.
JJ blinks. “You sure?”
“Yeah,” Shane says. He keeps his tone easy. Casual. “Just… tired.”
No one calls him on it. They shouldn’t—he’s earned this choice, whatever it is. A few guys nod. Someone claps him on the shoulder and tells him to get some rest.
But Hayden watches him for a second longer, something thoughtful flickering across his face.
“Text if you change your mind,” he says.
Shane nods. “Yeah.”
He doesn’t.
Outside the rink, the air hits him harder than he expects.
By the time he leaves the rink, the adrenaline hasn’t faded—it’s sharpened. His body is wrecked, but his mind is wired, thoughts circling the same point without ever landing.
Cold. Clean. Sharp enough to cut through the leftover heat clinging to his skin. Shane pauses on the top step, helmet tucked under his arm, breath fogging in front of him as he exhales. The building behind him is still vibrating—bass from the locker room music bleeding faintly through concrete, laughter leaking out every time the door opens.
He should feel lighter out here.
Instead, the quiet presses in.
He rolls his shoulders once, testing the stiffness there, then starts walking. The city is awake in that muted, post-game way—cars idling at lights, a few fans lingering on the sidewalks, jerseys pulled tight against the cold. Someone shouts his name from across the street.
“Cap!”
He lifts a hand in acknowledgment without stopping.
The adrenaline hasn’t faded. It’s sharpened into something restless, buzzing under his skin like he’s still waiting for a whistle that never comes. His fingers flex unconsciously, like they’re searching for a stick that isn’t there.
The city feels quieter than it should, like it’s holding its breath. He walks instead of calling a car, letting the cold air bite at his skin, grounding him in something physical.
Halfway down the block, he realizes he’s already reached for his phone.
He stops himself.
Lets it sit in his pocket for another ten steps.
Fails.
He walks slower than necessary, dragging the moment out like if he stretches it thin enough, it’ll resolve itself.
The win hasn’t landed yet. It’s sitting somewhere above him, hovering, waiting for permission to exist fully. Every time he tries to let it sink in—we did it, it’s over, it counts—his mind skids sideways instead.
Ross.
Not even in words. Just the shape of him. The expectation of grounding. The way his chest always settles when Ross answers like nothing needs explaining.
Shane scrubs a hand over his face, breath hitching briefly as he laughs under his breath.
“Jesus,” he mutters to no one.
He hates that this is where his head goes. Hates how easy it feels. Hates how right it feels even more.
By the time he reaches his building, the noise inside him hasn’t quieted—it’s reorganized. Focused. Narrowed down to one point he refuses to name.
When he gets back to his apartment, he drops his bag by the door and doesn’t turn on the lights. Just stands there in the dark, chest still rising too fast, fingers buzzing like he’s gripping a stick that isn’t there.
He pulls out his phone.
The Ross thread sits exactly where it always does.
Safe.
 Familiar.
 Waiting.
His first instinct is so immediate it almost scares him.
Ross.
The thought lands fully formed, unquestioned—muscle memory. Not the team. Not the guys. Not the Cup sitting somewhere under fluorescent lights.
Ross.
He opens the thread.
The cursor blinks.
Patient.
Shane stares at it longer than he should.
He types.
we won
Deletes it.
big night
Deletes that too.
still shaking
Gone.
He can’t say what they won. Can’t say where he is. Can’t explain why tonight feels different from every other night he’s come home restless and buzzing and reached for Ross to ground him.
The silence stretches.
He realizes, distantly, that this hurts more than any loss ever has.
Not the loss of a game.
The loss of a moment.
The fact that the one person he wants to tell—wants to hear him, wants to feel present with—can’t know the shape of this win without everything else coming into focus.
That the wall he built so carefully is doing exactly what it was meant to do.
And it feels awful.
He sends a message before he can think too much about it.
Shane leans back against the couch, head tipping into the cushions, eyes fixed on the ceiling. The adrenaline is still there, but it’s tangled now with something softer. Sadder.
He won.
He should feel whole.
Instead, he feels the exact shape of what he can’t share.
His phone buzzes.
Ross doesn’t ask questions. Doesn’t press. Messages come in slow and steady—grounding, present, careful not to demand context.
still awake?
let me guess…brain still doing laps 
this is the part where you pretend you’re not boring
It works to ease him immediately. 
That’s what scares him.
Because whatever this is—whatever he’s built around Ross without naming it—it’s the first place his mind went when everything mattered.
Shane’s eyelids grow heavy despite himself. His body finally starts to give up the fight. 
He doesn’t remember deciding to lie down.
One second he’s sitting on the couch, phone warm in his hand, ceiling fan ticking softly overhead. The next, his head is tilted back, eyes drifting shut in that dangerous, half-awake way where thoughts lose their edges.
The adrenaline finally gives way to gravity.
His phone buzzes once more—something gentle, unintrusive. He doesn’t open his eyes, just shifts slightly, thumb brushing the edge of the screen.
Ross is still there.
That’s the strange part—the thing Shane can’t quite name without disturbing it. Not loud. Not demanding. Just present in the way a steady hand on your back is present, even when it isn’t moving.
It’s enough.
The adrenaline finally starts to lose its grip, ebbing into something heavy and dull. His thoughts blur at the edges, no longer sharp enough to cut. The phone rests against his chest, warm through the fabric of his shirt, its weight grounding in a way nothing else tonight has managed to be.
Sleep takes him mid-thought.
Across the city—across whatever distance Ross refuses to define—the typing bubble appears.
It vanishes.
Appears again.
Ross hesitates, fingers hovering, rewriting something that doesn’t quite fit the moment. Something too close. Something that would land heavier than Shane can carry tonight. Eventually, the bubble disappears for good, the message unsent.
Shane never sees it.
Sleep pulls him under fully now, somewhere adrenaline can’t follow. His grip loosens, and the phone shifts against his chest, sliding just enough to remind him it’s still there before settling again.
Still warm.
Still real.
And tonight, that has to be enough.
Even if it hurts.

Ilya watches the end alone.
Not in the dark—he hates that—but with the lights low, the TV volume turned down just enough that the noise doesn’t overwhelm the room. The broadcast fills the space anyway: crowd roar bleeding through the speakers, commentators talking over each other as if volume might make meaning.
Montreal wins. Hollander wins.
Not spectacularly. Not poetically. Just clean. Final. Undeniable.
The horn sounds and Ilya doesn’t move.
He’s standing in the middle of his living room without remembering when he got there, arms folded tight across his chest, jaw set so hard it aches. The screen flashes red and white, players spilling over the boards, helmets knocked loose, bodies colliding in celebration.
Hollander disappears under his team.
There it is.
Ilya exhales sharply through his nose, irritation flaring on instinct—at the noise, at the smugness of it, at the way the broadcast lingers on Montreal like they’ve earned the right to exist loudly in his space.
Which they have.
That’s the problem.
He tells himself he’s annoyed because Boston isn’t there. Because the season ended too early. Because watching another team lift what you didn’t get to chase feels like salt in a cut that never quite closed.
All of that is true.
None of it explains the way his chest tightens when Hollander resurfaces, helmet off, hair damp with sweat, expression stunned and restrained like he’s trying not to let the moment own him.
That familiar calm-after-chaos look.
Ilya scoffs under his breath. “Of course,” he mutters. “Of course you look like that.”
The apartment is too quiet for the words to disappear into.
His phone vibrates on the counter.
He doesn’t look at it.
He knows who it is.
The second buzz follows a moment later, softer somehow, as if the phone itself has learned restraint.
Still, he doesn’t reach for it.
He forces himself back onto the couch, sits with his elbows braced on his knees, eyes locked on the screen as the Cup is carried out. The commentators are saying Hollander’s name now—talking about leadership, composure, the weight of captaining a team through a season like this.
Ilya laughs once, sharp and humorless.
The door clicks open behind him.
Svetlana steps in quietly, keys dropped into the bowl by the door without looking. She doesn’t speak right away. She doesn’t need to.
She watches him watch.
“Guess that answers that,” she says eventually, tone neutral.
Ilya doesn’t turn. “Answers what.”
“Who was walking away with it,” she replies, shrugging out of her jacket. “Montreal was due.”
He hums noncommittally.
On screen, Hollander is being handed the Cup. The camera zooms in, catching the way his hands hesitate for just a second before he takes it—like he’s grounding himself before letting go.
Ilya’s fingers curl against his knee.
“Annoying,” he says flatly.
Svetlana arches a brow. “Winning?”
“Him,” Ilya corrects.
She moves closer, perching on the arm of the couch without crowding him. Her gaze flicks from the TV to his profile, sharp and observant.
“I told you they had it this year, Boston will have it next year,” she notes.
“We'd better,” he replies.
She huffs a quiet breath that might be a laugh. Might be something else.
The broadcast cuts to interviews. Hollander is breathing hard, cheeks flushed, eyes bright but steady as he answers questions he’s clearly answered a thousand times before in his head. He says we more than I. He deflects praise with practiced ease.
Svetlana watches Ilya instead of the screen now.
“You look pissed,” she says lightly.
“Good,” he answers. “That would be appropriate.”
She studies him for another second, then nods, accepting the surface explanation without agreeing with it.
“Don’t break anything,” she says, standing. “I’ll be in the other room.”
She leaves him there without another word.
That’s the grace of her—never forcing him to say what she’s already clocked.
The TV keeps talking. The celebration keeps unfolding.
Ilya finally reaches for his phone.
The Shay thread is open.
There’s a message sitting there, unread.
He doesn’t open it yet.
Instead, he looks back at the screen one last time—at Hollander lifting the Cup, smiling like he’s trying not to let the world see how much this means.
Ilya exhales.
“Congratulations,” he murmurs, too quiet for anyone to hear.
Ilya stands and crosses the room without looking at the screen again. The kitchen light hums softly when he flips it on, too bright, too ordinary for the moment it’s intruding on. He pours a glass of water he doesn’t drink, just stands there with it in his hand, fingers tight around the rim.
Winning looks different when you’re watching from the outside.
He tells himself again he’s irritated because it wasn’t him. Because it should’ve been Boston. Because the season ended before it was supposed to mean anything.
But that’s not the truth that keeps circling.
The truth is simpler. Quieter.
Hollander earned it.
That fact sits uncomfortably in his chest—not because it’s false, but because it feels undeniable.
When he finally picks the phone back up, he doesn’t open the thread again. Doesn’t read the message. Doesn’t type.
He sets it face-down and lets the silence do its work.
Across the city, Shane is asleep with his phone still in his hand.
Ilya knows this without knowing how.
Then he locks the screen.
He’ll answer Hollander later.
He needs a minute to pretend this loss is the only thing he’s feeling.
He sets the phone face-down on the coffee table instead, like proximity alone is enough to keep it contained. The TV is still on, volume low, images looping—confetti, smiles, the Cup changing hands. He lets it run. Turning it off would feel too deliberate.
He sits back, exhales slowly, counts the seconds until his pulse evens out.
It doesn’t.
Eventually, he flips the phone back over.
Shay
 1 new message
He opens it.
Shay: feels like one of those nights that won’t shut up
Ilya stares at the screen.
Of course it’s that. Of course Shane doesn’t say why. Of course he doesn’t need to. The words are loose, vibrating with leftover adrenaline, the kind that crawls under the skin and doesn’t leave until it’s grounded somewhere else.
Ilya’s thumb hovers over the keyboard.
He types.
Ross: you did something big tonight
He stops.
Deletes it.
Too close. Too knowing.
He tries again.
Ross: sounds like a win
Deletes that too.
He exhales through his nose, jaw tightening. The problem isn’t what he wants to say—it’s how easily it comes. How natural it feels to meet Shane exactly where he is, to steady him without being asked.
He types slower this time.
Ross: adrenaline’s a liar
 Ross: it always tells you you’ll feel like this forever
He pauses.
Reads it again.
Deletes it.
Too intimate. Too familiar. Too much like he’s been here before.
The phone feels heavier now. He shifts it in his hand, rolls his shoulders once like tension can be shaken loose if he treats it like something physical.
The TV cuts to another angle—Shane laughing, breathless, pulled into another hug by a teammate. Ilya looks away before he can stop himself.
Focus.
He types again.
Ross: you home?
That one stays.
He sends it before he can second-guess himself.
The reply comes quickly.
Shay: yeah
 Shay: finally still
Ilya closes his eyes for a brief second.
Still. After that. After winning something that people spend entire careers chasing. Still because he’s alone, because the noise has nowhere to go.
Ilya types.
Ross: good
 Ross: sometimes that’s when it hits hardest
He hesitates.
Deletes the second line.
Leaves the first.
The typing bubble appears on Shane’s end. Disappears. Appears again.
Shay: feels weird
 Shay: like i should be happier than this
There it is.
Not sadness. Dislocation.
Ilya leans forward, elbows on his knees, phone cradled loosely in his hands like it might bruise if he grips it too hard.
He types without thinking.
Ross: sometimes it’s just quieter than you expected
He reads it once.
Twice.
Keeps it.
Hollander doesn’t answer right away.
The typing bubble flickers, then goes dark.
Ilya watches the screen until it times out, then locks the phone and sets it back on the table like the decision has been made for him.
He leans back into the couch, stares at the ceiling.
This is the dangerous part—not the wanting, not the restraint, but the fact that he knows exactly what Shane needs and can give it without revealing anything at all.
Presence without context. Care without cost.
Across the city, Hollander is probably still holding his phone. Probably still awake. Probably falling asleep with the ache of something unfinished sitting quietly in his chest.
Ilya closes his eyes.
He tells himself this is fine.
That this is what Ross is for.
That not sending the other messages counts as discipline.
The phone vibrates once more.
He doesn’t look this time.
He already knows what it says.
And he already knows he’ll be there in the morning.

Shane wakes with the sun already high and his phone dead against his chest.
For half a second, disorientation wins—then memory crashes back in all at once. The horn. The Cup. The walk home. The silence.
Ross.
The ache settles in first. Legs heavy. Shoulders stiff. That familiar, earned soreness layered with something sharper underneath. His chest tightens as the night rushes back in fragments — the horn, the noise, the weight of the Cup, the walk home alone.
He won.
The thought lands flat.
His phone is still in his hand.
At some point he must’ve shifted in his sleep, because it’s warm against his palm, screen dark. He doesn’t unlock it right away. Just stares at the ceiling, letting the quiet press in.
Notifications buzz in waves once he does.
Group chats exploding.
Media requests.
Congratulatory texts stacked so thick they blur together.
He scrolls without reading.
Somewhere between a video clip and a headline, the Ross thread appears.
No new messages.
Not absence — just pause.
Shane sits up slowly, rubbing a hand down his face. He waits for the feeling he’s supposed to have. Pride. Satisfaction. Closure.
It doesn’t come.
Instead, there’s this low, persistent awareness — the same one that’s been following him for weeks now — that the best part of last night never actually happened.
That the person he wanted to hear him didn’t know what he’d done.
He types.
Stops.
Deletes.
He sets the phone down on the mattress beside him like it might bite if he holds it too long.
Across the city — across whatever distance Ross refuses to define — life is probably continuing in a perfectly reasonable way. Coffee. Morning light. A body that isn’t sore in all the wrong places.
Shane exhales and leans forward, elbows on his knees.
Winning didn’t change what he reaches for.
It clarified it.
He stays there until the noise from his phone fades into background static again, until the day forces its way back in whether he’s ready or not.
Eventually, he picks the phone up.
The disappointment is immediate, sharp enough that he sits up abruptly, chest tightening before he can stop it.
Then—
One message. 
Ross: morning
Ross: hope it finally shut up for you
Shane exhales, slow and steady.
It didn’t.
But this helps.
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  The offseason doesn’t arrive all at once.
It thins out instead—noise receding in stages. Fewer interviews. Fewer mandatory appearances. The city loosening its grip around the rink. Shane wakes up one morning and realizes there’s nothing scheduled for him until noon, and the thought feels almost foreign.
He doesn’t sleep in.
His body still wakes him early, wired for repetition that no longer exists. He lies there for a while, staring at the ceiling, cataloguing sensation the way he always does: shoulders stiff but manageable, legs heavy in a good way, mind oddly clear.
No game tonight.
That should feel like relief. (It doesn’t)
He gets up anyway. Makes coffee. Stands at the counter and drinks it without distraction, watching steam curl toward the ceiling like something escaping. The apartment is quiet in a way that doesn’t feel empty, just paused.
That’s new.
He doesn’t reach for his phone right away. That’s new too.
It buzzes before he does.
Ross: morning
Shane exhales through his nose, a quiet huff of something close to amusement.
Shay: you psychic or something
Ross: no
 Ross: consistent
Shane leans against the counter, mug warming his hands, and types back without thinking too hard about why it feels natural to report his internal state to someone who technically exists nowhere in his real life.
Shay: body forgot the season ended
 Shay: still up too early
Ross: yeah
 Ross: that part takes longer than people admit
People.
The word catches for half a second. Ross says things like that sometimes—plural, abstract, like he’s positioning himself as adjacent instead of included. Shane notices, but never presses.
Shay: what about you
 Shay: sleeping like a normal person yet
Ross: depends how we’re defining normal
Shane smiles faintly and takes another sip of coffee. He doesn’t picture Ross when he does it—not consciously—but he feels the shape of him anyway. Steady. Observant. Always slightly amused.
They fall into the rhythm they’ve built without ever naming it.
Nothing heavy. Just touchpoints. A comment about sore muscles. A joke about how Shane’s fridge is still embarrassingly empty. Ross suggestively offers more sexy photos; Shane does not deny his offer. (Why would he?) Ross suggests something he should cook; Shane admits he probably won’t.
Ross doesn’t scold him for it.
That might be the point.
By the time Shane leaves the apartment, the city feels less like it’s watching him. No cameras. No jerseys. Just sidewalks and sun and people who don’t care that he captained a team to a championship less than a week ago.
He likes that.
He texts Ross from the street without thinking about the time difference.
Shay: it’s weird not being recognized
 Shay: i keep waiting for someone to yell at me
Ross: give it time
 Ross: you’re still tall and look stressed
Shane laughs out loud at that, startling a woman walking past him.
Shay: rude
 Shay: i look calm, and you don't even know how tall i am
Ross: sure you're calm and short now to me
The days settle into something like routine, stripped down to essentials. Training, but lighter. Meetings that feel ceremonial. A few sponsor obligations he tolerates with polite detachment.
Ross stays threaded through it all.
Not constantly. Not intrusively. Just… there.
A message when Shane gets home too quiet for his own good. A check-in after a workout. A dry comment when Shane complains about his shoulders locking up again.
Ross never asks for photos.
Never asks where Shane is.
Never asks what team he plays for, even now, even when the season’s over and it might be easier to let something slip.
That restraint becomes its own kind of intimacy.
One afternoon, Shane lies on the couch with his legs stretched out, phone balanced against his chest while Ross types in short bursts on the other end.
Ross: you’re not great at resting
 Ross: you treat it like something you have to earn
Shane stares at the ceiling.
Shay: yeah well
 Shay: if i stop moving i start thinking
Ross: about what
Shane considers lying.
Doesn’t.
Shay: expectations
 Shay: next year
 Shay: whether i deserve any of this
There’s a pause long enough that Shane feels it in his ribs.
Then—
Ross: nobody accidentally survives a season of competitive hockey
Shane swallows.
Ross: you don’t fluke your way into being good
 Ross: or discipline
 Ross: or being trusted when things get tight
The words are calm. Not dramatic. Not performative.
They still do something to him.
Shane shifts on the couch, pressing his heel into the cushion like grounding helps.
Shay: you always know what to say
Ross: i just pay attention
That’s worse than flattery.
Shane closes his eyes.
Later, when the light outside shifts and the apartment fills with dusk, Shane realizes he hasn’t checked social media all day. Hasn’t thought about headlines or analysis or the inevitable expectations that will come with defending the Cup.
Instead, he’s thinking about the way Ross pauses before answering certain questions.
About the care in the timing.
About how it feels to be held in someone’s attention without being owned by it.
That night, Shane falls asleep with his phone on the pillow beside him, screen dark but close enough to reach without effort.
Ross doesn’t say goodnight.
He doesn’t need to.
Shane does.
The connection hums quietly in the background, steady as a heartbeat—unannounced, unclaimed, already essential.
And Shane lets it.

Training camp doesn’t announce itself either.
It leaks back in through the cracks—emails marked preliminary, optional skates that aren’t really optional, interviews framed as casual check-ins that still expect the right answers. Shane feels it like a shift in air pressure. Nothing dramatic. Just heavier.
He’s back at the rink more often now.
Not because anyone told him to be—because his body won’t let him stay away. The ice is quiet in the mornings, empty except for the echo of his own edges cutting clean arcs into the surface. No crowd. No music. Just breath and repetition and the familiar relief of movement.
This, at least, still makes sense.
After practice, he sits alone in the locker room longer than necessary, forearms braced on his knees, phone warm in his hand. Sweat cools against his skin as he scrolls through messages he’s already read.
Ross: did you skate today
 Ross: you get twitchy when you don’t
 Ross: i might have to help with that...
Shane huffs softly and types back.
Shay: rude
 Shay: but yes
Ross: knew it
 Ross: soo… 
That ease—knew it—slides under Shane’s ribs and settles there. It feels like being anticipated without being managed. He doesn’t have language for why that matters, only that it does. 
He responds to Ross’ second message as well, just as he climbs into the shower, letting the pressure of the upcoming season fall away when Ross is in control.
He dresses, heading out into a city that’s slowly remembering who he is.
A reporter catches him outside the facility, microphone already up like this is coincidence like they weren’t sitting outside of his place waiting for him to come out.
“Quick question, Shane—how does it feel heading into next season as defending champions?”
Shane slows, turns easily, posture already settling into the version of himself the media recognizes.
“Grateful,” he says. “But it’s a clean slate. Everyone starts at zero.”
The reporter nods, satisfied but not done. “Boston didn’t make it last year, but they’re expected to come back hungry. Any thoughts on facing Rozanov again this season?”
The name lands sharper than it should.
Shane keeps his expression neutral. Professional. He’s had enough reps at this to know how to let a moment pass without giving it teeth.
“He’s a good player,” he says evenly. “Plays smart. We’ll be ready.”
It’s the correct answer.
It still irritates him.
Later—too late to pretend he didn’t notice it—he texts Ross.
Shay: got asked about rozanov today
Ross: oh yeah?
Shay: media’s already bored
Ross: tragic
Shane smiles despite himself, thumb hovering for a beat before he adds—
Shay: i still don’t like him
There’s a pause. Not long. Just enough.
Ross: noted
 Ross: still think that makes him my favorite
Shane snorts.
Shay: you’re exhausting
Ross: you keep coming back
And… well, yeah.
Shane doesn’t reply right away. He doesn’t need to. The truth of it hums quietly between them, unspoken but undeniable. Ross has become part of how his days close. How his thoughts decelerate. How the space after effort gets filled.
That night, he lies awake longer than he means to, staring at the ceiling while the city murmurs below. His body is tired. His mind is not.
He thinks about next season.
About expectation tightening around him again. About the way leadership doesn’t reset just because the calendar does. About how the noise will come back louder this time.
And underneath all of it—steady, constant—he thinks about Ross.
Not in a dramatic way. Not with urgency.
Just as presence.
A fixed point his mind keeps returning to when things stretch too thin.
His phone buzzes softly.
Ross: you alone again?
Shane exhales.
Shay: yeah
Ross: don’t do anything too boring
Shay: i could never
And lets that sit between them, quiet and easy.
Outside, the city keeps moving. Training camp inches closer. Schedules begin to solidify. The season waits, patient and inevitable.
Shane rolls onto his side, phone tucked under his pillow like a secret he isn’t ready to name.
Whatever comes next, he knows one thing with unsettling clarity:
This—this—is already part of how he survives it.
And that realization settles deep, long before he understands what it will cost.

Ilya’s phone rings while he’s in the kitchen, barefoot on cold tile, a glass of water sweating onto the counter beside him. He’s halfway through nothing in particular—just standing there, letting the morning settle—when the vibration cuts through the quiet.
Alexei.
He doesn’t sigh. He doesn’t brace. He answers like he would a call from a numbers office or a travel coordinator.
“Что,” he says.
What
Alexei doesn’t bother with hello. “Мне нужно больше..”
I need more
There’s no hesitation, no softening. Just irritation baked into the words, like this is overdue rent instead of a demand being made before breakfast.
Ilya keeps walking, takes another step, then stops. The muscles in his back tighten—not from surprise, but from the familiarity of it.
“За что,” he asks, already tired.
For what
“для моей семьи,” Alexei snaps. “Цены растут. Всё дорожает. Вы же знаете, как это бывает. За неделю зарабатываешь больше, чем...”
For my family, Prices are up. Everything’s up. You know how it is. You make more in a week than—
“Нет,” Ilya says.
No
The word is flat. Absolute. It lands cleanly, with none of the heat Alexei seems to expect.
There’s silence on the line. Then a sharp, disbelieving laugh. “Ты серьезно?”
You’re serious
“да.”
Yes
“Вы не можете просто так это решить.”
You can’t just decide that
“Я могу,” Ilya replies, voice cooling further as the conversation stretches. “Я пришлю еще в следующем месяце.”
I can. I will send more next month.
Alexei exhales hard, frustration bleeding through now. “Ты думаешь, что деньги — это единственное, что ты кому-либо должен. Ты всегда так думал.”
You think money is the only thing you owe anyone. You always have.
Ilya closes his eyes briefly. Not because the words hurt—but because they’re predictable.
“Я тебе ничего не должен.,” he says, evenly. “Никаких объяснений. Никакой поддержки. Ничего подобного. Ты можешь сам себя обеспечить в течение одного месяца, Алексей.”
I don’t owe you anything. Not explanations. Not support. Not this. You can support yourself for one month, Alexei.
“Это невероятно!,” Alexei spits. 
That’s unbelievable
Ilya doesn’t argue. He’s learned that defending himself only invites another angle of attack.
“Отвали,” he says instead, and ends the call.
Fuck off
The quiet afterward is clean.
No ringing in his ears. No lingering echo of guilt. Just the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of traffic filtering through the window.
He takes a slow sip of water and lets it ground him, the cold sharp enough to pull him fully back into his body. Whatever Alexei wanted to stir doesn’t take. It never does for long.
His phone vibrates again almost immediately.
This time, it’s Svetlana.
He answers.
“I’m coming to Boston,” she says, skipping preamble the way Alexei never manages to without sounding entitled.
Ilya frowns faintly and turns toward the window, city stretching below him in muted morning light. “Why.”
“Before the season starts,” she continues. “I have meetings. You have training. It makes sense.”
He considers it—not the logistics, but the timing. The way she says it like a decision already finalized, something that’s been penciled into her calendar for weeks.
“You didn’t ask,” he says.
There’s a smile in her voice when she replies. “I’m not asking.”
A pause.
Then, lighter—but no less intentional: “You don’t mind, do you?”
Ilya rests his free hand on the counter, fingers splayed, feeling the solid surface beneath him. The season is already tightening somewhere ahead—schedules forming, expectations narrowing, the quiet before everything sharpens.
“No,” he says. “I don’t mind.”
“Good,” Svetlana replies. “I’ll text you dates.”
The call ends.
Ilya sets the phone down and exhales slowly, shoulders settling as the room returns to stillness.
Alexei fades the way he always does—loud, demanding, irrelevant once the noise stops.
Svetlana doesn’t.
She moves closer to the center of his life with the quiet inevitability of something planned well in advance, something that doesn’t need permission to exist.
And somewhere else—uninvited, unannounced, constant—Shane Hollander is already there. Not asking. Not demanding. Just present, threaded into Ilya’s days in a way that doesn’t require effort or explanation.
Ilya tightens his grip on the counter once.
Then lets go.

It doesn’t happen all at once.
There’s no single moment where the season flips from over to something else—just a gradual tightening, a subtle shift Shane feels before he can name 
Then it goes.
The offseason is supposed to feel like release—parades, interviews, ceremonial appearances that blur together into a kind of sanctioned victory lap. Montreal knows how to celebrate without demanding too much of him. There are speeches, smiles, jerseys already printed with CUP CHAMPS stitched into history before the champagne even dries.
Shane moves through it like muscle memory.
He wears the suit they give him. He shakes the hands he’s expected to shake. He laughs at the right moments, keeps his answers clean and generous and boring in the way captains are supposed to be.
It works.
That’s the problem.
The press conference room is bright in a way that feels deliberate—lights angled to catch faces, to polish emotion into something repeatable. Shane sits behind the table, shoulders relaxed, fingers laced loosely in front of him. The Cup is nearby but not centered, already transitioning from object to symbol.
A reporter asks about leadership.
Another asks about momentum.
Someone asks whether winning has changed how he sees himself.
Shane answers smoothly. Calm. Controlled.
Then—
“What about next season?”
The question comes from the left side of the room, tone casual but sharpened with intent. Shane’s gaze flicks over automatically.
“You’ll be defending the Cup,” the reporter continues. “Boston’s already being framed as a major obstacle. Any thoughts on facing Rozanov again now that the stakes are even higher?”
The name lands heavier than it should.
Shane doesn’t react right away. Not visibly. But something in his chest tightens, instinctive and unwelcome, like a bruise pressed too soon after forming.
He keeps his expression neutral.
“Rozanov’s a good player,” he says. Professional. Polite. “Boston always is. We don’t really think about individual matchups this early.”
A lie. A small one.
Someone else jumps in. “You two seemed to get under each other’s skin last season.”
Shane huffs a quiet laugh, the kind that reads as easygoing on camera. “That’s hockey.”
A few people chuckle. Pens move. Cameras adjust.
But the name sticks with him longer than the question does.
Rozanov.
Not the rivalry. Not the noise around it. Just the way his body registers the thought—tight, alert, like something unresolved has brushed too close.
When the conference ends, Shane stands, nods, and moves offstage without looking back.
He doesn’t think about Boston again.

That night is quieter than the ones that came before it.
No celebration. No team dinners. Just his apartment, the city dimmed outside the windows, the hum of something ordinary reclaiming space.
Shane showers, lets the water run hotter than usual, steam fogging the mirror until his reflection disappears entirely. He stands there longer than necessary, head bowed, breathing slow, letting the noise drain out of him.
When he gets out, he doesn’t dry off right away.
He sits on the edge of the bed with the towel slung low around his hips, phone resting beside him like it’s been waiting.
He doesn’t hesitate this time.
Shay: long day
The reply doesn’t come instantly.
That’s fine.
He dresses, pulls on a worn t-shirt, moves into the kitchen to drink water straight from the bottle. By the time he sits back down, the screen lights up.
Ross: you sound tired
Shane exhales, something easing low in his chest.
Shay: yeah
 Shay: the good kind though
Ross: those are dangerous
Shay smiles despite himself.
Shay: how so
Ross: they trick you into thinking you don’t need to come down
He leans back against the couch, phone warm in his hand, the room quiet enough that he can hear his own breathing again.
Shay: maybe i don’t
A pause.
Then—
Ross: liar
Shane stares at the message longer than necessary. Not because it means more than it says—but because Ross always seems to land exactly where Shane is without being told.
Shay: you always talk like you know me
Ross: i know your body
Simple. Unloaded. True.
Shane lets his head tip back against the cushion, eyes closing for a moment. The day finally settles into something manageable—not gone, just contained.
Outside, the city keeps moving. Somewhere, people are still talking about the Cup, about matchups and rivalries and names that carry weight.
Here, none of that matters.
Here, he doesn’t have to explain what today meant or why it left him restless instead of full.
Ross doesn’t ask.
That’s the relief.
Shay: you doing anything tonight
Ross: not really
 Ross: figured i’d stay in
Shane’s thumb hovers.
Then—
Shay: good
 Shay: maybe i’ll text you later tonight for some help
Ross: funny
 Ross: i was already planning on it
 Ross: ;)
The alignment shouldn’t feel this intimate.
It does.
Shane opens his eyes, staring at the ceiling, letting the quiet stretch between messages without needing to fill it.
This—this is what’s becoming routine.
Not the sex. Not the tension. I mean, that was nice too. Ross always had something new to say or do with Shane.
It was really the casualness of it all. The way that it was just a habit to go through his day with Ross. A stranger who felt like someone who knew him more than anyone.
The fact that when the world presses in, this is where he lands.
And he still hasn’t said where he plays.
Still hasn’t said what he just won.
Still hasn’t said why some names hit harder than others.
Ross hasn’t asked.
And Shane doesn’t know whether that’s kindness—or something much more dangerous.

Ilya feels the beginning of season pressure in the interviews.
Boston’s practice facility hums with the low-grade chaos of early-season press: cameras being adjusted, microphones tested, reporters clustering in loose groups like they’re pretending this isn’t the part of the job they enjoy most. Ilya sits at the podium with his arms folded, posture relaxed, expression neutral enough to pass for bored.
He’s been doing this long enough to know what’s coming.
The questions start wide—conditioning, offseason training, expectations. He answers smoothly, clipped and efficient, saying nothing that hasn’t already been said a hundred times by players just like him.
Then the angle shifts.
A reporter in the second row leans forward, voice a little too eager. “There’s been a lot of talk about Montreal defending the Cup this year. How much does that factor into how you’re approaching the season?”
Ilya doesn’t react immediately. He tilts his head slightly, considering, like the question actually deserves thought.
“It’s hockey,” he says. “Someone always has a target.”
A few nods. Pens scratch.
Another voice cuts in. “Any thoughts on facing Hollander again this year?”
There it is.
Ilya’s mouth curves—not quite a smile. Something sharper.
“Hollander’s good,” he says easily. “Very disciplined. Makes smart choices.”
A pause.
Then, casually, “Predictable, though. Boring.”
The room stirs.
A few reporters exchange looks. Someone chuckles. A camera zooms in just a little.
Predictable is not an insult you throw around lightly.
“Care to elaborate?” the same reporter asks, clearly pleased.
Ilya shrugs, one shoulder lifting. “Everyone has patterns. The best players just hide them well.”
He lets that sit.
He doesn’t say I know his.
 He doesn’t say I can read him.
 He doesn’t say I’ve already started.
But the implication hangs there anyway, subtle and deliberate.
Another question comes—about pressure, about expectations, about whether Boston feels overlooked after missing the playoffs last season. Ilya answers all of it without shifting in his seat, voice steady, tone controlled.
He doesn’t mention Montreal again because he doesn’t need to.
When the session ends, Svetlana falls into step beside him in the hallway, heels clicking softly against the concrete floor. She doesn’t look at him at first—just hands him a coffee like she always does, already knowing.
“That was… polite,” she says mildly.
Ilya huffs a breath. “I was restrained.”
She glances at him then, eyes sharp. “You called the defending Cup captain predictable.”
“Yes.”
“And you enjoyed it.”
A beat.
“I didn’t say that,” he replies.
She smiles anyway.
They walk in silence for a moment. The facility feels too bright, too loud, like the season is already demanding more than it should.
“You know they’ll ask him about you too,” Svetlana says eventually.
“I assume so.”
“And?”
Ilya takes a sip of coffee, gaze fixed straight ahead. “He’ll say the right thing.”
That’s what bothers him most.
Because Hollander always does.

