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The Dinosaur Support Group

    by billyandpatrick

      Summary

      What if Scott Hunter was waiting for an elevator in Vegas?

What if Shane and Ilya had an emotional support Old Man and his Art History Twink?



      Notes

        Long time lurker, first time writer, but the cult demands it of me.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Scott Hunter And The Awful Timing
  








  SHANE
 
What did I do wrong?
What did I do wrong?
What did I do wrong? 
The door swung shut behind him with a resounding thunk, he shivered as the air conditioning of the hallway hit his skin, the stressed sweat drying sticky and uncomfortable under his shirt.
Why wouldn’t he look at me?
Was it something I said?
What did I do wrong?
Was it something I did?
I can’t be wrong, I’m not allowed. 
I have to be the best. 
The carpet under his dress shoes was a horrifying mixture of sticky and slippery and his legs, unsteady at the knees barely kept him upright as he pushed himself to put one foot in front of the other, his chest aching right over his sternum as he forced himself to keep breathing.
What was wrong?
What was wrong?
What-
Wrong. 
Wrong. 
Wrong-
He barely registered it, pulling his phone out of his pocket, tapping at the buttons.
 
LILY
We didn’t even kiss.
 
It was like there was a disconnect between his brain and body and it hardly registered as his head hit the mirrored wall of the elevator with a dull thunk, the discomfort a distant concept. He hated the way he looked in the warped surface, the organised creases of his folded trousers, the way his collar gaped around his neck, the dark bruise over his collarbone barely visible but glaringly obvious in the corner of his vision.
He focused his eyes on the screen of his phone, the words screaming in his mind there for him to see.
His thumb played over the delete button but he couldn’t make himself hit it. Not yet.
Just a little longer.
Just a reminder.
A reminder that he couldn’t. He shouldn’t.
So he didn’t.
The lights overhead were dim, sepia toned but everywhere he looked sparkles of light were digging into his retinas causing him to squint in discomfort, the pain under his sternum radiating up his neck like veins as he tried to catch his breath after bolting from Rozanov’s room, like pins and needles that dug into his senses.
What did I do wrong?
He pulled in a frantic, gulping breath as the words continue to run through his mind, a positive feedback loop of misery and panic and wrong wrong wrong- 
The door pinged as it opened onto his floor.
God, he hoped it was his floor.
What was his room number?
“Hollander?”
Shane’s head snapped up and his hand slipped, phone tipping to the ground and bouncing through the open elevator doors to land at Scott Hunter’s feet.
Breathing became unimportant.
Shane couldn’t move.
He would know. 
It was obvious, wasn’t it? The half-done buttons the tie around his neck the rash under his jaw the bruises on his wrists that he’d wanted so badly-
“Hollander!”
It was ingrained in him to respond to the familiar tone brooking no disobedience.
He forced himself to meet the older man’s gaze and to his horror he felt a sudden wetness on his cheeks, Hunter’s features a blur and he gasped, the first breath in what seemed like forever as the man’s hand clasped firmly around his wrist, pulling him from the elevator and into the dimly lit corridor. “I-”
“Shit.” The man looked panicked and Shane’s legs weren’t working properly as he was pulled until they were standing against the wall, Hunter’s words grazing across his consciousness, the terrified tone grating. “Shit- are you okay? Who did this to you-”
Oh God.
He knew. 
Scott Hunter Knew.
How could this have happened?
It was wrong.
Wrong. 
Wrong wrong wrong wrong-
“Shit, look at me- kid, Shane! Look at me!”
Shane’s spiral was interrupted by a callused hand on his cheek, gently patting at the side of his face, his freckles, just as Rozanov’s had, getting messy with the tears he’d failed to stem. His nose was running and he felt disgusting and God, Hunter knew and Rozanov would never forgive him and his chest hurt and someone was fucking keening-
It was him. His throat was aching and a high-pitched whine escaped him as he pushed himself back against the wall, Hunter following him, expression horrified, his other hand coming up to grasp Shane’s shoulder, causing him to flinch away in fear. “No, it’s okay-”
Hunter knew. Hunter was angry. Hunter would hurt them- hurt Ilya-
“You are scaring him.”
It was like a sedative to his anxiety, that voice.
Soft and harsh at the same time.
Forceful and incredibly gentle.
Deep and relentless like quicksand.
Everything went silent. Hunter turned, slowly, placing his body between Shane and the elevator.
Shane couldn’t see his face. Hunter was in the way, broad back and suit jacket preventing Shane from seeing. His feet. Shane could see his feet. No socks. How could he not be wearing socks, no shoes, hotel floors were filthy and now he’d have to shower before-
“Rozanov.” Hunter’s voice was cautious. Why. “What are you doing here?” The captain of the New York Admirals stepped forward and finally, finally his hand slipped from Shane’s shoulder and he could breathe again, the age-old fear of violence assuaged with the lack of contact. The phlegm in his throat made him shudder as he tried to peer around Hunter, but he couldn’t see. “He’s-”
“Is having panic attack. Yes. I see. You make him panic.” The matter-of-fact words from the Russian would on any other day have sent Shane into a fit of irritation but right now they were the only thing that seemed to make sense. “Move away. Not helping.”
Shane watched the feet move. His ankles were bare where the legs of his navy joggers shifted, forward progress halted by Hunter stepping forward again, arm outstretched and Shane wanted to scream. The older man’s tone brooked no argument. “No. This isn’t what he needs, you’re the last thing he needs right now.”
Shane couldn’t stop the pathetic mewl that forced its way through his lips as a fresh wave of tears crawled down his cheeks, dripping onto his shirt, now ruined by the salt and whatever Hunter had had on his hands, blue smudged across the sleeves.
“Move, Hunter.” Shane recognised it, the tone. The same one Rozanov had used in the past when he’d had enough of Shane’s-
Had enough.
Ilya had had enough.
Why?
What had he done wrong?
What did he do wrong?
Is he angry with me?
Had he realised that Hunter knew-
“Fuck-”
The feet moved, Hunter’s suit shifted and Shane’s knees hit the ground, hard, reverberating up his pelvis and into his chest, causing him to let out a wheeze as he tried to breathe, suit jacket falling from his grip, landing beside the forgotten phone.
Hunter’s hands were all over him again, trying to pull him to his feet but he couldn’t, everything was too loud and he knew. Hunter let out an indignant yelp as he was shoved onto the ground beside him, slumping against the wall as Rozanov fell to his knees in front of Shane, eyes wide and panicked, hands flitting against the sides of his neck, pressing against his pulse which was thundering in his ears, face pale and wan in the lights of the hallway. “Hollander. Hollander, breathe.”
No.
A flash of irritation passed across Rozanov’s face and Shane’s eyes widened in fear as he fought to comply with the request, a pathetic hiss whispering past his lips as his hands came up to clasp around the Russian’s wrists.  “Yes. Again. Like me.” Shane’s eyes focused on the movement of the other man’s chest, covered in a Boston Bears t-shirt and Shane hated that t-shirt, reaching out to grasp it in his fist, pulling the fabric up and slamming his hand against Rozanov’s abdomen, following the movement of his abs. “Yes. Yes. Good. Breathe.”
“Rozanov-”
“Shut up, dinosaur.” Shane had never been so glad to hear those words, focusing on steadying his breathing now that his head had stopped-
“Rozanov, what the fuck is going on here!” The hand on his neck was torn away and Rozanov twisted awkwardly on his knees to face the furious man, a snarl that Shane was more than familiar with on his lips, his other hand shifting as he moved to attack- to leave. 
What did I do wrong?
Shane’s arms looped around Ilya’s neck and he pushed off the wall, collapsing into the man’s broad chest and shoving his face into his neck, smelling the remnants of sweat, vodka and his own cologne, lips shifting against the small moles dotted across his skin as he whined pathetically, legs coming to rest on either side of his knees.
For a moment there was nothing. No movement. Just the sound of the air-conditioning above them, the gentle hum of the city below them, Shane’s panicked breathing heaving in counterpoint.
Then there were hands, a broad, strong touch firm against his lower back, pulling him in closer.
He felt small.
Safe.
It happened without warning, the first one.
The second Shane tried to hold back.
By the third he gave in, letting out great heaving sobs as the terror of the whole situation overwhelmed him and he.
Just.
Didn’t understand.
What did he do wrong?
Why was this happening?
Why was he here?
Was he angry with Shane?
Hunter knew.
Humiliated beyond belief and struggling for breath between sobs he pushed himself in impossibly closer, desperate for reassurance in a way he never had been before, not even with his parents, clinging with the desperate terror of a man who’d already been thrown away once tonight, trying to crawl into the warmth before him.
He bit.
Shane’s teeth bit into the meat of Rozanov’s shoulder, stifling his distress in flesh, holding on with whatever he could, blunt nails digging into the muscles of that broad back as he had not half an hour ago, the man’s warmth doing nothing to combat the rolling shivers of hot and cold running through his body.
Rozanov’s frame was stiff for a moment and any other time Shane would have pulled back, apologised, run, but he couldn’t. The arms around his sides were the singular thing holding him together and it was just too much.
He was done.
Done.
He heard murmuring, indistinct words that he didn’t try to distinguish from plain noise. Rozanov’s shoulders started to drop, his chest softened and his neck shifted slightly, allowing Shane to burrow in further, to force his way into his personal space as he knew, logically, he would usually never allow himself. He just couldn’t bring himself to care. If Rozanov wanted him gone he would be gone, on his ass, on the floor.
Like he had been.
What did I do?
His breath hitched as another sob fought its way through, this time the exhale turning into a pathetic wail that had Ilya muttering a quiet hush into his ear, a soft kiss dropping against his temple as the man shifted under him and Shane panicked, pulling himself together long enough to drag his unfeeling legs into place, locking them around Rozanov’s hips, refusing to move, teeth digging in harder.
He heard talking and then a hand in his periphery grasping Ilya’s bicep- Shane’s hand snapped out, nails digging viciously into the back of the offending limb, biting down harder as he felt the wetness of blood smearing across his lips.
The hand vanished and he settled, the murmuring growing louder for a moment before the world shifted, swayed, and he was being lifted. He clung desperately as they fell into the wall, Shane’s back hitting it lightly before he felt Rozanov regain his footing, a trickle of blood seeping between his teeth where the bite had broken skin. He licked at the offending wound and felt a chuckle against his chest, Russian in the wind.
He smelled more than felt his suit jacked being placed over his shoulders, a whiff of cologne and Ilya’s cigarettes. A gentle thump as one of the pockets hit his side, causing him to snuffle indignantly.
They started moving and for the first time Shane lifted his gaze to see Hunter standing in the middle of the corridor clutching his hand, a look of discomfort across his features, watching as Ilya carried him into the elevator. Shane’s eyes narrowed, a threat, before baring his teeth and sinking them back into the flesh of Ilya’s shoulder.
Good.
Fucking dinosaur.
 