Shane hears about it before he sees it.
Not from the clip itself—those always come later—but from the way the room shifts when his name enters a conversation that wasn’t about him a second ago. A trainer mentions Boston. Someone else adds Rozanov’s name. There’s a brief pause, the kind that exists only because someone is deciding whether to continue.
JJ doesn’t bother with subtlety.
“Rozanov called you predictable.”
Shane looks up from where he’s taping his stick, fingers pausing mid-wrap. “Did he.”
JJ nods, clearly pleased. “Media thing. Said it like it was nothing.”
Shane finishes the wrap, smooths the tape down with his thumb, and sets the stick aside. “Sounds like him.”
That’s it. No flare. No visible irritation. No defensive edge.
JJ watches him for a second longer. “You gonna say anything?”
Shane shrugs. “Why would I?”
It’s true. Mostly.
If Rozanov wants to talk, let him. The season hasn’t even started yet. There’s nothing to gain by biting back now—nothing but noise. Shane has spent too long learning how to keep himself level to throw it away on a quote meant to provoke.
Publicly, the comment doesn’t touch him.
Privately—
It sits.
Not like anger. Not even like offense.
Like friction.
Predictable.
Shane replays the word as he pulls his jersey on, as he laces his skates, as he steps onto the ice and lets his body fall into familiar patterns. He moves the way he always does—controlled, deliberate, efficient. The drills blur into muscle memory, each decision made half a second before he consciously registers it.
This is what discipline looks like.
This is what consistency looks like.
If Rozanov thinks that’s predictability, so be it.
Not because it’s wrong—but because it’s close enough to something Shane doesn’t like to examine too closely. The truth that he survives by building systems. By repeating what works. By choosing stability over risk every single time.
By choosing Ross.
The thought slips in uninvited, and Shane pushes it away just as quickly. He doesn’t have time for introspection today. He has practice. He has conditioning. He has another season bearing down on him with expectations already sharpened.
Later, when the media asks him about Boston, he answers the way he’s always answered.
“Rozanov’s a good player,” he says evenly. “Boston plays a structured game. We’ll be ready.”
Someone asks about the comment.
Shane smiles, polite and empty. “Everyone’s got opinions.”
The quote runs clean. Professional. Boring.
Exactly how he wants it.
That night, alone in his apartment, the quiet feels louder than it did yesterday.
He tosses his keys onto the counter, drops his bag by the door, and doesn’t bother turning on the lights right away. The city hum filters in through the windows, distant and unfocused. His body is tired in the familiar, earned way that usually settles him.
It doesn’t.
Predictable.
He sits on the edge of the couch and stares at the floor, jaw tight—not angry, just restless. Rozanov’s voice isn’t in his head so much as the implication behind it. The idea that someone could watch him closely enough to think they understand him.
The idea that maybe someone does.
Shane exhales and reaches for his phone.
The Ross thread opens without hesitation.
Shay: you ever get accused of being boring at your job
The reply comes quickly.
Ross: never
 Ross: in your case however
 Ross: is accurate & probably means your good at it
Shane’s shoulders loosen a fraction.
Shay: of course
Ross: why
Shane hesitates.
Not because he’s hiding anything—because he doesn’t want to explain something that doesn’t feel explainable yet. He doesn’t want to name Rozanov. Doesn’t want to pull that thread.
Shay: just media nonsense
Ross: the worst kind
 Ross: at least real criticism has the decency to sting
Shane snorts quietly, head tipping back against the couch.
Shay: you always know what to say
Ross: occupational hazard
Shane lets the phone rest in his hand, screen warm against his palm. The edge in his chest dulls, replaced by something steadier. Familiar.
Predictable, maybe.
But safe.
He doesn’t think about Boston again that night.
He doesn’t think about Rozanov.
He thinks about the way Ross never asks questions that force him to define things he isn’t ready to name.
And that—more than anything else—feels like relief.
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  The season doesn’t come back gently.
It snaps into place.
Shane feels it the second his skates hit the ice—crowd noise heavier than it has any right to be for an early-season game, the air colder, sharper in his lungs. Montreal–Boston always does this. Even before puck drop, there’s an edge humming under everything, like the building itself is braced for impact.
He rolls his shoulders once, testing the set of them. The ice feels good. Familiar. His legs respond cleanly, stride settling into rhythm like muscle memory never left.
Still—something stays tight.
He tells himself it’s opening-night adrenaline. The weight of defending something everyone else wants to take from you. He’s used to that feeling. He’s built for it.
But defending is different than chasing. There’s less room to warm up.
He doesn’t look for Rozanov. He never does.
Which is how he knows it’s a problem when awareness arrives anyway.
Not visual at first—spatial. A pressure shift. The sense that lanes are narrower than they should be, that timing is already being tested. Shane adjusts without thinking, angling his next pass half a second earlier than planned.
Then he hears it.
“Already correcting,” Rozanov says lightly, voice carrying just enough to reach him over the scrape of blades. “Didn’t take you long.”
Shane snaps his head up.
Rozanov is close. Too close for pre-puck-drop nonsense, helmet off, mouth curved in something that isn’t quite a smile. He looks infuriatingly relaxed—like this is entertainment, not work.
“Game hasn’t started,” Shane says flatly.
Rozanov’s gaze flicks down to Shane’s skates, then back up, slow and deliberate. “I know.”
The ref blows the whistle before Shane can respond. Rozanov pushes off smoothly, already moving, already in Shane’s periphery like he belongs there.
The puck drops.
Boston comes out fast. Aggressive but clean. They’re testing structure, poking for seams. Shane answers the way he always does—control, pace, discipline. He keeps his shifts tight, his reads sharper than necessary.
Still, Rozanov is everywhere.
Not chasing. Never chasing.
He shadows instead, stepping into lanes just early enough to force Shane wide, just late enough to avoid contact. It’s maddening. Effective. Infuriatingly precise.
Midway through the first, Shane drives the puck deep and cuts toward the slot, expecting space that doesn’t open. Rozanov’s stick slides in clean, disrupting the play without touching Shane at all.
They end up shoulder to shoulder at the boards, momentum stalled.
Rozanov leans in—not hard, not enough to draw attention.
“You’re faster than last year,” he murmurs. “Still predictable.”
Shane scoffs. “You’re talking too much.”
Rozanov hums, amused. “You say that every time.”
Shane shoves off and skates away before he can say something worse. His pulse is up—not from the shift. From the proximity. From the way Rozanov talks like he knows him.
Which is bullshit.
Between periods, the tension doesn’t ease—it sharpens.
Shane skates to the bench and lets muscle memory take over. Water bottle. Towel. The scrape of blades and the rattle of boards bleed together into something manageable. He pulls his gloves off and flexes his fingers once, twice, grounding himself in the familiar ache of knuckles and wrist tape pulled too tight. Whatever Rozanov is doing out there—whatever angle he’s testing—it gets catalogued and shelved with everything else that doesn’t need attention right now. There’s a game to finish. Everything else can wait.
In the tunnel, cameras crowd close, flashbulbs popping as players peel off gloves and helmets. Shane keeps his expression neutral, answers a shouted question about the season with practiced ease.
Then Rozanov is there again, drifting into frame like it’s accidental.
“Captain,” Rozanov says, inclining his head. “Still allergic to preseason predictions?”
Shane doesn’t look at him. “You’re not in my division of concern.”
Rozanov laughs softly. “Liar.”

Shane doesn’t check his phone between periods.
He doesn’t need to. He knows it’s there, weight familiar in his pocket, like a pressure point he’s deliberately not touching. The ice demands too much attention for distraction—the pace tightening, the margin for error shrinking by the shift.
Still, the awareness stays.
By the time the second intermission hits, Shane can feel the residue of it under his skin—not adrenaline, not irritation. Something quieter. Persistent.
In the locker room, the noise crashes in all at once. Music too loud. Voices overlapping. Someone laughing sharp and bright like they’re already halfway through the night. Shane sits at his stall and pulls his helmet off, breath steady, sweat cooling along the back of his neck.
He rolls his shoulders once.
Then, finally, he reaches for his phone.
The Ross thread opens immediately, like it’s been waiting.
No new messages yet.
That shouldn’t mean anything. It doesn’t. Ross never texts during games unless Shane does first—an unspoken rule, one of many they’ve never acknowledged out loud. Still, the blank space feels heavier than it should.
Shane types before he can overthink it.
Shay: long night already and it's only mid game 
He watches the typing bubble appear almost instantly.
Disappear.
Reappear.
That alone loosens something in his chest.
Ross: yeah
Ross: i figured
Shane exhales through his nose, the corner of his mouth twitching despite himself. He leans back against the cool metal of the stall, tuning the locker room out until it’s just background static.
Shay: you psychic now?
Ross: maybe
Ross: yes
Shane huffs a quiet laugh.
Shay: knew it
He doesn’t say anything specific. He doesn’t have to. The familiarity of being understood without explanation settles in easy—and dangerous.
Across the room, someone shouts for attention—some joke, some half-serious rallying cry—but Shane barely registers it. His focus stays anchored to the glow of his phone, to the steady cadence of Ross’s replies.
Ross: want me to distract you or let you be mad?
Shane pauses.
Not because the question is loaded. It’s casual in the way Ross always is, like this is just another lever he could pull if he felt like it. Shane glances up instinctively, half-expecting someone to be watching, but no one is paying him any attention. Everyone’s too busy yelling, re-taping sticks, shoving gear into bags.
He types anyway.
Shay: i’m literally in the middle of a game
The typing bubble pops up almost immediately.
Ross: yes you said
Shane snorts softly, shaking his head once.
Shay: then why would you even
Ross: because you’re checking your phone
He leans back harder against the stall, metal cold through the fabric of his undershirt, jaw tightening as he stares at the screen.
Shay: that doesn’t mean anything
Ross: sure
Shane rolls his shoulders again, heat crawling up the back of his neck. He can feel the clock ticking—the coach will call them back any second. He should put the phone away.
He doesn’t.
Shay: you’re being annoying on purpose
Ross: always am
A beat.
Ross: tell me if you win tonight
Shane’s thumb hovers.
Shay: why
Ross: because i have surprise for you
Ross: if you win
Shane scoffs, glancing toward the doorway. Someone laughs loudly nearby, the sound sharp in the enclosed space.
Shay: i don’t have time for this
Ross: didn’t say you did
Another pause.
Then—
Ross: just think of what we’ll do later if you win
Ross: is motivation for you
That’s it. No instructions. No explanation.
Shane stares at the line longer than he means to, irritation and something else buzzing low and constant. He takes one breath despite himself. Then another—slower.
Shay: you’re impossible
Ross: and yet
Shane locks the phone before he can respond, shoves it back into his pocket as someone calls his name from across the room. He stands, grabs his helmet, pulls it on like armor.
As he heads back toward the tunnel, his pulse is still high—but steadier now.
One thought sticks, unwanted and persistent.
Next intermission, he’s not checking his phone.
He knows that’s a lie
The whistle cuts through the air, sharp and final, and Shane is already moving. He pushes off the boards with more force than necessary, legs burning as he snaps back into the flow of the game. His focus narrows—not calmer, not looser, but sharper. Every pass lands where he intends it to. Every turn bites clean. If anything, the edge Ross left humming under his skin only tightens his control. He doesn’t think about the phone in his pocket again—not because the thought is gone, but because he knows exactly where it is.

The horn sounds for the end of the game. They won their second game against Boston. 
Shane doesn’t move right away. 
The ice hums beneath his skates, vibration still echoing up his legs like his body hasn’t caught up to the stop yet. He stays where he is for half a second longer than necessary, breathing through his mouth, letting the cold bite settle him.
Bench first. Tunnel next.
The walk off the ice is narrow and loud—blades scraping, boards rattling, the low roar of the crowd pressing in from all sides. Someone bumps his shoulder in passing. Another guy cracks a joke that barely registers.
Shane nods. Answers automatically. Keeps moving.
In the tunnel, the noise drops off sharply. Concrete walls. Rubber mats. The sound of breath and skates and gear clattering in close quarters. It’s always like this—compression after chaos.
He rolls his neck once, slow, deliberate. Flexes his hands inside his gloves. His body still hums, but it’s cleaner now. Focused.
This is the part he understands.
No cameras yet. No questions. No words that mean more than they’re supposed to.
Just movement. Control. The familiar weight of responsibility settling back into place where it belongs.
“Cap.”
He glances sideways. One of the new rookies—wide-eyed, buzzing, adrenaline spilling everywhere.
“That was good,” the kid says.
Shane nods without thinking. “Yeah it was. How do you feel?”
The kid grins. “Great.”
That’s enough.
They keep walking.
By the time Shane reaches the locker room doors, whatever Rozanov was trying to dig at on the ice has been filed away where it belongs—with things he’ll deal with later, or not at all.
He steps inside.
The noise crashes back in.

The camera light flicks on.
A producer waves them closer. Press conference.
The transition is seamless—too seamless. Helmets off, gloves discarded, jerseys swapped for suits that still carry the faint scent of sweat and ice. The room hums with low conversation, cables snaking across the floor, flashes already warming up like they know what’s coming.
Shane takes his seat at the long table and settles back, posture easy, expression neutral, captain mask sliding into place without resistance.
He looks calm.
Not performative. Not guarded.
Just… grounded.
Rozanov sits beside him, leg angled just enough that their knees nearly touch, close enough to feel body heat through fabric. Shane doesn’t shift away. Doesn’t lean in. He simply exists in the space, unbothered.
That, more than anything else, feels intentional.
Rozanov glances sideways at him, a brief, assessing look—sharp, curious, almost annoyed.
Whatever he was expecting to find there tonight, it isn’t this.
Shane doesn’t notice the look.
His attention is already elsewhere—not on Ross himself, not consciously—but on the quiet certainty that someone is there, steady and unseen, holding the excess so he doesn’t have to.
The microphones go live.
Questions begin.
And Shane answers them like someone who isn’t scrambling to stay upright anymore.
They’re seated side by side at the long table, jerseys swapped for suits that still smell faintly of sweat and ice.
“Gentlemen,” a reporter says, “another season, another Montreal–Boston matchup. Shane—thoughts on facing Rozanov again next month?”
Shane smiles thinly. “Same as always. He’s disciplined. Annoying.”
A ripple of laughter.
Rozanov turns his head then, eyes bright. “That’s nicest thing he’s ever said about me.”
More laughter.
Under the table, Rozanov’s foot nudges Shane’s ankle—light, deliberate.
Shane’s jaw tightens.
“Rozanov,” another reporter cuts in, “any comment on Shane leading Montreal back after last season?”
Rozanov doesn’t answer right away. He looks at Shane instead—openly this time.
“Hard not to respect it,” he says. “He doesn’t crack. Doesn’t rush. Makes everyone around him work.”
A pause.
“And he hates when I say things like that.”
Shane exhales sharply through his nose. “You’re enjoying this too much.”
Rozanov’s smile widens. “Obviously.”
The conference ends. Chairs scrape. Microphones go dead.
As they stand, Rozanov leans in just enough that only Shane can hear him.
“See you in a month” he says.
Shane meets his gaze, something electric sparking between irritation and—something else.
“Get out of my way,” Shane says.
Rozanov steps aside immediately, exaggeratedly polite.
“See you out there, Captain.”
Shane walks away without looking back.
He tells himself his pulse will settle once the game does.
It doesn’t.
The walk out of the arena is quieter than it should be. Night air rushes in cold and clean, cutting through the leftover heat clinging to his skin. Shane keeps his hands shoved deep in his jacket pockets, shoulders still squared like he’s bracing for contact that never comes. The city hums around him—traffic, voices, the distant echo of something always happening—but none of it breaks through. Whatever followed him off the ice stays with him, coiled low and unresolved, riding shotgun all the way home.

The quiet settles in slowly.
Not relief—just the absence of noise.
Shane stays where he is on the couch, phone loose in his hand, body still humming faintly like the ice never fully let him go. His breathing has evened out without him noticing when it happened. His shoulders sit lower than they did an hour ago.
That’s new.
He rolls his neck once, testing for leftover tension. There’s still some there—there always is—but it isn’t biting anymore.
His phone buzzes.
Ross: still awake?
Shane exhales through his nose, glancing at the ceiling.
Shay: yes
Shay: psychic again
Ross: you’re pacing through a screen
Shane snorts quietly and shifts where he’s sitting, one knee bouncing before he realizes he’s doing it.
Shay: everything was a mess tonight
Shay: feels nice to be in my bed again
Ross: oh yeah
No follow-up. 
The lack of pressure settles something in Shane’s chest without him noticing when it happens.
Shay: you watching hockey?
Ross: bits
That’s vague enough to mean anything. Shane doesn’t press.
Ross: touch yourself
Shane straightens automatically, spine pulling away from the couch.
Shay: bossy
Ross: always
Shane huffs a breath, heat flickering low and brief before he can decide what to do with it.
Ross: slow down
Ross: don’t rush it
Shane exhales, longer this time, thumb dragging across the screen without thinking.
Shay: you always talk like you know what you’re doing
Ross: i do
Shane lets his head fall back against the couch, eyes closing for a second before he opens them again—like that might help. It doesn’t. The room feels tighter now. Not crowded. Focused. Like there’s nowhere else for his attention to go.
Ross: don’t finish yet
Shane pauses, jaw tightening.
Shay: why
Ross: because you’ll fall asleep
Shane scoffs, half a laugh slipping out.
Shay: tragic
Ross: i’m very invested in your continued consciousness
That one gets him. A smile he doesn’t mean to show, heat settling lower this time.
Shay: you should charge for this
Ross: you couldn’t afford me
There it is — familiar, controlled, just sharp enough to keep him off balance.
A second passes.
Then—
Ross: i’ll give you something to think about
The notification hits before Shane can respond.
(1) VIDEO
Shane taps it without hesitation.
His breath catches despite himself.
The clip is short. Too short. Cropped close enough that it gives him nothing he can actually place — just movement, just intention, just enough to make his pulse jump and his thoughts scatter.
“Jesus,” he mutters to the empty room, dragging a hand down his face.
By the time the video ends, Shane is wide awake again. Not calmer. Worse. Buzzing in that sharp, restless way that has nowhere productive to go.
Ross doesn’t say anything.
Neither does Shane.
A minute passes.
Then—
Ross: better?
Shane stares at the screen, thumb hovering.
Shay: you’re an asshole
A pause.
Ross: yeah you like it
That’s it. No apology. No follow-up.
The screen goes dark a moment later.
Shane sets the phone down beside him instead of on the table, like distance might make it worse. He lies there staring at the ceiling, pulse still elevated, irritation and heat tangled together in a way he doesn’t bother sorting through.
Sleep comes eventually.
Not because he’s relaxed.
Because his body gives up first.
The last thing he thinks before drifting off is that next time, he really shouldn’t check his phone.
And that next time, he absolutely will.

He wakes early.
Too early to be necessary. Too early to pretend it’s anything but habit.
The air outside is cold and clean, biting just enough to keep him sharp as his feet hit the pavement. His muscles protest at first, then fall into rhythm. Breathe in. Breathe out. Pace steady.
The memory surfaces once—uninvited, brief.
He pushes harder on his run.
By the time the city starts to wake around him, whatever followed him home from the rink has been worked into something dull and manageable. Filed away where it belongs.
He tells himself, as he stretches out his calves and checks the time, that next game he won’t check his phone.
He doesn’t believe it.

The café near the rink is busy in the way places get when they’re built for convenience instead of comfort. Players drift in and out in small clusters, staff move fast without looking anyone in the eye, and the air smells permanently like burnt espresso layered over industrial cleaner with a citrus edge that never quite masks it.
Shane sits at a small round table by the window, jacket unzipped, coffee cooling untouched in front of him. One leg stretches beneath the table, heel hooked lazily around the chair rung as he eases out of postgame stiffness. Outside, traffic crawls past in uneven waves, tires hissing on damp pavement.
JJ drops into the chair across from him with a long exhale, rolling his shoulders like he’s still carrying the last forty-eight hours. Hayden follows a beat later, already pulling the lid off his cup, eyes half-lidded in the particular way that means he hasn’t slept enough and isn’t planning to fix it.
“You vanish fast after games now,” Hayden says, casual, like he’s commenting on the weather. “Like—impressively fast.”
Shane shrugs, one shoulder lifting. “Long season.”
JJ snorts. “Wasn’t stopping you last year.”
Hayden grins. “Yeah, you used to at least pretend you liked us.”
“Shut up i still do,” Shane says, finally taking a sip of his coffee. It’s bitter, exactly how he expects it to be. “In small doses.”
Hayden laughs into his cup. JJ watches Shane instead, quiet but attentive in the way that means he’s clocking patterns rather than words.
“You don’t even come out anymore,” Hayden continues. “No postgame. No bars. No ‘just one drink, I swear.’”
“I go home,” Shane says.
There’s no drama in it. No defensiveness. Just fact.
JJ tilts his head slightly. “You seeing someone?”
The question lands easy. Casual. It doesn’t mean anything yet.
“No,” Shane says without hesitation.
Hayden raises an eyebrow. “Sure.”
Shane meets his gaze, flat. “I’m tired.”
“That’s not mutually exclusive,” JJ says mildly. “People date tired all the time.”
“I don’t,” Shane replies. He stands, fingers curling around his cup again. “I date sleep.”
Hayden laughs outright. JJ shakes his head, amused but unconvinced.
“Boston again next month,” JJ calls as Shane moves toward the door. “Ready to crush Rozy?”
Shane pauses with his hand on the handle just long enough to glance back over his shoulder.
“Hell yeah.”
Outside, the cold hits him clean and sharp. The kind that wakes you up whether you want it to or not. He walks instead of calling a car, hands shoved into his jacket pockets, breath fogging as the city hums around him—traffic, voices, the low grind of something always happening without his involvement.
He tells himself the conversation didn’t mean anything.
It was nothing. Teasing. Normal.
Later, back in his apartment—keys tossed onto the counter, jacket slung over the back of a chair—Hayden’s voice drifts back uninvited.
You vanish fast after games now.
Shane stands there for a second longer than necessary, the quiet settling around him like a held breath.
Then he exhales, shakes it off, and reaches for his phone out of habit.
He stops halfway.
Annoyed at himself, he sets it face-down on the counter instead.
Nothing’s changed. He tells himself.
He’s just tired. That’s all.
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  Shane wakes earlier than he needs to.
The city is quiet, the sky barely shifting from dark to gray, and his legs feel restless in a way that doesn’t go away when he stretches. He pulls on a hoodie and sneakers without thinking, lets muscle memory take over as his feet hit the pavement.
The run doesn’t fix it.
It helps, maybe. Takes the edge off. But even when he’s back in his apartment, sweat cooling along his spine as he drapes a towel over his shoulders, there’s still a low, persistent hum under his skin—like something unfinished.
His phone buzzes once.
Nothing from Ross.
That shouldn’t matter.
Still—Shane hesitates, towel hanging loose around his neck, thumb hovering over the screen longer than necessary.
He types anyway.
Shay: you good?
The reply doesn’t come right away.
Shane busies himself with nothing. Opens the fridge. Stares into it. Closes it again. When his phone finally buzzes, it’s almost a relief.
Ross: define good
Shane exhales, lips quirking despite himself.
Shay: fair
Shay: you sound tired
A pause.
Longer this time.
Shane doesn’t rush to fill it. He leans back against the counter instead, weight settling into his heels, phone warm in his hand.
Finally—
Ross: maybe
Ross: you checking on me now?
Something in Shane’s chest eases. Just a fraction. Enough that he notices.
Shay: maybe
Three dots appear. Disappear.
When Ross answers, the tone has shifted—lighter, amused in that familiar way that feels like an invitation rather than a warning.
Ross: careful
Ross: that’s how you get ideas
Shane smiles to himself.
He doesn’t ask what kind.
He doesn’t need to.
By the time he leaves for practice, the restlessness is gone.

The rink is cold in the way Shane likes—clean, sharp, grounding. Montreal practice is light today. Recovery-focused. Fewer collisions. More flow.
Shane skates like his body remembers something his brain hasn’t caught up to yet.
His strides feel easy. His edges bite clean. He glides through drills without overthinking them, stick light in his hands, breath steady. When the puck comes to him, he doesn’t hesitate—just reacts, muscle memory doing what it’s always done best.
He catches himself smiling once, for no reason at all.
He ducks his head, pushes off harder, tells himself it’s just a good day.
During a break, his phone vibrates.
Ross.
Ross: you skating?
Shane doesn’t think before replying.
Shay: yeah
Shay: you stalking me now?
Ross: gathering data
Ross: important research
Shane huffs a laugh, quiet, breath fogging the air in front of him. He leans his forearms on the boards, helmet tipped back just enough to read the screen clearly.
It feels…nice. Easy. Like something that doesn’t require calibration.
He tells himself that’s all it is.
“Who you smiling at?” Hayden asks, drifting up beside him, bumping Shane’s elbow with his own.
“No one,” Shane says automatically, still typing.
Hayden snorts. “Sure.”
Shane pockets his phone and takes a long pull from his water bottle. “You done pretending you’re not nosy?”
“Never,” Hayden says cheerfully. He nods toward the ice. “You look good out there. Like—annoyingly good.”
“Jealousy’s ugly on you.”
“Confidence is uglier on you,” Hayden shoots back, grinning. Then, more casually, “Hey, Jackie and I are doing dinner later this week. Want to come?”
Shane blinks. “Yeah.”
“Cool. Come over. Nothing fancy. Gross bird food for you.”
“Yeah?” Shane says, surprised by how easily the answer comes. “Yeah, I’m down.”
Hayden’s smile softens. “Nice. I’ll text you.”
The whistle blows before Shane can think about it any harder. He pushes back onto the ice, legs burning in a good way, chest light.
Later, during a break in drills, someone mentions Boston—next week, scouting reports, usual noise—and it barely registers. The name slides past him without catching.
His phone buzzes again while he’s unlacing his skates.
Ross: good practice?
Shane pauses, sitting on the bench, sweat cooling against his skin. Around him, the room hums with familiar sounds—laughter, clattering gear, the low murmur of people who know each other well.
Shay: yeah
Shay: sorry
Shay: got distracted
Ross: by hockey or something better
Shane smiles to himself.
He doesn’t answer that.
He doesn’t need to.
He leaves the rink feeling settled, like the day has already been good to him, like there’s something waiting that he doesn’t have to rush toward or run from.
For once, he lets himself enjoy that.
Boston can wait.

Shane gets home later than he expects.
Not because practice runs long—because he lingers. Showers slower. Talks more. Lets the day stretch instead of rushing through it like he usually does.
By the time he’s sprawled on his couch, legs hooked over the armrest, the sky outside his windows has gone dark completely. The city hums below him, distant and familiar.
His phone buzzes.
Ross.
Shane doesn’t hesitate this time.
Ross: you eat yet or are you pretending caffeine counts as dinner
Shane exhales a laugh, soft, surprised.
Shay: exposed
Shay: i’ll fix it
Ross: good
Ross: i don’t want to deal with grumpy you tomorrow
Shane pauses, thumb hovering.
Tomorrow.
He pictures it without trying to—waking early again, the quiet before the city stirs, the weight in his body gone now, replaced by something steadier.
Shay: tomorrow’s fine
Shay: promise
The reply takes a second longer than usual.
Ross: yeah?
Ross: you sounded kind of restless earlier
Shane blinks.
He hadn’t realized that showed.
He shifts on the couch, sitting up straighter, as if posture might help him answer honestly without giving anything away.
Shay: just tired
Shay: but like…good tired
There’s a pause.
Then—
Ross: i know that one
Ross: that’s the kind you don’t fight
Something in Shane’s chest loosens at that. Not relief exactly. Recognition.
Shay: yeah
Shay: that
He grabs leftovers from the fridge and eats standing at the counter, phone propped against the backsplash. The conversation drifts the way it always does—small things, nothing that requires effort. Ross complains about travel. Shane jokes about routines. They circle familiar ground without getting bored of it.
At some point, Shane realizes he’s smiling again.
He doesn’t stop himself.
Ross: you seem lighter today
Ross: did something good happen or are you just in a mood
Shane considers lying.
He considers deflecting.
Instead, he types:
Shay: maybe i just slept better
It’s not the whole truth.
But it’s not wrong, either.
Ross doesn’t push.
Ross: i’ll take it
Ross: sleep’s underrated
Shane finishes eating, rinses the container, moves through his apartment with his phone still in hand. He doesn’t sit down until the conversation slows naturally, stretching between messages instead of snapping.
Comfortable.
Easy.
Ross: i’m probably crashing early
Ross: long day tomorrow
Shane feels the absence before it actually happens—the quiet that follows when Ross isn’t texting. He notices the way his fingers still hover over the screen, like there’s something else he should say.
He doesn’t know what.
Shay: yeah
Shay: sleep
The reply comes almost immediately.
Ross: night, shay
The name lands warm.
Shane sets his phone face-down on the coffee table and leans back into the couch, eyes closing.
For the first time in days, his thoughts don’t race ahead of him. They don’t loop. They don’t demand anything.
He just lets the quiet settle.
Boston doesn’t cross his mind at all.
What he thinks about—right before sleep takes him—is the ease of being known in small ways. The comfort of someone noticing when he’s different. Someone reminding him not to fight the good tired.
He tells himself it’s nothing.
He falls asleep believing it.

Ilya spends most of the afternoon at Svetlana’s.
It isn’t intentional. He brings groceries because he knows she won’t, because she’ll forget something essential and then complain about it later like it was inevitable. He expects to drop them off and leave. Instead, he ends up sitting at her kitchen table while she reorganizes the same cabinet she reorganized last month.
The apartment smells faintly like citrus cleaner and coffee that’s been sitting too long.
Svetlana moves around him easily, barefoot, hair pulled back, pulling things out and putting them back with no obvious system. Ilya eats without comment, phone face-down beside his plate, listening to the muted sounds of the city through the open window.
“You play Montreal next week,” she says eventually, like it’s an afterthought.
Ilya hums in acknowledgment.
“If you beat them,” she continues, “you’ve got a real shot. The standings are tight, but that’s the game that matters.”
“Maybe,” he says.
She snorts, unimpressed. “Not maybe. You do. New York’s bad this year. Chicago too. Both of them will be out early.”
Ilya glances up at that. “That’s generous.”
“It’s accurate,” she replies, not looking at him. “You just don’t like saying it.”
He lets that pass. Finishes his food. Drinks his water. Svetlana stacks dishes in the sink without rinsing them first, something that irritates him just enough to be familiar.
“Montreal doesn’t rush,” she adds, reaching for something on the top shelf. “They wait teams out.”
“They always have,” Ilya says.
“And that works,” she says lightly. “Until it doesn’t.”
She looks at him then, brief and knowing, like she’s said something she expects him to understand without explanation.
“You’ll need to be patient too.”
“I am,” Ilya says.
Svetlana smiles, like she’s heard that before.
They lapse into quiet after that. Not awkward. Just unfilled. The kind of silence that doesn’t ask for anything. Ilya stays longer than he planned to, leaves when the light outside starts to fade instead of when the conversation ends.
Back at his apartment, the quiet feels different.
He turns on the TV out of habit, lands on the New York game halfway through the first period. Keeps the volume low. Watches them fumble a clean entry, lose possession where they shouldn’t.
Predictable.
He doesn’t rewind. There’s nothing worth studying yet.
His phone buzzes on the coffee table.
Shay.
Ilya doesn’t pause the broadcast. Just glances down and answers.
Ross: watching hockey
Ross: preparing myself emotionally
The reply comes almost immediately.
Shay: brave
Shay: whose suffering are you enjoying tonight
Ilya shifts back into the couch, stretching his legs out in front of him.
Ross: boring team
Ross: unfortunately not my favorite player
A beat.
Shay: wow
Shay: must be nice to have standards that low
Ilya exhales through his nose, faintly amused.
The game drags. New York presses too hard again. Ilya barely registers it.
Shay: my mom just texted me a paragraph
Shay: about line matchups
Shay: she’s taking this season very seriously
Ilya’s mouth curves faintly.
Ross: as she should
Ross: important work
Shay: i made the mistake of asking her opinion
Shay: never again
Ross: rookie error
Another turnover on screen. Ilya doesn’t rewind.
Shay: is your family like that
The question lands casually. No weight attached to it.
Ilya answers just as easily.
Ross: my dad used to watch
Ross: knew the game pretty well
Nothing else.
Hollander doesn’t push.
Shay: that’s cool
Shay: sounds like mine honestly
Ilya lets the silence sit. Comfortable. Unbothered.
Ross: yeah
Ross: it helps
The conversation drifts after that, loosening around the edges. Hollander sends something about a drill that didn’t make sense. Ilya replies with a dry comment that makes Hollander laugh. The TV gets muted sometime in the second period without either of them acknowledging it.
Eventually—
Ross: you eat yet or are you surviving on vibes
Shay: ate
Shay: don’t sound so disappointed
Ross: consistency matters
Shay: you’re exhausting
Ross: i try
The messages space out naturally after that. Not an ending — just a pause.
Ross: probably calling it soon
Ross: early day tomorrow
There’s a delay.
Shay: yeah
Shay: goodnight, ross
Ross: night shay
Ilya sets the phone down and lets the rest of the game play out silently. New York loses. He isn’t surprised. 
He turns off the TV, rinses his glass, and lines his keys up by the door without thinking about it.
Tomorrow will be busy. Next week even more so. 
For now, everything is contained.
That’s enough.

Shane doesn’t turn the TV on.
He drops his bag by the door, kicks his shoes off wherever they land, and goes straight for the kitchen instead. The apartment is quiet in a way that feels earned, not empty. Practice had taken something out of him, but not in the bad way. Not the restless way.
He eats standing at the counter, scrolling idly, phone balanced against the backsplash.
Ross is watching hockey.
That tracks.
Shane smiles to himself as he types, the familiar rhythm already there before he thinks about it.
They drift, like they always do. Jokes that don’t need set-up. Teasing that never lands sharp. It’s easy enough that Shane doesn’t clock how naturally he’s pacing himself around the conversation—waiting a beat before replying, letting the silence stretch when it wants to.
His mom texts him mid-conversation.
A paragraph. Of course.
Shane exhales, amused, and forwards none of it. Just summarizes instead, thumbs flying.
Shay: my mom is being intense again
Shay: deep analysis
Shay: i regret everything
Ross’s reply comes fast, dry as ever.
Shane laughs quietly, leaning back against the counter.
He mentions her because it feels normal to. Because Ross feels like someone who exists comfortably in the space between hockey and everything else. Because it doesn’t feel like oversharing when he does it.
When he asks about Ross’s family, it’s the same instinct. Casual. Curious. Nothing loaded.
The answer is simple.
My dad used to watch.
That’s it.
It’s enough.
Shane doesn’t push. Doesn’t pry. Files it away without ceremony, the way you do with things that feel private even when they’re said plainly.
They drift again after that.
The conversation loosens. Messages spread out. The kind of back-and-forth that doesn’t demand attention but keeps it anyway. Shane finishes eating, rinses his plate, wanders into the living room without putting his phone down.
At some point, Ross asks if he’s eaten.
Shane snorts at that, thumbs tapping out a reply he doesn’t think twice about.
It feels nice — being checked on like that. Not in a way that presses. Just…noticed.
He tells himself that’s nothing.
When Ross says he’s calling it for the night, Shane feels the absence before he names it as such. The quiet that follows settles a little deeper than the rest of the room.
Shay: talk later?
The reply is immediate.
Yeah.
Shane drops his phone onto the couch beside him and stretches out, arms over his head, staring at the ceiling.
He doesn’t think about Boston.
He doesn’t think about next week.
He thinks about how easy it was to talk. How natural it felt to let pieces of his life surface without guarding them. How the day, which had started restless and unfinished, now feels like it landed exactly where it was meant to.
That thought lingers as he gets ready for bed.
When he finally turns the light off, sleep comes quickly — unforced, uncomplicated.
For once, Shane doesn’t brace for morning.