ILYA
 
Ilya stared at the ceiling, a second cigarette between his lips, another vodka in his hand, trying not to blink. Trying to stop himself from picturing the look on Hollander’s face when he had realised Ilya wanted him to leave. Ignoring the sound of clothes being unfolded and donned- a process Hollander managed to make awkward even when Ilya couldn’t see him. The pathetic goodbye, the way that Hollander’s eyes would have become sad like a kicked dog. His lips- so soft, so wonderfully pink from Ilya’s attentions- would have quivered. The resounding click of the door.
The click of the door.
“Fuck.” He exhaled softly, throwing the newly lit cigarette into his glass, relishing the indignant hiss. “Hollander.” He whispered, burying his face in his hands, rubbing them through sex-mussed curls, the sting of the scratches on his back causing him to wince.
Shane fucking Hollander.
His mind could focus on nothing else but the way his chin had tilted up, baring his throat in the most perfect show of submission. On the way his hands had trembled as he’d run them over his chest. The barely-there hesitance before he’d begun to pleasure himself, telling Ilya that it was likely no man had touched him since Ilya had last had him.
And the look on his face when Ilya had told him to leave.
Ilya threw back the covers, moving swiftly into the bathroom and starting the shower, staring blankly into the mirror as his thoughts raced. He knew he had done the right thing, asking him to leave. He was shit company on a good day, and times like this?
When his thoughts were racing a thousand kilometres an hour?
When he was incapable of stringing together a single sentence that wasn’t designed to shame or harm?
No. The other man didn’t deserve it. Not after what he had given Ilya.
And Hollander would not care, once he was in a less pissy mood. He never cared. He-
Ilya turned at the sound of his phone going off, the particular tone that of ‘Jane’. He was tempted to ignore it. He usually did. For a little while.
Something tonight told him not to.
Leaving the water to run and steam up the glass he wandered around the suite until he found the offending piece of technology in his discarded suit pants under the table. 
Jane.
His first instinct was to roll his eyes. Such an angry kitten. He input the code and felt his blood run cold.
 
JANE
We didn’t even kiss.
 
As an athlete Ilya was more than well attuned to the workings of his body- a strange, detached voice as he dropped his phone onto the ground told him that this was an abnormal heart rate and that the sudden pain in his chest was not to be ignored.
He thought of the water running in the bathroom.
He thought of Hollander bitching about the cleanliness of hotel carpet and refusing to fuck on it no matter how much Ilya whined.
He didn’t know Hollander’s room number.
The lift took forever to arrive.
He stared at the buttons. He thought about calling the front desk. He thought about the phone still in his suite and swore.
And then he hit the next twenty floors below his own.
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six- “No, it’s okay-” 
Ilya wanted to kill Scott Hunter. He was going to kill Scott Hunter.
Shane was standing- or more accurately slumped- just a few metres from the elevator doors, knees unlocked and seeming close to collapse, back pressed against the wall as if he were trying to disappear into it, shoulders hunched over and angled away from the older man, mouth slightly open and eyes widened in fear.
Ilya would snap his neck on the ice and make it look like an accident.
He was Russian.
The Demon of Boston.
No one would ever know.
Neither man noticed as he stepped into the hallway, treading softly until he was a metre or so from the panicked Hollander who was trying to pull away from Hunter’s grip on his shoulder, looking near hysterical.
“You are scaring him.” Ilya said softly, using a tone that Hollander would be more than familiar with, like trying to calm an angry horse.
Ilya watched in internal horror as Shane’s breath caught violently in his throat and he stopped breathing.
Not good.
Hunter turned, slowly, and to Ilya’s surprise placed his body right in front of Hollander, keeping his hand on the younger man’s shoulder, seeming not to notice the increased trembling it caused.
Perhaps he would not need to kill Hunter after all.
Maybe this was his fault.
“Rozanov.” Hunter’s voice was cautious. Careful. His eyes roamed up and down Ilya’s frame, taking in the bare feet, the messy hair, the way he was staring straight through the man, towards Hollander.  “What are you doing here?” Hunter stepped forward and his hand slipped from Shane’s shoulder, causing the other man to slump forward a little, taking a rattling breath that had Ilya clenching his teeth in worry. He couldn’t see. “He’s-”
“Is having panic attack. Yes. I see. You make him panic.” Ilya spat out quickly, not caring to find better English. “Move away. Not helping.” He started to step forward, hand already reaching out towards Hollander when Hunter threw himself in his way, causing Ilya to growl deep within his chest, frustration starting to bubble to the surface.
Hunter’s eyes were dark in the shitty light, his jaw clenched tight, shoulders back, an arm held out in front of him as if he actually thought he’d be able to hold Ilya back if he tried to get past him. “No. This isn’t what he needs, you’re the last thing he needs right now.”
Something in Ilya’s chest broke loose at the pathetic sound Shane made, a sad whine before a choked sob and Ilya was this close to throwing Hunter out a window. “Move, Hunter.” He said softly, trying to keep his voice down, trying not to cause a scene, trying to make sure Shane didn’t slip further, moving forward and-
“Fuck-” Hunter was closer but even he wasn’t fast enough to catch Hollander as his knees gave out. Ilya felt a sympathetic twinge in his own as Hollander hit the ground hard, not even trying to catch himself, and his breathing deteriorated even further, past shallow pants into desperate gulps for air. His hands loosened and his suit jacket fell to the ground next to an abandoned phone. The phone.
We didn’t even kiss.
Hunter got there first, kneeling and fumbling over Hollander’s shoulders, under his elbows, trying to pull him to standing but Shane’s eyes were glassy and panicked, hands weakly batting at the dinosaur trying to manhandle him upright.
Hunter let out an indignant whimper as Ilya shoved him to the side and he fell to his knees in front of Shane, assessing the situation and finding no answers but ‘not good maybe terrible’ before he fit his hands against his carotids, feeling the panicked fluttering of Shane’s pulse as the man near choked beneath him on his own panic. “Hollander. Hollander, breathe.” He said softly, sweetly, coaxingly.
He couldn’t tell for a moment if Shane had even heard him and fought down the flicker of irritation that crossed his face as Hunter tried once again to lay his hands on the panicking man, shooting the old man a glare before focusing on the man who was… Fear. Hollander was scared. Of him. He choked back the wave of nausea, forcing his stomach back where it belonged and focused on breathing. A pathetic hiss was all he gained, Shane’s hands coming up to clasp around his wrists.  “Yes. Again. Like me.” Shane’s eyes, filled with tears, suddenly focused laser-like on the movement of Ilya’s chest, cute nose twitching in disgust at the logo. So cute.
He didn’t expect him to reach out and fist the fabric, pulling it up and using his free hand to scratch at Ilya’s abs, timing his breathing to Ilya’s own. “Yes. Yes. Good. Breathe.”
“Rozanov-”
“Shut up, relic.” Ilya didn’t even bother looking at the man, keeping his attention on Shane’s racing pulse, usually steady like a metronome, but now with worrying little kicks.
“Rozanov, what the fuck is going on here!” Hunter grabbed at one of his hands, yanking it from Shane’s neck and pulling Ilya to face him, near causing him to topple onto the ground as unexpected as it was. He twisted awkwardly on his knees to face the Admiral’s captain, a snarl on his lips, other hand ready to punch his stupid, smug face-
He imagined his expression of shock mirrored Hunter’s when Shane’s arms looped around Ilya’s neck as he pushed off the wall, collapsing onto his chest and shoving his face into his neck. He smelled like stale sweat and vodka, a mixture of cigarettes and Ilya’s own cologne. There was a bitter tingle of terror intermixed, sweat collecting along his hairline, tears a tacky mess on his cheeks which were flushed, causing his freckles to disappear. He could feel soft lips against the side of his neck and there was a pathetic whine as the smaller man shifted, legs coming to rest on either side of Ilya’s knees.
For a moment he knelt, frozen, one hand in Hunter’s, the other hovering awkwardly above Hollander’s back. Both men flinched at the sound of a door opening around the corner, not daring to move until there was an answering slam of the fire door. Ilya thanked God for smokers.
He pulled his hand gently from Hunter’s lax grip and placed both securely on Hollander’s lower back, at first stabilising the swaying man then drawing him in closer as he wriggled ineffectually.
And then Shane started to cry. Great, heaving sobs as the terror of the whole thing overwhelmed him and he.
Just.
Crashed.
For a man who had experienced the overwhelming rage of Grigori Rozanov it was still the scariest thing Ilya had ever experienced. He didn’t know what to do.
And then teeth.
It was not the first time Hollander had bitten him but in the past he had always been very careful to keep it to a gentle worrying, as thought out as every other semi-permanent reminder of their encounters.
This was different.
It started as a soft nibble, as if Hollander was planning his point of attack. Then his jaw widened, teeth scraping over Ilya’s skin and he gasped in pain as teeth sunk in, just short of drawing blood, sharp and aggressive. Blunt nails raked down his spine over the claw-marks and Ilya let out a huff of discomfort as they dug into the muscle there and held, still but for the uncontrolled shivering of the man in his arms. “Hollander.” He mumbled. “Are you alright?”
“Does it fucking look like he’s alright?” Hunter whispered frantically beside him, no longer trying to grope the rare creature in Ilya’s arms who was clinging to him like one of the great Australian drop-bears. “This isn’t fucking normal!” Ilya watched the way Hunter’s gaze came to rest on the slight bruising around the back of Hollander’s neck, already blooming so beautifully just under the collar of his shirt. Ilya had been very careful this time with the placement and a wave of possessiveness overtook him, causing him to lift a hand to tug the collar back into place.
The near unconscious movement on his part was as good as an admission of guilt for Hunter whose previously worried expression morphed into one of rage. If he wasn’t so old, Ilya may have worried. “What the fuck did you do to him, Rozanov?!” He hissed out, keeping his voice down as the stairwell door closed with a resounding boom.
Now.
Wasn’t that interesting?
Not a single hint of disgust, only protectiveness towards the younger man.
Any other time Ilya would have been revelling in the 100% accuracy of his gaydar but right now, all he could muster was the sentiment that perhaps Hunter was not so useless after all.
He rolled his eyes. “Is not what you think.” He murmured softly, starting to relax as Shane settled into his arms. “I did not hurt him. Is…” He paused, searching for the word. “Consent. Yes. Enthusiastically.” He was far too tired to explain himself. It had been a very long day. “This is your fault.”
Hunter’s eyes widened and he looked angrily at Ilya. “Why the hell is this my fault? I just stepped into the hallway!”
“And yet he is not crying when he leaves me.” And because Ilya lived on the edge. “Only cries during. Is very good boy.”
That earned Ilya a blush. Perhaps tonight truly was salvageable in all the best of ways. Shane chose that moment to burrow his way further into Ilya’s chest and Ilya shifted his head to the side to allow the smaller man to slip in further. He heard a soft hitch in Shane’s breathing and some part of Ilya’s animal brain registered it as a sign of distress, his suspicion validated as a wretched sob exploded from the man, ending in a pathetic wail loud enough to wake a light sleeper. Ilya leaned over, shushing the distressed man softly and brushing hip lips against Shane’s temple. They needed to move.
“He cannot stay here.” He directed towards Hunter who was already standing. Ilya started to move and for lack of a better phrase Hollander lost his shit, legs flailing until they were locked around Ilya’s waist, refusing to move, teeth digging in harder. Sighing heavily, Ilya looked up at Hunter. “Help me stand.” That earned him a complicated mass of expressions that he couldn’t be bothered to figure out. Hollander needed to be moved. “My arm, Hunter, and around his back.” Hunter’s large hand gripped around Ilya’s bicep, ready to help haul them both to standing when he grunted in pain and Ilya turned to find Shane’s hand over Hunter’s, blunt nails digging in viciously and he gasped in shocked pain as the teeth he’d come to ignore clenched, blood running in rivulets into the neck of his shirt. “Fuck, Hollander.”
Hunter wrenched his hand back and the teeth released, just a little, allowing Ilya a moment of reprieve before turning to Hunter who was clutching his bleeding limb, looking at Hollander as if he was a rabid animal. “See? Not even Hollander likes you.” He placed a happy little peck against the sweaty hair in front of him. “Is very good boy.”
That earned him a glare. Ilya didn’t care. “You will catch if I fall.” And with that he used his not inconsiderable muscles to stagger upright, letting out an ‘oof’ as he overcompensated and sent them both careening into the wall, his hand cushioning the impact. Shane’s teeth dug in further, causing him to grunt in pain.
“Are you alright?”
Hunter’s concern had him chuckling. “Pointy kotenok.” He murmured as he hoisted Hollander up a bit higher, settling his hands under the arse he’d been fondling not long ago. “Get his jacket. Will be very cranky if has dust.” He kicked at Hollander’s phone with his toe. “In pocket. Does not like to miss calls.” He paused. “Hunter.”
The man paused and for the first time, Ilya bothered to look. Short, shallow breaths. Eyes twitching all over the place. Flinching at every ticking of the lights. Fingers wringing the fabric of Shane’s suit jacket- Ilya would make sure Shane knew it was not him that had ruined the fabric. “Hunter.” The man flinched, gaze landing on his face. “Was not your fault.” He murmured softly. “Bad timing.”
“Bad… Timing.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes. Bad timing.” He took Shane’s phone from the man’s hand and quickly unlocked it. Hunter’s eyes widened and Ilya knew he Knew. “Number.”
“What?”
“Shane can use emotional support dinosaur. Is very baby gay who does not know is gay yet.” The dinosaur in question stared at him in horror for a few moments before he seemed to give in to Ilya’s particular brand of chaos, huffing in amusement, shaking his head as he dutifully input his number. He slipped the phone into the jacket pocket, draping the fabric over Shane’s still-shivering shoulders, causing him to snuffle like a little kitten. So cute.  
Ilya pressed the button for the lift, thankful it was so late and they were unlikely to encounter anyone travelling to the floors above. The doors opened and Ilya stepped inside, about to turn around when the mirrored panels revealed Shane’s head lifting, teeth bloody, watching Hunter with disturbingly lucid eyes that narrowed as the doors closed. The instant they shut his head lowered slowly and his front teeth dragged around Ilya’s shoulder until they found their previous indents, settling in place.
“So very pointy.”
 
SCOTT
 
Scott was having what had to be the shittiest night of his life.
Except.
Perhaps not.
Maybe not.
Top of the list was probably the night he realised he had less than no interest in fucking women and wanted to play in the NHL.
That night had been shit.
This was the second.
It had been alright. Somewhat. In the beginning. Watching Rozanov win fresh off a Cup wasn’t the most enjoyable waste of his time but it was fine. Lots of things in Scott’s life were fine. He figured Hollander felt the same, the younger man watching the spectacle with a trembling lip and shoulders pulled back rigidly as he nursed a glass of ginger ale.
Fucking Rozanov.
Maybe he shouldn’t have that that  many glasses of wine.
He’d made the mature decision to ignore the two morons who were eye-murdering each other across the room, heading to the public bar with the intent to get completely and utterly pissed. He was drunk enough to take the risk, knowing exactly how he looked as he leaned over the bar and smirked at the keeper, the man- an incredibly pretty, blue-eyed blonde-haired man- returning the sentiment as he passed Scott the first of many drinks on the house.
The last one was accompanied by a sharpie-scrawled number on a napkin as he sat huddled in the corner away from the TV screens, drunken hockey players streaming along the corridor outside.
He knew he wasn’t going to call. But it was nice. Being reminded that if he wanted to, he could.
It had been a long time since he’d wanted to. Or at least wanted to enough to run the risk.
God, was it a risk.
So he’d stepped into the lift, fiddling with his room key in his pocket, staring at his features in the distorting mirrors, wincing as he caught site of the slightly uneven edge on his beard, the way his mouth was screwed into a permanent grimace, eyes exhausted and miserable.
Awesome.
Great.
The doors pinged open and he stepped out onto the pale green stippled carpet, sighing heavily as the smell of cigarette smoke filtered through the air conditioning from the stairwell beside him, the door propped open by a doorstop.
Unfortunately for whoever was in that stairwell Scott really wasn’t in the mood to smell the filthy habit as he tried to sleep and he kicked at the rubber stop, huffing contentedly as the door slammed shut. He ignored the muffled indignant shouting behind him as he moved to his door, slipping the key into the lock and twisting just as the second lift pinged.
Fuck. If he’d only known what awaited him he’d have ignored it. Opened his door. Shut it behind him. Gone to bed.
No he wouldn’t have.
He turned and felt his heart drop into his stomach and start to pound as Shane Hollander, hockey’s Golden Boy, stumbled out onto his floor, clothing dishevelled, his hair a mess, face pale and terrified, hands gripping his phone like it was a lifeline.
Fuck. “Hollander?”
From there on it was a nightmare incarnate.
He recognised that look, the one Hollander directed at him, in the beginning. He’d seen it before. In mirrors. In windows. Glass panels. Every time Scott realised he’d said something. Done something. Something stupid. Something careless. That exact same look.
Scott Knew. 
God, did he know.
What he didn’t know was why Ilya Rozanov also knew. At least in in the beginning.
Then those marks. 
He’d seen them before. He’d caused them before. He’d just never once thought, even after ‘1221’, that Shane Hollander would ever let Ilya Rozanov leave any sort of permanent claim on that perfectly smooth skin.
It wouldn’t be until later, lying in his room, on the flight back to New York, at the grocery store, that the pieces would fall together. The look of devastation on the Russian’s face as he watched Hollander collapse to the ground. The way he’d looked at Scott like he should be worried for his life.
And then Hollander, his nails digging in until Scott bled, defending what the kid saw as his to claim. Like he knew. Like he knew that Scott was some sort of threat.
He’d watched as Rozanov carried the smaller man back to the lifts, posture screaming protectiveness, cradling Hollander to his chest like he was the most precious creature he’d ever seen.
He hated Hollander, in that moment.
Panicked and terrified he was still cared for in a way that Scott had never once experienced, never once given himself the opportunity to experience.
Shane Hollander, right now, had everything Scott had ever wanted.
He’d never hated himself more than he did at that moment.
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  ILYA
 