Shane’s phone buzzes while he’s halfway through changing.
He’s kicked one shoe off and is working on the other when he sees Ross’s name light up the screen. He doesn’t rush, exactly—but he does answer before he’s even fully aware he’s decided to.
Ross: wow
Ross: you alive over there or did you finally get taken out by laundry
Shane huffs a laugh, toeing the second shoe off.
Shay: still standing
Shay: barely
Ross: tragic
Ross: what did you do today, hero
Shane leans back against the wall, phone warm in his hand.
Shay: practice
Shay: then my mom ambushed me with lunch
Ross: ambushed
Ross: sounds serious
Shay: she had opinions
Shay: several of them
Ross: shocking
Ross: i refuse to believe this is new information
Shane smiles, easy.
Shay: i made the mistake of asking how she thought things were going
Shay: i won’t be doing that again
Ross: growth
Ross: love to see it 
He moves into the kitchen while they talk, grabbing a glass of water, pacing the length of the counter like he always does when he’s unwinding.
Ross: was practice brutal or just annoying
Shay: not bad
Shay: light
Shay: felt…good actually
There’s a beat before Ross answers.
Ross: wow
Ross: look at you having a healthy day
Shay: don’t get used to it
Ross: too late
Ross: i’m already adjusting my expectations 😈
Shane laughs, the sound soft and unguarded in the quiet apartment.
Shay: what about you
Shay: besides being a menace in my phone
Ross: rude
Ross: i was extremely well behaved today
Shay: suspicious
Ross: spent most of it being productive
Ross: shocking, i know
Shay: proud of you
Ross: careful
Ross: i’ll get used to the encouragement
They lapse into an easy back-and-forth after that—nothing heavy, nothing that needs unpacking. Just familiar teasing, the kind that settles instead of sparking.
At some point, Ross sends something stupid enough that Shane has to sit down, laughing into his hand so it doesn’t echo too loudly.
It’s late before either of them notices.
Ross: you should probably sleep
Ross: you sound like you’re running on fumes
Shane checks the time, surprised.
Shay: yeah
Shay: probably
Ross: see
Ross: need i remind you of the shower the other night
Shay: i was wondering when you’d bring that up
Ross: someone has to keep you on your toes somehow ;)
There’s a pause — not awkward, just full.
Shay: talk tomorrow?
Ross: we'll see
Shane sets his phone down after that and finishes getting ready for bed, the quiet feeling less empty than it usually does.
When he lies down, the day settles around him easily — practice, his mom’s voice, Ross’s teasing threaded through it all.
Sleep comes without effort.
For once, he doesn’t feel like he has to stay alert.

Ilya rewatches the third period instead of the second.
The first pass through, he lets it play straight. No pauses. No rewinds. Just the rhythm of it—line changes, neutral-zone pressure, the way New York tries to manufacture chaos when they can’t force control. He watches the structure more than the score, the way Montreal absorbs contact and redirects instead of chasing.
It’s clean.
That’s what bothers him.
He flicks the remote back thirty seconds and watches the same sequence again, this time leaning forward, elbows braced on his knees. On screen, Scott hunter overcommits on the forecheck, opens a lane that shouldn’t exist. Montreal slides through it without hesitation. No rush. No flash. Just execution.
Ilya exhales through his nose.
“Too easy,” he mutters, though the play has already moved on.
He scrubs forward again, stopping the frame just before a zone entry breaks down. Watches the spacing. The patience. The way Montreal waits for pressure to show itself before exploiting it. It’s disciplined in a way that’s deeply irritating—like a team that knows exactly how much time it has and refuses to be rushed.
He lets the clip run.
The broadcast lingers on the Montreal bench for a beat too long, catching body language between shifts. Nothing obvious. Just control. Composure. The kind that doesn’t come from adrenaline.
Ilya notes it without thinking about why.
His phone lights up on the coffee table.
He doesn’t reach for it right away.
He watches the end of the shift instead, watches the puck get chipped deep, watches New York hesitate where they shouldn’t. The horn sounds. The crowd noise swells. The camera cuts back to center ice.
Only then does he pick up the phone.
Marlow: couple of us grabbing drinks
Marlow: you in?
Ilya checks the time, then the quiet room around him. He considers it just long enough for the choice to feel intentional.
Ross: yeah
Ross: send location
Another buzz interrupts them, this time from a different thread.
Shay: you up?
Ilya’s mouth curves faintly.
Shay doesn’t text late unless he expects an answer. That’s a habit he’s clocked without naming. He types back easily.
Ross: yeah
Ross: couldn’t sleep
A pause.
Shay: same
Ilya glances back at the paused screen, then locks it without another look.
Ross: hockey hangover
Ross: happens to normal people too
Shay: tragic
Shay: thought i was special
Ilya smirks, leaning back into the couch now, posture loose but attentive.
Ross: you still are
Ross: just not immune
They sit in that for a moment. Comfortable. Light. No digging.
Ilya scrolls through the highlights again, not to watch—just to keep his hands busy.
Ross: caught some of montreal earlier
Ross: new york plays like they’re guessing
That one’s deliberate. Safe. Observational. Anyone could say it.
Hollander takes longer to answer this time.
Shay: they push hard when they don’t have answers
Shay: opens them up
Ross: yeah
Ross: pressure exposes their habits
A beat.
Shay: you sound like a coach
Ross: i work with patterns all day
Ross: can’t really turn it off
True enough.
Shay: remind me not to ask your opinion then
Ross: too late
Ross: already forming them
Ilya lets out a quiet laugh, brief and gone just as fast. He stretches one leg out in front of him, ankle rolling once to loosen it.
Ross: early season’s weird though
Shay: yeah
Shay: it’ll shake out
Ross: always does
The conversation drifts—not fading, just loosening. Charged without friction. Exactly where it’s meant to stay.
Ross: heading out for a bit
Ross: don’t stay up too late
There’s a pause before the reply.
Shay: bossy as usual
Ross: someone has to be
That earns a breathy huff before Ilya can stop it.
Shay: talk later?
Ross: always
Simple. Unloaded. Clean.
At the bar, everything is louder than necessary—music pulsing, bodies packed close, the familiar churn of postgame energy and ego. Ilya slips into it without effort. Orders his usual. Let's Marlow and Price ramble about bad matchups and missed calls without correcting him.
He leaves before midnight.
No announcement. No explanation.
Back home, he drops his keys into the bowl by the door and kicks off his shoes without lining them up. The apartment settles around him, quiet in a way that doesn’t demand anything.
He checks his phone once more out of habit.
Nothing new.
Good.
He sets it down and heads for the shower, already running through tomorrow’s practice—angles to tighten, timing to clean up, pressure points to test.
New York won’t play that loose again.
And Montreal—
Ilya’s mouth curves faintly as the water heats.
They’re going to be interesting.
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  Shane wakes before his alarm.
Not because of nerves. Because his body is already moving ahead of him, restless in a way that feels productive instead of sharp. The hotel room is quiet, early light leaking in around the edges of the curtains.
His phone is face-down on the nightstand.
He reaches for it before he stands up.
Ross: morning
Ross: tell me you’re not already awake
Shane smiles, still half-asleep.
Shay: too late
Shay: body betrayed me
Ross: rude
Ross: i was going to pretend i was disciplined today
Shane swings his legs off the bed, stretches once.
Shay: you? disciplined?
Shay: i’d pay to see it
Ross: careful
Ross: i’ll start charging
Shane laughs quietly as he pulls on his hoodie, the sound small in the quiet room. It feels good to start the day like this — grounded, familiar.
The hotel room still smells faintly like detergent and stale coffee from the lobby downstairs. Shane moves through it on autopilot—pulling his hair back, tugging socks on, checking he’s got everything even though he always does. His shoulder rolls once, then twice, the kind of loose pre-game check he does without thinking.
His phone stays in his hand longer than it needs to.
He doesn’t reread the messages. He doesn’t have to. The rhythm of them is enough. The fact that Ross is there on the other end of the morning—awake, teasing, steady—makes the day feel like it has rails.
He tells himself that’s normal.
Morning skate is light.
It’s the kind of skate that’s more about touch than effort. A few laps to loosen joints. Pucks on net. A couple quick reps of the same entries they’ll run tonight, just to feel the timing. The arena is empty enough that every sound echoes—blades carving, pucks clicking, a coach’s whistle snapping clean through the air.
Shane likes it when rinks sound like this.
It’s honest.
He catches himself scanning the far end of the ice out of habit. Boston’s side. Shapes moving. Jerseys that don’t matter yet. He doesn’t linger on any of it. There’s no point. Tonight will be loud; tonight will have teeth.
This is just the warm-up.
The arena is quieter than it will be tonight, echoes stretching too far, the ice freshly cut and clean. Shane’s legs feel solid under him, edges biting exactly where he wants them to. He moves easily through drills, not forcing anything, letting the game come to him.
On the bench between reps, his phone buzzes again.
Ross: how’s it feel
Shay: good
Shay: annoyingly good
Ross: hate that for you
Ross: but also not
Shane pockets the phone when the whistle blows, pushes back onto the ice with a grin he doesn’t bother hiding.
He skates the next rep harder than he has to, just to feel the bite of his edges. The ice holds. His body holds. Everything does what it’s supposed to do. That’s the quiet promise of mornings like this—your muscles obey, the day doesn’t ask too much yet.
When they break, he checks his phone once more out of reflex.
Later, back in the locker room, Hayden drops down beside him, tugging his jersey over his head.
“Rozanov’s an asshole,” Hayden says conversationally, like he’s commenting on the weather.
Shane snorts. “Good morning to you too.”
“He always looks like he’s judging everyone,” Hayden continues. “Like we’re personally disappointing him by existing.”
“That’s just his face.”
Hayden considers that. “Still rude.”
Shane laughs, shaking his head. He doesn’t feel irritated. If anything, he feels…ready.
Hayden keeps talking like he’s warming up for a bit. Chirps about Boston’s lineup. Complains about their fans. Throws out a prediction no one asked for. Shane lets it wash over him, half-listening, half-stretching his shoulders, the low-grade buzz of game day settling into his blood.
The game starts fast.
Boston comes out sharp, but so does Montreal. The puck moves cleanly from the opening faceoff, no hesitation, no feeling-out period. Both teams know what kind of night this is going to be. The first few shifts are tight and efficient—short passes, hard stops, sticks in lanes.
The kind of hockey Shane likes.
It’s chess-speed hockey with a knife-edge under it. Every decision is made quickly, but not recklessly. The boards rattle with contact that’s meant to test balance more than pain tolerance. The crowd reacts in pulses—noise rising and falling like a tide, swelling every time someone gets a step and then dropping back when the play closes again.
Shane breathes with it.
Shift, bench, shift. Water. Tape adjustment. Hayden’s knee bumping his in that casual way teammates do when they’re trying to bleed off energy.
He likes being in a game that rewards patience.
He likes even more that his body is cooperating.
His line finds its rhythm early. On his first shift, he carries the puck over the blue line with space closing in from both sides, waits just long enough to draw pressure, then dishes it off clean before curling back high. The play resets. No rush. No scramble.
He tracks back in time to break up a pass in the neutral zone, taps the puck loose with the toe of his blade, and hears the small approving shout from the bench as Boston dumps it deep instead of forcing something stupid.
It feels good.
On the bench, he can feel the heat rolling off his teammates, the sharp scent of sweat and rubber and adrenaline. Someone cracks a joke behind him. Someone else laughs too loudly. The refs skate past with that blank, detached expression like they’re trying not to be noticed.
Shane takes a long drink of water and tips his head back, eyes on the ice. He watches the patterns, the little tells—Boston’s winger cheating a half-step early, Montreal’s D waiting him out instead of chasing.
Everything is readable tonight.
That’s a dangerous kind of confidence.
The ice is fast under his skates, responsive in a way that makes timing feel intuitive instead of forced. His legs don’t burn yet. His lungs settle into rhythm quickly. He doesn’t have to think about where to be—his body just goes there.
Midway through the period, he cuts through center ice and catches Rozanov’s eye.
Just a glance. Nothing intentional.
Rozanov’s expression is unreadable—focused, sharp, the same closed-off intensity Shane’s seen a dozen times before. For half a second, it feels like the moment might stretch into something else.
Then Rozanov looks away first.
That’s fine.
He tells himself it’s nothing—just a glance, just two players cataloguing each other the way they always do. But the moment sticks in the back of his mind anyway, not because it’s charged, but because it isn’t. Because Rozanov looks away like Shane isn’t worth the time.
Which is either arrogance or strategy.
Shane can’t decide which.
He decides he doesn’t care.
He gets back into the play.
The period stretches on, gaining weight as bodies start to collide with more purpose. Checks land harder along the boards. The crowd swells and falls back in waves, noise rising every time someone gets free with the puck.
Shane takes a hit near the corner—solid, clean. He rides it, shoulder absorbing the impact, skates staying under him. The puck squirts loose. He’s back in the play before the defender even turns.
That earns a low murmur from the crowd.
As they brush past each other near the boards, Rozanov’s voice drops.
“You always play this hard?” he asks, almost thoughtful.
Shane keeps his eyes forward. “Part of the job.”
A pause.
“Oh, so not just against me?” Rozanov adds.
Shane smiles despite himself. “Fuck off.”
He skates off back to the bench
On the bench, JJ nudges his shoulder with a grin. “See? Told you. Asshole energy.”
Shane huffs a laugh, tugging his helmet strap loose. “Focus.”
JJ grins wider. “I am focused. On hating him.”
Shane shakes his head, still smiling as the line change comes. He hops back over the boards, breath steady, pulse calm.
Late in the period, Shane battles for the puck behind the net, shoulder-to-shoulder with Rozanov for a beat longer than necessary. The puck slides free, but neither of them moves right away.
“Careful,” Rozanov says under his breath, voice flat, almost bored. “You’re getting bold.”
Shane doesn’t look at him. “Someone has to.”
Rozanov huffs something like a laugh before skating off.
The horn sounds not long after that.
They head to the locker room even. No drama. No mistakes that matter. The kind of first period that feels like a promise rather than a warning.
Intermission feels like stepping into a different climate. The locker room is humid with effort, a controlled chaos of people unstrapping gear, towels snapping, tape getting torn. A trainer moves through with quiet efficiency. Someone complains about a missed call. Someone else argues back.
Shane sits, elbows on knees, breathing steady.
He checks his phone without thinking.
No message.
He tells himself that’s fine too.
As the second period starts, Shane feels it—that extra gear, the one you don’t always get access to. His legs feel lighter. His timing sharper. He leans into it just a little, pushing harder through the neutral zone, chasing a play that’s already forming in his head.
It isn’t reckless. It’s just…sharp. The game has opened a crack, and Shane feels it. He wants to be the one who steps through first.
He hops the boards with that restless energy he usually saves for late-game moments, when the scoreboard forces urgency. He doesn’t know why it’s here now.
He only knows it feels good to have it.
Boston wins the draw and sends the puck deep, the kind of dump meant to test legs instead of systems. Shane turns, skates back hard, shoulder checking out of habit as he angles toward the corner. He gets there first, cushions the puck along the boards, waits out the pressure instead of panicking.
A Boston forward comes in fast. Shane absorbs the hit, keeps his feet, chips the puck up the wall.
Simple. Effective.
Montreal resets.
The puck swings high, then back down low. Shane circles out of the zone, catches a return pass just inside the blue line, and accelerates through center ice. The lane opens for half a second longer than expected.
He takes it.
There’s space ahead of him—real space, not the illusion of it—and Shane leans into his stride, stick handling just enough to keep the puck honest. A defender angles in from his right. Another trails him, half a step late.
He cuts left.
The puck slides forward cleanly. The defender bites. Shane feels that familiar surge of confidence, the moment where everything aligns and the game narrows down to instinct.
He doesn’t see the third body until it’s too late.
The hit comes from the side—hard, legal, timed to separate him from the puck rather than drive him into the boards. Shane braces on instinct, shoulders turning, core tightening, weight shifting the way it always does when he expects contact.
Except his edge doesn’t release cleanly.
Not dramatically. Not enough for anyone to notice at first.
Just enough.
His skate holds for a fraction of a second longer than his upper body expects, momentum carrying him through the hit without the give he needs. His shoulder takes the full force—compressed inward, driven up and back as his arm pins awkwardly beneath him.
There’s a sharp, tearing pull across the joint that steals his breath before pain even registers.
He tries to correct—drop his shoulder, roll through it, anything—but the damage is already done. His balance is gone, his center blown apart by the misalignment.
He goes down hard.
The sound of his body hitting the ice is wrong—too loud, too final. Shane gasps, the air punched out of his lungs as white-hot pain detonates through his shoulder, radiating down his arm and up into his neck.
This time, it doesn’t fade.
It blooms.
He grabs at his shoulder without thinking, fingers curling into the fabric of his jersey as his vision blurs. The pain is immediate and overwhelming, sharp enough to turn his stomach. He tries to pull his arm in toward his chest.
It doesn’t move.
A sound tears out of him before he can stop it.
The whistle blows—long and shrill—but it feels distant, like it’s happening underwater. Skates scrape around him. Shadows pass through his vision. Someone says his name, but it doesn’t land.
Shane squeezes his eyes shut, jaw locking as he fights for breath.
In through the nose. Out through the mouth.
It doesn’t help.
Hands reach for him—too many, too fast.
“Don’t move him.”
The voice cuts through the noise like a blade.
Sharp. Commanding. Furious.
Shane blinks, eyes burning, and sees Rozanov dropping to one knee beside him, helmet already off, gloves torn free and discarded somewhere behind him.
Rozanov looks wrong.
His face is tight, eyes blown wide and locked on Shane’s shoulder with something close to panic. He shoves a Boston player back with one hand without even looking at him.
“Get away from him,” Rozanov snaps. “Back up.”
The trainers are already rushing in, but Rozanov doesn’t seem to register them at first.
“Shane—hey. Hey.” His voice drops, urgent now, like he’s trying to anchor Shane in place. “Don’t move. Don’t—”
Shane tries to speak. Tries to say he’s fine, that it’s just pain, that he’s had worse.
Nothing comes out.
The trainer kneels, hands hovering, assessing. “Rozanov, we need—”
Rozanov rounds on him. “Look at his shoulder,” he snaps. “Look at it.”
The trainer does.
Something in his expression changes.
“Okay,” the trainer says carefully. “Okay. Shane, stay with me, alright?”
Rozanov’s hand is on Shane’s shoulder now—bare, ungloved, grounding in a way that feels too intimate for the middle of the ice.
“I’ve got you,” Rozanov says, voice low and tight. 
Shane’s head lolls slightly toward him, confusion cutting through the pain just enough to catch on something wrong.
Rozanov said his name.
Not Hollander.
Not anything else.
Shane.
Their eyes meet.
Rozanov freezes.
For half a second, the entire arena seems to go silent.
Shane doesn’t understand what’s happening—only that Rozanov is staring at him like something fragile has shattered, and that whatever comes next is going to change everything.
The world narrows to hands and voices.
A stretcher edge digs into his ribs. Tape pulls at his skin. Someone keeps saying his name like repetition will keep him anchored. Shane tries to answer and can’t find the air for it.
Bright lights smear overhead as they move him—white, then darker, then white again. The ceiling fractures into streaks as the tunnel closes in.
He catches one last glimpse of the bench—Hayden’s face tight and furious, mouth moving like he’s asking a question Shane can’t hear.
Then everything tilts sideways, and everything goes soft.

Shane wakes up to sound before sensation.
A voice—tight, clipped, pitched too low to be meant for anyone else—cuts through the dark.
“No, I need—”
A breath. Abrupt, like it’s been swallowed.
“—I need to see him.”
Another voice answers, calm and practiced. A nurse. Reassuring in the way hospital voices are when they’ve already decided the worst part is over.
“He’s stable. He’s still out of it. You can sit, but—”
“I can’t just sit.”
Shane tries to open his eyes. His head protests immediately, a deep pressure behind his temples like something is pushing outward. There’s a weight on his chest that doesn’t feel like pain exactly—more like resistance, like his lungs have to argue for every breath.
A monitor beeps. Once. Again. Too loud.
“I should have—” the man says, then stops himself. “I shouldn’t have let—”
The sentence never finishes.
Shane drifts.
When he surfaces again, the voice is closer. Quieter. Stripped of whatever composure it had before.
“You scared the shit out of me.”
It’s not said for anyone else. No edge. No humor. Just fact.
Shane thinks, dimly, that it’s strange how familiar the cadence feels. The way the words taper off at the end. Like the speaker isn’t used to saying things like that out loud.
He tries to move. Something tugs at his arm. Pain sparks sharp and immediate, white-hot down his shoulder and into his ribs.
His breath stutters.
“Hey—hey,” the nurse says, louder now. “Easy. Shane?”
His eyelids finally cooperate. The ceiling swims into view—white, too bright, stippled with tiny cracks he immediately fixates on because focusing on anything feels safer than checking his body.
Hospital smell hits next. Antiseptic and plastic and something faintly metallic. It clings to the back of his throat.
“You’re in the hospital,” the nurse continues. “You took a hit during the game. You scared a lot of people.”
A hit.
The word lands heavier than it should.
Memory comes in fragments. The sound—wrong somehow, too loud, like a bat cracking. The split second where his body didn’t respond the way he told it to.
Shane swallows. His throat aches.
“How bad?” he asks.
The nurse hesitates, just a fraction. “You were out for a bit. We’re being cautious.”
Cautious is code. He knows that.
He tries to take inventory the way he’s been trained to—to separate panic from reality. Fingers. Toes. Breath. But the concussion makes everything slippery. Thoughts don’t line up. Memory comes in with missing frames, like someone cut the film wrong.
He hates that more than the pain.
He hates not knowing what he doesn’t know.
Out for a bit means concussion protocol. Means weeks, not days. Means questions about whether he plays the same after this, whether he plays at all.
His parents’ faces flicker uninvited through his mind—his mother’s tight smile, already calculating flights; his father pretending he isn’t panicking by asking too many practical questions.
I told you this league was brutal.
 You don’t have to prove anything.
 Is it worth it?
A shape shifts in his peripheral vision.
Shane turns his head.
Rozanov stands near the chair by the bed, hands clasped together like he doesn’t trust them not to do something reckless. His posture is casual on the surface, but his shoulders are too high, his weight balanced on the balls of his feet like he’s ready to move at any second.
Why the fuck is Rozanov here?
League duties?
Shane takes a moment to look him over, seeing exhaustion and other emotions he’d never thought he would see on a guy like Rozanov.
“You look,” Shane says slowly, voice rough, “terrible.”
Rozanov exhales something that might almost be a laugh. “Makes two of us.”
The nurse asks him the usual questions. Name. Date. Where are you. All while giving Rozanov a look out of the corner of her eye.
Shane answers all of them, though it takes concentration—like reaching for words through water. His head throbs in response, a dull reminder every time he pushes too hard.
When the nurse steps away, Rozanov moves closer. Not touching. Just close enough that Shane can feel the heat of him, the presence.
“You don’t remember the hit?” Rozanov asks.
“Enough,” Shane says. “I remember thinking I had time.”
Rozanov’s jaw tightens. “Yeah.”
That’s it. No reassurance. No lecture. No don’t do that again.
He remembers Rozanov on the ice—calling his name before anyone else did.
It should be comforting. Instead, it makes Shane uneasy.
Rozanov talks while the nurse checks something at the foot of the bed. About how the trainers reacted fast. About how the doctors say he’s lucky his collarbone wasn’t shattered. About how he’ll be out for a bit, but it could’ve been worse.
Out for a bit.
Shane’s chest tightens again. The season stretches out in his mind like a calendar he can’t reach—games he won’t play, minutes he won’t earn, momentum slipping through his fingers.
He doesn’t hear Rozanov say I was scared.
But he heard it earlier. In that voice meant for no one.
The nurse returns. “I’m going to grab your phone from your locker. Your team’s been blowing it up.”
Rozanov stiffens.
It’s subtle. A shift of weight. A pause that’s just a beat too long.
Shane notices. 
While the nurse is gone, Rozanov fills the space with more nothing. Small talk. Logistics. Anything that isn’t the way his eyes keep flicking to Shane’s IV, the monitors, the bandage at his temple.
Shane wonders, distantly, when Rozanov got so bad at being an asshole.
Minutes pass in fragments.
The nurse comes and goes. Someone checks vitals. Someone asks Shane to follow a penlight with his eyes. Rozanov stays in the same place, like he’s been told to stand there and doesn’t know what else to do with his body.
Shane notices stupid details because focusing on them feels safer—Rozanov’s dishelved appearance, the way he keeps flexing his fingers like he’s trying to bleed off something restless.
He shouldn’t be here.
And yet he is.
“Hollander–” Rozanov starts, before the nurse comes in with a click of the door.
Shane knows he’s a little groggy, but he feels like he needs to pinch himself because of how unreal this whole situation seems.
She walks up to Shane’s bed and Rozanov an awkward distance away with the phone and sets it on the bed. “Try not to get too excited,” she says. “You’ve got a fan club.”
Rozanov doesn’t leave or try to speak again.
Shane wakes the screen. Notifications cascade down—missed calls, group chats, messages from teammates already arguing about whether the hit was clean.
One name sits near the top.
Ross.
That gives him pause.
He doesn’t remember texting Ross about the game.
The last message is already there. Vague. Intense. Too specific in a way that makes Shane’s stomach dip.
Ross: you scared me. that was not what i meant by taking risks.
Oh.
Oh.
His brain latches onto the explanation that makes sense.
I slipped. I let something show. He knows who I am.
He types carefully.
Shay: what do you mean
Not defensive. Not accusatory. Just enough to test the ground. His mind jumps ahead, already mapping damage control if Ross knows who he is. He isn’t out—he isn’t even sure he’s gay. He plays in the NHL, for God’s sake.
Across the room, Rozanov is talking to the nurse again—too calm, too measured. Shane half-listens, mind fixed on the phone and Ross.
Nothing happens.
No reply. No typing bubble.
The monitor beeps. His head pulses in time with it.
Did I say something wrong? Did someone connect dots they weren’t supposed to? Did Ross see the hit and put it together? How would he know? I mean, Shane knew he watched hockey.
His thumb hovers. He thinks about his parents again—how this would look if it got out, how fast things spiral once people think they know something about you.
He sends another message.
Shay: what game are you talking about?
This one is sharper. Cleaner.
If Ross says Montreal, I’m fucked.
If he doesn’t, I can still fix this.
Across the room—
A phone vibrates.
Not his.
Rozanov’s.
Same moment. Same rhythm. Same length.
The sound is soft, almost nothing. But Shane hears it anyway.
The room stills.
Shane looks up, irritation flaring before suspicion. His head was throbbing and Rozanov was just chatting with the nurse in his room.  “Can you guys—” he starts, then stops.
Rozanov hasn’t moved.
The nurse is still talking, clipboard between them, asking about signatures and charity events and a son who loves hockey. Rozanov nods on autopilot, eyes locked on the door to leave.
Shane looks back down at his phone.
No new message.
Then—slowly—he looks up again.
Timing. Stillness. The way Rozanov hasn’t blinked.
It doesn’t hit like a punch.
It slides into place.
The cadence.
The pauses.
The way Ross always waited before replying, like he was choosing every word.
The way Rozanov has been looking at him all night, like he’s been holding something back with both hands. The distant memory of Rozanov on the ice.
His throat goes dry.
Rozanov moves.
Fast. Controlled. Wrong.
“I should go,” he says, already stepping back. 
The nurse blocks him immediately. Still talking about hockey and how much her son loves watching him play. “Just one second—could you sign this? My son would lose his mind.”
Rozanov stops. Smiles with effort. Takes the pen with fingers that don’t quite stop shaking.
Shane doesn’t look away from him.
He sends one more message.
Shay: ross?
Rozanov’s phone vibrates again.
This time, Shane doesn’t look down.
He says it quietly. Not angry. Not loud. Like he’s testing the word, like it might break if he presses too hard.
“Ross.”
The pen slips from Rozanov’s fingers and clatters to the floor.
For a second, the monitor is the loudest thing in the room.
Then Rozanov looks at him.
Really looks at him.
And Shane knows.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    so did we enjoy the game??? or????? LOL????

i am ready for the comments! don't hate me i will update on friday just because of how i ended this chapter lol sorryyyyy but not really

i just absolutely love this chapter i mean 50k words of build up i mean cmonnnnnnnnnnnnn

i want to hear everyone's thoughts sooo go! i also want to know if it was obvious it was coming when it did??? i really wanted it to hit a certain way so i hope i got that


  


      

  












      Chapter 16: sixteen
  



    Chapter Notes

      quick side note WHO WAS GOING TO TELL ME I WAS SPELLING ROZANOV WITH AN S??????????? i am so mad at you guys (not really LOL) because how did i accidentally do that????!! well either way i went back and fixed it all i swear i did read the books i know how to spell it i think after i came up with ross it got mixed up idk?!?!

anyway enjoy & let me hear your thoughts in the comments :))


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  The pen hits the floor.
It makes a sharper sound than it should, plastic against tile, and for a second the room pauses around it. The nurse stops mid-sentence. Someone down the hall laughs too loudly. The monitor near the bed keeps beeping, steady and indifferent.
Ilya looks at the pen like it’s unfamiliar.
That irritates him.
He bends to pick it up before anyone else can, fingers closing too tightly around the barrel. He straightens, hands it back to the nurse with an automatic apology he doesn’t remember deciding to say.
“Sorry,” he adds, because that’s what people say when something small goes wrong.
The nurse smiles, distracted, already moving on. The moment passes.
It doesn’t pass for Ilya.
He becomes aware of his breathing—too shallow, too fast—and forces it back into rhythm. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The way he does on the bench, between shifts, when his pulse is running hot and he needs it to settle.
It works, mostly.
He finishes listening to the nurse talk about her son and him playing hockey. signs where he’s told to sign once more. Thanks the nurse for her kindess. He absorbs it all easily. This is familiar ground. Structure. Order.
He does not look at Hollander.
Not yet.
When he finally does, the look catches him off-balance.
Hollander is watching him too closely.
Not angry. Not confused. Just…focused. Alert in a way that has nothing to do with pain or medication. His expression is controlled, distant, like he’s already moved himself somewhere else and is waiting for Ilya to catch up.
Ilya feels something tighten low in his chest.
He dismisses it immediately.
This is awkward. That’s all. Exposure has a way of making everything feel sharper than it is. Shane is hurt. Embarrassed. He doesn’t want an audience for whatever just happened.
That makes sense.
“I should go,” Ilya says, because it’s the correct thing to say.
Shane doesn’t answer right away.
The pause stretches—not long, but long enough that Ilya notices it, long enough that he almost fills it himself. Explains. Clarifies. Says something unnecessary.
Then Shane nods once.
“Yeah,” he says. His voice is steady. Flat. “You should.”
The words land cleanly.
Not a question. Not a challenge.
A boundary.
Ilya stills. He hadn’t expected that—not exactly. He’d expected discomfort, maybe distance. Not this immediate, unambiguous line.
“Okay,” he says, just as evenly.
He waits for something else. An explanation. A crack. Anything that suggests this is temporary, or emotional, or complicated.
Nothing comes.
Shane looks away first, attention shifting back to the nurse as she adjusts something at the foot of the bed. He answers her questions without hesitation. Calm. Cooperative. Done.
Ilya steps back automatically, correcting the distance between them like it’s muscle memory. He doesn’t reach out again. Doesn’t offer help. Doesn’t linger.
He tells himself this is for the best.
This crossed a line. That’s all. It happens. People misjudge intensity all the time—especially in the margins, especially when things are already heightened by adrenaline and injury and proximity.
Nothing else.
Ilya turns and leaves.
The hallway feels longer than it should. Too bright. Too quiet. He becomes aware of his phone in his hand, unlocked, screen dark. He doesn’t remember taking it out.
He doesn’t check it.
He doesn’t text.
By the time the elevator doors slide shut, his breathing has evened out again. His posture settles back into place. Control restored, or close enough to count.
This is simpler if he doesn’t push.
This is safer if he doesn’t want more.
He stares at the floor number ticking down and lets the thought harden into something usable.

Ilya doesn’t go home right away.
He walks. Past the hospital entrance, past the parking lot, down a street he doesn’t recognize and doesn’t bother learning. The cold air bites at his face, sharp enough to keep him anchored in his body, sharp enough to cut through the echo of the room he just left.
He tells himself this is about excess energy.
Adrenaline has a way of lingering after games, after injuries. The body doesn’t always understand when it’s supposed to stand down.
Still—his hands won’t stop clenching.
He shoves them into his coat pockets and keeps moving.
The moment replays whether he wants it to or not.
The sound first.
The hit wasn’t illegal. He knows that. He’s watched it back already, slow and clinical, angle after angle. Shoulder through the body, timing clean, contact where it’s supposed to be. The kind of play that happens dozens of times a game.
So why did it sound wrong?
Why did it feel wrong in his chest before he even saw Hollander go down?
He remembers his skates digging in without conscious instruction. The way he was already moving before the whistle blew. The heat that surged up his spine, fast and unfamiliar.
Don’t touch him.
The words had come out of him sharp and loud, aimed at no one and everyone. He hadn’t thought about the bench. Or the cameras. Or the fact that he had no authority there.
He had only thought—
No.
He hadn’t thought at all.
That’s the problem.
Ilya slows, breath fogging in front of him, and forces himself to replay it again. Slower. Cleaner.
He remembers the sight of Hollander on the ice, one arm bent wrong, hand clutching at his own body like he was trying to keep it together by force. The open vulnerability of it hits harder in memory than it did in the moment.
Hollander, he corrects automatically.
That’s who he is. That’s the name that fits.
And yet—
Shane.
The name had left Ilya’s mouth without permission, without calculation. Not shouted. Not dramatic. Just urgent. Immediate. Like muscle memory.
Like instinct.
That thought makes his pace stutter.
Since when does he have instincts about Hollander?
He stops walking altogether.
This wasn’t supposed to be anything. That was the point. A distraction. A joke that landed unexpectedly well. A wrong number that turned into banter, into habit, into something easy and unexamined.
Since when does he care if Hollander is hurt?
Since when does he feel fear on the ice that has nothing to do with the play?
Fear is not an emotion Ilya allows himself often. It’s inefficient. It blurs judgment. He’s built his career on precision, on restraint, on knowing exactly where to put his attention and when to pull it back.
And yet—
His hands had been shaking when he took his gloves off.
He remembers that now, with a clarity that irritates him.
He remembers the way he’d knelt without thinking, the way his body had angled toward Hollander’s shoulder as if proximity alone could stabilize it. The way the trainers’ voices had sounded too slow, too far away.
I’ve got you.
The words sit badly in his memory.
Too intimate. Too honest. 
He hadn’t meant to say them.
Which implies—uncomfortably—that he meant them anyway
He didn’t even know Hollander. He knew Shay, sort of.
Ilya exhales, long and controlled, and resumes walking.
This is adrenaline, he tells himself.
That’s all. Emotional bleed-over from the win and panic. He’s spent too much time in conversation that wasn’t bounded by context—no locker room, no rink, no defined roles. That blurs lines. It creates false familiarity.
Anyone would misjudge that.
He thinks back to the beginning.
The first messages had been dry. Amused. Disposable. He hadn’t cared whether they continued. He’d liked the wit. The lack of pretense. The way Shane—Hollander—didn’t ask for more than Ilya was offering.
That had been the appeal.
So when did it shift? When did he start noticing silences? When did he start anticipating replies? When did he care enough to feel irritated when Hollander sounded tired?
Ilya doesn’t have a clean answer.
He doesn’t like that either.
By the time he reaches his apartment, the city noise has thinned and the night has settled into something quieter, heavier. He lets himself inside, locks the door, leans back against it for a moment longer than necessary.
His phone is still in his hand but he hasn’t checked it.
He tells himself that’s discipline.
He tells himself that what he’s feeling now is embarrassment, not loss. That the sharpness in his chest is irritation at being misread—at misreading in return.
That Hollander drew the line because it was necessary. Because this was always going to end this way.
Because it never meant anything in the first place.
He switches the light on.
The apartment looks the same as it did when he left it. Clean. Controlled. Undisturbed.
That should help.
Instead, the quiet presses in.
Ilya sets his phone face-down on the counter and turns away from it, jaw tightening as if that alone will be enough to convince himself.
This is better, he decides.
Cleaner.
He doesn’t need to understand why the thought doesn’t settle the way it should.