His heart raced in his chest as he locked eyes with the elevator buttons, praying under his breath that it was far too late- or too early- for them to be seen. In his arms Hollander had fallen silent, limbs long and lax, pressed against his front like a limp child. His too-fast breaths told Ilya that whilst he’d cried himself into exhaustion, his mind had not yet gone quiet.
If there was one thing Ilya knew it was that Hollander’s brain was very mean sometimes.
The doors opened and he stepped through, feet bare against the slightly sticky carpet- he acknowledged the win to Hollander. He moved quickly, quietly until he was shifting Shane in his arms to reach his keycard, swiping it clumsily against the lock and turning, using his own shoulder to shove the heavy door open.
It clicked shut softly behind them and for a few moments Ilya allowed himself time to think, the only sound that of the shower still running, the air within his suite warm and damp, the smell of deep heat permeating the space as he remembered the tube he’d haphazardly thrown onto the tiles with the plan of treating a lingering check.
“Hollander.” He murmured softly into the man’s ear, causing the teeth to shift then pull free as Shane’s sweaty forehead rotated to press into the side of his neck. “Shower, yes?” It earned him a slight shift that he took as a negative. “Too bad. You are sweaty. Smell terrible. Hunter germs, everywhere.” Without asking for permission again he carried his precious cargo into the bathroom, the air immediately turning warm and dense and pressing against his chest.
He turned and rested Hollander on the sturdy counter, reaching up to remove his arms gently- he was not expecting the devastated cry, the panicked scrabbling as Shane’s limbs flailed desperately, bloodstained nails digging into Ilya’s flesh, pulling him back in and sending them both careening into the mirror, only his desperate outstretched hand presenting it from shattering around the back of Hollander’s head.
“No no no no no no…” The word was muffled against Ilya’s neck, panicked and hot as his shirt tore with the force of Hollander’s grasp. “Don’t leave please don’t leave me I didn’t know I don’t know what I did wrong-” Whatever he was going to say next was cut off by a heaving sob and Ilya panicked, because this was beyond anything he’d ever experienced with Hollander.
He would have to be an idiot to have missed the signs in their previous interactions but Hollander had never collapsed and he didn’t know why-
I don’t know what I did wrong- 
God.
“Oh no. Hollander. Hollander, listen to me.” He attempted to reach up, to press his fingers into those delightful freckles but his wrist was grabbed and pinned, shoved aggressively between their chests, prisoner to Hollander’s continued frantic movements, snippets of barely English washing over Ilya’s ears as he tried to force the words through his English dictionary, one that he had never realised was attuned specifically to Hollander’s particular Canadian lilt until now.
For a moment he thought of hitting the cold tap, of forcing the smaller man under the water and letting the shock pull him from wherever his messy brain had taken him, but the thought of having to pry him loose and throw him into the shower, seeing those big brown eyes fill with betrayal had him stepping under the perfect 43 degree water fully clothed, grimacing as the heat hit his various Hollander-related wounds, letting them both soak.
The long season, the aches and pains lingering from the Cup had him sliding down the tiles, landing on his arse with a painful thump, Hollander’s legs finally releasing their death-grip on his hips.
They rested.
Hollander’s sobs, which had been hysterical when the water first hit them start to quiet, then calm, and his pulse, carefully monitored by Ilya’s finger’s around his neck started to return to the comfortable thrum Ilya was familiar with after time spent with his head resting on that perfect chest.
He let himself rest his chin atop Hollander’s hair, the soft strands silky under the water. The pressure beat the stress from his shoulders and he closed his eyes, happy to wait out the man still nestled into his chest, teeth worrying now at the jut of his collarbone, gentle and fond, fingers alternately loosening and tightening in the sodden fabric of his ruined t-shirt.
Had been a favourite.
Time passed and he felt his eyes start to slip closed for longer periods. He didn’t care. So closely intertwined it’d be unlikely he’d miss Hollander waking from whatever state Hunter’s presence had triggered.
He couldn’t help but hate himself a little for the situation he’d put them both in. He forgot, sometimes, Hollander’s relative lack of experience in these sorts of interactions, knowing that his cute little Canadian hockey player would never have even considered asking for more than what he perceived Ilya was willing to give. He wasn’t an idiot, he knew it was unlikely the ridiculous man went out and experienced what they did with others, Hollander would never risk it, certainly not at this stage of his career.
Especially now that Ilya had beaten him to the Cup.
Ilya’s cheek muscle twitched as he imagined the concept of Hollander’s sweet moans being coaxed out by a lesser man. No. Ilya would teach him. No one else. And Hollander would continue to let him.
Unfortunately that also meant that things Ilya understood as fact, things that were simply a law of the hook-up world were unknown to Hollander. Things that Ilya took for granted when it came to the illicit practice of fucking men were foreign concepts to the older man and Ilya forgot that sometimes, so lost in his own head.
But looking back at it now, lack of experience wasn’t the only factor at play here.
He knew- if he let himself be honest he’d aways known- that Hollander did not respond as Ilya’s previous partners- male or female- had. Shane didn’t know that you don’t look at your fuck-buddy- and Ilya had laughed for hours the day Marlow had explained that term to him- with such sweet eyes. That you don’t buy a building just to have somewhere to fuck your rival. That you don’t fall to your knees so readily. That you don’t chase after their lips like they’re your next breath. That you didn’t pay attention to their English, even if Ilya had wanted him to, to notice that he was smart, not the brutish caveman the media liked to call him.
Genetic… 
No. Hollander was not like the others, and Ilya had forgotten. Or at least done his very best to.
His lack of care, his ghosting- another excellent term- Shane’s loss, and then Hunter, standing there when Shane still had Ilya’s bruises on his neck would have sent his poor innocent kotenok into a spiralling mess… It was all his fault.
“I’m sorry.” Ilya flinched in surprise as the soft, hoarse words reached his ears, near hidden under the thundering of the unlimited hot water. His brows came together in confusion, waiting for Hollander to elaborate.
It took a few moments but then Hollander was unclenching his fingers, palms flat against Ilya’s chest as he pushed himself upright, minute tremors still present though Ilya hoped they were due to exhaustion rather than a complete collapse of the man’s ability to regulate his own body.
Shane’s eyes were horribly red and blood-shot and Ilya winced sympathetically when he saw the crimson staining his teeth, knowing that if he hoped to avoid a complete hygiene-related melt-down the mirror would need to be avoided. His lips were bitten bloody also and Ilya felt a sudden wave of gratitude to the league for making them endure the regular testing that ensured neither of them would suffer long term consequences from Shane’s loss of control. “I… I’m sorry you saw this.”
The look of shame that marred Hollander’s perfect features sent a crushing wave of guilt through Ilya’s chest and he reached up, pressing his index finger to his nose. Boop. “No.” He said softly before starting to undo the tiny buttons of Hollander’s shirt, stiff with water and fiddly. “No sorries, Hollander. Is not your fault. Blame Hunter.” That earned him an amused huff and Shane allowed him to push the shirt from his shoulders, the fabric ending up in the corner of the shower closer to the drain.
“I still… Why were you there?” His eyes were still slightly unfocused, dancing across Ilya’s features as if searching for answers.
That had Ilya pausing where he was trying to shimmy Hollander’s trousers over his hips. “You text me?” He cocked his head to where he had placed both of their phones on the toilet seat before their impromptu soaking.
Hollander’s head shook slowly. “No… I deleted it.” Ilya was suddenly far more concerned that this wasn’t just a panic attack. Had Shane hit his head? Had Ilya done something? “I was… I was going to, then I…”
Ilya suddenly remembered the phone on the ground. “Was accident, then. Maybe.” He leaned forward, sweeping Hollander’s legs to the side so he was sitting across Ilya’s lap, making it easier to remove the rest of his clothes. “Does not matter. I came. Defended your honour from dinosaur.” That earned him a pinch in the arm. “So cruel to your hero, Hollander.” He removed his own shirt, wincing when he saw the ribbons the back had been torn into. It joined the rest of the clothes on the tiles. “Hunter is idiot. Would have called police or something stupid.”
That seemed to trigger something in Shane’s mind and a look of fear crossed his features. “No… Rozanov…” Ilya never wanted to see that look again. “Hunter knows.”
Oh. Was that all?