Ilya doesn’t sleep.
He lies on top of the covers, fully dressed, lights off, the city pressing faintly against the windows like a reminder that time is still moving even if he isn’t. His shoulders ache, tight from the way he’s been holding himself since the rink.
He tells himself exhaustion will take him eventually.
It doesn’t.
Instead, his mind slips backward without warning.
Not cleanly. Not in order.
The ice comes first—too bright, too white. The sound arrives a beat later: the dull, wrong crack of body on boards, amplified by the arena before the whistle ever blows.
In the memory, he’s already moving.
He sees it again from the angle that matters most: Hollander going down on his side, arm trapped beneath him, shoulder folding in a way that makes something in Ilya’s chest seize hard and immediate.
His shoulder.
That’s what his eyes had gone to first. The angle of it. The way Hollander tried to push up and couldn’t, frustration flashing across his face before pain wiped everything else away.
Don’t touch him.
The words echo now, too loud in the quiet room.
Ilya turns onto his side, jaw tightening. He hadn’t meant to say it like that. Hadn’t meant to say anything at all. He remembers the way the trainers’ hands had hovered for half a second longer than necessary because of him.
Because he’d sounded like he had authority there.
Because he’d acted like—
No.
The memory jumps.
The bench. The empty space where Hollander should have been. The rest of the period playing out anyway because that’s how it always goes. Because games don’t stop for injuries, no matter how bad they look in the moment.
Ilya had played.
He remembers that too clearly.
The rest of the game blurred into sharp decisions and clean execution, Boston pressing when it mattered, tightening systems, closing lanes. A necessary win. A win that kept them alive in a playoff race that doesn’t allow for hesitation.
Boston wins.
That fact sits in his chest like something heavy and misplaced.
He squeezes his eyes shut.
It was nothing.
That’s what he tells himself in the dark.
Nothing more than a bad hit and a worse reaction. An accumulation of adrenaline and proximity and the unnatural familiarity of a connection that never should have existed outside a phone screen.
It was never meant to be anything.
That had been the point.
The problem is, his body doesn’t agree.
His heart rate is still wrong—too fast, too aware. His shoulder twinges again, phantom discomfort, like his nerves haven’t caught up to reality yet.
The hospital overlays itself onto the ice.
The smell. Antiseptic and metal. The sound of monitors. Hollander—Shane—lying stiller than he ever had on the rink, eyes sharp even through the haze of pain and medication.
You scared the shit out of me.
Ilya sits up abruptly, breath catching.
He hadn’t meant to think about that again. Hadn’t meant to hear it in his own voice, stripped of everything careful and controlled.
He drags a hand down his face and forces himself to breathe.
This is what happens when you don’t keep things compartmentalized.
This is what happens when a joke lasts too long.
When did it stop being a joke?
The question surfaces before he can stop it.
He answers it immediately, because answers are safer than questions.
It didn’t stop.
It never changed.
He had misinterpreted familiarity for importance. Routine for meaning. That’s a common enough error. He’s seen it happen to teammates, to people who mistake availability for intimacy.
That doesn’t make it real.
It was nothing.
The thought lands — and then fractures.
Because if it was nothing, he wouldn’t still be seeing the angle of Hollander’s shoulder.
If it was nothing, his body wouldn’t have moved before his mind.
If it was nothing, saying Shane wouldn’t feel like something he needs to take back.
Ilya presses his palm flat against his sternum, grounding himself in the pressure, the way he does before faceoffs, before moments that demand control.
It was nothing.
It was not nothing.
The contradiction sits between the two thoughts, sharp and unresolved.
He doesn’t try to fix it.
He lies back down, staring at the ceiling until the shapes blur, until the memory dulls just enough to stop cutting.
This is easier if he doesn’t examine it.
Cleaner if he lets the line Shane drew stand untouched.
He tells himself that again as the night stretches on, the argument looping without resolution.
By morning, he’ll have convinced himself.
He has to.

Alexei calls just after midnight.
Ilya almost doesn’t answer. His phone has been face-down on the counter since he got home, like that alone might keep it quiet. The vibration rattles against the stone, sharp enough to make him flinch.
He answers on the third buzz.
“Что?”
What
Not unkind. Just tired.
“Отцу хуже,” says Alexei. No greeting. No buffer. “Он сегодня утром меня не узнал.”
Father’s worse. He didn’t recognize me this morning.
Ilya closes his eyes.
The apartment feels too small suddenly, walls pressing in where they hadn’t before.
“Насколько?”
How bad?
“Снова меняют лекарства,” Alexei says. “Врачи говорят вокруг да около.”
They’re adjusting the meds again. The doctors are talking around it.
Ilya hums in response. Presses his thumb into the edge of the counter, grounding himself in the pressure.
“Тебе нужно, чтобы я приехал?”
Do you need me there?
“Нет,” Alexei answers immediately. Too quickly. “Пока нет.”
No. Not yet.
A pause.
“Ты хреново звучишь,” Alexei adds.
You sound like shit.
“Иди к чёрту,” Ilya replies, because it’s easier than explaining what fine actually means.
Go to hell.
They hang up without ceremony.
For a few seconds afterward, Ilya just stares at the blank screen.
This is not the night to be alone.
The thought is practical. Sensible. He scrolls until he finds Svetlana’s name.
Ilya: you out?
Her reply comes almost immediately.
Svet: obviously

Svet: where are you
He sends an address without thinking about it.
The bar is loud enough to blur everything into manageable shapes. Music heavy. Lights low. The kind of place where you don’t have to explain why you’re there.
Svetlana finds him easily, already smiling, already holding two drinks.
“There he is,” she says, pressing one into his hand. “Playoff boy.”
Ilya blinks. “What?”
She laughs. “Boston clinched tonight. I told you they would.”
He nods once. Of course they did. The win had mattered. He’d known that. Still—he hadn’t let himself think past the final horn.
“Congratulations,” she adds lightly. “Even if it’s unfortunate about Hollander.”
The name lands wrong.
Ilya stills just long enough to notice it.
“Unfortunate,” she continues easily. “He was having a good year. But injuries happen. You can’t plan around that.”
“No,” Ilya says.
She studies him for half a second, then shrugs it off. “Still. You making a run this year? I knew it.”
Someone interrupts them. Someone else is introduced. A woman with a quick smile and an easy laugh. Svetlana drifts away without comment, already absorbed into another conversation.
It’s easy after that.
Too easy, in a way that should register as a warning but doesn’t, because ease has always been something Ilya knows how to mistake for control. Conversation stays light. Laughs come when they’re expected. He lets himself be pulled along by momentum instead of making any decisions of his own.
That’s the appeal.
He doesn’t have to think. He doesn’t have to calibrate. He doesn’t have to wonder whether he’s said too much or not enough. Everything unfolds the way nights like this are supposed to unfold, following a script he’s relied on more than once when the alternative felt too quiet.
They leave together without ceremony, city lights blurring past the taxi windows in streaks of color that don’t quite resolve into anything solid. The motion is soothing. Forward. It keeps him from sitting with the way Svetlana’s words had landed earlier, from unpacking the precise weight of unfortunate and how easily it had been said.
The apartment door shuts behind them, sealing the night off from the rest of the world.
Inside, time loses its edges. Minutes slip without markers. Ilya moves on instinct, on habit, letting familiarity carry him where intention should be. He stays present just enough to be convincing, just enough to keep everything functional.
It works.
Until it doesn’t.
Later, the room is dark and too quiet again, the noise of the night burned out all at once. Ilya lies awake with her arm heavy across his chest, the weight grounding in theory but not in practice. Her breathing is even, relaxed, already tipped into sleep.
He stares at the ceiling.
This is usually the part that settles him—the physical proof that he’s not alone, that he made a choice and followed it through. Normally, his mind slows here. The adrenaline bleeds off. The world narrows into something manageable.
Tonight, it doesn’t.
His thoughts keep drifting, circling the same unhelpful territory no matter how often he redirects them. The hospital room. The line Shane drew. The way the name Hollander feels insufficient now, like a correction he has to make deliberately instead of instinctively.
He shifts slightly, careful not to wake her.
The movement only sharpens his awareness of everything that isn’t working—the mismatch between the closeness beside him and the distance that’s still lodged under his ribs, the sense that he’s reached for the wrong solution and committed to it too quickly.
This was supposed to help.
That was the logic. He was supposed to forget teasing texts and late nights. Let the feeling of her skin against his replace the absense of the familiar text thread.
Distraction. Containment. Proof that whatever happened earlier was situational, not personal. Something he could overwrite with something simpler.
Instead, the night stretches on, restless and unresolved.
Ilya closes his eyes and tells himself he’s tired. That his body just hasn’t caught up yet. That morning will smooth this out the way mornings always do.
He doesn’t check his phone.
He doesn’t need to.
The absence is already loud enough.
Later, Ilya lies awake with her arm heavy across his chest again, staring at the ceiling.
He tells himself he didn’t think about Hollander.
That’s true — mostly.
But the absence is there anyway. The space where a different person could have been. The quiet that feels wrong even with someone else breathing beside him.
His phone lights up on the nightstand.
His pulse jumps before he can stop it.
He reaches for it too quickly, thumb already unlocking the screen.
Marlow.
A joke. A logistics question. Nothing that matters.
Ilya sets the phone back down, slower this time, and exhales through his nose.
He stares at the dark screen for another second anyway.
This was supposed to help.
It doesn’t.

Morning comes without ceremony.
Light creeps in around the edges of the curtains, thin and colorless, the city outside already moving. Ilya is awake before it fully arrives, staring at the ceiling with the same fixed attention he uses in the final minutes of a tight game.
The woman beside him hasn’t moved.
Her breathing is slow and even, arm no longer draped across his chest but still close enough that he’s aware of the heat of her. The weight of it registers distantly, like pressure applied to a bruise you don’t want to examine too closely.
He shifts carefully, sitting up on the edge of the bed.
His body twinges again—tight, overworked, a dull reminder of how long he’s been holding himself rigid. He rolls his shoulders once, testing the range of motion, then stops when the movement pulls uncomfortably through muscle.
He exhales through his nose and stands.
The apartment is quiet in the way mornings always are when you don’t live with someone. No competing routines. No negotiations over space. Everything exactly where he left it, untouched by the night except for the faint evidence of someone else having passed through.
He dresses quickly. Efficiently. Jeans, shirt, jacket. He doesn’t check his reflection longer than necessary.
There’s nothing to see there.
On the kitchen counter, his phone lights up.
Not a message.
A notification.
Boston clinches playoff spot.
He stares at the headline for a moment longer than he means to.
The words don’t carry emotion on their own. They’re neutral. Factual. A result earned over weeks of incremental pressure and discipline.
Another alert slides in beneath it.
Montreal’s Shane Hollander listed as week-to-week following last night’s injury.
Week-to-week.
Ilya’s jaw tightens.
The language is clean. Sanitized. No mention of how long Hollander stayed down. No reference to the way the arena went quiet. No acknowledgment of how fast everything had tilted off its axis.
Just an absence, neatly categorized.
He locks the screen.
This is better, he tells himself. This is how it’s supposed to work. People get hurt. Teams adjust. The season moves forward.
So does he.
He leaves the apartment without waking her.
Outside, the air is sharp enough to clear his head, cold biting through his jacket as he walks. The city is fully awake now—cars passing, voices overlapping, the ordinary noise of a morning that doesn’t care what kind of night he had.
That’s grounding.
He lets it pull him forward, step by step, until his body settles into motion and his thoughts organize themselves around something usable.
Rules.
He does best with rules.
This is not complicated if he doesn’t make it complicated.
No more contact.
No more conversations without context, without edges. No more late-night exchanges that blur into habit and expectation. Whatever that was—whatever this is—it only exists if he keeps feeding it.
And he won’t.
Hollander drew the line.
Ilya respects that. He encourages it, even. This was never supposed to be more than light night texts to mess with him.
This stops here.
The thought settles with surprising ease, slotting into place the way a strategy does once you commit to it. He doesn’t interrogate it. He doesn’t poke at the edges to see what gives.
He doesn’t need to.
Back inside later, coffee in hand, he sets his phone down on the table and deliberately doesn’t look at it.
That part is important. He refuses to acknowledge the ache of the absence of Shay in his phone. The familiar boring texts and check ins that seemed irrelevant before. His eyes lock on the counter, phone still face down as he replays the hit again. And again. And again. 
Anything to take his mind off of grabbing his phone again.
Still, after a moment, he picks it up anyway.
Not to text.
Just to check something.
He scrolls until he finds the thread where Shay sits at the top.
The last messages sit there unchanged. Ordinary. Harmless on their own.
He doesn’t open it.
Instead, he changes the name.
Shay becomes Hollander. 
The correction is small. Administrative. Necessary.
He sets the phone face-down once more and stands, as if putting physical distance between himself and the decision will make it hold.
This will pass.
That’s the lie he chooses.
Time smooths things out. Distance dulls edges. In a few weeks, this will be a footnote—an odd overlap, an injury remembered mostly for what it changed in the standings.
He’s good at moving on.
He’s always been good at it. He had playoffs and a stanley cup to win.
Ilya finishes his coffee, grabs his keys, and heads out the door, already running through practice in his head. Systems to tighten. Tendencies to exploit. The things that matter now.
The season doesn’t wait.
Neither does he.
And that, he decides, is enough.
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  Shane leaves the hospital through a side entrance.
No cameras, no cluster of microphones angled toward his face, no shouted questions that pretend they’re concern and feel like something else entirely. Just automatic doors, a narrow sidewalk, and cold air sharp enough to make his lungs ache on the first inhale.
He takes another anyway.
The sting is clean, immediate. Pain with rules. Pain that doesn’t ask him to interpret it.
His sling sits awkwardly against his neck, the strap rubbing in a way that will probably start to irritate him later. He adjusts it once, then stops fussing. The folder of discharge papers is tucked under his good arm, thick with instructions that read like someone else’s life: limits, symptoms, warnings, timelines. The nurse had said all the right things, voice soft and practiced, like if she stayed calm enough the world would feel calmer too.
“Listen to your body,” she’d told him.
Shane had nodded like a person who wasn’t currently furious with his body.
Outside, the city is already moving. Cars cutting through intersections. People walking too fast with coffee cups in their hands. Someone laughing loudly near the corner like this is just another morning. Shane steps down off the curb and feels the faint tilt in his head, the subtle shift of balance that makes his stomach drop for half a second before it steadies again.
He waits it out without making a face.
He’s gotten good at not making faces.
Half a block later, his hand is in his pocket. His phone is in his palm before he’s fully aware of reaching for it, the screen still dark, his thumb hovering near the edge.
He doesn’t unlock it.
He closes his fingers around it once, like a reflex, and puts it away again as if the motion never happened.
The ride home is quiet. The driver doesn’t ask questions. Shane watches the city smear past the window in pieces that don’t quite connect—brick, glass, brake lights, a kid in a Bruins hoodie darting between people without looking.
Out for a bit.
The phrase drifts through his head like something the nurse said because she had to say something, because putting a soft name on it is easier than acknowledging the sharp truth underneath. It isn’t out for a bit. It’s missing games. Missing momentum. Missing a whole part of himself that lives only on ice.
When he gets inside his apartment, everything is exactly where he left it, and that normalcy feels almost insulting. His stick is propped against the wall by the door like it’s waiting for him to grab it. A pair of skates are drying where he kicked them off earlier in the week. A hoodie is slung over the back of a chair, casual and familiar.
Like he’s supposed to just step back in.
He drops his bag, then stands there longer than necessary, staring at the room while his shoulder pulses in slow, deliberate reminders and his head keeps trying to drift sideways. He waits until the drift passes, then moves again.
He eats something without tasting it. He drinks water because the discharge packet told him to. He lies down because the room keeps shifting around the edges if he stays upright too long, and he hates the way his body has suddenly started making decisions without asking him first.
Rehab starts the next morning.
David meets him in the facility lobby with a clipboard and a steady, unreadable expression that makes Shane irrationally grateful. Yuna is already there, bouncing lightly on her heels, ponytail pulled tight, face bright like she’s trying to drag the day into something survivable.
“Morning,” she says.
Shane makes a sound that could count as a greeting if someone’s generous.
“Today is evaluation,” David says, flipping a page. “We’re going to see what you can do without aggravating symptoms.”
Shane nods. He can do evaluation. He can do measurable. He can do steps and structure and a plan that doesn’t ask him to feel anything about the fact that he’s here at all.
They walk him through restrictions first. Concussion protocol, symptom monitoring, no hero behavior. Then the shoulder: range of motion, stability, pain management, gradual progression. They say it all clearly, in sentences that sound simple until he hears what they mean.
No skating. No contact. No lifting like he’s used to. No pretending he’s fine.
His phone buzzes against the bench beside him halfway through.
The sound needles him in a way that feels disproportionate, sharp and immediate, like a tap on a bruise. Shane stares at the floor instead of looking down, then reaches over and flips the phone face-down without checking it.
David doesn’t comment. Yuna glances at him and looks away again.
Good.
The first session is humbling in a way that feels personal, even though he knows it isn’t.
The movements are small. Controlled. Repetitive. He’s used to training that leaves him shaking because he pushed for it, because the suffering was voluntary and the reward was obvious. This is different. This is slow pain, careful pain, pain that doesn’t care how badly he wants to be done with it.
His shoulder protests with every measured lift, the joint burning in a tight, bright line. When he tries to compensate, David corrects him immediately, hands hovering near his elbow like he’s ready to stop him if he gets stubborn.
“Slow,” David says.
“I am,” Shane replies, a little too quickly.
Yuna’s mouth twitches like she’s suppressing a comment. She doesn’t make one, which is probably smart.
By the end of the session, Shane is sweaty and annoyed and weirdly hollow, like all the adrenaline that usually carries him through effort has been replaced with something flatter. He sits on the edge of the bench, towel draped over his neck, staring at the floor while his shoulder throbs and his head hums, and tries to decide which of those sensations he hates more.
“You didn’t overdo it,” David says, jotting something down.
“That’s not a compliment,” Shane mutters, then regrets the sharpness of it immediately.
Yuna hands him a bottle of water anyway, like she heard the correction even if he didn’t say it out loud. “It’s a start,” she says.
Shane nods, because he can be a normal person for five seconds if he tries.
A few days later, they convince him to leave his apartment.
Not force. Suggest. Yuna is good at the soft pressure of normalcy, the way she phrases it like it’s obvious that he should join the world again. David frames it as practical, which is also effective in its own way.
“You need calories,” David says. “Real ones.”
“And you need to stop eating like you’re punishing yourself,” Yuna adds, pulling on her jacket.
Shane opens his mouth to argue, then realizes he doesn’t actually have the energy to maintain the argument, which is both annoying and probably the point.
The restaurant is close and loud enough to blur the edges of his thoughts, which helps more than he’d like to admit. He sits stiffly, shoulder angled just so, while the world around them keeps moving like nothing has shifted. People laugh. Plates clatter. Someone two tables over is talking about playoffs.
Shane keeps his face neutral.
He answers Yuna’s questions when she asks them. He listens to David’s advice without snapping. 
Halfway through the meal, his phone shifts in his pocket when he moves, and his hand goes there automatically, fingers closing around it like it’s something solid.
He leaves it there.
Yuna says something about a movie she wants to see. David makes a dry comment about her taste. Shane huffs a laugh despite himself, surprised by the sound of it, by the fact that it came out at all.
Later, back home, he peels the wrap off his shoulder carefully and stares at the bruising beneath. The skin is angry. Tender. The joint looks wrong in a way he can’t stop fixating on, like if he studies it hard enough he’ll find the exact point where everything went off track.
He doesn’t check sports updates, not right away.
He already knows Boston is moving forward. He already knows the world hasn’t paused. He already knows his team will have to keep playing without him, and that his absence will get edited into neat headlines that don’t mention pain or fear or the way the ice sounded when his body hit it.
When he finally picks up his phone, he scrolls quickly, not lingering on anything. A couple missed calls from teammates. A group chat arguing about the hit. Rehab reminders. A sports notification that he swipes away without reading.
He pauses on a gap near the top of his messages and doesn’t let himself look at it too long.
Locks the screen. Sets it face-down.
Tomorrow is rehab again. Measured movements. Slow progress. A life built out of small wins instead of big ones.
Shane lies back carefully, shoulder supported, eyes fixed on the ceiling.
Thinking doesn’t help.
But he does it anyway.

By the end of the week, rehab stops feeling like recovery and starts feeling like structure.
That’s the part Shane latches onto.
The schedule is clean. Measured. Written down. Nothing ambiguous about it. He shows up early, does exactly what’s asked of him, and then does a little more when no one is looking. Not enough to be obvious. Just enough to feel like effort again.
Effort, at least, still listens to him.
David notices before Shane does.
“You’re compensating,” he says on Thursday, tapping lightly at Shane’s elbow to correct the angle. “Back off.”
“I’m fine,” Shane says automatically.
David doesn’t argue. He just watches him more closely after that, which is worse.
The exercises progress in increments that feel insulting. Ten degrees more. Two seconds longer. A different band, same movement. Shane keeps his face neutral and follows instructions, jaw set, breath even, like he’s still in a locker room instead of a rehab bay that smells faintly of antiseptic and rubber mats.
He doesn’t joke anymore.
Yuna sees that too.
“You don’t have to win rehab,” she says at one point, half-teasing, half-warning.
“I know,” Shane says.
He adds, after a beat, “I just don’t want to fall behind.”
Behind what, he doesn’t specify.
The next day, he pushes too far.
It isn’t dramatic. No sharp pain. No immediate consequence. Just a dull, spreading ache that creeps in halfway through the session, settling deep into the joint like something stubborn and uncooperative.
David calls it.
“That’s it,” he says. “We’re done for today.”
“I can finish the set,” Shane replies, already resetting his stance.
David steps into his line of sight. Calm. Firm. Unmovable. “You are finished.”
The words land harder than Shane expects.
Something tightens in his chest, quick and sharp, and before he can stop himself, it slips out sideways. “I’m not made of glass.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You’re treating me like I am.”
The room goes quiet.
Yuna stills where she’s spotting another patient, eyes flicking over. David’s expression doesn’t change, but his voice drops, steadier than before.
“I’m treating you like someone who wants to play again.”
Shane swallows.
The words should help. They don’t. They feel like a door closing instead.
He looks away first. Runs a hand through his hair. The irritation drains out of him as fast as it came, leaving something heavier in its place.
“Sorry,” he says, quieter. Not performative. Not defensive. Just honest.
David nods once. “We’ll pick it up tomorrow.”
Yuna doesn’t say I told you so. She just hands Shane his water bottle and bumps her shoulder lightly against his good one as he leaves.
Progress, apparently, includes not being an asshole.
At home, Shane ices his shoulder longer than recommended and stares at the ceiling while the cold sinks in deep enough to dull everything else. His phone sits on the table within reach.
He doesn’t touch it.
He sleeps badly anyway.

Shane doesn’t plan to watch the game.
That part is important to him, even if it doesn’t hold up.
The TV comes on because the apartment is too quiet. Because the silence has started to feel like it’s pressing in on him from all sides. Because sports are familiar noise, predictable noise, noise that doesn’t ask anything personal in return.
He tells himself he’ll turn it off at puck drop.
He doesn’t.
He watches the first five minutes standing, weight shifted carefully, shoulder aching faintly beneath the wrap. Boston looks sharp. Controlled. The kind of team that knows exactly who it is right now.
That shouldn’t irritate him.
It does anyway.
He sits down after the first commercial break. Mutes it during analysis. Unmutes when the puck drops again. The rhythm is wrong without him on the ice, wrong in a way that makes his leg bounce with restless energy he can’t burn off.
Boston scores first.
Shane exhales through his nose and reaches for his water, grip tightening more than necessary around the bottle.
He doesn’t rewind. Doesn’t analyze the play. Doesn’t look for fault or blame or what he would have done differently.
He just watches.
By the end of the first period, his shoulder is throbbing and his head feels tight again, that familiar pressure building behind his eyes. He turns the volume down and scrolls his phone through the intermission without really seeing anything.
Highlights. Messages. Opinions.
A space where something used to be.
He locks the screen and sets it aside before the thought can finish forming.
Boston scores again early in the second.
Shane laughs once, sharp and humorless, and reaches for the remote. He turns the TV off before the replay finishes loading, the screen going black abruptly, like cutting power to something that’s been humming too loudly for too long.
The apartment settles around him.
He sits there for a moment, breathing slowly, counting it out the way David taught him when dizziness hits. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Control what you can.
Boston will win.
Not because they’re better. Not because it’s fair. Just because that’s how momentum works, and momentum doesn’t care who’s watching from the couch.
Shane stands carefully and goes to the kitchen, starts cleaning a counter that doesn’t need it, rearranging things that were already fine. He moves until the edge dulls, until the anger settles into something quieter and more manageable.
Later, he checks the score.
Boston won.
He nods once, like he expected it, and puts the phone down without comment.
Tomorrow is rehab again. Measured movements. Small progress. A body that’s learning new limits whether he likes it or not.
The season is moving on without him anyway.
Shane tells himself he’s okay with that.
He lies back down, shoulder supported, eyes on the ceiling, and thinks.

The flashbacks don’t come all at once.
That would be easier, maybe—one clean replay he could watch, dissect, and shelve like film. Instead, they arrive in fragments, out of order, attached to nothing obvious. A sound without context. A pressure that makes no sense until it does.
Shane is halfway through a rehab set when it happens the first time.
Not the pain. He’s learned to expect that.
It’s the sound.
A sharp, hollow crack that doesn’t match the movement he’s making, echoing wrong inside his head. His hands freeze mid-motion, breath stalling halfway in as his vision blurs at the edges.
“You good?” Yuna asks immediately.
“Yeah,” he says too fast. He shakes it off, rolls his shoulder carefully. “Yeah. Sorry.”
She watches him for a beat longer than necessary but lets it go.
The sound doesn’t leave.
Later, at home, it comes back when he drops a mug in the sink and it strikes porcelain just right—plastic on tile, not loud but sharp enough to sting. His stomach twists before he can stop it, a cold, sickening lurch that has nothing to do with dizziness.
The pen.
He hadn’t been thinking about that part. Hadn’t meant to.
Shane grips the edge of the counter until the feeling passes, jaw tight, breath shallow. This is what happens when your head’s been rattled and your routine’s been blown apart.
Memory misfires.
That’s all.
The hit itself won’t replay cleanly.
When he tries to remember it on purpose, it slips away from him, refusing to line up the way hits usually do when you review them later. There’s no clean angle, no satisfying sense of cause and effect.
Just motion.
Speed.
Then wrongness.
He remembers leaning into the lane, trusting it. The way his skates felt sharp and responsive, the puck sitting right where it should. He remembers thinking he had space—real space, not the kind that collapses on you if you hesitate.
He doesn’t remember seeing the third body.
He remembers the twist.
Not dramatic. Not violent. Just wrong enough that his shoulder didn’t go where it was supposed to. Just enough torque in the wrong direction to make something inside him pull tight and scream.
The sound comes after that. Body on ice. Air punched out of his lungs so hard he couldn’t even swear.
The rest of it is sensation without sequence.
Hands. Too many of them. The cold seeping through his gear. His own breath coming out wrong, ragged and sharp, no matter how hard he tried to control it.
And then—
His name.
Not shouted. Not barked.
Urgent.
Shane.
That part slips in when he’s least expecting it—when he’s icing his shoulder, when he’s lying awake staring at the ceiling, when he’s half-asleep and his brain loosens its grip just enough to let it through.
He hadn’t registered it on the ice.
Not consciously.
At the time, it had felt like just another voice in the chaos, another sound layered over whistles and skates and the crowd’s noise crashing down all at once. It wasn’t until later—much later—that his brain circled back and caught on it.
The name.
Said like that.
In the hospital, the memory sharpens.
That part comes back clearer than he’d like.
The ceiling lights. Too bright. The way his head felt stuffed with cotton and pressure at the same time. The nurse’s voice—steady, reassuring, like she’d already decided he was going to be fine whether he agreed or not.
And Rozanov.
Standing too close. Too still.
Shane hadn’t looked at him right away. He’d felt him first—the weight of his presence, the way the air seemed tighter with him there. When he finally turned his head, it had been with irritation already primed, ready to shove Rozanov back into the mental box labeled asshole opponent, unnecessary complication.
Instead, he’d found something else entirely.
Rozanov had looked…wrong.
Not angry. Not smug. Not controlled in the way Shane was used to seeing him. His face had been tight, eyes fixed too intently, posture coiled like he was holding himself back by force.
That was the first crack.
The second was the pen.
Shane hadn’t been watching Rozanov when it fell. He’d been staring at the phone, at the message that made his stomach drop in a way pain never had.
you scared me.
The timing hadn’t registered right away. His head was foggy. The room was full. People were talking. Moving. Doing what they always do around injured players—hovering just close enough to be useful without getting in the way.
The vibration came again.
Same rhythm.
Same length.
Shane remembers looking up, irritation flaring first, sharp and misplaced. He’d been seconds away from snapping something unkind, something defensive, because that’s what he does when he feels cornered.
Then Rozanov hadn’t moved.
Hadn’t even pretended to.
And the world had rearranged itself around that stillness.
The cadence clicks into place afterward, not in the moment. The pauses. The way Ross always waited before replying, like he was choosing words instead of reacting. The way Rozanov had sounded when he said I’ve got you—low, stripped of everything performative.
The way the name had slipped.
Shane.
Not Hollander.
That’s the part that sticks the most.
He doesn’t replay the confrontation that followed. Doesn’t need to. The boundary had been clean, immediate, almost reflexive.
You should go.
He remembers that part clearly. The steadiness of his own voice. The way Rozanov had gone still for half a beat before nodding, like he’d been expecting it even if he didn’t want it.
Shane tells himself that reaction was instinct too.
Self-preservation.
He doesn’t interrogate it further.
Now, days later, the memories come without warning, slipping between rehab reps and quiet evenings and sleepless nights. Not dramatic enough to qualify as nightmares. Not clean enough to resolve.
Just there.
He catches himself clenching his jaw for no reason. Breathing shallow. Shoulder tight even when it doesn’t hurt.
Sometimes anger flares—sharp and unproductive, aimed at nothing specific.
Sometimes confusion settles in instead, heavier and harder to shake.
He doesn’t reach for his phone.
He doesn’t say the name out loud.
He lets the memories pass the same way he lets pain pass—acknowledging it without giving it permission to take over.
This will fade, he tells himself.
Hits always do.

The days start to blur.
Not immediately. At first, Shane can still tell them apart by soreness and schedule—what hurts, what doesn’t, which exercises feel marginally less humiliating than the day before. Progress shows up in small, almost petty victories: a few more degrees of motion, less dizziness when he stands too fast, the ability to sleep on his side without waking up swearing.
But once the playoffs push past the first round, once Boston keeps winning and the noise around it grows louder, the calendar loses its edges.
Rehab. Ice. Rest. Repeat.
The league moves on without him in a way that feels both obvious and strangely personal.
Shane doesn’t watch every game. He catches highlights sometimes, usually by accident—screens in restaurants, TVs over gym counters, a replay running silently while someone else talks about something unrelated. He never lingers long enough to let it turn into analysis.
He knows better than that.
Ilya Rozanov’s name shows up whether he wants it to or not.
Commentary clips. Quotes pulled out of context. A slow-motion replay of a goal scored with infuriating calm. Shane tells himself it’s just proximity—same sport, same league, same postseason gravity dragging everything toward the center.
That’s all.
Still, his jaw tightens every time.
He channels it the only way that makes sense: rehab becomes cleaner, sharper, almost meditative. He stops pushing past limits, not because he’s suddenly patient, but because David’s words lodged deeper than he expected.
Someone who wants to play again.
So Shane plays the long game instead.
Yuna notices the shift first.
“You’re thinking too much,” she says one afternoon as they pack up.
“That’s new,” Shane replies, dry.
She grins. “You’re not wrong. But this is…different.”
He doesn’t ask what she means. He already knows. Thinking has turned inward lately, looping in ways he doesn’t enjoy and can’t seem to stop.
At home, the apartment feels bigger than it did before, like the walls pulled back when he wasn’t looking. Silence settles in thick layers instead of clean ones. He keeps music on most nights, low enough to be background but constant enough to keep his thoughts from sharpening too much.
Sometimes, his phone ends up in his hand without him remembering picking it up.
Sometimes, it doesn’t.
He doesn’t track which days are which.
Boston clinches another round.
The news lands in his periphery, a fact he absorbs without ceremony. He doesn’t feel the spike of anger this time, just something duller and heavier that sits behind his ribs and refuses to move.
He’s making dinner when his phone buzzes with a notification that actually matters.
League email. Mandatory appearances. Postseason events. Offseason obligations that don’t care whether you’re playing or not, only whether your name still pulls weight.
Shane reads it once. Then again.
His name is on the list.
So is Rozanov’s.
The realization doesn’t hit hard. It settles.
Of course it does.
This is how the league works—compression and collision, people orbiting each other whether they want to or not. Shane tells himself it’s nothing, just proximity on paper, a scheduling coincidence that doesn’t mean anything until it does.
Still, his shoulder tightens faintly, like his body knows something his mind is pretending not to.
He closes the email and sets the phone down carefully, as if the placement matters.
That night, sleep comes in fragments.
He dreams about ice—not the game, not the hit, just the surface itself, smooth and endless and slightly out of reach. He wakes with his heart racing and his shoulder aching, breath caught halfway between memory and now.
He sits up, grounding himself, counting breaths until the room comes back into focus.
This is fine, he tells himself.
This is manageable.
The next few days stretch longer.
Rehab continues. Conversations stay polite and contained. Yuna invites him out once more, and he goes, because saying no feels worse than going. He laughs at the right moments. Eats enough. Leaves early.
People keep asking how he’s doing.
He keeps giving the same answer.
“Getting there.”
He hears Rozanov’s name again during a press segment playing silently in the corner of a café. The captions scroll beneath his face, clipped and controlled. Shane doesn’t read them. He doesn’t need to.
He recognizes the posture. The restraint. The way Rozanov looks like someone who’s holding something back even when he’s winning.
That thought irritates him more than it should.
He looks away.
Another email comes in later that week, more specific this time. Dates. Location. Shared spaces. Shane skims it, then sits there longer than necessary with the phone resting in his hand.
Thrown together, then.
Not yet. But soon.
He imagines the room without picturing the moment. The way you do when you know something is coming but refuse to give it shape. He tells himself he’s past anger now, that whatever edge existed between them burned itself out on the ice and in the hospital room and in the days that followed.
That chapter is closed.
He doesn’t examine the thought too closely.
That night, he lies on his couch instead of his bed, shoulder supported, ceiling fan spinning slowly above him. The city hums outside, distant and indifferent.
His phone buzzes once.
He doesn’t look at it right away.
When he does, it’s nothing urgent—team logistics, a reminder, noise that doesn’t matter. He sets the phone back down and stares at the ceiling again.
Soon, he thinks.
Not with anticipation. Not with dread.
Just certainty.
Whatever comes next isn’t going to let them stay separate.
And Shane, despite everything, has no idea yet what that will cost him.
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  Ilya wakes before his alarm.
Not abruptly. Not with panic. Just already awake, staring at the ceiling like his body decided the day needed to start whether he agreed or not. The hotel room is dim and anonymous, curtains barely letting in the early gray of morning. Somewhere outside, the city is already moving, indifferent to schedules and outcomes.
He lies there for a moment longer than necessary, cataloguing sensations the way he always does when he needs to feel grounded. The weight of the mattress. The faint tightness in his shoulder from yesterday’s skate. His pulse, steady enough to be acceptable.
The phone vibrates on the nightstand.
Once.
Ilya doesn’t reach for it immediately. 
The vibration stops. A second later, the screen lights up again.
Alexei.
He exhales slowly through his nose and rolls onto his side, turning his back to the phone like that might be enough to quiet it. The sound cuts off. Silence rushes back in, too complete.
Ilya sits up.
He rubs a hand down his face, fingers dragging briefly at his jaw before dropping away. The phone stays where it is. He doesn’t check the time. Doesn’t unlock the screen to confirm what he already knows.
This is not the day, he tells himself.
There are rules to this kind of thing. Unwritten, but rigid all the same. You do not fracture focus on mornings like this. You do not open doors you cannot close again before puck drop. You keep the compartments sealed until the job is done.
That’s not cruelty. It’s discipline.
He swings his legs over the side of the bed and stands, moving automatically into the shape of the morning—shower, clothes laid out the night before, the familiar cadence of preparation that doesn’t require thought. Steam fills the bathroom, fogging the mirror until his reflection disappears entirely.
He eats mechanically. Coffee he barely tastes. The television is on mute, some analyst gesturing emphatically while graphics scroll beneath him. Boston by five. Boston by seven. Momentum. Control.
Ilya doesn’t look for his own name.
By the time he reaches the rink, the world has narrowed the way it always does before important games. Hallways. Fluorescent lights. The low hum of equipment and voices bleeding through walls. He nods at the right people, exchanges brief comments that don’t linger long enough to mean anything.
In the locker room, he tapes his stick with deliberate precision.
Around him, teammates joke, complain, stretch. Someone is arguing about music. Someone else is already half-dressed, skates unlaced, scrolling their phone like this is just another day.
Ilya sets his phone down beside him, screen dark.
It vibrates again.
He doesn’t flinch.
The tape pulls cleanly under his fingers. Overlap. Press. Smooth. He finishes the blade, tucks the end neatly, checks it once, twice.
The vibration stops.
He exhales and adjusts his gloves, forcing his shoulders to settle back into alignment. Whatever Alexei wants to say will still be there later. Whatever is happening will still be happening after the game.
If it’s bad, it will wait.
You don’t borrow trouble. You don’t let hypotheticals bleed into real decisions.Alexei has called before. Alexei always calls when he wants someone to blame.
Ilya stands and joins the line heading toward the ice.
The rink opens up around him, vast and bright, the ice reflecting light back up into his vision until everything sharpens. This is familiar. This is controlled. This is where his body knows exactly what to do.
Morning skate is crisp.
Boston moves well—clean breakouts, short communication, minimal wasted motion. Ilya feels good, better than good. His edges bite exactly where he wants them to. His timing is sharp, instincts clean.
For the first time since waking up, the noise in his head quiets.
That’s the danger of it.
Because it’s easy, then, to believe that this is the only thing that matters. That whatever waits on the other side of the day can be deferred indefinitely if he just keeps skating, keeps winning, keeps choosing the thing that has never left him.
When practice wraps, he returns to the locker room breathing evenly, pulse under control. He reaches for his phone without looking at it, sliding it into his bag face-down.
Later, he will tell himself he didn’t see the missed calls.
That will almost be true.

The game opens clean.
Boston doesn’t waste time feeling it out, and neither does Ilya. From the first shift, the ice feels exactly the way it should—fast, responsive, honest. His edges bite without chatter. His stick feels like an extension of his hand instead of something he has to think about.
Toronto presses early, trying to force something through the middle.
It doesn’t work.
Ilya closes the lane before it fully opens, angles his body just enough to shepherd the puck wide, and strips it clean on the boards. The transition is automatic—two strides, head up, pass threaded through a seam that collapses a heartbeat later.
The crowd roars like they felt it coming.
He plays the first period like he’s sealing something shut. Short shifts. Clean exits. No wasted motion. When contact comes, he absorbs it and keeps moving, unbothered, already scanning for the next option.
Late in the period, he jumps into the rush and draws two defenders without breaking stride, buying space he doesn’t use himself. The puck moves. The net ripples.
The bench erupts.
Ilya doesn’t celebrate beyond a single nod as he circles back, lungs burning pleasantly, pulse elevated but controlled. This is familiar. This is safe.
In the second, Toronto gets desperate.
They push harder, start chasing instead of reading. Ilya exploits it without mercy—tight turns, delayed passes, patience that forces mistakes. He takes a hit along the boards and pops right back up, irritation flashing only long enough to register information.
Pressure doesn’t rattle him.
It sharpens him.
By the third, the outcome feels decided even before the empty net goal makes it official. Ilya logs heavy minutes without showing it, anchoring shifts, killing momentum whenever Toronto tries to manufacture it.
The last minute stretches.
Not because the clock is slow — because Toronto won’t let it die quietly.
They pull their goalie with just under two minutes left, desperation written into every stride. The puck stays in Boston’s zone longer than Ilya likes, cycling high to low, sticks slapping, bodies collapsing inward as lanes close and reopen too fast to track.
Ilya is already moving before the shot comes.
He angles his body to take away the middle, stick flat on the ice, eyes flicking once toward the weak side. The puck snaps toward the net through traffic — not a clean shot, not dangerous on its own — and Ilya gets a piece of it, enough to kill its pace before it reaches the crease.
The rebound kicks wide.
Boston clears.
The crowd rises as one, noise swelling into something almost physical, a pressure wave that hits Ilya square in the chest as he turns and skates up ice. He doesn’t chase the puck. He doesn’t need to. He burns seconds instead, controlled arcs, measured pressure, forcing Toronto to reset again and again.
Thirty seconds.
Toronto tries to enter with speed this time. Ilya steps up at the blue line, shoulder square, timing exact. The collision is clean and solid, the kind that makes a point without drawing attention. The puck spills loose, and Boston recovers immediately.
Twenty seconds.
The puck moves back into Toronto’s end, pinned along the boards, skates churning, sticks hacking for leverage that never comes. The clock bleeds down in the corner, each second heavy and undeniable.
Ten.
The crowd is counting now — not loudly, not in unison, but with that rising, fractured roar that means everyone knows what’s coming.
Five.
Ilya drifts back toward center ice, breath steady, eyes up. He doesn’t look at the bench. He doesn’t look at the stands. He keeps his focus narrow, disciplined, like the game could still demand something from him if he lets his guard down.
One.
The horn cuts through everything — sharp, final, impossible to mistake.
For half a second, nothing happens.
Then the ice erupts.
Gloves hit the air. Sticks lift. Someone shouts, raw and triumphant. Bodies collide in fast, sloppy embraces that don’t bother pretending to be composed. Ilya turns just in time to catch a teammate slamming into him, laughing, breathless, helmet knocking against his own.
He lets himself smile then.
Not wide. Not reckless.
Just enough.
The win settles into him in layers — the physical relief first, the knowledge that it’s done, followed by the deeper certainty underneath it. They didn’t steal this. They didn’t luck into it.
They controlled it.
Ilya skates a slow arc toward the bench as the crowd keeps roaring, noise washing over him like surf. He taps his stick against the boards once, twice, muscle memory marking the moment without spectacle.
Boston wins.
He stands there for a beat longer than necessary, blade resting on the ice, chest rising and falling evenly as the lights glint off the surface around him. The ice looks different after a win — looser, almost forgiving, scuffed with proof of effort instead of mistakes.
This is where things usually feel complete.
Tonight, the feeling lands — solid, real — and then leaves a faint hollow behind it, like an echo that doesn’t quite fade.
Ilya turns toward the tunnel when it’s time.
The win stays with him.
So does the space it leaves behind.

The locker room is loud in the way it’s supposed to be.
Music pulses too hard through the speakers, bass rattling the metal benches. Someone is laughing with their whole chest, unselfconscious and sharp. Gloves get tossed. Sticks clatter. The air hums with adrenaline that hasn’t decided where to go yet.
Ilya lets himself feel it.
Just for a second.
The win settles into his body the way it always does — not euphoric, not explosive, but solid. Earned. His pulse is still elevated, legs buzzing faintly with leftover energy, but there’s no panic in it. No static. The kind of tired that comes from doing something well and knowing it.
He exhales, slow and deliberate.
This is familiar.
Someone shouts his name from across the room, grinning, pointing like Ilya personally tipped the game on its axis. He nods, lets the corner of his mouth lift in acknowledgment. A defenseman bumps his shoulder in passing, hard enough to register but friendly enough to mean we did it.
Ilya doesn’t pull away.
He doesn’t rush the moment, either.
He peels his gloves off and flexes his fingers, appreciating the clean ache in his hands, the way his body still feels responsive instead of spent. His shoulder twinges — not injured, just tight — and he rolls it once, testing range of motion out of habit.
Everything works.
That matters.
He lets himself sit with it while the noise swells and recedes around him, while the room rearranges itself into post-win chaos. Someone starts talking about the next round. Someone else argues about whether the empty-netter really counted as padding stats.
Ilya tapes his wrist automatically, then pauses halfway through.
He doesn’t need it.
He tears the tape cleanly, tucks it back into his bag, and finishes dressing without hurry. This part — the aftermath — usually comes easily to him. The sense of closure. The clean line between effort and outcome.
Tonight, it almost does.
Almost.
There’s a faint dissonance he can’t quite pin down — not enough to spoil the satisfaction, just enough to sit beneath it like a low frequency he can’t tune out. The win feels…slightly unshared. Like something that would normally echo outward instead folded back in on itself.
He tells himself it’s nothing.
That postseason intensity always sharpens perception. That he’s more aware than usual because the stakes are higher now, because everything is closer to the surface.
That’s reasonable.
Still, when someone starts replaying a moment from the second period — a defensive stand, a tight angle cut off just in time — Ilya finds himself thinking, briefly, He would’ve liked that.
The thought is gone almost as soon as it surfaces and Ilya doesn’t chase it.
He stands when it’s time, shoulders his bag, lets the last of the adrenaline drain in the way he knows how to manage. The satisfaction is still there, steady and real. He earned this. Boston earned this.
That doesn’t change.
But as he heads down the tunnel toward the showers, the noise fading behind him, he becomes aware of the quiet waiting on the other side of it.
Not empty.
Just…missing something that usually fills the space.
He doesn’t reach for his phone yet.
There’s no urgency.
Just a strange sense that when he does, the day will finally be over — and that whatever he finds there won’t fit as neatly into the win as it should.

The noise dies in stages.
First the crowd, then the music, then the echo of skates as the locker room door shuts behind them.
His phone vibrates in his stall.
Once.
He ignores it, pulling his helmet free and setting it down carefully, like order still matters even now. Someone shouts something celebratory a few stalls down. A bottle pops open. Laughter breaks loose and then splinters into overlapping conversations.
The phone vibrates again.
He glances down despite himself.
Alexei.
Ilya’s jaw tightens. He exhales through his nose, slow and measured, the way he does when something threatens to break rhythm. Not here, he thinks. Not now.
The vibration stops.
For a heartbeat, he almost believes that’s the end of it.
Then it starts again—longer this time, insistent enough that it cuts through the hum of the room and lodges under his skin.
Ilya sits.
He doesn’t look around before answering. Doesn’t excuse himself. He just lifts the phone and presses it to his ear, voice low.
The phone is already at his ear when he answers.
“Что?”
What?
There’s noise on the other end—movement, the dull scrape of something being dragged across a floor. Alexei doesn’t bother with a greeting.
“Его больше нет.”
He’s gone.
The locker room doesn’t disappear, but it dims, like someone reached up and turned the lights down without asking. Ilya closes his eyes, spine straightening instinctively, as if posture alone might hold the world in place.
He doesn’t speak.
Alexei exhales, sharp and uneven. “Сегодня утром.”
This morning.
Ilya’s fingers curl around the edge of the bench, wood biting into his palm hard enough to register. He welcomes the sensation. Grounds himself in it.
“Врачи сказали, что это было спокойно,” Alexei continues, voice tight. “Он… он не чувствовал боли.”
The doctors said it was peaceful. He didn’t feel pain.
Peaceful is a word people use when there’s nothing else left to offer.
Ilya opens his eyes and stares at the concrete floor between his skates, at the scuffs and tape marks and the familiar mess of a place that usually makes sense.
“Ты где?” Alexei asks suddenly.
Where are you?
“At the rink,” Ilya says. His voice sounds steady enough. “We just finished.”
A pause. Longer this time.
“Ты выиграл?”
Did you win?
“Yes,” Ilya says. “We won.”
There’s a beat of silence on the other end.
Then Alexei exhales once, short and brittle.
“Жаль.”
Pity.
The line goes dead.

The phone stays in his hand longer than necessary.
Ilya doesn’t stare at the screen. He doesn’t need to. The weight of it is enough—the absence of vibration, the sudden uselessness of something that was just vital. He lowers it slowly and sets it face-down on the bench beside him, careful with the motion, like abruptness might crack something he’s holding together by force.
The locker room surges back into focus.
Noise first. Laughter, loud and overlapping. Someone shouting his name from across the room, voice already hoarse with celebration. A bottle hits the floor and skitters harmlessly under a stall. Music blares from a speaker someone turned up without asking.
“Hell of a game,” someone says, clapping him on the shoulder hard enough to jostle him forward a step.
“Big night, Rozanov.”
“Next year is ours if we keep this up.”
Ilya nods. Smiles when it’s expected. Says the right things in the right order without attaching meaning to any of them. His mouth moves easily; his body remembers this choreography even if the rest of him feels slightly out of sync.
Boston won.
He repeats it to himself like a fact that should anchor him. Like if he presses down on it hard enough, everything else will fall back into place around it.
His father was dead.
He pulls his gear off piece by piece. Shoulder pads. Elbow pads. Jersey over his head, damp and heavy, tossed aside without looking. The motions are precise, economical. There’s a calm in it that borders on automatic, the same calm he’s relied on for years to carry him through moments that don’t allow hesitation.
Someone brings up the next round—matchups, travel, how little rest they’ll get. Ilya listens with half an ear and contributes when required, offering clipped assessments that sound confident and detached. 
Inside, something refuses to line up.
This should feel different, he thinks. Not better—he knows better than to expect that—but solid. Victories like this usually settle into him, reinforce the structure he’s built his life around. Win, advance, repeat. Simple. Reliable.
He finishes changing and sits for a moment, forearms resting on his thighs, gaze fixed somewhere between his skates. The concrete floor is scuffed and familiar, marked by years of the same rituals carried out by different bodies. Normally, that sameness comforts him.
Tonight, it doesn’t.
Someone bumps into his stall again, grinning, already talking about odds and headlines. Ilya nods once more, accepting congratulations that don’t quite reach him. The words pass through cleanly, leaving no residue behind.
He tells himself it’s shock. Timing. Emotional lag.
You don’t process things all at once, he thinks. You stack them. You deal with what’s in front of you and circle back later, when there’s space.
Later.
The word lands hollow.
Ilya stands, shoulders rolling back into alignment, posture settling into something composed and familiar. He reaches for his bag, checks it absently, then pauses.
For a split second, his eyes flick to the phone where it lies dark and silent.
Nothing comes.
Good, he tells himself, turning away.

The hotel room is quiet in a way that feels intentional.
Not empty—deliberate. Neutral colors, heavy curtains, furniture arranged to suggest rest without ever inviting it. Ilya closes the door behind him and stands there for a moment, bag still slung over his shoulder, listening to the muffled sounds of the city filtering in through glass and distance.
No one is asking anything of him here.
That should be a relief.
He drops his bag by the wall and moves through the room on autopilot, kicking off his shoes, shrugging out of his jacket. The lights stay low. He doesn’t bother turning on the television. Silence feels easier to manage when it’s chosen.
The bathroom mirror catches him as he passes—hair still damp from the rink, eyes sharp and tired, expression composed in a way that reads as control even when it’s mostly habit. He looks like someone who won tonight.
The image doesn’t hold his attention.
The shower comes on too hot. He doesn’t adjust it right away, just steps under the spray and lets the heat sting his skin until sensation sharpens enough to crowd everything else out. Water beats against his shoulders, runs down his back, pools briefly at his feet before disappearing.
For a few minutes, this works.
The noise is constant. Predictable. It fills the space where his thoughts would otherwise start to collect. He leans forward, forearms braced against the tile, head lowered, breathing steady and controlled.
Boston won. He won.
The phrase drifts through his mind again, uninvited. He lets it sit there without engaging it, like a replay he refuses to watch closely enough to find fault.
His father was dead.
He turns the water cooler, then cooler still, until the temperature forces his attention back into his body. His muscles tense, then adjust. Control returns in familiar increments.
This is fine, he thinks. This is manageable.
When he steps out, the room feels colder than before. He dries off quickly, dresses without care—t-shirt, sweats, nothing that requires thought. The mirror reflects the same composed shape it always does. He looks unchanged.
That irritates him more than it should.
He sits on the edge of the bed and reaches for his phone.
Not immediately. He tells himself it’s to check the time, to scan messages, to clear the backlog of noise that always follows a playoff game. The screen lights up, bright against the dim room, and notifications stack themselves into neat rows.
Team chat. League updates. A headline about Boston advancing that he swipes away without reading.
He scrolls once. Then again.
There’s a space near the top of the list that catches his eye—not because of what’s there, but because of what isn’t. A gap where conversation used to sit, familiar and unexamined, now conspicuous by its absence.
He locks the screen before the thought can ruminate.
The phone goes face-down on the nightstand, just out of reach.
He lies back against the pillows and stares at the ceiling, counting breaths the way he does when he needs to slow something internal without naming it. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Controlled. Efficient.
The win doesn’t settle.
Neither does the quiet.
Ilya rolls onto his side and closes his eyes, telling himself that exhaustion will do what it always does—flatten the edges, smooth things out, carry him forward to morning without incident.
It doesn’t.
His mind keeps skimming the same unhelpful surfaces, never diving deep enough to confront anything directly. The locker room. The sound of the line going dead. The word pity landing flat and final.
He opens his eyes again.
The room hasn’t changed. Nothing has moved. The world outside keeps humming along, indifferent and intact.
Ilya exhales slowly and reaches for his phone once more, this time without pretending there’s another reason.
He doesn’t unlock it.
He knows what he will find. Messages from Marlow, Svetlana, and the rest of the team – expecting him to be celebrating the big win.
After a beat, he sets it down again.
This is just adrenaline bleeding off. Grief deferred. A body that hasn’t caught up yet to information his mind already filed away.
He sits up, decision forming clean and sharp in the space left behind by avoidance.
He doesn’t want to be alone tonight.
That thought feels practical. Sensible. Like something he’s decided before for reasons that made sense at the time. He had one night before he was flying to Moscow. He figured he should at least celebrate the win a little bit.
Ilya stands, grabs his jacket, and turns toward the door without looking back at the bed, the phone, or the quiet waiting patiently for him to return.

When he walks in, the bar is loud enough to blur the edges.
That’s the appeal. Music too heavy, voices overlapping into something indistinct, the kind of place where no one expects you to linger over a thought. Ilya orders without looking at the menu, drinks what he’s handed without tasting it. Familiar motions, familiar outcomes.
Someone recognizes him. Someone else doesn’t care. Both are acceptable.
He makes eye contact across the far with a dark haired girl who gives him a smile when she sees him. Her smile is sharp and the light exposes the freckles across her cheeks. Afte that, conversation comes easily. He doesn’t have to reach for it; it arranges itself around him the way it always does when people want something simple and uncomplicated. He listens just enough to respond appropriately. Laughs when it’s expected. Lets attention slide off him without sticking anywhere that matters.
It works.
They leave together without ceremony, city lights smearing into streaks of color through the taxi window. There’s no urgency, no hesitation. Just momentum carrying them forward because stopping would require choosing something else.
Inside the apartment, things unfold the way they always have.
Hands familiar with the shape of him. Touch that knows where to land without asking. The ease of it settles him, briefly—the certainty, the way his body responds without debate. He enjoys that part. Lets himself sink into the physicality of it, the uncomplicated clarity of sensation.
For a while, it’s enough.
He focuses on the present: breath, weight, heat. The way pleasure narrows the world into something manageable. He doesn’t think about the locker room or the phone call or the word pity still echoing faintly where it shouldn’t.
He doesn’t think about absence.
Later, when the room goes quiet again, that’s when it slips.
The moment after—when there’s nothing left to perform, no next movement to anticipate—stretches longer than he expects. He lies back, staring at a ceiling he doesn’t bother cataloguing, listening to someone else’s breathing even out beside him.
This is usually the part where things settle.
Tonight, they don’t.
The enjoyment lingers in his body, real and undeniable, but it doesn’t translate into anything else. There’s no grounding warmth. Just a faint, persistent feeling he can’t quite shake.
He turns his head slightly, careful not to wake her, and reaches for his phone on instinct.
The motion stops halfway.
His hand rests against the mattress instead, fingers flexing once before curling back in. He leaves the phone where it is, dark and inert on the nightstand.
That’s not habit, he tells himself. That’s nerves. Grief. Fatigue. The aftermath of a day that didn’t follow the rules.
He closes his eyes and waits for sleep to take over, to smooth things out the way it always has before.
It doesn’t come right away.
When it does, it’s shallow and easily disturbed, threaded through with fragments of sound and pressure that don’t resolve into dreams so much as impressions. Ice under skates. The dull roar of a crowd. A voice saying nothing he can clearly remember.
Morning light filters in too soon.
Ilya wakes with the familiar weight beside him and the unfamiliar sensation that something essential has already moved out of reach. He lies there for a moment, staring at the ceiling again, cataloguing the disconnect the way he always does when something doesn’t behave the way it should.
The sex worked.
That’s what matters.
Whatever else he’s feeling is incidental. Temporary. Easily corrected if he chooses better next time.
He sits up, careful not to wake her, and reaches for his phone again—this time without stopping himself.
There’s nothing there that matters.
No new messages. No missed calls. Just the quiet confirmation of a space left unfilled.
Ilya exhales, slow and controlled, and tells himself he didn’t expect anything else.
He dresses quietly and leaves without waking her, the door clicking shut behind him with soft finality.
Outside, the city is already awake, moving forward without hesitation.
So will he.

By the time he leaves the hotel, the season is really over.
Not metaphorically. Not emotionally. Literally. The Cup has been handed over. Interviews finished. The city has already begun to loosen its grip on the night, celebration bleeding into routine the way it always does once the cameras shut off.
Ilya does not stay for any of it.
The car ride is quiet. The driver doesn’t ask questions. The city passes by in streaks of light and glass, already receding into something he will remember later without texture. There is nothing left here that requires him.
The airport strips everything down to process.
Security. Passport. Boarding pass. Familiar motions that don’t ask how you’re doing, only where you’re going next. He moves through them on muscle memory alone, body still running on a schedule that no longer exists.
He sits at the gate with his phone loose in his hand and scrolls once, without intention.
Boston wins the Stanley Cup.
The headline sits there, static and complete. No qualifiers. No projections. No next step.
Ilya absorbs it without reaction.
This is the part that’s supposed to feel full.
He locks the screen and pockets the phone before the feeling has time to argue with him.
Boarding is called. He takes his seat without looking back, the plane filling around him with strangers already settling into their own small, private conclusions about the season, the night, the year.
He doesn’t see the questions being asked.
But they’re already out there.
By the time the plane levels off, his name is circulating through the same post-Cup machinery it always does — press availabilities logged, appearances tracked, absences noted with quiet curiosity.
Rozanov unavailable following Game Seven.
 No media availability.
 Team cites personal reasons.
The speculation fills the space anyway.
Travel fatigue.
European obligations.
A calculated choice — some players prefer to let the Cup speak for itself.
Someone floats the idea that he’s arrogant enough not to explain himself.
Another suggests he’s disciplined. Focused. Uninterested in pageantry.
No one gets it exactly right.
The official line lands later, stripped of detail and intention.
Rozanov departed for Russia early this morning due to a family matter.
He is expected to rejoin team obligations later this offseason.
It closes the loop without opening anything else.
That will be enough for now.
Ilya doesn’t read the articles. Doesn’t correct the assumptions. Lets the silence do what it’s going to do, the same way he always has.
From the outside, it looks controlled.
Professional.
Unbothered.
From the inside, it just looks like distance.
Below him, the city shrinks into abstraction. Above him, there is nothing but distance.
Russia will be colder. Quieter. Necessary.
Different air. Different rules. Space enough to flatten whatever is left unexamined.
That’s the idea, anyway.
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  Shane learns the shape of the days by how his head feels when he wakes up.
Some mornings, the pressure is dull and distant, like a storm parked just offshore, present but not urgent, something he can acknowledge without bracing against it. Other mornings it’s sharper, closer, the kind that makes light feel intrusive and sound arrive half a beat too late, as if his brain is always catching up to the world instead of moving with it.
He keeps track without writing anything down. How fast he can sit up. How long it takes the room to stop tilting. Whether his stomach drops when he stands. The details arrange themselves automatically, logged somewhere behind his eyes the way plays used to be, instinctive and constant.
Today is manageable.
Not good. Not bad. Manageable in the specific way rehab has taught him to appreciate, where the absence of pain feels less like relief and more like permission to proceed cautiously.
He lies still for a moment anyway, eyes on the ceiling, counting breaths like it’s an exercise someone assigned him. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Slow enough to convince his body there’s no threat it needs to prepare for.
The ceiling fan hums softly overhead. Somewhere outside, traffic starts and stops, the sound of it distant and unremarkable. Normal. Predictable. He lets those noises anchor him, gives them time to settle his pulse before he moves.
When he finally sits up, the pressure shifts but doesn’t spike.
That feels like a win.
He takes it.
The sling is gone now—graduated out of it days ago—but his shoulder still feels foreign, like a joint that belongs to someone else and hasn’t quite figured out how to cooperate yet. He rolls it carefully, testing range the way his therapist taught him, stopping just before it crosses from productive into stubborn.
Progress is a word people like to use. Shane has learned it mostly means slow.
The kitchen is bright in a way that makes him squint. He pours a smoothie he doesn’t really want and drinks it anyway because routine is easier than choice, because deciding how he feels about things first thing in the morning feels like unnecessary work. He checks the rehab schedule pinned to the fridge and resists the urge to rearrange it, even though he knows exactly where he could shave time if he tried.
Control is a habit. He’s learning, slowly, where it stops being useful.

He doesn’t watch it live, and that part is deliberate, or at least deliberate enough that he can pretend it is, because by the time Boston wins the Cup the game has already been reduced to something manageable—highlights, headlines, looping clips that play silently on screens he didn’t choose to look at but can’t quite avoid either.
The rehab gym has one mounted too high in the corner, angled wrong, volume muted, and even after someone changes the channel it flips back a few minutes later, like the universe is determined to make sure he registers it. Blue and gold. Confetti. The word Champions stretched across the bottom of the screen in a font designed to feel permanent.
Rozanov skates slow along the boards, helmet off, hair damp, expression carefully unreadable in that way Shane knows well enough to recognize without trying.
Something in Shane’s chest loosens before he can stop it.
Good for him, he thinks, and he doesn’t have to force the sentiment, because Rozanov earned it and anyone pretending otherwise is lying to themselves. He played out of his mind this postseason. He carried shifts, closed gaps, showed up when it mattered, the way great players do when the margins get thin.
The feeling doesn’t disappear so much as it changes shape, curdling quietly into something sharper and less generous, because pride doesn’t erase the other truth sitting underneath it: the season didn’t pause when Shane went down, didn’t wait for him to be ready, didn’t hold space for the fact that he was supposed to be out there too.
The league kept moving. It always does.
He watches exactly one replay, long enough for his brain to kick into old habits, tracking the play automatically, registering the breakdown, the timing, the place he would have stepped in if he’d been on the ice. That part of him hasn’t shut off, even now, even sidelined, even carrying a headache that hasn’t arrived yet but will.
He looks away before the handshake line, before the smiles, before Rozanov lifts anything heavy, because he doesn’t need to see that to know what it looks like.
Boston isn’t Rozanov, not really.

The headache comes later, the way it always does now, not sharp at first but insistent, a tightening behind his eyes that slowly deepens into pressure, like something pressing inward from all directions. The trainers call it normal, talk about delayed symptoms and post-concussive irritability and adjustment periods, all phrases that sound reasonable until they’re attached to his body.
Cleared but not 100%. Ready just in time for next season.
He hates that phrase more every time he hears it, because cleared sounds like permission, like gratitude should follow, like his body is a machine someone signed off on and handed back to him with a checklist and a smile.
He does the exercises anyway, because routine is the closest thing he has to control right now, counting reps, focusing on form, trying not to flinch when the fluorescent lights feel too bright or when the sounds in the room stack instead of separating cleanly, as if his brain has lost the ability to sort inputs properly.
Someone asks him a question—logistical, harmless—and it lands wrong, hits him when he’s already bracing, and he snaps before he can catch himself.
“Not now.”
The silence that follows is worse than if they’d argued, concern flashing across the other his trainer’s face, quick and careful, like Shane’s something brittle he’s not sure how to handle. He mutters an apology he doesn’t quite mean and cuts the session short, jaw tight, pulse buzzing behind his temples.
Rehab used to feel like progress. Now it feels like discipline, like control for its own sake, something rigid enough to hold onto while everything else keeps shifting.

The interview should be easy, which is the problem.
It’s pre-recorded, low-stakes, just a neutral backdrop and a man with a clipboard asking questions Shane’s answered a hundred times in his career, the kind that are designed to sound thoughtful without actually demanding anything.
Recovery. Perspective. Lessons learned.
“How’s it been watching the playoffs from the outside?”
“Different,” Shane says, and the answer comes smooth, unthinking. “You notice things more, momentum shifts you don’t always catch when you’re in it.”
The interviewer nods, encourages him to continue. “Anything surprise you?”
Shane hesitates half a beat longer than necessary, then shrugs. “How fast it moves,” he says, and then shifts, because that sounds too close to a complaint. “How adaptable teams are, I guess. Someone always steps up.”
It’s true. It just isn’t the whole truth.
“And how did it feel seeing Boston take it all?”
There’s that tightening again, not anger exactly but friction, like two thoughts trying to occupy the same space at once. Once again, the league trying to get its bite of Rozanov versus Hollander.
“I’m happy for them,” Shane says, and he doesn’t have to lie to make it sound convincing. “They played well. They deserved it.”
The interviewer glances up. “Rozanov especially had a strong run.”
Shane nods, because nodding is easier than thinking.
“He did,” he says, too evenly, too fast. 
The name sits there, unremarkable and heavy at the same time, but the interviewer lets it pass, scribbling something down, moving on like nothing happened, and the interview wraps without incident. Shane smiles when he’s supposed to, shakes hands, thanks him for his time.
It’s only afterward, standing alone in the hallway with the lights humming too loudly overhead, that he realizes his pulse is racing, that he reacted before he could think, and that the space he usually keeps between impulse and action is thinner than it should be.
That bothers him more than the question did.

He doesn’t go looking for it.
That’s the part that irritates him later, when he thinks about it—how easily it finds him anyway. His phone buzzes against the counter while he’s rinsing the blender, screen lighting up with a push notification he doesn’t bother reading all the way at first.
He dries his hands slowly before picking it up.
The headline is smaller than the ones about the win were, tucked halfway down the screen like an afterthought.
ROZANOV DECLINES POST-GAME MEDIA FOLLOWING GAME SEVEN.
TEAM CITES PERSONAL REASONS.
Shane frowns.
Not sharply. Just enough to register that it doesn’t fit the shape of what he expects. Rozanov never skips availability, never leaves questions unanswered if there’s a professional way to handle them. Win or loss, he shows up, says the right things, absorbs whatever narrative people want to build around him without pushing back.
This doesn’t look like that.
Shane scrolls, reads a second blurb, then a third. Different outlets, same phrasing. Unavailable. Declined to comment. No immediate explanation offered.
He locks the screen and sets the phone down, but the feeling doesn’t go away. It shifts instead, settling somewhere lower in his chest, not quite concern and not quite annoyance, just a sense that the picture is missing a piece he can’t see yet.
His phone buzzes again—Yuna, reminding him about therapy for the day, then Hayden asking how he was—but he ignores both, standing there a moment longer than necessary, staring at the counter like it might offer clarification if he waits.
Finally, he picks the phone back up and opens his messages.
He doesn’t scroll. He doesn’t need to.
The thread is right where it’s always been, quiet in a way that feels deliberate now that he’s looking at it. He taps into the blank text field before he has time to talk himself out of it.
You okay?
The words sit there, simple and instinctive, the kind of message you send when you don’t know what else to say but don’t want to stay silent. Shane stares at it, thumb hovering, irritation flaring—at Ross, at Rozanov, before, just as quickly, redirecting inward toward himself for noticing, for caring enough to ask.
He backspaces once.
Then again.
The field empties.
He tells himself it’s none of his business, that Rozanov doesn’t owe anyone an explanation and certainly doesn’t owe one to him. If there’s something going on, it will come out eventually. It always does.
He locks the phone and sets it facedown on the counter, harder than necessary.
Whatever that was, he tells himself, it’s handled. Rozanov has people. A team. A system. He doesn’t need Shane hovering at the edges, inventing concern where there doesn’t need to be any.
That explanation fits well enough to move on.
Even so, the headline lingers, a quiet anomaly he can’t quite shake, sitting somewhere behind the rest of the day like a question he hasn’t been asked yet.

It’s a few more days of the same—eat, rehab, sleep—before his phone buzzes.
Not a message, not anything he can misread or overthink, just an email notification from PR with a subject line that’s vague and irritatingly upbeat: Upcoming obligations.
He doesn’t open it right away. Instead, he scrolls through his phone without much intention, moving through group chats and team threads until names blur together and he realizes he’s circling the same empty spaces over and over.
He opens a draft message, types a few words, deletes them, locks his phone, then unlocks it again five minutes later, scrolling past a thread he doesn’t open because opening it would mean acknowledging why it’s there in the first place.
He doesn’t consciously miss him. That would require naming something, and he’s not doing that today. He just keeps bumping into the absence, like furniture rearranged in the dark.
When he finally opens the email, it’s exactly what he expects: a mandatory appearance, league-related, offseason media, details to follow.
Unavoidable.
He opens the attachment without meaning to, skims past the header, the boilerplate language, until his eyes catch on the format—paired seating, shared space, joint availability windows.
He doesn’t need to see the name yet to know.
Shane exhales slowly, forcing the breath to stay even, because of course it’s mandatory and of course it’s framed like an opportunity. That’s how things keep happening now—announced instead of chosen, inevitable instead of earned.
He closes the email without responding, tells himself he’ll deal with it later, tells himself he’s fine.
And for a moment—just barely—it almost feels true.

The house is quiet in a way that feels temporary, like silence arranged for convenience rather than rest.
It’s too clean. Too ordered. The kind of quiet that exists because someone made decisions about where things should go and then removed anything unnecessary, leaving behind surfaces that don’t ask to be touched. Ilya notices it immediately, the absence of clutter, the way sound travels too far before dissipating, footsteps echoing faintly against walls that were never meant to hear them alone.
The funeral itself is already over.
He didn’t avoid it. He didn’t skip it. He did what was required, stood where he was supposed to stand, listened when people spoke, nodded when they looked to him for acknowledgment. He absorbed condolences the way he’s absorbed instructions his entire life—without resistance, without commentary, without letting anything surface that might slow the process down.
Now there is only the remainder.
Paperwork sits in neat stacks on the dining table, arranged by someone else before he arrived. Documents clipped together. Forms flagged with small, bright tabs that feel almost obscene against the muted palette of the room. There are lists taped to the refrigerator—numbers to call, appointments to confirm, logistics that require follow-up. A calendar has been marked in pencil, dates circled lightly, erasable if plans change.
Administrative grief replaces everything else.
It’s easier to manage this way. Paper doesn’t ask how you’re doing. Logistics don’t require memory or interpretation. They exist to be completed, checked off, resolved. Ilya moves through them methodically, reading everything twice, signing where he’s told, making phone calls in a voice that sounds like his own.
He does not cry.
He does not feel pressure in his chest or dizziness or any of the things people describe when they talk about loss. What he feels instead is distance—between himself and the room, between himself and the man he buried, between himself and the version of this moment that might have existed if his life had been structured differently.
He tells himself this is shock.
That explanation fits well enough.