Ilya hummed, jostling Shane around on his lap- because the man didn’t seem to want to move which was just so cute- and wriggled his joggers off, kicking them away until they were pressed together.
For the first time in his life he had no interest in fucking Hollander.
He was very proud of himself. Svetlana would be proud of him too. Emotional maturity and all that.
He gathered Shane into the V of his legs and reached up onto the bench where his soaps sat, lathering a washer and starting to remove the remnants of the rancid sweat from his smooth, soft skin. “Is okay. Hunter will not say anything.” He lifted Shane’s arm and sat it over his shoulder when the man looked close to collapse. “Is gay as… What is thing that dance around?”
“Maypole.”
“Yes. I do not understand, but yes. Is definitely fucking men.”
“How do you know that?” Shane wriggled a little until his arse was on the tiles, legs outstretched between Ilya’s own, content to let Ilya do as he wished and wasn’t that the very best of power-trips. But not better than the cup. Never better than the cup.
He lifted Hollander’s leg, bending it to the side as he washed behind his knee. “Because he was more scared for you than of you.” Now the foot. He always forgot just how flexible Hollander was. “And he stared at your freckles.” He poked the side of Hollander’s face with his washer, leaving a smudge of foot-filled soap. It was a testament to his exhaustion that Shane didn’t even try to remove it. “He is not allowed to have your freckles.”
Shane moved his leg without prompting, allowing Ilya to continue on his quest. “He wasn’t staring at my freckles.”
“Is lie. Everyone stares at freckles.” Another poke. “Cutest thing about ugly face.” He rubbed the soapy cloth over what was, for the first time Ilya had encountered it, Shane’s soft cock. He resisted the urge to tease, knowing it wouldn’t be well received, instead he moved on, smoothing across his soft belly where his muscles were all relaxed in the heat. “You were not good, Hollander.” He said softly, settling a soft kiss over the top of his shoulder. “Hunter could have been fucking you on floor and you would not have noticed.” A soft shudder ran through Hollander’s body and Ilya abandoned the cloth, settling his arms around his broad chest and bending his knees to press against his sides. “Was scary, to see you like that. You scared me.”
Shane nodded slowly. “I… I don’t… I’m not like that. Usually.” He whispered, causing Ilya to have to lean in closer, huddling over his suddenly much smaller frame. “I can control it. Usually. But…”
“But I tell you to leave.”
Another nod.
“I am sorry-”
“No-”
“Yes, Hollander.” Ilya said softly, squeezing his arms. “I was problem. Not you.” He took a deep, shuddering breath, remembering the panic that had lanced straight through him when he’d read the text. “You were perfect. Did nothing wrong.”
It wasn’t often that he said the right thing around Hollander and so it took him a moment to realise that he had. The smaller man just… Relaxed. He hadn’t realised how tense Shane had been, even in his collapsed, malleable state until he was bearing his full weight in his arms, his breathing soft and steady against his chest.
Better than the cup.
Maybe.
Yes.
Ilya chose to ignore the passage of time, perfectly content to turn into a raisin if it kept Shane warm and content in his arms. It was only when he lifted his gaze to the bare windows through the bathroom door that he realised just how long they’d been wasting water. “Hollander?” He crooned into the sleeping man’s hair, shifting slightly beneath him. “We must move. Or will drown.”
He received nothing but a sleepy ‘okay’ which left him to haul them both to standing, sitting Shane down on the toilet lid and covering him in giant fluffy towels, using the hairdryer to send his short hair into soft peaks as he swayed with each movement of Ilya’s hands, nudging at him like a sleepy kitten.
Their clothes were lost causes, already he could see the delicate fabric of Hollander’s suit shrinking with the constant heat, the fabric warping under his hands. Debating throwing it out he instead threw their clothes into the dryer hidden in the hall cupboard, so they’d be easier to take with him. Hollander could afford a new suit. Maybe red.
When he returned to the bathroom Hollander was staring blankly at their phones. Ilya poked at the screen on Hollander’s, seeing hidden messages from several hours ago. “Later.” He declared, wincing as the hour ticked over. “Up.” He gestured to the man who looked like a marshmallow in his towels.
To his credit, Hollander tried.
Ilya blessed his hockey reflexes as Hollander’s knees buckled, sending him towards the glass shower wall. “Maybe not.” He swept the unprotesting man into his arms bridal style, dropping the towels onto the floor to deal with later as he carried him to the bed, dropping him into the middle and starting to cover him with every blanket in sight.
“What… No, I have to leave.” Hollander protested quietly, kicking at the sheets and struggling ineffectually against the heavy quilt.
Pathetic.
Like little baby porkipine, hair all up in bristles.
“No. You need sleep.” Ilya turned off the bathroom light and crossed the room, setting the blackout curtains to close, confident Shane wouldn’t be able to move far before he returned. He placed their phones together on the bedside table, squinting in the darkness when yet another message came through, this one from ‘Mom.’ Well fuck. “Hollander, why is mother texting at five in morning? Is too early.”
The flailing stopped. A soft ‘fuck’ echoed from within the cocoon. “They’re catching an early flight. I said I’d meet them to say goodbye.”
“Hmm.” Ilya studied the unmoving lump of man in his bed. “No.”
“No?”
“No.” Mind made up, Ilya stepped over to the room phone, dialling reception. A friendly woman answered. “Yes. Is possible to extend stay?” Of course it was. He was Ilya fucking Rozanov. And this room was expensive.  “Good. Yes. Tomorrow. Good.” He turned to the lump. “Room service. Yes. Thank you.” As he waited for the connection to ring through, he turned on the bedside lamp, pulling out the menu. “Ah. Yes. I know is early, but you make boring hockey player food, hm? Good. Fish fine- steamed only. Baby hockey players need healthy food only. And send pudding.” He placed the phone down before unlocking Hollander’s phone and channelling his inner Canadian. “How to be boring.” He muttered to himself as he slid under the covers, plastering his naked fame to Hollander’s back, burying an arm under his neck and using it to hold the phone, his other arm coming to rest over Hollander’s chest as he started to type. “Boring, boring, boring. Devastated by loss. Want time alone. See later. Okey?” He tilted the screen towards Hollander’s face and it was a testament to how badly the man needed to not leave Ilya’s bed that he only nodded and buried his face away from the light of the screen.
Ilya waited until mama Hollander had replied with far too many words, most of them insulting his virtue, the rest calling him a self-centred piece of shit, then plugged Hollander’s phone into his charger, his own phone always well charged.
They lay in silence, Hollander tracing half-conscious patterns on Ilya’s arm until there was a soft knocking on the door and Ilya left, wrapping one of the damp towels around his waist to answer, accepting the small trolley full of bland, boring, Canadian friendly food. And pudding. “You will eat.” He placed the tray on his side of the bed before hauling Hollander bodily into a sitting position, causing the man to grumble unhappily. “No. I get you boring food, will not waste. Would be rude.” He handed over a fork. “Eat.”
Hollander’s eyes, usually so expressive- even if the expression was irritation- just stared blankly at the steaming vegetables before him, seasoned lightly so that even Ilya couldn’t complain. Sighing heavily Ilya took the fork, skewering a piece of broccoli and lifting it to Shane’s mouth. “Eat.” That earned him an irritated glare. “You do not scare me, cranky little kotenok.”
Hollander leaned forward, like it was the most difficult thing he’d ever done, to take the food from Ilya’s hand. He chewed, slowly and methodically, and Ilya shoved half of his own food into his mouth before preparing to attack the Canadian again.
“Kotenok.”
Ilya may have dropped a piece of carrot on the bed.
He turned slowly to Hollander who was reaching for the pudding. “What does it mean?” Hollander lifted a spoonful of the chocolate thing into his mouth, licking his lips. “I’ve heard it before.”
“It… Is kitten. Small, pointy.”
“…Oh.” Hollander took another bite of the sugary substance. “Kotenok.”
Ilya frowned. “Of course you have no accent.” He shook his head unhappily. “Irritating little shit.” He muttered in Russian as he retrieved his wayward vegetable.
Hollander’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “And that one?”
“Irritating little shit.” Ilya smirked into the fish when Hollander frowned in annoyance. “Is okay. I will teach you more Russian.”
“Probably all swearing.”
“Vesnushki.”
Hollander paused, already halfway through the pudding Ilya still could not believe he was eating. “I… I’ve heard that one before… But withbefore it. You say it.” He turned to Ilya, expression soft.
Ilya swallowed heavily around his mouthful, turning to face forward. “You have not looked up?” Russians did not blush.
“I didn’t know if I was saying it right.”
“Is Shane Hollander. Can do nothing wrong.”
 