Alexei doesn’t knock.
The door opens hard enough that the frame rattles, the sound sharp and intrusive in a house already stripped down to necessity. Ilya looks up from the table automatically, pen pausing mid-motion, the paper beneath it creased where his grip tightens without his permission.
Alexei stands in the doorway, coat still on, jaw set in a way that makes the room feel smaller immediately.
“Ты даже не позвонил.”
You didn’t even call.
Ilya sets the pen down carefully, aligning it with the edge of the paper the way he always does when something threatens to escalate.
“Нечего было говорить.”
There was nothing to say.
Alexei laughs once, short and brittle.
“Всегда есть что сказать. Просто тебе это не нравится.”
There’s always something to say. You just don’t like saying it.
The accusation hangs there, heavy and familiar. Old language, dragged out and sharpened by grief instead of dulled by time.
Alexei steps fully into the room now.
“Ты ушёл.”
You left.
A beat.
“Опять.”
Again.
Ilya hears how automatic his response sounds even to himself.
“Я не уходил.”
I didn’t leave.
Alexei’s voice rises.
“Ты всегда так говоришь.”
You always say that.
“Тебя здесь не было. Не тогда, когда это было важно. Не когда он болел. Не когда—”
You weren’t here. Not when it mattered. Not when he was sick. Not when—
Ilya snaps, the control he’s been maintaining thinning abruptly.
“Хватит.”
That’s enough.
“Ты не имеешь права переписывать это.”
You don’t get to rewrite this.
Alexei closes the distance between them in three quick steps.
“Я ничего не переписываю,” he says.
I’m not rewriting anything.
“Я это прожил.”
I lived it.
“Пока ты был занят со своей маленькой шлюхой — которая, кстати, теперь где-то пропала.”
While you were busy with your little whore—who doesn’t even seem to be here now.
The shove comes first.
Not a punch. Not a swing. Just a hard, sudden push to the chest that knocks Ilya back a half-step, chair scraping loudly against the floor. The sound breaks something open in him, irritation flaring hot and immediate.
He shoves back.
Harder than necessary.
Alexei stumbles, catches himself against the counter, and then they’re both moving at once—hands grabbing fabric, momentum carrying them into the table, papers sliding to the floor in a scatter of white. The collision is messy and uncoordinated, grief and anger tangling without form.
Alexei shouts over it.
“Ты думаешь, деньги это исправят?”
You think money fixes this?
He shoves again.
“Ты думаешь, что если присылать чеки, это делает тебя сыном?”
You think sending checks makes you a son?
Ilya grips Alexei’s jacket and slams him back against the wall, forearm pressing into his chest just long enough to make the point.
His teeth are clenched when he speaks.
“Я сделал всё, что мог.”
I did what I could.
“Я построил жизнь, которая не разваливается каждый раз, когда что-то идёт не так.”
I built a life that doesn’t fall apart every time something goes wrong.
Alexei’s eyes flash.
“Ты построил жизнь, из которой можно убегать.”
You built a life that lets you run.
The words hit harder than the shove did.
For a second, neither of them moves. The room is loud with their breathing, the aftermath of violence settling into a sharp, unpleasant awareness of bodies in space.
Svetlana appears in the doorway, drawn by the noise.
“Хватит.”
Enough.
Her voice is steady, but firm.
Alexei doesn’t listen.
“Ты не можешь вернуться сейчас и вести себя так, будто это твоё.”
You don’t get to come back now and act like this is yours.
“Ты не можешь принимать решения после всего—”
You don’t get to make decisions after everything—
Ilya cuts in, sudden and absolute.
“Я не возвращаюсь.”
I’m not coming back.
The sentence lands heavy, cleanly cutting through the argument.
Alexei stares at him.
“Что?”
What?
Ilya releases his grip and steps back, already distancing himself.
“Я закончил. Квартира — твоя. Я перепишу её на тебя.”
I’m done. You can have the apartment. I’ll sign it over.
“И я открою траст для твоей дочери. Когда ей исполнится восемнадцать.”
And I’ll set up a trust for your daughter. When she turns eighteen.
“Ей никогда не придётся ни о чём беспокоиться.”
She’ll never have to worry about anything.
Svetlana’s breath catches softly behind them.
Alexei’s expression shifts—anger faltering, replaced by something raw and disbelieving.
“Ты думаешь, это сделает всё лучше?”
You think this makes it better?
Ilya doesn’t hesitate.
“Нет.”
No.
“Это делает всё законченным.”
It makes it done.
The finality in his voice leaves no room for negotiation.
He continues, every word deliberate now.
“Я не хочу тебя больше видеть. Ни звонков. Ни новостей”
I don’t want to see you again. No calls. No updates.
Alexei’s hands curl into fists at his sides. For a moment, it looks like he might swing again.
Instead, he laughs. Low. Broken.
“Ты просто невероятен.”
You really are unbelievable.
Ilya answers quietly, sharply.
“Иди к чёрту.”
Go to hell.
Alexei storms out without another word, the door slamming hard enough that something rattles loose in the hall.
The silence afterward is brutal.

Svetlana waits until the echo fades.
The house settles slowly, sound retreating room by room until there’s nothing left but the hum of electricity in the walls and Ilya’s own breathing, still a little too sharp, a little too controlled. She doesn’t move right away. She gives him the space to recalibrate, to pull whatever he needs back into alignment before she steps closer.
When she does, it’s unhurried.
She studies him the way she always has in moments like this—not accusatory, not alarmed, just attentive, as if she’s checking the integrity of something she knows has just been put under stress. The look makes his skin prickle anyway, because she’s never needed explanations to understand when something irreversible has happened.
“That was… a lot,” she says finally, voice low, careful.
“Yes,” Ilya says.
It isn’t defensive. It isn’t brittle. Just factual.
Svetlana nods once, absorbing it, then lets the silence stretch again, long enough that it stops feeling like a pause and starts feeling like permission.
“You’ve closed a door,” she says, not unkindly. “One you won’t be able to open again.”
“Yes.”
She exhales slowly, as if steadying herself rather than him. “I thought so.”
Her gaze drifts—not to him, but to the scattered papers on the floor, the administrative remains of a life being dismantled. Trusts. Titles. Addresses. The clean, impersonal language of endings disguised as arrangements.
“This isn’t how people usually start over,” she says, gently.
Ilya looks down as well, eyes tracing the edges of the documents without really seeing them. “There was nothing left to return to.”
Svetlana doesn’t argue. She knows better than to meet certainty with contradiction.
“There is,” she says instead, “always something we don’t bring with us when we leave.”
The implication is light, almost theoretical, and that’s what makes it land. She doesn’t say a name. She doesn’t ask a question. She doesn’t need to.
Ilya’s jaw tightens, just slightly.
“The only thing here for me is you,” he says, as if grounding himself in something solid. “And you’re not going anywhere.”
Svetlana’s expression softens at that—not into reassurance, but into something steadier.
“No,” she agrees. “I’m not.”
He nods, the decision already filed away, categorized as resolved. “Then that’s enough.”
It sounds practical when he says it. Logical. A narrowing of variables until what remains can be managed.
Starting over, reframed as subtraction.
Svetlana watches him for a long moment, eyes thoughtful, like she understands exactly what he’s chosen to leave unnamed and isn’t going to force him to confront it before he’s ready—or ever, if he never is.
“Come eat,” she says at last. Not as an instruction. An anchor.
Ilya follows her into the kitchen without argument, stepping carefully around the debris of what he’s just ended, already reorganizing his future into something smaller and quieter, something that won’t ask him questions he doesn’t want to answer.
He doesn’t directly think about Hollander.
He doesn’t have to.
The absence is already doing its work, settling into the space where certainty used to live, unexamined and persistent. 
He tells himself that whatever existed there is over now, folded neatly into the same category as everything else he’s left behind.
That this is survivable.
That starting over means letting go.
And for now—because believing it is easier than testing it—he does.

Later, when the house settles into something like evening, Ilya is alone again.
Not abruptly. Svetlana doesn’t vanish so much as recede, leaving behind the sense that she’s nearby without being present, a conditional kind of safety that doesn’t ask him to explain himself. He moves through the rooms with the same quiet deliberation he’s used all day, careful not to disturb what little order has reasserted itself since Alexei left, as if the house might fracture again if he’s careless.
He ends up in the kitchen without meaning to.
The counter is clear now. No paperwork. No lists. The absence of them feels intentional, like a decision someone made on his behalf. That helps more than it should.
He reaches for his phone without thinking.
The screen lights up too bright in the dim room, notifications stacking themselves into relevance the moment he looks at them. Messages from people who expect updates. From people who assume celebration. A few missed calls he already knows he won’t return tonight.
He scrolls once.
Then again.
There’s a gap near the top of the screen that catches his attention—not because anything new has appeared there, but because something hasn’t. A space that used to exist without needing to be noticed now feels conspicuous, like a missing step his body still prepares for out of habit.
He opens a blank message.
The cursor blinks.
For a moment, he doesn’t type at all. He just watches it, irritation blooming slowly beneath his ribs, unfocused and unhelpful, the way it does when his body is looking for something to do with energy it can’t discharge.
He types a word.
Deletes it.
Types again, shorter this time, stripped of context, the kind of message that doesn’t ask for explanation or offer one. The kind that could pass for professionalism if anyone were inclined to read it that way.
He stops.
He locks the screen and sets the phone down face-down on the counter, farther away than before, as if distance might do the work choice hasn’t.

The irritation bleeds sideways into small things.
A cabinet door that doesn’t close all the way. The low hum of the refrigerator. The way the floorboard near the hall creaks when he steps on it, a sound he’s heard a thousand times but notices now with sharp clarity. His body feels keyed too high for the quiet it’s been placed in, restless without direction.
He checks the time. Then checks it again a few minutes later, like the numbers might rearrange themselves into something useful.
The phone vibrates softly against the counter.
This time, he doesn’t ignore it.
The email is brief. Impersonal. Written in the same neutral language the league uses for everything it doesn’t intend to negotiate.
Offseason obligations. Media availability. Scheduling to follow.
He reads it once without reaction.
Then again, slower, attention shifting from the content to the structure, the way his mind always does when it’s looking for implications instead of information. Paired slots. Shared interviews. Talking points designed to sound coincidental.
Of course.
This is how it happens. Not as confrontation, not as demand, but as something that presents itself already decided, wrapped in professionalism and logistics and the assumption of compliance.
He knows exactly who will be there.
The knowledge doesn’t spike. It settles, heavy but contained, like something he can carry if he distributes the weight carefully. He waits for his body to react—to tense, to brace—but it doesn’t. That almost bothers him more than panic would have.
He reads the email once more, slower this time, not for content but for tone, for what it’s asking of him without ever saying it outright.
Public. Neutral. Predictable.
Good.
He’s done this before. Worse circumstances, heavier scrutiny, rooms full of people waiting to pull something out of him he’s never been interested in giving. This won’t be new. This won’t even be difficult.
He can already feel the shape of it settling back into place.
Measured answers. Short sentences. No excess, no apologies, no confession disguised as honesty. He’ll give them the version of himself they’ve always known how to handle—the composed one, the disciplined one, the player who never quite gives them what they’re reaching for and doesn’t bother pretending otherwise.
The best one.
The thought steadies him more than he expects.
There’s comfort in this version of himself, in knowing exactly how much to offer and exactly where the line is that no one else gets to cross. The media likes him best when he’s predictable in the right ways, when he bites just enough to remind them he’s sharp without ever letting them draw blood, when he answers the same questions with the same infuriating calm until they stop trying to corner him.
He’ll be polite. He’ll be professional. He’ll be confident enough that it reads as indifference.
He’ll say everything is fine.
He’s been doing that long enough that it doesn’t feel like lying anymore—just maintenance. The same way he tapes his wrists or adjusts his edges before a shift. Necessary. Familiar.
That’s the version they want: the one who talks about systems and preparation and execution, who redirects personal questions with an ease that borders on arrogance, who never lets anything linger long enough to turn into a headline unless he wants it to.
That version is easy to step into.
Reliable. Controlled. Annoyingly unyielding.
He exhales slowly and feels the edges of the day settle around that certainty without friction, the weight pressing at him redistributing into something manageable, something he knows how to carry.
This is familiar ground.
This is survivable.
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  Shane finds out weeks after the Cup is lifted, when the noise has dulled and the season has started to feel like something that already happened to someone else.
Boston’s win has already been analyzed to death by the time the message comes through. The parade has happened. The interviews have been clipped and recirculated, replayed until they’ve lost any sense of immediacy. Rozanov disappeared from public view almost immediately after—a family matter, everyone said, like that explained anything.
The city is quieter than it should be, like it hasn’t quite caught up to the fact that the season is over. Shane is awake early, not abruptly or restlessly, just already conscious in the way he’s been since the injury. There’s no schedule pressing him forward now, no game-day structure to lean against. His body hasn’t figured out what to do with that absence yet.
The coffee machine hums as his phone buzzes against the table.
It’s his mom.
He doesn’t open the message right away. He knows her well enough to recognize the cadence before he reads a word—the carefulness, the pause built into it. She only writes like this when she’s weighed every sentence and decided which ones won’t make things worse.
Honey,

 I didn’t want you to hear this secondhand. Rozanov’s father passed away a few weeks ago, not long after the Finals. I don’t know all the details, but I thought you should know before today. I’m sorry to be the one telling you.
No softening. Just information.
Shane reads it once. Then again, slower this time.
He doesn’t move. The coffee finishes brewing behind him, the sound suddenly too loud in the quiet kitchen. He stares at the screen until it dims, his reflection faint and warped across the glass.
So that’s why.
The realization doesn’t arrive with drama. There’s no sharp inhale, no spike of disbelief. Just the slow, disorienting sensation of something shifting inside him, pieces rearranging themselves into a pattern he hadn’t considered. The weeks of distance. The clean withdrawal. The way Rozanov had gone from present to unreachable after the Cup. Shane had told himself it was strategy. Timing. Control.
Grief hadn’t crossed his mind.
He exhales and braces his hands on the counter, grounding himself in the cool surface. On the television behind him, a replay from the night before loops silently—Boston celebrating, the Cup lifted, confetti blurring the frame. Rozanov is at the center of it all, helmet off, hair damp, expression unreadable in that way cameras love to interpret for you.
Shane looks away.
The strange thing is how quickly his thoughts turn outward. Not to his own disappointment. Not to the loss, or what it feels like to watch someone else lift the thing you wanted. He thinks instead of Rozanov alone in a hotel room afterward, the noise finally gone. The silence arriving all at once.
He’s familiar with that silence.
This changes what Shane was going to say.
He hadn’t realized until now that he’d already planned the conversation he would have with Rozanov—measured, controlled, and deliberately unkind in its precision. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just honest enough to sting if he let it land the way he intended. Knowing what he knows now doesn’t soften that impulse. It just makes acting on it feel wrong, like it would tip something already unstable past the point of usefulness.
Professional, he decides instead. For the cameras. For the room. Not because Rozanov deserves it, but because this isn’t the place to let anything sharper through.
His first instinct is still to think Ross.
The name surfaces easily, uninvited, the way it always does when he’s tired or off-balance, when his guard slips just enough for familiarity to assert itself. He corrects it almost immediately, the adjustment so practiced it barely registers as conscious thought.
Rozanov, he tells himself. The correction settles into place—quiet, automatic, necessary. He doesn’t linger on it long enough to interrogate whether it’s discipline or avoidance. It functions. That’s enough.
By the time he’s dressed and heading toward the location, the knowledge has settled into him the way exhaustion does—heavy but manageable, shaping the way he moves without demanding his attention every second. Media day stretches ahead of him, structured and unavoidable. Post-season wrap-up. Celebration for Boston. Closure, for everyone else.
This is not the place, he reminds himself.
There will be a gap somewhere. There always is, if you’re patient enough to wait for it. Maybe he’ll offer condolences then—quietly, without making it a thing.
Backstage is controlled chaos, polished down to something efficient. PR staff move with purpose, headsets tucked behind ears, clipboards angled just so. Shane checks in where he’s told to, nods when expected, keeps his shoulders squared and his expression neutral. He slides easily into the version of himself that knows how to disappear in plain sight.
He is very good at this part.
When he takes his seat at the press table, the cameras are already rolling.
Rozanov sits beside him.
Up close, the difference is impossible to miss. The glow of victory settles on Rozanov easily, like it belongs there. He’s loose in his chair, posture relaxed, one arm draped casually along the back as he answers a reporter’s question with a half-smile that sends a ripple of laughter through the room. The Cup win hovers over everything—every word, every glance angled toward him.
Shane watches from the corner of his eye.
He looks untouched. Not rested. Not relieved. Untouched, like the season didn’t just carve something out of him and leave it behind, like loss hasn’t brushed close enough to leave fingerprints. The armor is immaculate.
Good armor, Shane thinks, without bitterness.
The questions come predictably—reflections on the season, what it means to win, what comes next. Rozanov handles them effortlessly, deflecting praise with practiced charm, teasing reporters just enough to keep the room warm. Shane answers when it’s his turn, measured and polite, careful not to intrude on the narrative unfolding beside him.
At one point, a reporter directs a question at both of them—something about rivalry, about respect, about what it feels like to face each other at this stage of the season. Shane turns his head automatically, ready to offer something neutral and safe.
He doesn’t speak right away.
For the first time since they sat down, he really looks at him.
Without the buffer of movement or distance, Rozanov’s composure sharpens into something almost too precise. The set of his shoulders. The calm, deliberate way he listens. The faint curve of his mouth that never quite commits to a smile. He looks exactly like someone who’s learned how to keep the world at arm’s length without appearing closed off.
Their eyes meet.
It isn’t dramatic. It doesn’t linger long enough to draw attention. Just a brief thinning of the room, a moment where the rhythm of questions and cameras falls out of sync. Rozanov’s gaze flicks to him—alert, unreadable—and something tightens low in Shane’s chest before he can stop it.
“Rozanov,” he says after a breath, voice steady. “He played an incredible series.”
No one reacts. Not the reporters. Not the cameras. The room keeps moving like nothing happened. Still, Shane feels the moment settle anyway, sharp and contained, as he finishes his answer without faltering, gaze forward, tone even.
Beside him, Rozanov glances over again.
Just for a second.
The look isn’t accusatory. It isn’t curious, exactly. It’s alert.
When the conference wraps, microphones click off and chairs scrape back, the tension loosening into chatter and movement. Shane stands when he’s supposed to, nods at a PR rep, and finally—finally—turns with intention.
“Rozanov,” he says quietly, pitching his voice just for the space between them.
Up close, the composure reads differently now that Shane knows where to look. The posture is controlled. The smile practiced. The eyes sharp in a way that suggests vigilance, not ease.
“Captain,” Rozanov replies lightly, accent rolling off his tongue. “Rough way to end the year.”
It isn’t cruel. It isn’t even unkind. It’s familiar. Too familiar. Shane hesitates, recalibrating on the fly.
“I wanted to—” He pauses, searching for the right shape of a sentence. Something that acknowledges without intruding. “I wanted to offer my c—”
Rozanov steps closer.
Not dramatically—just enough to close the space that’s been holding Shane upright. “You always look so wound up,” he murmurs, low and almost amused. “Relax a bit. ”
The proximity is sudden. Intimate in a way that has nothing to do with touch and everything to do with attention. Shane is acutely aware of the warmth of him, of the way Rozanov’s voice carries differently at this distance.
He doesn’t step back.
That’s the mistake.
A PR staffer calls Rozanov’s name from across the room, already moving toward them with a clipboard. “We need you for a follow-up.”
Rozanov’s gaze lingers on Shane for half a beat longer than necessary, his mouth curving just slightly. “Later,” he says, like it’s a given.
Then he’s gone, swept up in logistics and movement and celebration that isn’t Shane’s.
Shane stays where he is, pulse thudding a little harder than it should. The thing he meant to say sits heavy and unspoken, lodged somewhere behind his ribs. 
He exhales slowly.

The hallway outside the conference room is quiet in a way that feels intentional. Carpet dulls footsteps to nothing; glass walls reflect people back at themselves—contained, polished, impossible to read unless they want to be. Everything about the building is designed to keep emotion manageable. Shane walks anyway, posture set, expression neutral, because stopping would mean acknowledging how badly the moment just went sideways.
The anger isn’t new. That’s what catches him off guard—how easily it resurfaces, like it’s been waiting for a reason to be useful again. He’s been carrying it since the hospital, since Rozanov stood there with the truth finally out in the open and waited for Shane to decide what to do with it. Shane had decided quickly then. Told him to leave. Watched him go.
He’d believed the silence afterward was clean.
Understanding why Rozanov disappeared after the Cup doesn’t dissolve the resentment—it muddies it. Grief doesn’t do anything; it just crowds the space around it, makes everything harder to touch without cutting himself in the process. Shane can hold both truths at once, even if he resents the fact that he has to.
What unsettles him is the way Rozanov behaved today.
Not the confidence—that was inevitable. Not even the smugness. It’s the ease of it. The familiarity. The way he stepped in like the distance between them hadn’t been drawn in a hospital room weeks ago, like Shane hadn’t found out he was being lied to for months.
Relax a bit.
The irritation flares immediately at the memory—sharp, reflexive, earned. And then something else follows, slower and worse.
Recognition.
The cadence of it. The way the confidence tipped just enough into provocation to stop being performative. The way his voice dropped, not for the room, but specifically for Shane. This isn’t Rozanov-the-winner he reacts to; it’s the flash of something underneath, something familiar enough to feel like a violation.
Ross.
The name surfaces without invitation—not as longing, but as identification. That’s what shocks him.
His body responds a half-second faster than his judgment, heat blooming under his skin, breath pulling shallow before he forces it steady again. He doesn’t step back immediately, and the delay feels like a failure—like something slipping loose that he’s been holding in place by force alone.
He reaches the end of the corridor just as a PR coordinator intercepts him, all efficiency and pleasant apologies. Schedules have shifted. Rozanov has another obligation. Separate room. Separate exit. They’ll reconnect later if needed.
Shane nods, polite and controlled, not asking questions he already knows the answers to. The split happens cleanly—no confrontation, no resolution—just logistics doing what they always do, creating distance under the guise of order.
Outside, the air is colder than he expects. Traffic moves in patient lines. The city hums, indifferent. Shane stops near the curb, phone already in his hand before he’s fully aware of the decision.
He types.

Deletes.
Every version of the message collapses under its own weight. Anything acknowledging the death feels like it would soften edges he isn’t ready to soften. Anything addressing the behavior feels cruel without context in a way he refuses to own.
If he reaches out now, it won’t be read as just professional kindness.

It will be read as permission.
He locks the phone and slips it back into his pocket.
The car ride away from the building is quiet. Shane watches the city pass without really seeing it, the memory of Rozanov’s proximity replaying against his will—the familiarity of it.
That’s what bothers him most.
Not that he understands now why Rozanov vanished.
But that, for a second, he felt Ross again—and his body remembered before his head could stop it.

Ilya leaves the building buoyed by momentum he refuses to question.
The press interview went well. Better than well. He answered cleanly, deflected where needed, smiled at the right moments. The questions were easy—too easy, really—and he handled them with the same controlled ease he’s learned to use everywhere else. Winning does that. It smooths the edges. It lets people project things onto you that you don’t have to correct.
By the time he’s in the back seat of the car, jacket folded neatly beside him, the buzz hasn’t worn off. He scrolls through his phone absently, not really reading anything, just letting the motion occupy his hands. Messages stack up—congratulations, logistics, reminders for tomorrow—and he clears them one by one without urgency.
Hollander didn’t look angry.
The thought resurfaces again, threading itself through everything else. Not confrontational. Not cold. Not the sharp, dismissive version Ilya half-expected after the hospital. Hollander had been composed. Professional. He’d looked at him—really looked at him—without flinching.
Ilya tells himself that means something.
The phone vibrates again in his hand. This time, it’s Svetlana.
He opens the message without thinking, the habit ingrained enough that it bypasses whatever instinct might have warned him to wait.
Ты сегодня очень хорошо выступил. Все это отметили. Я горжусь тобой.
You did very well today, she writes. Everyone said so. I’m proud of you.
There’s a brief pause before the next message appears.
В квартире всё упаковано. Я обо всём позаботилась. Поговорим позже.
Everything is packed at the apartment. I took care of it. We can talk later.
Ilya stares at the screen longer than necessary.
Packed.
The apartment flashes behind his eyes—quiet, orderly, stripped down to essentials he didn’t choose. His things reduced to categories, folded and labeled and boxed without his input. He imagines the empty shelves, the cleared surfaces, the absence where his father’s presence used to register without thought.
He exhales slowly, thumb hovering over the screen.
Хорошо, he types, спасибо.
Okay, thank you.
He doesn’t ask what was kept. What was thrown out. What was too hard to touch.
Later, he tells himself. There will be time for that later.
The car slows, then stops. Ilya straightens automatically, smoothing his expression into something neutral as the door opens. The movement is familiar enough that he barely registers how tightly he’s been holding himself together until the tension releases slightly when he steps out onto the pavement.
The world looks the same as it always does. No visible shift. No marker for loss.
That helps.
He tells himself he handled everything correctly. He went home when he needed to. He won. He came back when he was supposed to. He did the media. He didn’t make it messy. This has always been what keeps him functional.

He doesn’t let himself linger on the quiet.
Momentum is easier to live inside. It carries him forward without asking questions, without requiring him to sit still long enough for anything sharp to surface. By the time he’s back in the hotel, keys exchanged, bag set down untouched by the door, the day already feels like something completed. Finished. A box he can close.
He loosens his tie and leaves it draped over the back of the chair, jacket still folded where he placed it earlier. He doesn’t turn on the television. He doesn’t unpack. He sits on the edge of the bed instead, phone in his hand, staring at nothing in particular.
Hollander didn’t look angry.
The thought resurfaces again, persistent but not intrusive, threading itself through his mind with a familiarity he doesn’t bother resisting. He hadn’t expected warmth—he isn’t delusional—but he had braced for something colder. Distance. Dismissal. The sharp edge Shane had been capable of at the hospital, when everything finally tipped into the open.
But that hadn’t been what he saw today.
Hollander had been controlled. Professional. Still as stone when he looked back at him across the table. Not flinching. Not tightening. Not turning away. He’d said his name without hesitation, without venom, without the deliberate distance Ilya had half-expected him to put back into it.
Rozanov.
Not Ross. Not a correction. Just… his name.
Ilya shifts slightly on the bed, thumb dragging idly across the edge of his phone case. He replays the moment without meaning to—the eye contact, brief but unbroken. The pause before Hollander spoke. The way the room seemed to thin around them for a second, like the rest of it had fallen just slightly out of focus.
If he was angry, he would’ve said something.
That’s always been the rule. Shane Hollander doesn’t hide when he’s upset; he sharpens. He names things. He doesn’t let discomfort sit quietly between them and hope it resolves itself. That had been true in the beginning, and Ilya has no reason to believe it’s changed.
Silence, then, means something else.
He lets that settle, lets the logic smooth itself into place. There had been no accusation. No confrontation. No visible withdrawal. Hollander hadn’t stood up first. Hadn’t angled away. Hadn’t made the space between them larger than it already was.
If anything, he hadn’t moved at all.
Ilya exhales slowly, leaning back onto his hands, gaze lifting to the ceiling. The confidence that comes with winning hums steadily beneath the surface, a low, reassuring current. People have been looking at him all day like he’s solid. Like he’s finished. Like there’s nothing left to question.
He’s learned how to let that version of himself do the heavy lifting.
The grief stays where he put it—contained, deferred, wrapped carefully in the promise of later. It doesn’t intrude on his thoughts now, not when there’s something else demanding his attention. Something unresolved in a way that feels… familiar. Manageable.
The distance between him and Hollander doesn’t feel closed. It feels suspended.
That’s different.
He thinks of the way Hollander hesitated when he stepped closer. Not pulling away. Not leaning in. Just… still. Like he was recalibrating in real time. Ilya recognizes that pause. He’s lived in it himself more than once, the space where instinct and judgment briefly fall out of sync.
It hadn’t felt like rejection.
If anything, it had felt like restraint.
Ilya smiles faintly at the thought, the expression barely registering even to himself. He stands, crossing the room to the window, looking down at the city without really seeing it. Lights blur together below, traffic moving in steady lines, everyone else going somewhere with purpose.
The next few days move quickly, the way they always do when no one wants you to stop.
There are appearances stacked neatly back to back—short commitments, clean handshakes, cameras angled just off-center. Someone claps him on the shoulder in a hallway and tells him it’s been a hell of a run. Another person laughs too loudly at something he says, like proximity to a winner might be contagious. Ilya smiles when expected, nods when required, answers questions that don’t demand anything he hasn’t already learned how to give.
It’s easy. Easier than it should be.
Winning sharpens the outline of things. It gives people a version of you they’re comfortable believing in. Confident. Resilient. Finished. No loose ends, no visible fractures. Ilya lets them have it. He’s good at occupying that space, at letting the surface story carry him forward without resistance. It’s like he was never in Russia at all.
Someone mentions the All-Star Game in passing—how strange it feels to be thinking about it already. Ilya registers the words without reacting, filing them away somewhere unexamined. There will be time for that later. There’s always time later. The season hasn’t even started.
By the end of the afternoon, his voice feels a little rough from use. He doesn’t mind. It’s proof of participation, of presence. He takes a bottle of water from a staffer and drinks it down in steady pulls, the cold grounding him just enough to notice the fatigue settling in beneath everything else.
When he’s finally alone again, the quiet returns cautiously, like it isn’t sure it’s welcome.
The hotel room looks unchanged from earlier—bed made too neatly, curtains still open, city lights beginning to edge in at the windows as evening settles. He doesn’t turn on any lamps right away. He stands near the door for a moment instead, letting the day drain off him in increments. Jacket off. Shoes kicked aside. Phone set face down on the table without ceremony.
He tells himself this is rest.
He showers quickly, efficiently, the heat of the water loosening muscles that have been held tight longer than he realized. He doesn’t linger. Linger leads to thinking. He dresses in clean clothes and moves through the room like someone who knows exactly where everything is supposed to go, even when nothing in the space belongs to him.
Later, he orders room service and eats standing up, gaze drifting to the window between bites. He doesn’t sit. Sitting feels like settling, and settling invites questions he isn’t interested in answering tonight.
His thoughts keep circling back anyway.
Not to Russia. Not to the apartment. Not to his father.
The memory resurfaces in fragments—the way Shane’s posture never wavered at the table, the evenness of his voice, the careful neutrality that could have been cold if it wanted to be. The way he hadn’t corrected Ilya when he stepped closer. Hadn’t pushed back. Hadn’t said this isn’t appropriate or now isn’t the time.
Ilya rolls his shoulders once, slow, thoughtful.
He recognizes restraint when he sees it. He’s built his life around it. The difference is that he uses it as a shield, while Shane has always wielded it like a line—something drawn deliberately, something meant to be tested.
Tested, Ilya thinks. Not erased.
He cleans up the remnants of the meal, throws the packaging away, returns the room to its earlier state with methodical precision. Everything in its place. Nothing excessive. It’s a habit that predates grief, predates winning. Control as default.
Before bed, he checks his schedule for the next day, scrolling through it with the same detached focus he uses for everything else. More obligations. More appearances. More forward motion. Offseason. He doesn’t look ahead past that. The future beyond the immediate doesn’t feel urgent yet.
When he finally lies down, the room dark and quiet around him, sleep doesn’t come right away.
He doesn’t fight it.
He lets his thoughts drift, unconcerned by where they land. The hospital flickers at the edges of his mind and recedes again. The apartment in Russia surfaces briefly, stripped and orderly, then fades. What remains is the image of Shane Hollander at the press table, still and composed, eyes steady when they met his.
Not angry.
That’s what Ilya keeps returning to. That, and the certainty that follows it.
Ilya closes his eyes, comfortable in the belief that time is still on his side.

The offseason passes the way Ilya lets most things pass: without resistance.
He goes where he’s told to go. Trains when he’s scheduled to train. Shows up in the places people expect him to appear and nowhere else. There are interviews early on, then fewer, then almost none. The noise thins. The attention drifts. The world finds something else to talk about.
He doesn’t.
Russia stays contained to logistics—paperwork, brief calls, messages that never linger long enough to invite emotion. He doesn’t return. He tells himself there will be time for that later, once the season settles, once the momentum steadies again. The thought feels reasonable enough that he doesn’t question it.
Shane Hollander doesn’t reach out.
Neither does Ilya.
The absence becomes a fact rather than a wound. Something that exists without demanding explanation. He tells himself that if Shane wanted to say something, he would. That nothing left unfinished at the press table requires immediate resolution. Silence, after all, had never meant distance between them before.
Training camp arrives with familiar efficiency. Structure snaps back into place. Early mornings. Repetition. Systems drilled until they become instinct again. Ilya slots into it easily, the rhythm of it grounding in a way nothing else has been lately. Teammates treat him the same as always—some congratulatory ribbing about the Cup, a few jokes about how it’s his turn to carry the weight now.
He lets them.
The season starts clean.
The first game feels familiar in the way only repetition can manage. The rink lights are too bright, the air cold enough to sharpen his focus. The noise comes in waves—cheers, skates cutting, sticks knocking together—but once the puck drops, it all narrows. The world compresses to motion and instinct and the space immediately in front of him.
This is the part that still works.
His body knows what to do without instruction. There’s comfort in the rhythm of it—the glide, the push, the burn in his legs as he drives through a shift. Decisions happen before they fully form. Pass. Turn. Accelerate. The game pulls him forward, one sequence bleeding into the next, leaving no room for anything else to intrude.
He plays well. Not spectacularly, not recklessly. Efficient. Present. The kind of hockey that doesn’t draw headlines but steadies everything around it. When he’s on the ice, the rest of it recedes—the apartment, the quiet, the careful avoidance of certain names and places. There’s no space for grief here. No time for memory. Just the next play, the next read, the next breath.
By the third period, the fatigue settles in the right way, grounding instead of draining. His lungs burn. His muscles ache. It feels honest. Earned. When the final buzzer sounds, the release is physical more than emotional, the win slotting neatly into place like something expected rather than celebrated.
In the locker room afterward, the noise rushes back in. Music too loud. Laughter spilling over itself. Someone slaps his helmet as he passes, congratulating him on a solid night. Ilya nods, accepts it without ceremony. He doesn’t need more than that.
This is what he’s been missing, he thinks distantly—not the attention, not the victory, but the narrowing. The way hockey gives him a shape to exist inside when everything else feels too open.
The first win comes faster than expected. Not spectacular, but solid. The kind of game coaches like and fans forget by the next morning. Relief hums through the room, louder than celebration, as if everyone’s been holding their breath and can finally let it out.
Marlow claps him on the shoulder as they’re heading out. “Drinks,” he says, already half-turned toward the door. “You coming?”
Ilya hesitates only long enough for it to register as thought, not refusal. “Yeah,” he says. “Sure.”
They end up somewhere crowded and dim, the kind of place designed to make everyone feel temporarily anonymous. Marlow orders first, talks too loudly, leans into the night like it owes him something. Ilya lets the noise wash over him, glass cool in his hand, posture loose in a way that reads relaxed even if it’s carefully maintained.
Marlow nudges him with his elbow, grin sharp. “Thought you’d be gone already,” he says, eyes flicking pointedly toward a group across the bar. “Figured you’d take a pretty brunette home, keep tradition alive.”
Ilya smiles, easy and noncommittal. “Maybe next time.”
It’s said lightly. Convincingly.
Marlow laughs and lets it drop, already distracted by something else. No one presses. No one asks questions that might require real answers. Ilya stays for another drink, then another, playing the part he knows how to play. Winner. Teammate. Unbothered.
When he leaves, it’s alone.
Back in his apartment, the quiet greets him without accusation. He kicks his shoes off by the door, sets his keys down where he can find them again in the morning. Everything is where it should be. Nothing is out of place.
He doesn’t think about Russia.
He doesn’t think about Hollander.
He tells himself this is what moving on looks like.
The season stretches ahead of him, long and familiar and full of places to hide. He steps into it willingly, mask settled comfortably in place, convincing enough that even he almost believes it.
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  All-Star Weekend has always felt like a performance pretending to be a game.
The lights are brighter, the cameras closer, the smiles held a second too long. Everything is polished down until it gleams, narratives prewritten and replayed before the puck ever drops. Shane has learned how to move through it without letting it touch him. Show up. Play clean. Say the right things. Leave.
This year, it feels different.
He notices it the moment he steps into the arena—the way his shoulders don’t fully drop, the way his jaw stays set even as he nods at people he knows. There’s too much noise, too much motion pulling at his attention all at once. Teammates he doesn’t usually share space with. Jerseys in unfamiliar colors. Names he associates with competition now lined up on the same bench.
Rozanov is here.
Shane knows that without looking, the awareness settling low and immediate, like a weight shifting in his chest. He doesn’t seek him out. Doesn’t scan the ice or the tunnel or the room for a flash of curly hair or that infuriatingly relaxed posture. He keeps his focus narrow and deliberate, hands busy, mind locked on routine.
This is just hockey, he tells himself.
The first few shifts help.
Once the game starts, the excess falls away in increments. The noise compresses. The rink narrows. His body takes over in the way it always does, movements precise and familiar, the ice a language he doesn’t have to translate. He skates hard, reads plays cleanly, lets the rhythm settle him. This part still works. It always has.
He lines up for a faceoff and shuts down a passing lane a moment later, satisfaction sharp and brief. A defenseman slaps his stick against the boards in approval. Shane doesn’t smile, but something in his chest loosens all the same.
Across the ice, Rozanov is impossible not to notice.
He moves like he always does—smooth, economical, almost lazy if you don’t know what you’re watching. Shane tracks him without meaning to, filing away positioning and timing, instincts kicking in before thought. They don’t collide. Not yet. Their paths cross just enough to register, 
The first period passes without incident.
By the second, the pace has picked up, adrenaline buzzing under Shane’s skin in a way that feels almost welcome. He blocks a shot, clears the zone, pushes the play forward again. The All-Star game might be an exhibition, but the competition underneath it is real enough. Pride still has teeth.
It happens after a whistle.
They drift close at center ice, skates slowing as players reset, bodies gathering in loose clusters. Shane is already turning away when Rozanov passes behind him, close enough that the words land right by his ear.
“Missed me?”
The tone is light. Almost amused. Like it’s nothing.
Rozanov doesn’t stop. Doesn’t look back. He’s already gliding away, attention shifting effortlessly back to the game like he hasn’t just reached out and tugged something loose.
Shane stills for half a second too long.
Heat flashes sharp and unwelcome up his spine, his grip tightening on his stick before he forces it to ease. He doesn’t turn. He doesn’t respond. He keeps his eyes forward, posture unchanged, as if nothing happened.
But the words echo anyway, irritating and intrusive.
Missed me.
The rest of the shift is sharp, controlled to the point of being almost aggressive. Shane skates harder, reads faster, funnels that spike of irritation into something productive. He plays like someone with a point to prove, even if he isn’t entirely sure who it’s for.
Then Rozanov scores.
It’s clean. Too clean.
A quick sequence, a lapse in coverage that Shane notices a fraction of a second too late. Rozanov slips through the opening and buries the puck with practiced ease. The crowd reacts instantly, noise cresting as he lifts his stick, expression bright with adrenaline.
Shane exhales through his nose, already recalibrating.
It’s not humiliation that hits—it’s irritation, sharp and focused. He files the goal away, cataloging angles and positioning, the small errors that led to it. He doesn’t look at Rozanov as the play resets. He doesn’t need to.
By the time the final horn sounds, the game has settled into memory as something unfinished rather than lost. The score matters less than the afterimage—the drive-by comment, the goal that followed, the sense of something being deliberately poked at.
In the locker room, the noise rushes back in all at once.
Music blares from someone’s speaker. Laughter overlaps with the clatter of gear being dropped to the floor. The air smells like sweat and ice and adrenaline, familiar enough to ease the tension lodged between Shane’s shoulders. This part, at least, feels real.
Scott Hunter drops onto the bench beside him, bumping his knee lightly against Shane’s. “Good game,” he says easily, already tugging his jersey up and over his head. “You looked solid out there.”
“Yeah,” Shane replies, tone even. “You too.”
Scott grins. “Always weird playing together like this. Feels wrong not trying to ruin each other’s night.”
Shane huffs a quiet breath that might almost be a laugh. “Give it time.”
They sit in companionable silence for a moment, the kind that doesn’t ask anything of him. Scott chats idly about a play that almost worked, about how strange it is seeing familiar rivals joke around like this. Shane listens, nodding where appropriate, mask firmly in place.
He feels normal here. Grounded.
The irritation hasn’t vanished, but it’s contained now, packed away with the rest of it. Whatever Rozanov was doing out there, whatever that comment was meant to provoke, Shane isn’t going to give him the satisfaction of reacting.
He finishes untying his skates, stands, and shoulders his bag.
As he turns toward the exit for his post-game interview, the noise of the locker room fading behind him, Shane tells himself the same thing he’s been repeating all weekend.
This is just hockey.

The hallway outside the locker room is already crowded.
Staff move with purpose, headsets angled just so, ushering players toward the mixed zone in practiced choreography. Shane falls into step without thinking expression neutral. He can hear the noise before he reaches it—the layered hum of voices, cameras clicking, reporters calling names over one another.
Rozanov’s name carries.
It always does.
Shane slows just slightly as he approaches the opening, gaze lifting despite himself. Rozanov is already there, surrounded by microphones, posture loose and confident, still riding the afterglow of the game. His hair is damp, cheeks flushed, grin easy in a way that reads effortless to anyone watching.
Shane stops at the edge of the space, half in shadow, unnoticed.
A reporter asks about the goal.
Rozanov answers without hesitation. “Yeah,” he says lightly. “It felt good.”
Another question overlaps it—about momentum, about chemistry, about playing against familiar faces. Rozanov’s smile sharpens, eyes flicking briefly in Shane’s direction before settling back on the camera.
“Especially against Hollander,” he adds.
Shane feels the words register somewhere behind his ribs, irritation spiking fast and unwelcome. He keeps his face still, jaw tight but controlled, reminding himself that this is exactly what All-Star Weekend is designed to produce. Sound bites. Manufactured rivalry. Nothing personal.
Rozanov continues, voice easy. “I think it shows who the better player truly is.”
Then he looks up.
Their eyes meet.
And Rozanov winks.
It’s subtle. Quick enough that no one else seems to notice, or if they do, they read it as charm, confidence, nothing worth pausing over. Shane feels the heat rush up his spine anyway, anger flashing sharp and immediate.
He turns away before it can show.
“Shane,” his coach calls, already stepping toward him. “You’ve got a minute for your interview?”
Of course he does.
Shane nods once and lets himself be guided forward, into the same space Rozanov just vacated, the microphones shifting their attention without missing a beat. He drops his bag at his feet and squares his shoulders, posture settling into something familiar and composed.
The questions come fast.
“How did it feel playing with Scott Hunter?”
“Good,” Shane says evenly. “We’ve played together before. He’s easy to read. Makes the game simpler.”
“What about the loss?”
Shane doesn’t hesitate. “Losing feels like losing,” he says. “Tonight didn’t feel different.”
The answer earns a few raised brows. A murmur. Someone scribbles something down.
“And Rozanov?”
Shane keeps his gaze fixed just past the camera. “I’m focused on my own season,” he continues. “I’ll use whatever momentum I can carry forward.”
The questions taper off quickly after that, interest already drifting elsewhere. Shane nods once, murmurs a polite thanks, and steps back.
His pulse hasn’t slowed.
He turns away, moving down the corridor without breaking stride, the noise receding behind him in uneven waves. He doesn’t look back. He doesn’t need to. He can feel Rozanov’s attention like a static charge lingering in the air.
The bathroom sign appears at the end of the hall.
Shane pushes the door open and steps inside, the quiet hitting him immediately. Fluorescent lights hum overhead. The room smells faintly of soap and disinfectant. He braces his hands on the edge of the sink and exhales slowly, eyes fixed on his reflection.
Get it together, he tells himself.
The door opens behind him.
Shane doesn’t turn.
The door swings shut behind Rozanov with a heavy click.
Shane doesn’t turn immediately. He’s still braced over the sink, knuckles white against porcelain, breath slow and measured. He sees Rozanov’s reflection before he hears him move—loose, unhurried, like he hasn’t just spent the last ten minutes baiting him in front of half the league.
Rozanov stops a few steps behind him.
The bathroom is too bright, too quiet, the hum of the lights filling the space Shane is trying to keep empty. He stares at his reflection like it might tell him what to do next, jaw tight, shoulders locked in place. He can feel Rozanov’s presence without turning—loose, unbothered, exactly where he doesn’t belong.
“Get out of here, Rozanov.” Shane sighs without looking up at him, unconsciously gripping the sink tighter. The porcelain is cool under his palms, grounding in a way nothing else feels right now.
Rozanov lets out a quiet chuckle, low and unimpressed. “Make me.”
The way he says it isn’t playful. It’s measured. Challenging. Like he already knows Shane won’t.
Shane’s laugh is sharp and humorless, a sound pulled from somewhere tight in his chest. He turns then, slow and deliberate, meeting Rozanov’s gaze in the mirror before facing him outright. Up close, the adrenaline hasn’t burned off yet. Rozanov still looks keyed up from the game—eyes bright, posture loose, confidence settling on him like it always does.
“You’re enjoying this.”
Rozanov tilts his head slightly, studying him, gaze flicking over Shane’s expression like he’s cataloging reactions. “Enjoying what?” he asks. “Turning your loss into a highlight reel?”
“Don’t,” Shane snaps, the word cutting through the room harder than he intends.
Rozanov’s mouth curves faintly. “Don’t what?”
“Don’t stand there and pretend you aren’t doing this on purpose.”
Rozanov takes a step closer, just enough to shrink the space without touching him. The movement is subtle, deliberate. Territorial. “You think I scored just to upset you?”
“I think you said what you said out there because you wanted a reaction.”
“And I got one.”
“You got nothing,” Shane fires back, too fast, too sharp.
Rozanov’s eyes flick down briefly—Shane’s hands still tight on the counter, knuckles pale, forearms rigid with contained tension. His jaw is set, shoulders drawn in like he’s bracing for impact. Rozanov looks back up, something dark and intent flashing across his face.
“You don’t look like nothing.”
The insult is subtle. Surgical.
Shane pushes away from the sink fully now, turning his body to square up, refusing to be cornered like that. “You knew exactly what you were doing,” he says, voice steadier than the anger burning under it. “On the ice. In the hallway. All of it.”
Rozanov’s expression hardens, the easy looseness draining out of him in real time. “It’s a game.”
“No,” Shane says, voice rising despite himself, echoing faintly off the tile. “You don’t get to hide behind that.”
Rozanov exhales sharply, frustration bleeding through the edges now. “You’re the one who’s acting like this is personal.”
“It is personal.”
The words hang there, heavy and undeniable, settling into the space between them like something dropped and left where it landed.
Rozanov’s gaze sharpens instantly, focus narrowing, like Shane’s finally said something worth paying attention to.
Rozanov doesn’t react the way Shane expects him to.
There’s no scoff, no immediate pushback, no sharp retort meant to keep the upper hand. He just watches him for a moment, expression unreadable, like he’s deciding whether this is worth engaging with at all. The bathroom feels smaller with him standing there, the hum of the lights suddenly loud, the air too still.
“It doesn’t have to be,” Rozanov says calmly.
They’re too easy. Too dismissive. Like he’s smoothing something over that Shane hasn’t finished breaking yet. Like he’s already decided how this ends and doesn’t feel the need to consult him.
Shane feels the irritation spike, hot and immediate. “Don’t,” he says again, sharper now, his patience thinning. “Don’t do that.”
Rozanov’s brow lifts, faintly amused. “Do what?”
“That.” Shane gestures between them, the motion rough and impatient. “You don’t get to stand there and wave this off like it’s nothing. You don’t get to decide how this goes.”
Rozanov shifts his weight, casual as ever, like the room isn’t vibrating with tension. “I’m not deciding anything,” he says. “I’m telling you you’re the one making it personal.”
The words snap something tight inside Shane’s chest.
He steps forward before he fully realizes he’s moving, the space between them collapsing until there’s barely room to breathe. “Oh, you are insufferable,” he starts, the insult finally breaking free, anger flaring bright and uncontrolled—
Rozanov closes the distance.
He doesn’t wait for Shane to finish. He doesn’t ask. He doesn’t soften it.
He kisses him like he’s cutting him off on purpose.
Shane’s back hits the counter hard enough to knock the air from his lungs, the impact sharp and grounding. Rozanov crowds him in immediately, all heat and pressure, the kiss rough and unyielding, teeth knocking slightly, mouths clashing more than fitting. There’s nothing careful about it. Nothing exploratory. It feels like an extension of the argument, like Rozanov is refusing to give Shane the last word.
For a split second, Shane’s instincts kick in, hands coming up to shove him away, to reassert control.
Instead, his fingers curl into the front of Rozanov’s jacket, dragging him closer with a sharp, frustrated sound that never quite makes it past his throat. The kiss deepens, messy and angry, breath shared too close, neither of them willing to back down first.
It lasts only a few seconds. Long enough to be undeniable. Long enough to do damage.
When they break apart, it’s because they have to breathe.
Rozanov pulls back just enough to look at him, his expression tight now, eyes dark and searching in a way that has nothing to do with triumph. His chest rises once, twice, before he smooths himself back into something controlled.
“See?” he says quietly. 
Shane’s pulse is still roaring, the counter cold against his back, his hands slow to release their grip. Already half hard in his pants. He glares at Rozanov, anger still hot and unresolved, his mind scrambling to catch up to what just happened.
“That was a mistake,” he says flatly.
Rozanov’s mouth curves, not quite a smile. “Then don’t come to my room.”
He steps back, adjusting his jacket like this was just another interruption, already turning toward the door.
“Or do,” he adds over his shoulder. “Your call. 322.”
The door swings shut behind him, the sound echoing too loudly in the empty room.
Shane stays where he is for a moment longer, breath uneven, anger still buzzing under his skin, tangled now with something sharper and far more dangerous. The insult he never got to finish still burns at the back of his throat.
He hates that his hands are still shaking.
He hates that he didn’t stop it.
And he hates—most of all—that some part of him already knows this isn’t over.

The door shuts with a dull, weighted sound that seems to reverberate longer than it should, the echo lingering in the sterile brightness of the bathroom like something unresolved. Shane remains exactly where he was left, his back pressed against the counter, palms braced against the porcelain as though he needs the solidity of it to stay upright. The fluorescent lights hum overhead with a steady, indifferent buzz, casting everything in sharp clarity—tile, mirror, the faint flush still high on his cheekbones. The air smells faintly of disinfectant and melting ice, but beneath that there is something warmer, something that feels charged and intrusive, as if the space itself remembers what just happened.
His breathing hasn’t steadied yet. It drags in and out of his lungs unevenly, a fraction too shallow to pass for calm. He stares at the ceiling for a moment before letting his gaze drop back to his reflection, bracing himself for something visible—some obvious sign that he has just crossed a line he’s spent years pretending didn’t exist. But the face staring back at him looks infuriatingly composed. His hair is slightly mussed from his helmet, his jaw tight in that familiar way reporters read as intensity, and his eyes sharp and focused. There is nothing on the surface that gives him away.
That’s what unsettles him most.
Because the inside does not match.
He tries to not thing about Ross.
He can still feel it with a clarity that borders on accusation—the roughness of the kiss, the blunt collision of mouths that hadn’t been hesitant or exploratory or confused. It hadn’t felt accidental. It had felt intentional, like a decision made long before this weekend ever started. Rozanov hadn’t leaned in carefully. He hadn’t tested the distance. He had closed it without pause, as if he already knew Shane would be there to meet him.
That certainty crawls under Shane’s skin.
He pushes away from the counter slowly, rolling his shoulders back as though shaking off contact that isn’t physically there anymore. His hands drag down the front of his jacket in an automatic, restless motion, smoothing fabric that doesn’t need smoothing. The gesture is habitual, the same one he makes before stepping in front of cameras or into high-stakes games. Restore the image. Reset the posture. Reclaim control.
The problem is that control feels thinner right now.
His lips still feel warm. Bruised in a way that isn’t visible but lingers like a pulse. When he presses them together, it only sharpens the memory of how quickly they parted, how instinctively his body responded before his mind had time to intervene. The anger that follows isn’t clean or righteous; it’s complicated, threaded with something that makes his jaw tighten further.
He hadn’t pushed him away.
He had grabbed him.
The memory plays back in fragments—the counter biting into his lower back, the rush of breath that wasn’t entirely from impact, the way his fingers had curled into the front of Rozanov’s jacket instead of shoving him off. It had been reflexive. Immediate. There hadn’t been a moment of confusion where he froze and processed.
There had been heat.
That is what unsettles him most.
He exhales slowly through his nose, forcing the air out in a controlled stream, as though he can expel the reaction along with it. He tells himself it was adrenaline. Proximity. The culmination of years of rivalry condensed into one volatile point. It doesn’t have to mean anything beyond that. It doesn’t have to mean anything at all.
Except Rozanov’s expression when they broke apart looked how he imagined it would be to make eye contact with Ross.
Shane turns back toward the mirror, stepping closer this time, studying himself with the scrutiny he usually reserves for game tape. He catalogues details the way he would analyze a play—flushed skin, pupils still slightly blown, shoulders drawn tighter than usual. He tries to trace the origin of the reaction, to frame it as something tactical, something explainable.
It frustrates him that he can’t.
He has always been able to separate the performance from the person. All-Star Weekend is built on that separation, on spectacle and rivalry polished until it gleams under bright lights. He knows how to navigate that space without letting it seep in. He knows how to answer leading questions without giving anything away. He knows how to take a goal against him and reduce it to a technical lapse instead of something personal.
But this does not feel like a technical lapse.
It feels like a crack.
He reaches for the faucet and turns it on, letting the water run for a moment before cupping his hands beneath it. The cold shocks against his skin, grounding and immediate. He presses damp palms against the back of his neck, letting the chill sink in, hoping it will steady the pulse still humming beneath the surface. It helps, but not entirely.
322
The number surfaces in his mind without invitation.
He should ignore it. He knows that. The rational path is obvious. Leave. Return to his own hotel room. Shower off the sweat and adrenaline and the lingering warmth he refuses to name. Let this become another volatile moment filed away under rivalry, something sharp but forgettable.
He straightens slowly, shutting off the water, watching the droplets slide down the porcelain sink and disappear.
The problem is that it didn’t feel forgettable.
It felt like an escalation neither of them can walk back from without acknowledging that it exists.
He studies himself one more time, searching for evidence that he looks different, that the shift is visible to anyone who might glance too closely. There is nothing obvious. The mask is intact. If he walks back into the hallway now, no one will look at him twice.
He is still Shane Hollander. Controlled. Predictable. Disciplined.
The door handle rattles suddenly as someone tries it from the outside, the unexpected jolt snapping him upright. He steps back instinctively, posture resetting in an instant. The handle stills, and a muffled apology filters through the door before footsteps recede down the hall.
The interruption steadies him more than the cold water did.
The world outside this room is still moving. Interviews. Cameras. Teammates laughing in locker rooms. Nothing has shifted in any visible way.
Except something has.
He reaches for the door slowly this time, fingers curling around the metal handle, pausing just long enough to feel the weight of the decision pressing against his palm.
He could end it here.
He could let it dissolve into something unspoken.
He pulls the door open anyway, stepping back into the hallway where the lights are brighter and the air feels cooler against his skin.
Room 322 follows him out like a quiet, persistent thought he hasn’t decided whether to entertain.
And the worst part is that it doesn’t feel like a dare.
It feels like a choice.
The hallway feels longer than it should, stretched thin by the weight of too many bodies and too much noise moving through it at once. Shane lets the door swing shut behind him and immediately blends back into the flow of people without breaking stride, posture easy, expression neutral, as though nothing has lodged itself under his skin. Staffers pass with headsets tilted and clipboards tucked under their arms. A cluster of players rounds the corner laughing, jerseys half unzipped, adrenaline still clinging to them in loose, careless gestures. The world continues in practiced choreography, indifferent to the fracture he’s carrying quietly in his chest.
He moves through it automatically.
Years of routine carry him forward—head down just enough to avoid eye contact, shoulders relaxed, steps measured. He nods once at someone who says his name, offers a polite half-smile to a reporter he recognizes without stopping. No one looks at him twice. No one clocks the tension humming beneath the surface or the way his jaw stays locked just a fraction too tight.
That, at least, is familiar.
He tells himself he’s not going anywhere in particular. That he’s just walking. That the adrenaline hasn’t fully burned off yet and he needs movement to bleed it out of his system. It’s a reasonable explanation, one he’s used before after bad losses or volatile games—pace it out, let the body catch up to the mind.
The elevator bank appears at the end of the corridor before he consciously registers turning toward it.
The sight of it makes something low and sharp twist in his stomach.
He slows, almost imperceptibly, and then stops a few steps short, standing there as people pass around him without noticing the hesitation. The polished metal doors reflect his shape back at him in warped fragments—shoulders, chest, the dark sweep of his hair under fluorescent light. He stares at the reflection without really seeing it, aware only of the way his pulse hasn’t quite settled, of how his thoughts keep circling back to the same infuriating point.
This isn’t necessary.
That thought is firm, rational, and useless.
He could turn around right now. Walk back the way he came. Return to his hotel room and shut the door on this entire weekend before it escalates any further. He has done that before—cut losses, disengage, redirect focus back to the season where it belongs. Nothing about this situation requires him to follow through.
Except the kiss didn’t feel like an ending.
It felt like a provocation that hasn’t finished unfolding.
Shane exhales slowly, fingers flexing once at his sides, and steps forward as the elevator doors slide open. He steps inside without thinking too hard about it, positioning himself near the mirrored wall, arms folding loosely across his chest as the doors close again with a muted thud. The space hums softly as the car begins to rise, the sensation of motion subtle but unmistakable beneath his feet.
The mirrors are unavoidable.
His reflection stares back at him from three angles now, fragmented and repetitive. He looks the same from every side—composed, grounded, professional. There’s nothing about him that suggests he’s replaying the feel of another man’s mouth against his, or that his thoughts are circling a hotel room number like it’s been branded into his memory.
He hates that the image of Rozanov intrudes anyway.
The looseness in his posture that reads as arrogance to the media but feels like certainty up close. The way his gaze had sharpened when Shane admitted it was personal, like that was the moment something clicked into place. The absence of surprise when he closed the distance. The confidence of someone who didn’t need to ask permission because he already knew the answer.
That is the part Shane can’t shake.
Not the kiss.
The certainty behind it.
The elevator chimes softly as it passes the first few floors, numbers lighting up one by one above the door. Each illuminated digit feels heavier than the last, ticking upward with quiet inevitability. Shane’s jaw tightens as he watches them, his mind scrambling to justify what he’s doing in terms that don’t feel reckless.
He’s not going to fight him again.
He’s not going to escalate this in public.
He’s going to end it.
That’s the story he tells himself, rehearsing it with the same care he gives to post-game answers. He’ll make it clear that whatever that was in the bathroom doesn’t happen again. He’ll draw a line. He’ll reclaim the upper hand by refusing to play whatever game Rozanov thinks he’s set in motion.
The lie settles uneasily in his chest.
Because if this were about control, he wouldn’t be riding an elevator toward the source of the problem.
The car slows as it approaches the floor, the soft deceleration pulling his attention back to the present. He shifts his weight, uncrossing his arms, hands dropping to his sides as though bracing for impact. When the doors slide open again, the hallway beyond is quieter, the carpet muffling sound in a way that immediately sharpens his awareness of himself.
This floor feels different.
Less spectacle. Less movement. The chaos of All-Star Weekend fades here, replaced by the muted hush of a hotel corridor late at night. The lighting is warmer, softer, shadows pooling at the edges of alcoves and doorways. The air smells faintly of detergent and something citrusy, clean and impersonal.
He steps out and lets the elevator doors close behind him, the sound final in a way that makes his shoulders tense.
For a moment, he just stands there.
Room numbers line the walls in neat progression, each one an option he could choose or ignore. He doesn’t look for 322 right away. He starts walking instead, slow and deliberate, letting the plush carpet absorb the sound of his steps.
With every pace forward, the rational distance he tried to build thins.
He tells himself he’s here to talk.
To finish the argument.
To take back ground.
What he doesn’t tell himself—what he can’t afford to articulate yet—is that some part of him wants to see whether that certainty in Rozanov’s eyes was justified.
The number appears at the end of the corridor, understated and ordinary, mounted beside a door that looks identical to every other one on the floor. There’s nothing remarkable about it. No indication that crossing this threshold will fracture something he’s spent years keeping carefully intact.
Shane stops in front of it.
The hallway is silent around him, the quiet pressing in until he can hear his own breathing again, slower now but still too aware. He lifts his hand, knuckles hovering just short of the wood, and hesitates—not because he’s unsure of the consequences, but because once he knocks, this stops being something he can pretend didn’t happen.
This is the moment where choice replaces reaction.
He draws in a measured breath, straightens his shoulders, and knocks—firm, controlled, deliberate.
Not tentative.
Not rushed.
The knock lands like a decision he can’t take back.
The knock doesn’t echo loudly, but in the quiet of the hallway it feels unmistakable. Shane keeps his posture neutral after it lands, shoulders squared, jaw set, as though he’s waiting for a reporter instead of the man who just kissed him hard enough to leave a memory under his skin.
There’s a pause on the other side of the door. Not long but just enough to register.
Then the handle turns.
The door opens without hesitation, and Rozanov fills the frame like he expected this exact outcome. He’s shed his jacket, sleeves pushed carelessly to his forearms, collar loosened at the throat. His hair is still damp from his shower, falling slightly into his eyes in a way that looks unstudied but isn’t.
He doesn’t look surprised.
“Thought you’d chicken,” Rozanov says, voice low, like Shane’s arrival is simply the next logical step in a conversation they haven’t finished.
The smugness of it almost irritates him more.
Shane steps inside without waiting to be invited, brushing past him close enough to feel the heat radiating off his skin again. The door shuts behind them with a muted click, softer than the bathroom door had been but somehow heavier.
The room is dimmer than the hallway, lamps casting warm light across neutral hotel furniture. The bed is untouched. A duffel bag sits half-open near the chair. The space smells faintly of clean sheets and something distinctly Rozanov beneath it—soap, sweat, cologne that lingers close instead of announcing itself.
Shane doesn’t move further into the room at first. He stands a few steps inside, hands at his sides, surveying the space like it’s neutral territory instead of a decision he made less than two minutes ago.
“This doesn’t mean anything,” he says finally, voice controlled but low.
Rozanov closes the door fully behind him and leans back against it, arms crossing loosely over his chest. He studies Shane in a way that feels deliberate, gaze tracking the tension in his shoulders, the tightness in his stance.
“Is simple,” Rozanov replies calmly. “We fuck.”
Shane’s jaw tightens.
“I came to make something clear.”
Rozanov’s brow lifts faintly. “Then make it.”
The air between them feels thicker now. Less explosive than the bathroom. More deliberate. This isn’t anger flaring uncontrolled — it’s something slower, coiled and waiting.
“You don’t get to use this,” Shane says, stepping closer. “Not in interviews. Not on the ice. Not as leverage.”
Rozanov’s mouth curves faintly, but there’s no mockery in it this time. “You think I need leverage?”
“That’s what this is to you.”
Rozanov pushes off the door then, closing the distance without crowding him yet. “No,” he says quietly. “This is what happens when you stop pretending it’s not what you want.”
The words land more heavily than they should.
Shane feels that same flicker of heat under his skin — irritation, yes, but something else threaded through it. Something that feels dangerously close to recognition.
“I’m not pretending,” he says.
Rozanov steps closer still. Close enough that Shane has to tilt his head slightly to keep eye contact. Close enough that the warmth between them feels intentional instead of incidental.
“Then why are you here?” Rozanov asks.
The question is quiet.
It’s not sharp.
That makes it worse.
Because Shane doesn’t have an answer.
The silence stretches, dense and charged. Neither of them looks away. Neither of them retreats. The argument they meant to continue dissolves slowly into something else — not resolved, not forgiven, just redirected.
Rozanov’s hand lifts this time more slowly than before. Not grabbing. Not claiming.
Waiting.
His fingers hover briefly at Shane’s jaw, close enough to touch, not quite there.
Shane’s breath shifts.
He doesn’t step back.
He doesn’t tell him to stop.
Rozanov’s hand doesn’t move lower right away.
It sits there, Shane can feel the warmth oh his freshly washed skin. The pause stretches between them, deliberate and unbearable, and Shane realizes with a flicker of irritation that this is intentional. Rozanov isn’t rushing. He’s waiting to see what Shane does.
It feels like a challenge.
Shane lifts his chin slightly instead of stepping back.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he says quietly.
Rozanov’s brow arches faintly. “Like what?”
“Like you already won.”
A slow exhale leaves Rozanov’s mouth, almost thoughtful. “If this is about winning,” he says, voice low, “you knocked.”
The reminder lands with precision.
Shane steps forward before he can overthink it, closing the last of the space between them so there’s no room left for hovering hands or careful restraint. His fingers catch the front of Rozanov’s shirt this time, not tentative, not searching — deliberate. He pulls him in hard enough that their chests collide, breath mixing immediately in the narrow space.
“This isn’t you proving a point,” Shane says, voice tight. 
Rozanov’s gaze drops briefly to Shane’s mouth, then back to his eyes. The look is darker now. Less amused. More intent.
“Just shut up,” he murmurs.
The air snaps.
Shane kisses him first this time.
It’s not softer. If anything, it’s more controlled — pressure precise, mouth angled with intent instead of collision. He doesn’t give Rozanov the chance to dictate pace. His hand slides up to the back of his neck, fingers threading into damp hair, holding him there. The message is clear.
This is not surrender.
Rozanov responds instantly, the tension in his body shifting from waiting to answering. His hands settle at Shane’s waist, firm and unyielding, pulling him closer until there’s no mistaking the heat between them. The kiss deepens, but there’s something strategic in it now — a push and pull that feels less like losing control and more like testing limits.
Shane bites down lightly in retaliation when Rozanov tries to take more ground, and the sharp inhale he earns in response sends a streak of satisfaction through him that feels dangerously close to triumph.
“Still think you’re in control?” Rozanov mutters against his mouth.
Shane’s grip tightens in his hair. “Now you talk too much.”
He pushes him back a step — not far, just enough to force movement — until the back of Rozanov’s knees brush the edge of the bed. The shift in balance is subtle but deliberate. For a second, their positions realign, something in Shane’s chest settling at the reversal.
Rozanov doesn’t resist.
That’s what unsettles him.
Instead, his hands slide slowly up Shane’s sides, fingertips dragging with maddening intention, mapping muscle through fabric. It isn’t rushed. It isn’t frantic. It’s measured, like he’s cataloging something he’s already decided belongs to him.
“You’re angry,” Rozanov says quietly, voice rougher now.
“You’re an asshole,” Shane fires back, but it lacks bite this time.
“Good.”
The word is barely a breath before Rozanov shifts, turning them in one fluid motion so that Shane’s back brushes the mattress instead. The movement is smooth, athletic, practiced in a way that reminds Shane exactly who he’s dealing with. The awareness doesn’t dissolve; it just changes shape. Shane's drifts to the first time he imagined meeting Ross. The feel of his fingers and lips making it down his body, nothing left but the remnants of his touch.
Shane exhales sharply at the shift, fingers digging briefly into Rozanov’s shoulder before sliding down. He doesn’t shove him away. He doesn’t try to reclaim ground immediately.
Instead, he hooks a hand into the collar of Rozanov’s shirt and drags him down again, mouth meeting his with renewed force.
If this is a contest, neither of them is conceding.
The kiss slows, but the intensity doesn’t. It deepens instead, losing none of its edge as their breathing grows heavier between them. Fabric drags with every shift of weight, heat building where their bodies press together. The sharpness of anger remains, but it’s been redirected now—threaded through the way Shane refuses to loosen his grip and the way Rozanov answers every push with one of his own.
Rozanov’s hand slides lower, firm at Shane’s hip, claiming without asking. Shane reacts immediately, pulling him closer, erasing the last inches of space as if surrendering distance would mean surrendering ground.
Neither of them speaks.
They don’t need to.
The room feels smaller than it did minutes ago, the quiet thick with something that isn’t just rivalry anymore. Something that isn't a random number is his phone texting him. The competition lingers—in who initiates, who shifts first, who grips tighter—but beneath it pulses something mutual and undeniable.
Rozanov doesn’t give him time to think. His mouth moves down Shane’s chest, deliberate and unhurried, hands steadying him instead of restraining him. The pace is what undoes Shane more than urgency would have.
“Fuck, Rozanov—”
His head tips back, throat exposed, the name breaking from him before he can stop it. There’s no bite to it now. Just heat.
Rozanov takes him into his mouth slowly, tongue tracing first—measured, intentional—before his teeth graze just enough to remind Shane exactly who’s setting the rhythm but not enough to hurt. 
Shane’s hips twitch forward, his body responding before pride can intervene. His fingers tighten in Rozanov’s hair, not pushing him away but holding him there, guiding.
Rozanov pulls back briefly, looking up at him through darkened lashes. “I want you to fuck my mouth while I get off.”
For a second, the words don’t register.
Shane stills.
Not outwardly — not enough for it to read as hesitation — but something tightens under his ribs. Control he understands. Competition he understands. But this? Being the one expected to set the pace? That’s different.
Rozanov is watching him, though. Waiting. Not smug. Not mocking. Just steady.
Shane’s jaw tightens again, aware of his achingly hard cock.
He nods.
Once they’re positioned, Rozanov glances down at him, breath held tight in his chest. “Is okay?”
“Yes,” Shane mutters, a scoff of impatience threading through it. “Don’t slow down now.”
That’s all it takes.
Rozanov’s restraint snaps cleanly, and the room fills with the low, unfiltered sounds of him losing control—words slipping between Russian and English, breath hitching without filter. Rozanov lets him set the pace at first, slow and deliberate, before it turns rougher, more desperate. The shift is obvious as Shane begins to chase his orgasm.
Shane’s hand tangles deeper in his hair, guiding the movement, hips driving forward with sharpened intent. Broken praise slips from him without thought.
“Holy fuck, Rozanov, you’re—”
Rozanov chooses that moment to stroke himself.
Shane’s eyes flick down, catching the movement, and something tightens in his chest at the sight of it—control fraying at the edges.
Rozanov pushes deeper, relentless, and Shane’s composure fractures. His eyes sting, breath hitching as the tension builds too fast to manage.
“Yes—that’s—Rozanov—I’m—”
His hips stutter, instinctively trying to pull back.
Rozanov doesn’t let him.
His grip tightens at Shane’s hips, holding him in place as he chases his own release alongside him.
“Fuck, Rozanov—” is the last coherent thing Shane manages before he spills down his throat.
Rozanov follows moments later between them, breathless and unguarded in the aftermath, the last of his composure dissolving as he pulls away.
Rozanov steps away first, not abruptly, not in a rush, moving with the same unhurried confidence he carries everywhere else. He reaches for the hem of his shirt and pulls it over his head, muscles still warm, skin flushed where Shane’s hands had been. He doesn’t look back right away, attention shifting to the bathroom like this is just another routine to complete.
“I’m going to shower,” he says, casual, almost conversational.
Like they didn’t just cross something neither of them named.
Shane is already sitting up, dragging a hand through his hair, eyes fixed somewhere just past the foot of the bed. His breathing has evened out, his expression settling back into something composed and familiar. He looks like himself again, which feels strange considering how recently he wasn’t.
“Yeah,” he says, tone neutral. “I should go.”
Rozanov pauses at the bathroom door then, fingers resting briefly against the frame. He glances back, gaze steady, unreadable. There’s no smirk. No satisfaction. Just awareness — sharp and quiet.
“Suit yourself.”
The door closes behind him, the sound of the shower starting moments later filling the room with a low, distant rush.
Shane stands slowly, gathering his jacket, his movements precise. He doesn’t look toward the bathroom. He doesn’t wait. By the time he reaches the door, he’s already locked everything back into place — posture, expression, restraint.
This was just sex.
That’s the story he tells himself as he steps into the hallway.
It’s convincing enough.
For now.
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  The first goal feels good in the way goals are supposed to feel. Clean. Precise. Controlled. Ilya cuts through the neutral zone with the kind of acceleration that usually forces defenders into early mistakes, and he reads the coverage almost lazily as it unfolds in front of him. The gap is too wide. The angle is wrong. He adjusts without thinking, edges biting into the ice as he shifts inside, bracing automatically for contact that never quite arrives.
The lane stays open longer than it should.
He releases high, bar-down, and the sound of metal rings sharp and satisfying through the arena before the puck drops cleanly into the net. The crowd surges to its feet. His teammates collide with him at the boards, breathless and loud and grinning.
It feels good.
For half a second he hesitates—not physically, not enough for anyone to notice, but internally. The space in front of him stretches wide and unguarded. A defenseman steps up too late, knees stiff, gap too large. Ilya cuts inside without breaking stride, shoulder dipping just enough to sell it. The defender bites.
It’s textbook after that.
One touch to settle. One flick to elevate. The puck snaps past the goaltender cleanly, bar-down, the sound sharp and satisfying as it ricochets off the iron and into the net.
The crowd erupts.
His teammates crash into him, gloves knocking against his helmet, laughter loud and bright in his ear. Someone shouts something. Someone else pounds his back hard enough to jolt him forward.
The next shift continues with the same momentum.
The puck hops once off his blade before settling flat, and Ilya adjusts without breaking stride. The defender in front of him shifts his weight too early, knees flaring outward, telegraphing the angle he thinks will force Ilya wide. It’s an old mistake. Ilya doesn’t even slow down. He leans inside, shoulder dipping, and the gap opens like it was designed for him.
The crowd noise swells before the puck leaves his stick.
He releases high, clean, and hears the iron before he sees the net ripple. The sound rings sharp and satisfying, a crack of certainty in the middle of chaos. He doesn’t throw his arms up. He just exhales once and turns toward the boards as his teammates collide into him.
Their gloves knock against his helmet. Cliff grabs the back of his jersey and shakes him once, laughing.
“Too easy,” Cliff shouts.
It is.
That’s the problem.
Back at center ice, the opposing defenseman refuses to meet his eyes. Ilya watches him anyway, cataloguing the way his shoulders sit a fraction too tight. He knows exactly how this game will unfold now. They won’t adjust fast enough. They’ll overcommit. They’ll give him the lane again.
On the next rush, they do.
He doesn’t even have to force it. He drives wide, waits for the stick to extend, and slips inside with space to spare. The play develops slower than he expects. He dishes late, almost lazily, and watches the puck redirected in off his winger’s blade.
He skates past the net without looking at it.
The celebration is loud again. The bench is alive. It feels good — his body humming with adrenaline, lungs working hard, legs responsive and strong.
But it doesn’t feel sharp.
He tries to manufacture sharpness in the second period. Leans harder into contact. Drives deeper into the slot. Forces a rebound he doesn’t need to force. He scores again anyway, jamming it in before the goaltender seals the post.
The satisfaction lands.
So does something else.
He can feel it in the half-second after each goal, when the noise crests and then drops just enough for thought to slip in. There’s no friction tonight. No one anticipating his cut. No one stepping into the seam early enough to make him reroute.
He doesn’t think about Hollander, not like that. Just the challenge he’s missing. He pushes that thought away before it can take shape.
There are other players in the league capable of that. There will be other games. He doesn’t need anyone in particular to make it interesting.
Still, when the final horn sounds and they skate toward the tunnel with a comfortable lead reflected on the scoreboard, the rush feels incomplete in a way he doesn’t care to define.
Cliff slings an arm around his shoulders. “We’re going out tonight,” he says loudly.
Ilya doesn’t slow down as he nods. “Da.”