SHANE
 
Can do nothing wrong. 
Shane looked down at his lap. To the bowl of sugar he’d been shoving in his mouth without second thought. His mind went back to the hallway, Hunter’s eyes widening as he saw the marks. How he’d acted, crying and panicked and-
His eyes widened and the near empty bowl spilled sidewards as he lunged- unwieldly, clumsy, Rozanov’s cutlery slipping onto the covers- hands pulling Rozanov’s shoulder closer, the dim light of the bedside lamp revealing his work. “God… You need to see a doctor, you need stitches, they’re-”
“Ah ah. No.” His hands were caught and gently placed back in his lap, Rozanov’s blue eyes narrowing seriously. “No. No doctors. Is fine.” He pressed gently at the bite with one finger. “See? No blood. Will heal. Blame it on sexy woman. No big deal.”
Shane shook his head quickly. “No. You need antibiotics, the human bite-”
“Shh. Shh.” The thick calluses on Rozanov’s fingers rasped across his lips as he shook his head. “Is fine. I have anti-bugs in bag. For cuts. I will take in morning.”
“You’ll take them now.” It seemed like an age but it could only have been seconds before Rozanov was tipping his head back and groaning dramatically, throwing himself out of the bed, carrying the detritus of their… Breakfast? With him. “So boring, Hollander. Can’t handle little infection.” He grumbled his way into the bathroom and Shane hated the way his heartbeat increased as soon as the other man was out of his sight, knowing he’d be more likely to collapse on the floor than successfully follow Rozanov like he wanted to.
He felt like shit. His head was pounding, his throat was itchy and his voice hoarse. His eyes felt like someone had thrown a fistful of sand in his face and every time he breathed he felt like he was having to work to stop the exhale from turning into a sob. He hated himself. He hated everything that had led to him sitting here, half collapsed in the Russian’s bed and making no effort to leave.
God, he didn’t want to leave. He just wanted to stay here, in the dark, wrapped in quilts that smelled like them both and forget what a complete fuckwit he’d been in that hallway.
Ilya exited the bathroom, a glass of water in one hand, a handful of pills in the other. “Happy now?” He tipped them into his mouth and swallowed noisily. “No infection. Can we sleep now?” Shane watched as Rozanov’s hand hovered over his own. “Take please.”
“What?”
“You take pills.”
“You didn’t bite me.” He replied, mentally taking stock of his limbs.
“No. For you. You wince like head hurt.” Rozanov’s hand turned over and Shane saw the branded painkillers.
“Oh.” He reached out, accepting the glass with his other hand and downing the ibuprofen thankfully. He handed the glass back as he ran his tongue over his teeth, wincing. “I need to brush my teeth.”
The earned him yet another overly dramatic groan and Rozanov collapsed against the side of the bed, upper body sprawled face-down. “Why you must be so pernickety, Hollander. Must take drugs, Ilya, must cry in hallway, Ilya, must murder Hunter, Ilya. So needy. More more more.” A single eye exited the quilt to glare at him. “Is hotel. I do not have spare.”
Shane’s nose twitched as he imagined lying in bed for the next several hours licking at his teeth. “Oh.” Then he paused. “Pernickety? Antibiotics is beyond you, but you know pernickety?”
Rozanov pushed himself to his feet, already reaching into his bag at the end of the bed for a pair of joggers. “Of course. I learn words to describe terrible Canadian hockey player I fuck.” A delighted, lopsided grin filled with too-white teeth stretched across the Russian’s face. “Have many more words for you. Will share.”
Shane drew his knees up to his chest, burying the smile he couldn’t hide within the quilt. “Asshole.”
“No. Am delightful.”
Rozanov pulled a plain back t-shirt on and Shane sat upright as he started to walk towards the door. “Where are you going?” He hated the fact that he could hear more than a note of terror in his own voice.
“To find toothbrush. Ah!” He hurried across the room, grabbing Shane’s phone and placing a call. A few moments later Shane could hear a disgruntled male voice. “Yes, yes. You need beauty sleep because you are old. Listen. I put Hollander’s room key under door. You check out for him when you leave, yes?” Ilya squinted into the darkness. “You are stupid. He is tired. Must sleep. More important than checking out. You do it.” He paused. “Good. You are not completely useless.” He ended the call and placed Shane’s phone face-down. “You wait here, yes?” Shane could hear the question. Will you have a meltdown if I leave you here alone? 
His eyes watered in shame but he nodded into the quilt. Ilya’s hand smoothed over his hair, down to his bare shoulder, causing him to shudder involuntarily. “Yeah.” He said softly, sensing that Rozanov was waiting for a verbal reply.
The door clicked shut and Shane was left with his spiralling thoughts and the soft whirring of the dryer. He tried to think of nothing. Every time a thought crossed his consciousness he pushed it away, desperate to forget… Except he didn’t want to.
Contrary to his parent’s belief, and on one terrifying occasion Hayden’s, he didn’t black out. Oh, at the time his mind isn’t his own to control but after… After he remembered everything, crystal clear and violent in its intensity, like every thought and feeling was magnified and thrown at him at once. In the past he’d forced it all down, buried it deep in parcels and shoved them to the back of his mind to be let out bit by bit until he’d processed it all… Never before had he been forced to confront his own weakness straight after the fact, shivering and weak at the bottom of a shower, crushed against Ilya’s chest and held still and quiet… No. He didn’t want to forget that.
The door clicked again and there was a faint light from the entranceway that shut off as Rozanov strode back into the bedroom, Shane’s bags in his grip. He sat them down next to his own and began to rummage through, holding up a book. “Hockey. Always hockey, Hollander. You need life.”
“Isn’t that what you’re for?”
The cocky grin returned. “Ah, yes. I am excitement in your boring life.” He exclaimed happily when he dug up Shane’s toiletry bag. “Up. We brush teeth then sleep. Yes?”
Shane nodded, pushing back the quilts, suddenly aware of his nudity in contrast with Rozanov’s clothed state. “Um… Can you pass me-”
“No. Will just need to strip you again later.” Rozanov grabbed his arm and pulled him bodily into his chest, picking him up and wrapping Shane’s legs around his waist. “Do not need clothes to brush teeth. Will protect you from nasty splashes.”
And so Shane sat on the counter, Rozanov happily humming happily as he brushed his teeth between Shane’s legs, leaning over his knee to spit into the sink and swill enough mouthwash to smell like vodka. Shane winced as flecks of dried blood washed down the drain, cringing at the idea that it had been in his mouth before he remembered that blood was far more sterile than a good other number of things he’d had in his mouth recently.
He didn’t need to ask, Rozanov picking him up once more and carrying him to the bed, throwing him into the mattress where he bounced slightly, gasping in surprise. The Russian grinned, stripping his shirt over his head and Shane bit at his lip, watching the way Rozanov’s abs contracted as he bent over, shucking the rest of his clothes onto the floor. Even in the dim light- perhaps especially in the dim light- the shadows threw the dense musculature of his shoulders and pecs into relief, causing him to remember the sight of them contracting over him and- “No sex now. Later.”
Shane could feel the humiliating blush working over his cheeks, spreading down his chest. “I wasn’t asking-”
“You ask with eyes, Hollander.” Rozanov pushed at his hip slightly as he snuggled down beside him, tugging and rolling and positioning Shane to his will until they were curved together like spoons, Ilya’s arms wrapped under his neck and around his chest, Shane pushed half onto his front with one thick thigh pressed securely between his own, Rozanov’s body covering him like a weighted blanket.
It felt…
Amazing.
The last of Shane’s spiralling anxiety collapsed to nothing and the urge to cry seeped into the warmth of Rozanov’s body, even his feet, usually so cold at night were warm, caught beneath Rozanov’s own. He matched his breathing to the man beside him, hand reaching up to play with the long, thick fingers he could barely see now that the lamp was off. “Krasivyy vesnushki.” He murmured. “You didn’t say what it meant.”
Behind him Rozanov tensed for a moment before becoming dead weight, lips nuzzling against Shane’s hairline. “You are pain, Hollander. You pain me.” The tip of his tongue pressed at his vertebrae. “It is freckles. Beautiful freckles.”
The smile that stretched Shane’s lips hurt. “You say it at our face-offs. All the time.” Ilya groaned. “They all think you’re insulting me and you’re saying my freckles are beautiful?” He couldn’t help the laugh that burst from his sore chest. “JJ would have a fit.”
“JJ can suck a dick. No one will suck his.”
“Shut up.”
“I was. Now you want to talk.” A finger tapped against his palm. “Sleep, Hollander. Will be here in morning.”
That shouldn’t have been reassuring.
 

 
It was warm, when Shane woke. His own room had east-facing windows and it had taken hours the day before for the chill of the air conditioning to warm to comfortable, not that it had mattered given he’d been in the gym before the sun had fully settled in the sky. Now, given they’d not fallen asleep until near dawn, the heavy black curtains had trapped the heat of the day around them, making the air comfortable and almost sweet to inhale.
Slowly, to avoid disturbing the koala still clinging to his back he gently stretched out each of his limbs, finding them stiff, unresponsive and as weak as they had been that morning. He felt an overwhelming rush of gratitude to the man who had made sure he wouldn’t be getting on a plane in his current state; he honestly didn’t even know if he would have been able to get himself out of bed to see his parents off.
The warmth of Rozanov’s body had seeped into his bones and despite his inability to move he was comfortable, and warm, and as he continued to think about it, the way Rozanov’s muscles were holding him in place, increasingly horny.
Not exactly a surprise.
He’d had to spend hours when this had first started conditioning himself to ignore the near pavlovian response his body had to Rozanov’s proximity. He remembered their first game after fucking, how he’d had to picture the foulest of situations to avoid imagining Rozanov naked and hard on the ice.
It had been a nightmare.
But now, here, safe and warm and under the cover of darkness he wanted. And he couldn’t care less. Tomorrow he’d leave. Tomorrow he’d shove all of this down into the locked and chained ‘Ilya Rozanov’ box and he’d never have it again but for now there was no way he could hate himself more so why not. He’d take and worry about the consequences later.
“Your brain is too loud, Hollander.” Ilya’s sleepy voice emanated from somewhere near his shoulder, breath hot against his skin. “Sleep more. No leaving.”
Shane let out a sleepy hum and stretched slightly, the movement causing him to arch his back, feeling Rozanov’s length pressed up against his thigh.
Rozanov groaned unhappily, large palm resting on Shane’s hip and pushing away slightly, Shane unreasonably unhappy when the contact between their lower bodies ceased. “Do not be cruel.” Shane gasped at the sharp nip against his spine as Rozanov began to roll away. “You are too… What is better word for tasty?” The sound of gnashing teeth then a yawn. “I will eat you.” Shane stretched again, this time humming happily as his muscles shifted against the sheets, reaching down to grip Rozanov’s wrist, pulling him back into place and then further, shoving his giant hand down against Shane’s rapidly hardening cock. “Ah. I see.” Rozanov’s grip shifted, fingers loosening and hand slipping lower, large enough that the tips of his fingers pressed against Shane’s balls, just holding. Warm and safe and comfortable. The deep purr that followed had Shane hitching his top leg up just a little higher, opening himself up and unwilling to move further. “You want to be fucked.”
Shane swallower deeply as his body gave up, the slight movements already enough to exhaust him. “I… I don’t think I can move.”
He felt Rozanov force himself upright and lean over Shane’s body, grabbing a remote sitting beside the bed. A few moments later the curtains started to shift open, the warm sunlight spreading across the sheets until it reached their bodies. From the height of the sun Shane realised they’d slept through past midday and into the afternoon, the sun that particular shade of yellow that screamed warmth instead of light.
He hated that they’d wasted so much time already.
Hands reached under his arms and pulled him up and backwards, and instead of scrabbling for purchase Shane let himself be moved until he was settled on the bed against Ilya’s chest, the man’s legs bent and spread around his sides. “Is okay. You do not need to move. I will move you.” Strong hands rubbed firmly down the front of his thighs to his knees and Shane groaned as soreness was massaged forcefully from his muscles, before Ilya grasped behind his knees and pulled his legs up and open, resting over strong thighs.
And Shane let him.
Loose and pliant and a little sore from how tense he’d been he relished the stretch of his adductors, humming happily as Ilya’s hands started to run across the junction of his thighs, firm and warm and strong, digging into the sore spots and running short nails across his skin, causing his breath to come faster through permanently open lips, his head to loll back against the shoulder he’d bitten.
Eventually Ilya shifted his hands to a more purposeful task, fingers suddenly slick and questing, testing along his rim, still soft and pliant from the night before as Ilya slowly pushed two fingers inside him, causing Shane’s breath to hitch in pleasure. Ilya paused, lips sliding over his cheek. “Is okay, yes? No pain?”
Shane shook his head lazily. “No. No pain.” He moaned in pleasure as Rozanov moved slowly, sinking his fingers in deeper, claiming with a degree of thoroughness Shane had never experienced, their couplings usually a haze of arousal and desperation, given how rarely they saw each other.
No, this was different and he was determined to indulge, let the other man do whatever he wanted.
He barely felt the third finger, content in the sun and the warmth, the quiet of the city below them. His body was relaxed, not a single tense muscle about him. He hummed unhappily when the fingers were removed and he lay there, open and wanting as he heard the foil rapper tear, Rozanov pulling his body up and back until he felt Ilya’s cock lining up against him then he sank down slowly, panting all the agonising way down until there was no further to go. And then silence.
Shane let himself get used to the fullness, adjusting in ways he’d never realised he could, slipping down further, feeling Ilya deeper than he ever had before as he relaxed past a point he’d ever been comfortable with. His legs remained looped over Rozanov’s own and Rozanov’s hands were running over his chest, his belly, the inside of his legs, avoiding his cock where it rested against his thigh, hard and heavy and leaking a thin stream of pre-come towards there they were joined.
His breathing slowed and his head fell back further, mouthing half-consciously at the underside of Rozanov’s jaw where he’d locked Shane’s head in place with his own. His shoulders fell and his arms settled along the bed, resting against Rozanov’s hips, nails gently scritching against the pale blonde hair usually hidden from the world.
Ilya’s hands shifted, coming to rest on his hips and he pushed, sinking in even further and Shane felt more than heard the great, shuddering breath of the man beneath him. The tightening of his grip on Shane’s hips, tight enough to bruise. He found he didn’t mind. “You like that, yes?” Rozanov whispered, as if terrified to break the silence. “You warm my cock so well, Hollander.”
The words drew a soft whimper from his chest and he tightened involuntarily around the dick inside him, Ilya’s responding moan causing the most perfect of positive feedback loops as he worked the only muscles left to him, Rozanov’s fingers alternating tightening and loosening as they both struggled to hold their respective positions.
It wasn’t long before Shane felt his own wetness drip onto his hole, stretched obscenely around Ilya’s cock, the near silent sound of it dripping onto the formerly clean sheets. Shane groaned in pleasure as his back arched, legs spreading wider as he reached his fingers down, running them through the mess where they joined, his muscles contracting desperately, and-
Ilya let out a helpless whimper and his body tensed, cock throbbing in place as his hips hitched, just the tiniest amount and Shane was gone, screaming into the silence, arms flying up to grasp at Ilya’s blonde curls, back arching off his chest as he came, untouched, at the thought of Ilya’s pleasure.
He had done that.
Both men sat panting, Shane staring out at the distant desert, eyes already closing in exhaustion. He winced as his legs were lifted, settled in the middle of the bed and Ilya slipped out, grasping the condom as he rolled Shane’s limp form to the side, out of the wet patch for which he was grateful.
There was the sound of shuffling, water, a damp cloth cleaning then the sensation of movement as he was rolled, the sheets changing around him. He dozed off somewhere in the middle, waking to find Rozanov staring down at him where Shane lay across his chest in the fading daylight. Fingers drifted softly along his hip and it took Shane a few moments to realise that they were following a pattern. “What are you doing?”
Rozanov huffed, shifting Shane’s head. “You have… Big kitty. With stripes.”
Shane’s eyes widened. “A… Tiger?”
“Yes!” Rozanov hummed happily. “Stripes of tiger. Very sexy.”
Shane couldn’t help but grin into Rozanov’s pec. “They’re stretch marks, asshole. Plenty of people have them.”
“Yes. But yours are very pretty.” And from the way Rozanov was patting at the thin white lines along Shane’s hips like he hadn’t a care in the world, perhaps he thought so. To Shane they were just another way his body had been changed by the sport he’d dedicated his life to, never to be acknowledged, never commented on by a lover.
“You’ve seen them before.” He said softly, fingers reaching up to play gently with the cross around Rozanov’s neck. “They’re nothing new.”
“I fuck you in the dark, Hollander. Is first time I see.” That earned him another little pat. “Sun is better. Maybe I fuck you up against window next.”
Shane snorted in amusement. “Sure, if you think you can hold me up because I am not moving until I have to.”
“Ah, Hollander. You say like that is challenge.”
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  SHANE
 
The remainder of the afternoon passed slowly, Shane’s thoughts sluggish and soft like molasses, focused only on the steady heartbeat beneath his head, Rozanov’s hand tracing hockey plays against his spine, the man’s cross tucked between Shane’s teeth, the taste of metal grounding.
They lay in silence, perhaps for the first time since they’d met the air was clear of Rozanov’s chirping, Shane’s acerbic retorts, the interactions the league had fostered for years. Six years. Six. Four years of whatever the hell they were doing that had led to this, a sun-dappled penthouse suite in Vegas after Shane had lost MVP to the most infuriating man he’d ever met. He tapped his front teeth on metal, enjoying the way it sounded.
Rozanov shifted slightly, his breathing pattern changed and Shane realised he must have been sleeping. “Checking if is real?” His voice was soft and husky, roughened by sleep. Long fingers reached up and tugged the chain trailing from Shane’s mouth, sighing when he refused to release it. “Will ruin teeth. Give me.” Shane accepted his point, releasing the cross and settling back against Ilya’s chest. “Good boy. Did you sleep?”
“Not really. Dozed a little. I don’t usually sleep that well after… After.” Rozanov hummed in acknowledgement. “Last time I was barely aware of two games before I was back on my feet.” For some reason the prospect of revealing such a weakness to Rozanov didn’t hurt as much as it would have in the past. Couldn’t get any worse than this anyway. “I feel… Better. Than in the past. Not being alone helped. I think.”
“Hmm. Good.” Rozanov’s strong fingers kneaded at the back of his neck, causing him to arch happily into the touch. “Usually alone for this?”
Shane shrugged as Rozanov needled at a persistent knot he’d been able to release himself for weeks. “I can usually keep it together until I’m alone. Sometimes not. Hayden-”
Rozanov let out a loud raspberry. “Pike is even more useless at stopping baby Hollanders having meltdowns than playing hockey. Get better friend.” He yelped as Shane flicked at his nipple, hand tightening over the bruises on his neck. “Kinky.”
“Don’t.” He bit the meat of Rozanov’s pec gently before settling again, hauling his leg across Rozanov’s thighs to stop him moving. “Hayden is a good friend. And a good hockey player!” He shouted over Ilya’s loud and dramatic groan, finishing with a laugh as the larger man grumbled into his hair. “I think you’d get on great.” He joked, if only for the amusement Rozanov’s reactions provided.
“No. Pike is only good for making little Pikes and following your stupid diet. Man has super sperm. Will get you pregnant by looking.”
Shane choked on his own saliva, coughing weakly. “That’s not how it works.”
“You would be pretty pregnant. All round and slow. Even worse at hockey.” Clearly what Shane’s muscles had required to start functioning again was a target and he enjoyed trying to smother Rozanov with his pillow whilst the man laughed himself into wheezy hysterics beneath him.
 