The locker room is loud in the way it always is after a win, energy spilling over itself without restraint. Music blasts from somewhere near the far wall, bass rattling faintly through the benches. Someone is reenacting the second goal with exaggerated hand gestures while another player throws a towel at him mid-sentence. Steam curls along the ceiling from the showers, carrying the scent of sweat and ice and sharp, synthetic soap.
Ilya drops into his stall and pulls off his gloves, flexing his fingers once before peeling away the tape from his wrists. His body feels good. Strong. Responsive. The game still hums faintly under his skin, a steady pulse of satisfaction that hasn’t quite faded.
Cliff slides in beside him with a grin that looks permanent. “One of your best games,” he says, nudging Ilya’s knee with his own.
Ilya doesn’t look up as he unties his skates. “Go fuck yourself.”
Cliff laughs, loud and easy. “I’m serious. You were walking through them.”
“We won,” Ilya replies, shrugging out of his shoulder pads. “That’s the point.”
“That’s what I meant.”
Ilya finally glances at him, expression dry. “It’s always about the win for you.”
Cliff grins wider at that, satisfied.
From the outside, nothing is off. He moves the way he always does—unhurried, efficient, mildly unimpressed by praise. He tosses his jersey into the stall, runs a hand through his damp hair, listens with half an ear as someone across the room shouts about buying the first round.
He reaches for his phone without thinking.
The screen lights up in his palm. A handful of notifications crowd the top—team chat exploding with jokes, a tagged highlight clip, two messages from someone he doesn’t particularly care about answering.
His thumb scrolls once. He doesn’t search for anything. He tries not to let his thumb linger.
He doesn’t open the thread that sits exactly where it did that night in the hospital.
He flips the phone face-down on the bench and stands, stretching his shoulders back.
Cliff is still watching him in that casual, sideways way he has when he’s trying to read something without asking outright. “Also we’re still going out,” Cliff says. “Don’t pretend you’re tired.”
Ilya scoffs faintly. “You’re the one who said it was one of my best games.”
“Exactly. Celebrate it.”
There’s a brief moment—so small it barely registers—where Ilya considers declining. The thought flickers and disappears before it forms into anything coherent. He doesn’t examine it. There’s no reason to.
“I’ll be there, I told you,” he says instead. 
Cliff claps him once on the back. “You always say that.”
“And I’m always there.”
He heads toward the showers, movements steady, expression unchanged. From a distance, he looks exactly like himself—controlled, amused, slightly aloof. The kind of player who dominates and shrugs about it.
Under the spray of hot water, the noise of the room dulls into something distant. He stands there longer than necessary, letting the heat settle into his shoulders. His mind drifts the way it always does after a game—through positioning, through plays, through small corrections he’ll make next time.
He doesn’t name the restlessness that lingers at the edge of it.
He doesn’t need to.
By the time he dresses and rejoins Cliff near the door, he is composed again, jacket slung easily over one shoulder.
“Ready?” Cliff asks.
Ilya slips his phone into his pocket without checking it again. “Obviously.”
Cliff smirks. Ilya bumps his shoulder lightly as they walk out. Cliff laughs again.
And from the outside, nothing looks different at all.

The bar is already thick with heat when they step inside, the air heavy with perfume and spilled beer and the faint metallic tang of bodies packed too closely together. The music hits first — bass low and insistent, reverberating through the floorboards and into his ribs — and then the lights, shifting and pulsing in uneven patterns across faces that blur together under the glow.
Cliff and another one of his teammates Victor St-Simon disappear almost immediately, swallowed by noise and laughter and open arms. Ilya lingers near the entrance for a moment longer than necessary, adjusting to the dark after the white glare of the rink. His body still hums faintly from the game, muscles loose but alert, adrenaline not fully burned off. The victory sits in him in a way that is clean and earned. He doesn’t resent it. He doesn’t question it.
He just doesn’t feel finished.
Someone presses a drink into his hand without asking. He accepts it automatically, nodding once, scanning the room with the same detached awareness he uses on the ice. He notices who is watching him. The subtle shifts in posture when people recognize him. The space that opens and closes around him depending on who steps closer.
He has always understood rooms like this.
He leans one shoulder against the bar, taking a slow sip. The alcohol burns mildly at the back of his throat, grounding him in the present. This is routine. This is what happens after wins. The noise, the movement, the easy slide into something physical that requires no thought.
It doesn’t take long before someone occupies the space beside him.
She is confident without being aggressive, her smile warm, deliberate. When she leans closer to speak, her hair brushes against his shoulder, and he catches the faint sweetness of whatever perfume she chose tonight.
“You were incredible,” she says, fingers settling lightly against his forearm as though the contact were accidental.
He smiles back easily. “We played well.”
She laughs, as though modesty is charming instead of practiced.
He doesn’t have to think about what to do next. The rhythm of it is familiar. The slight tilt of his head when he listens. The measured way he holds her gaze just long enough to suggest interest without commitment. The balance between warmth and distance that keeps people leaning in.
Cliff catches his eye from across the room and raises his eyebrows in exaggerated approval. Ilya rolls his eyes faintly in response, the exchange silent and automatic.
The woman takes his hand and guides him toward the dance floor, and he goes without resistance.
The press of bodies intensifies under the lights, music swelling as the bass drops into something heavier. Her hands slide up his chest and around his neck, fingers threading lightly at the base of his hair. She moves confidently against him, hips rolling with the rhythm, the heat of her body immediate and inviting.
He places his hands at her waist, matching her movement without thinking.
It is easy.
It is always easy.
This time he longs for something not so easy.
She yields when he shifts his weight, adjusts when he adjusts, responds to subtle pressure like she’s waiting for direction. Her body molds against his without resistance, soft where he expects softness, pliant where he expects pliancy.
He lowers his head to murmur something against her ear, the words smooth and half-meaningless, designed more for tone than content. She laughs, breath warm against his jaw, and presses closer in response.
He feels it.
He just doesn’t feel pulled by it.
The realization is subtle at first — not disappointment, not dissatisfaction — just a faint distance between instinct and hunger. He is moving through familiar choreography without the undercurrent of urgency that usually accompanies it.
His hands slide lower, deliberate and controlled, maintaining the illusion of escalation. She arches slightly into his touch, clearly expecting more.
He could take her home.
He knows exactly how that would unfold — the rhythm of it, the simplicity. The absence of complication. The clean, contained satisfaction of something that begins and ends within the same night.
The thought lands without weight. 
What unsettles him is not the lack of desire.
It is the lack of interest in pursuing it.
He becomes aware, in an inconvenient and unwelcome way, of what is missing. Who is missing. The way force feels when it meets something that doesn’t automatically give. The difference between guiding someone and being met, evenly, with pushback.
Her hands slide under the edge of his shirt, fingertips tracing along the hard line of his abdomen. The contact is warm, certain. She tilts her face toward his, mouth brushing near his jaw.
“You’re distracted,” she says softly, almost teasing.
He lets out a quiet laugh. “I’m not.”
The answer comes too quickly.
He shifts half an inch back without consciously deciding to, creating space that feels necessary even if he can’t articulate why. The relief that follows is immediate and sharp enough that he notices it.
That, more than anything else, makes him step fully away.
He disentangles himself gently, leaning down to murmur something that sounds like regret but isn’t. Early training. Long season. Another time.
She studies him for a brief moment — surprised, perhaps, that he’s the one pulling back — before smoothing her expression into something cool and detached. She turns away without protest, already scanning the crowd for someone else.
He watches her go for exactly long enough to confirm he feels nothing about it.
No regret. No second thoughts. Just the unease of what he really wants.
Cliff appears beside him with another drink, slinging an arm briefly around his shoulders before handing it over. “Already?” he asks, grin sharp with expectation.
“I’m pacing myself,” Ilya replies smoothly.
Cliff studies him, eyes narrowing slightly, as though measuring whether that answer fits. “You’re weird tonight.”
Ilya smirks faintly. “Go fuck yourself.”
Cliff laughs, satisfied, accepting the response as proof of normalcy.
He stays long enough to make it believable. Long enough that no one can say he left early. Ilya keeps the performance intact — smiling at the right moments, leaning into conversation when required, accepting attention without rejecting it outright.
But the longer he stands there, the more the room feels like excess noise rather than release.
When he finally steps outside, the night air feels sharper, cooler against his skin. The bass from inside dulls as the door swings shut, replaced by the distant hum of traffic and wind slipping through the city.
He inhales deeply.
He could have stayed and taken her home.
He tells himself it’s discipline. Focus. Timing.
Instead its dark hair and freckles that fill his mind as he heads home.
By the time he reaches his apartment, the adrenaline from the game has settled into something quieter. He tosses his keys onto the counter and pulls his phone from his pocket without fully meaning to.
The screen lights up in his hand.
No new messages.
He stares at it longer than necessary, not because he expected anything — he didn’t — but because the absence registers anyway.
He sets the phone down face-up on the counter.
And leaves it there.

For Shane, the next game, a week later, opens narrowly.
Not sloppy, not frantic — just compressed. Space closes faster than he expects, and he adjusts automatically, cutting his stride shorter through the neutral zone, shoulders squared, stick tight to his body. A defenseman angles him toward the boards early in the first shift, shoulder digging into his ribs with enough force to bruise tomorrow.
Shane absorbs it without complaint and pivots off the contact, dragging the puck free along the wall before chipping it deep.
He prefers this. The clean pressure. The constant recalibration. There’s no room for distraction or unwanted thoughts when every stride requires his full attention.
Midway through the period, he catches a pass just inside the blue line and immediately feels the lane collapse in front of him. A stick lifts at the last second. A body steps into his path sooner than it should. He adjusts mid-stride, hips shifting, weight dropping low enough to protect the puck before snapping a shot through traffic.
It deflects off a skate and slides five-hole, and the noise hits a second later.
He doesn’t raise his arms. He exhales once and turns toward the bench, letting teammates crash into him, gloves thudding against his helmet. Their laughter is loud and uncomplicated. The contact is solid of it is solid and predictable.
For a fraction of a second, when the sound peaks and then dulls into white noise, something flickers through him that doesn’t belong to the rink — heat that has nothing to do with exertion, breath too close, the memory of a hand closing around fabric instead of stick tape.
He tightens his jaw and skates away before the thought can take shape.
The second period is worse in the best possible way. The opposing center leans into him at every faceoff, muttering something under his breath that doesn’t quite carry over the noise. Shane crouches lower, eyes fixed, and wins clean anyway. The repetition steadies him. 
A defenseman catches him open-ice halfway through the shift, shoulder colliding hard enough to rattle his teeth. Shane doesn’t react. He pivots, tracks the puck, regains possession, and clears the zone with sharp precision.
It is easier to focus when something is actively trying to stop you.
The bench feels electric by the third period, the game balanced on a single goal. Every shift shortens. Every mistake magnifies. He thrives in that compression, lungs burning, legs heavy but responsive, mind stripping plays down to their simplest components.
When he strips the puck clean in the neutral zone with less than a minute left and drives it deep, forcing the defense to chase instead of set, the roar behind him feels earned.
This is a structure. This is measurable.
The locker room afterward is loud and humid, music ricocheting off metal lockers, the air thick with sweat and steam. Shane drops into his stall and begins untying his skates, movements steady and efficient.
Hayden lands beside him, already scrolling through his phone. “You’ve seen this?” he asks, tilting the screen just enough.
Shane doesn’t lean in, but he catches the headline anyway — some variation of rivalry, tension, inevitable collision. A freeze-frame of him and Rozanov at center ice, jaws tight, shoulders angled.
“Media’s brutal,” Hayden says casually. “They’re acting like you two are the only players in the NHL.”
Shane shrugs out of his shoulder pads and sets them down with more care than necessary. “They need something to write.”
“Yeah, well. They’re eating it up as usual.’”
Hayden laughs at that.
Shane doesn’t.
He peels off the tape from his wrists and lets it fall into the trash without looking at it. His forearms ache faintly, a clean, manageable soreness. He catalogs it the way he catalogs everything else.
Ice bath, stretch before bed, meal prepped dinner. The feel of his routine settles the pit in his stomach.
He showers quickly, not lingering under the water. The heat loosens his shoulders but he keeps his eyes open, focused on the tile in front of him. The room smells faintly of a certain body wash— similar enough to something else that he shuts the water off sooner than he planned.
Back at his stall, he dresses with his usual routine, making his movements methodical and feeling the control settle in his bones.
As he steps into the corridor, phone buzzing faintly in his pocket with notifications he doesn’t check, he feels the game settling properly into his body — muscles fatigued, lungs steady, pulse controlled.
He prefers this kind of exhaustion. It leaves no room for drift.
At home, the apartment greets him with its usual stillness. The lights are off. The counters are clean. He sets his keys in their place and moves directly to the kitchen without turning anything else on.
The fridge opens with a soft hum.
Containers are stacked neatly, each labeled, each portioned. He selects one without hesitation, reheats it, and sits at the counter to eat. He doesn’t scroll while he does. Doesn’t multitask. Just counts bites without consciously counting.
The routine continues to quiet the edges of his thoughts.
His phone rests face-down beside him.
He doesn’t turn it over.
Later, when he lies in bed, the room dark except for the faint glow slipping through the blinds, he folds his hands loosely over his stomach and focuses on breath.
The game replays in clean fragments — the defensive gap in the second period, the angle on the third shift, the way the puck had slid under the goalie’s pad.
Other images try to surface. Golden curls and light eyes come to mind.
He adjusts his breathing and lets them dissolve as he plans his training instead.
Tomorrow he’ll train early.
He’ll lift heavier. Run harder in the morning. 
The structure holds.
It always has.
He closes his eyes before anything else can press closer.
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The house is loud before he even reaches the door.
The muffled thud of small feet running across hardwood. Someone arguing about whose turn it is. A burst of laughter that carries through the hallway and out onto the porch. The porch light throws a soft halo across the steps as Shane knocks once and then lets himself in without waiting.
He barely makes it inside before one of the kids barrels into his legs at full speed.
“Uncle Shane!”
He catches the boy automatically, lifting him with one arm before the momentum can take them both down. The kid smells like applesauce and whatever soap Jackie buys in bulk, and his laugh is high and unfiltered.
“Easy,” Shane says, though there’s no real reprimand in it. “You trying to take me out?”
“You’re not that strong,” the boy informs him confidently.
“Is that so?”
“Dad says you’re strong but not that strong.”
From the kitchen, Hayden’s voice calls out, “Don’t quote me like that.”
Shane sets the kid down and steps further into the house, warmth settling around him almost immediately. The air smells like garlic and roasted vegetables and something sweet he can’t quite place. Jackie stands at the stove with a dish towel slung over her shoulder, stirring something in a pan while two of the kids hover nearby, pretending to help.
“You’re late,” Hayden says, appearing from the dining room with a beer in one hand and a wooden spoon in the other.
“I said I’d be here by seven,” Shane replies, glancing at the clock on the wall. “It’s 7:03.”
Hayden narrows his eyes. “You’re insufferable.”
“That’s what I hear.”
They clasp hands briefly, something quick and familiar, before Hayden pulls him toward the kitchen.
Dinner is loud in the way family dinners are when no one is trying to be impressive. Plates passed down the table. Someone spilling water and immediately blaming a sibling. Jackie reaching across two children to refill a glass without interrupting her sentence.
Shane takes his seat at the end of the table, automatically adjusting his chair so he has a clear line of sight down the room. He serves himself carefully when the dishes reach him, portioning without drawing attention to it, making small adjustments in a way that looks absentminded but isn’t.
Hayden watches him for half a second too long.
“You don’t have to eat like you’re being graded,” Hayden says lightly.
Shane doesn’t look up. “I’m not.”
Jackie shoots Hayden a look that says leave it alone.
The conversation drifts easily from school projects to travel schedules to a story about one of the girls insisting that sharks are misunderstood. Shane listens more than he speaks, interjecting just enough to stay present. He’s good at this — being there without taking up too much space.
Halfway through the meal, Hayden leans back in his chair and studies him with exaggerated scrutiny.
“So,” Hayden says, tone casual but pointed. “Met anyone interesting lately?”
Shane doesn’t pause long enough for it to be noticeable. “Define interesting.”
Jackie snorts softly.
“You know what I mean,” Hayden continues. “Media’s convinced you’re secretly dating someone. I’d like to know if I need to vet anybody.”
Shane takes a sip of water before answering, buying himself half a second. “You’ve got four kids. Focus on that.”
“That’s not a denial.”
“It’s not a confirmation either.”
Hayden grins, satisfied with the deflection. “So that’s a no.”
Shane shrugs one shoulder. “It’s a busy season.”
“Busy doesn’t mean celibate,” Hayden replies.
Jackie kicks him lightly under the table.
“I’m just saying,” Hayden continues, unbothered. “You’re not getting any younger.”
“Please stop talking,” Shane says flatly.
The kids laugh, even though they don’t understand why.
Jackie watches him quietly for a moment as the conversation moves on. Not probing. Not suspicious. Just observant in the way she always is. She notices things other people let slide.
He keeps his posture relaxed. Eats what’s on his plate. Declines the offer of seconds without making it a statement.
When dessert comes out — something warm and sugary and clearly made for children — he smiles at the youngest when she tries to push an extra spoonful toward him.
“I’m good,” he says gently. “You have it.”
She beams and doesn’t argue.
Later, when the dishes are stacked and the kids have migrated toward the living room in a pile of limbs and noise, Hayden drops onto the couch beside him with a sigh that sounds earned.
“You looked sharp tonight,” Hayden says, glancing toward the muted television where highlights replay silently.
“It was fine,” Shane replies automatically.
Hayden nudges him with his knee. “You and Rozanov are going to kill each other one of these days.”
Shane doesn’t react visibly, but something shifts under his ribs before he stills it.
“It’s hockey,” he says evenly.
“Yeah,” Hayden says. “Sure.”
There’s no accusation in it. Just recognition.
Shane stands a few minutes later, brushing nonexistent crumbs from his jeans.
“I should head out,” he says.
“Come by more,” Jackie tells him from the kitchen doorway.
“I will.”
He always means it when he says that.
The night air outside is cooler than he expects, quiet after the layered noise of the house. He stands on the porch for a moment longer than necessary, letting the quiet settle back into him before reaching into his pocket for his phone.
The screen lights up in his hand.
One message.
Just three numbers.

	 


He stares at it without moving.
Inside the house, one of the kids laughs loudly enough that he can hear it through the door.
He exhales slowly.
And then he steps off the porch.

He doesn’t respond.
The message remains unopened for a few seconds longer than necessary, the screen dimming once before he taps it again, as if confirming that the numbers haven’t rearranged themselves into something more explanatory.
He locks the phone and slides it back into his pocket before he can overthink the simplicity of it. The decision is made in the space between breath and step but not dramatic or tortured.
The drive to the hotel is quiet. The city hums faintly around him, traffic lights shifting from red to green in slow, predictable cycles. He keeps both hands on the wheel, posture upright, gaze steady. His body still carries the dull ache from the game earlier, muscles warm beneath cooling air.
It would be easier not to go.
That thought surfaces briefly and is dismissed just as quickly.
He turns into the hotel entrance without signaling.
The lobby is subdued this late — polished marble floors reflecting muted overhead lighting, a faint scent of something expensive and clean lingering in the air. The front desk attendant doesn’t look up as he crosses toward the elevators. He doesn’t break stride.
The elevator doors slide open with a soft mechanical whisper.
He steps inside and turns to face the mirrored wall, the doors closing with a muted thud behind him. For a moment, it’s just him and his reflection again — the suit jacket exchanged for a darker, more neutral coat, expression unreadable.
The hallway on the sixth floor is carpeted in thick, patterned fabric that dulls the sound of his footsteps. The lighting is soft enough to flatten everything into shadowed neutrality. Doors line both sides in uniform spacing, identical except for the numbers mounted beside them.

	 


He stops in front of it without hesitating.
For half a second, he considers knocking.
The door opens before he decides.
Ilya stands there already, one hand still on the handle, like he’s been waiting close enough to hear the elevator arrive. He’s changed — dark sweats, plain t-shirt, hair still slightly damp from the shower. He doesn’t look irritated. He doesn’t look particularly pleased either.
Just steady.
“You took long enough,” Ilya says, stepping back to let him in.
Shane crosses the threshold without responding. The room smells faintly of soap and clean linen, the television dark, lights low but not dimmed enough to feel intimate.
The door shuts behind him. Ilya stands there looking smug although Shane isn't sure why.
“Don't look so smug, you lost,” Shane says evenly, slipping his coat off and draping it over the back of a chair.
Ilya shrugs, unbothered. “Scoreboard isn’t here.”
There’s a flicker of something in the air at that — not anger, but recognition. 
Shane steps closer without being asked.
Ilya doesn’t retreat.
Up close, the remnants of the game still cling to him in subtle ways — a faint mark along his collarbone where equipment must have pressed too hard, the barely visible tension at the edge of his jaw.
Neither of them references the silence of the past week.
Neither of them mentions the night at the hospital that feels now so long ago.
Ilya reaches first this time — not forceful, not hesitant. His hand slides along Shane’s side, fingers curling briefly at the fabric of his shirt before pulling him the last inch forward.
The kiss is controlled.
Less teeth. More pressure.
Shane responds in kind, hands bracing at Ilya’s waist, holding him steady instead of pushing him back. There’s no scramble for dominance this time. No sharp escalation. Just the intensity sustained long enough, and the hard press of bodies on each other.
They move without speaking, stripping layers with efficient familiarity. The room remains quiet except for breath and the faint rustle of fabric hitting carpet.
Ilya holds his gaze longer than he has before.
Not in challenge. Not in accusation. Just steady. Open in a way that feels deliberate rather than accidental. The room is dim enough that the light settles in the angles of his face, catching faintly at the edge of his jaw, along the line of his throat where Shane’s hand had been minutes earlier.
Shane doesn’t look away.
He feels the instinct to — the reflexive retreat that usually follows — and ignores it. The air between them hasn’t snapped back into neutrality yet. It lingers, charged but quiet, like something that hasn’t decided what shape to take.
Their breathing is still uneven, not frantic anymore but not settled either. Shane can feel the residual warmth of him along his side, the imprint of pressure where bodies had pressed together. It would be easy to close the distance again. Easier still to turn this into something sharper, something that doesn’t require holding eye contact through the quiet.
Instead, neither of them moves.
The friction that had built between them tonight hadn’t been explosive. It hadn’t been driven by argument or adrenaline, hadn’t carried the sharp edges of their first collision. It unfolded in deliberate increments instead — pressure layered over pressure, restraint meeting restraint, each adjustment measured rather than reckless. Even at its peak, there was intention in it.
Shane shifts lower along the bed, guided more by instinct than instruction, the line of his body moving with unhurried confidence as he takes his cock in his mouth. Ilya’s hands find his hair almost immediately, fingers threading through it, not forcing but anchoring. The contact is firm, grounding, steady.
There’s a moment where they pause again — clothing loosened, fabric pushed aside, breath evening out only to thicken again. Ilya studies him like he’s assessing a play unfolding in real time. Then he adjusts them both, drawing Shane back toward him with quiet certainty, reclaiming dominance without saying it aloud.
Shane takes the cue easily, mouth tracing slow, deliberate attention that earns a deeper inhale from Ilya. There’s restraint in him at first until it fractures just slightly.
“Fuck, Hollander.”
The name lands heavier than it should.
Shane doesn’t stop, doesn’t rush. But Ilya’s control reasserts itself quickly. He guides him back with a firm hand, not rough enough to bruise but clear enough to redirect. Their eyes meet — hooded, assessing.
“What?” Shane breathes, somewhere between challenge and amusement.
Ilya’s mouth curves faintly as he shifts their positions with practiced confidence. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
There’s something different tonight — not softer, not exactly — but less combative. When Ilya’s hands move lower, the preparation isn’t hurried. There’s demand in it, but not aggression. Precision instead of impatience. Shane notices the difference immediately, even if he refuses to name it.
It feels less like winning and more like building.
By the time the rhythm settles between them, the room has gone quiet except for breath and the subtle sounds of movement against sheets. Ilya starts slow as if testing the pace rather than chasing it. When he finds what he’s looking for, the shift is subtle but undeniable.
Shane’s head tips back against the pillow, breath breaking loose in a way that sounds almost surprised. The pace intensifies in controlled surges, never frantic, always intentional. Ilya’s mouth brushes along his jaw once — not lingering — before returning to the rhythm he’s set.
Russian murmurs slip between clenched teeth, low and nearly swallowed by the space between them. Shane’s responses are shorter, sharper, less articulate, and honest.
“Are you close?” Ilya asks, voice lower now, roughened.
The question barely registers before the pace shifts again — a deliberate pullback followed by a sharper thrust that steals whatever answer Shane might have given. The moment tightens fast after that, control thinning into urgency, breath colliding.
Release comes hard and close together — not perfectly synchronized, but near enough to blur the difference. Ilya’s weight shifts beside him as they both settle back into the mattress, the air thick with heat and the faint scent of skin and linen.
For a few seconds, neither of them moves.
Shane is the first to shift.
He rolls onto his side slowly, pushing himself upright with one hand braced against the mattress. The sheets are still twisted from movement, warmth trapped beneath them. He reaches for his clothes without looking for them, fingers finding fabric by memory alone near the foot of the bed.
Ilya doesn’t sit up immediately.
He stays on his back, one arm bent behind his head, chest rising and falling at a steady pace that has almost fully evened out while he plays with the gold cross necklace around his neck. He watches Shane dress with an expression that gives nothing away — not impatience, not expectation. 
“You’re not staying,” Ilya says after a moment.
It isn’t phrased like a question. His russian accent dripping off the words. There’s no edge to it.
Shane pulls his shirt over his head, smoothing it down along his torso before reaching for his jacket. “No.”
The word lands flat between them. Neutral. Controlled.
Ilya nods once, small and almost absentminded, like he’s ticking something off internally. There’s no argument in him. No attempt to stretch the moment further than it was ever meant to go.
The rules Shane internalizes remain intact.
Shane finishes dressing without rushing. Buttons aligned. Jacket straightened. Shoes pulled on with the same deliberate care he applies to lacing skates. His movements are efficient but not abrupt, as if hurrying would imply something heavier than this.
At the door, his hand rests briefly on the handle before he turns it.
Not hesitation. Not quite.
Just awareness.
He registers the shape of the room behind him — the low light, the bed still unmade, Ilya sitting up now and pulling his own shirt over his head, movements unhurried, gaze steady.
“Next time,” Ilya says casually, adjusting the collar at his throat, “don’t wait so long.”
The tone is light enough to pass as arrogance. Controlled enough to mean more.
Shane meets his eyes evenly across the room.
“Next time win,” he replies.
A flicker crosses Ilya’s face — not quite a smile, not quite irritation. Something else.
The door closes between them with a soft click.
The hallway outside feels cooler, quieter. The carpet dulls the sound of his footsteps as he walks toward the elevators, jacket settled squarely on his shoulders.
He doesn’t look back.
And he doesn’t check his phone.

The elevator hums softly as it carries him down, the mirrored walls catching him from three angles at once. He studies himself without meaning to. His hair is slightly out of place at the temple, his collar not perfectly aligned where it had been an hour earlier. He reaches up and fixes both with unhurried precision, smoothing the fabric flat against his chest, running his palm once down the front of his jacket as if pressing the night back into a neater shape.
By the time the doors open into the lobby, he looks exactly as he should.
The drive home unfolds in measured silence. Streetlights sweep in rhythmic intervals across the windshield, washing the interior of the car in brief amber light before receding again into darkness. The city feels distant at this hour — traffic thinned, storefronts dimmed, everything slowed into a quieter register. He keeps his hands steady on the wheel and his eyes forward, posture composed, as though there is something to prove in the straightness of his back alone.
He does not replay the way Ilya’s voice sounded when he said his name.
He does not examine why tonight felt different.
He focuses instead on the repetition of motion — red light, green light, turn signal, merge — each action predictable, contained within its own small logic.
When he reaches his building, he parks with careful alignment, adjusting the wheel once before cutting the engine. The silence that follows is total. He sits there for a moment longer than necessary, fingers resting lightly against the steering wheel, the faint warmth of the car interior still clinging to him.
Then he steps out.
Inside, the apartment greets him with the quiet he expects. The air is cool and still, faintly scented with whatever detergent he used last. The lamp in the kitchen casts a soft, familiar glow over the counter, illuminating the clean lines of the space — nothing out of place, nothing unfinished.
He locks the door behind him and sets his keys into the ceramic dish by the entryway with a small, precise sound. Jacket on the hanger. Shoes aligned neatly beside the wall. The order of it settles something in him.
He moves through the apartment slowly, unbuttoning his sleeves as he walks toward the bathroom. The shower comes on with a rush of water against tile, steam beginning to curl into the air. He steps under before it fully warms, letting the cooler stream wash over his shoulders and down his back before the temperature rises.
He stands there longer than he usually would.
The water runs over skin that still carries the faint imprint of another body — pressure at his hips, warmth at his chest. He presses his palms briefly against the tile, bowing his head, letting the steady cascade of water dull sensation into something simpler.
By the time he reaches for the soap, his breathing has evened out.
When he steps back into the apartment, towel wrapped around his waist, the air feels calmer than before. He dries himself carefully, folds the towel with the same quiet attention he gives everything else, and hangs it back in place.
His phone sits on the counter where he left it earlier. He picks it up, the screen lighting his face in pale blue. No new messages.
He scrolls absently for a second before stopping.
The old thread sits lower on the screen, name unchanged. He doesn’t open it. He doesn’t need to. The memory of it is enough — the version of someone who felt separate, compartmentalized. Easier to understand.
He locks the phone and sets it down face-down on the counter, as if that is enough to quiet whatever pull lingers there.
The living room feels larger than usual tonight. He crosses it slowly, lowering himself onto the edge of the couch before leaning forward, elbows resting on his knees, fingers loosely laced together. The quiet stretches around him, unbroken.
After a moment, he reaches for his tablet from the coffee table.
The screen comes to life beneath his fingertips, and he opens the schedule without hesitation. It loads quickly, the grid of dates appearing in clean rows across the display. He scrolls past the upcoming games automatically, barely registering the names. His eyes settle when they reach the one he’s looking for.
Boston.
Three weeks.
He taps the matchup and studies the details that populate the screen — projected lines, ice time averages, defensive pairings. He zooms in on the data like it’s something to dissect, something to prepare for. He traces through likely scenarios in his head. Neutral zone pressure, faceoff percentages, how to close the gap before it opens.
Rozanov’s name sits there, steady and unremarkable among the others..
He tells himself this is preparation. That knowing the timeline matters. That anticipation is strategic, not personal.
Three weeks.
He scrolls back to the full calendar and lets the date linger under his gaze a little longer than it needs to.
The apartment remains still around him, ordered and silent. Everything in its place. Everything controlled.
He sets the tablet down carefully on the coffee table and leans back into the couch, head tipping against the cushion. His eyes drift to the ceiling, tracking the faint pattern of light cast there from the street below.
After a few minutes, he stands and turns off the kitchen lamp, allowing the room to settle into shadow. He moves toward the bedroom without checking his phone again, but instead of leaving it on the counter as he usually does, he brings it with him.
He sets it on the nightstand within reach.
The room is dark and quiet when he lies down, sheets cool against his skin. He stares at the ceiling for a long time before closing his eyes.
Three weeks.
Plenty of time. 
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