 
Rozanov didn’t ask him what he wanted to eat so when Shane next woke to the sound of the curtains closing on darkness he couldn’t object to the burger placed in front of him. Usually he’d have stuck to his diet, ignoring the way his stomach would twist and turn, his head fuzzy and muscles aching, determined not to let himself fall behind. Ilya was having none of that and pulled him from the bed, stuffed him into a pair of sweats and sat him at the low table in the living area, flicking the channel to a rerun of MASH.
They chewed largely in silence, exchanging chips and wings and pickles for cucumbers, hands filthy and covered in sauce by the time they were finished. The episode was half-done, Hawkeye was staring at BJ like he was the centre of the universe when Rozanov looped an arm around his waist, pulling him up along the line of his body until he was resting between his legs, Rozanov’s hands in his hair.
It was relaxing in a way Shane hadn’t experienced even with his parents. He didn’t feel obliged to get up and entertain. He didn’t particularly feel the need to ensure Rozanov was enjoying himself because he knew somehow that he was. Rozanov had never been one to do anything he didn’t want to and that knowledge was one of the most comforting things about their arrangement. Shane knew that he was wanted.
Knowing that Rozanov didn’t have any particular preference for either sex made it even easier to believe. This wasn’t easy.  Sneaking around for years on end wasn’t fun, but Rozanov still wanted to spend time- sleep, sleep with Shane and that meant something. Ilya felt he was worth the inconvenience.
He was coming to the horrifying realisation that he sure as hell thought Rozanov was.
The thought of finding someone else to give him what he wanted, what he’d come to need and crave in the months between their meetings was enough to have him swallowing around a lump in his throat, tensing against the body beneath him, causing Rozanov to hum in concern. Shane ignored him, shoving his face into the junction of his neck and shoulder, forcing his body in between Rozanov and the back of the couch until he was pinned and barely able to move. The lights were dim and the TV volume down low, he was held still, and safe, and the smell of Rozanov’s body wash rolled over his remaining sense, allowing his mind to quiet as the theme song tinkled softly in the background.
He blinked as the TV flickered to black and Rozanov turned over to face him, not stopping until he’d manoeuvred Shane onto his back, collapsing his entire body weight on top of him.
He couldn’t breathe.
It felt amazing.
“You need heavy blanket.”
Shane paused where he was trying to worm his hands under the back of Ilya’s t-shirt. “What?”
“Blanket for crazy people. Squishes.”
“A weighted blanket, Rozanov. And no, I don’t need a weighted blanket.”
“You are, how do you say- sound kitten makes. When happy. All buzz buzz.”
Rozanov lifted his shoulders up to gaze at him and Shane pulled him back down unashamedly. “Purr. Cats purr.”
“Yes. This. You purr when I am on top of you. Even when my dick is not inside you. Always pulling me.” As if to prove his point Shane’s hands were already looped into the waistband of his joggers, anchoring him in place. “Is cute. Also pathetic. Get blanket. Get drugs. They have drugs for you, yes?”
Shane’s hands stilled, breath caught in his chest. “…What?” Immediately, he could picture his mother sitting beside him after the first time it had happened, his hand wrapped in hers as he begged her not to take him to the doctor, imagining the words there for all to see, documenting yet another limitation. He bit down on the nausea rising in the back of his throat. “Get off me.” He began to struggle under the 6’3’’ slab of muscle, trying to push Rozanov off to the side. “Let me go-”
“No.” Shane stilled at the no nonsense tone beside his ear. “You need blanket. Will calm you.” Rozanov, somehow, seemed to settle even further into the fabric of the couch, arms digging under Shane’s back until he was completely immobilised. “I will buy you one. Can keep in my apartment. Hide another one under your mattress in Montreal for when I cannot squish tiny Canadian hockey player.”
The sound that wrenched out of Shane’s chest at Ilya’s nonchalance in the face of one of Shane’s greatest fears- of being seen weaker because of a quirk of his mother’s genetics- was nothing short of horrifying and Ilya’s eyes widened in fear before he was shifting, bundling Shane up into his arms and carrying him back to the bed as Shane clung to perhaps the first person who hadn’t looked at him with pity.
The earlier warmth of the day was long gone and Rozanov didn’t strip them before he bodily shoved them both under the quilts, wrapping Shane up in darkness and silence, an invincible bulwark against the outside world as he let Shane fall apart against him, arms firm and unforgiving.
 
HAYDEN
 
His phone was on do not disturb. The instant the season was over they’d agreed that the phones went off and all that mattered was them. His wonderful, perfect family. His beautiful wife. His sometimes questionably intelligent daughters. Nothing else.
Jackie shifted beside him, burying further under the covers as the soft buzzing of the device sitting beside his pillow ramped up in urgency and Hayden shoved it under the covers before his brain caught up.
Shane. 
He was moving before he was conscious of it, phone in hand, ignoring Jackie’s soft grumbling as he hurried into the hallway, shutting the door before turning up the brightness.
 
WORK BOO
Pick up phone Pike 
 
He frowned, hurrying down the stairs and into the kitchen, flicking on the small lamp that threw soft yellow light over the space, sitting down at the counter before processing what was on his screen.
 
Pike
Pike
Pick up fucking phone or will haunt you until buffalo wins cup 
What the fuck. 
This isn’t Shane 
Good
Are not complete moron
Fuck you. Who the fuck is this?
Why do you have his phone? 
 
You know Lily, yes? 
Shane says you are annoying. Always asking
 
Hayden’s brain stuttered to a stop. Rebooted. Lily. LILY. Mysterious Boston Lily.
Someone he knew for a fact shouldn’t have been contacting him.
He immediately replied.
 
I know. 
Is he okay? 
This is only reason have not killed you yet. 
No. Is not okay. Is very not okay
Is having panic attack 
What caused it?
None of your business
Nosey
Will fix eventually
But is very annoying, yes? 
 
Hayden Pike was flying to Las Vegas and murdering a bitch. He was already looking up flights when the next message came through.
 
Next flight is in morning yes?
You are very predictable
Is why Shane likes you even though are worst voyageur 
Fuck you.
Hmmmm. Maybe later :-) 
You are very pretty Pike. I like the little hair swoop. 
But sad for you, am now heavy blanket for little kitten, cannot spend time to fuck you 
 
That was… That was the first time he’d ever been called pretty in his life. 
 
You have nice skin, too. You share products with Shane?
What the fuck is wrong with you?
What the fuck does he see in you? 
Am hot. 
And sexy. 
And suck dick like is Olympic sport
Shane cannot resist
You wish Lady Pike sucked dick like me 
 
Why the hell was Jackie catching strays?
 
Why the fuck are you texting me? 
Told you. 
Is having panic attack
know you have list 
Give
What are you talking about? 
 
You have list yes? Things that make him feel better? 
Make attack shorter? 
Only know few things that make less scared but is not enough. 
Oh. Yes. There are a few things 
 
A few. A few. Five years ago there had been a few. The particular brand of detergent Shane liked. The exact wattage of the bulbs allowed in the overhead lights that never turned on anyway. The bodywash Hayden wasn’t allowed to even think about. Yeah. A few.
Now? 2014? Now there was a massive excel spreadsheet Shane would be both proud of and mortified to discover existed. It was years of watching. Years of seeing the ways Shane wound flinch away from certain sights and sounds, avoid textures and taste. Years of slowly modifying his life, Jackie’s life. His girl’s lives, just to make sure Shane could slide effortlessly into Hayden’s existence whenever he felt inclined.
 
Do you have an email? 
How long is list, Pike? 
If you’re actually Lily you already have an idea of how long it is 
Yes. Do not like this.
You are okay friend. 
Will give you present. 
Gonna send me a fruit basket? 
No. 
 
The next attachment was a picture to download. For a moment Hayden decided to use his big boy brain. The problem was that that brain was sleep deprived and still a little tipsy from the wine he’d had at dinner and let’s blame it on that, right?
He clicked on the link.
Breathing became an afterthought because.
Because he saw Shane naked all the time. It was a fact of life. Hayden was naked all the time. Shane Hollander was naked all the time. Hayden knew exactly how far the freckles went down on his ass.
But there was a significant difference between being covered in sweat and smelling like a dead animal, exhausted and half conscious and nauseated by the shit their team was spouting and- this. Whatever the fuck this was.
This wasn’t Shane trying to survive the lights and cameras and sounds of the locker room. Trying to avoid being looked at by anyone who wasn’t Hayden, or occasionally JJ.
This was Shane trying to be noticed.
He wasn’t looking at the camera. His hips were canted forwards, the top button of his pants undone. He was folding his shirt, his shoulders angled so that his chest was on show, his neck bared to the side in a carefully calculated movement that just showed a knowing smirk.
Hayden stared at the photo for far longer than he should have before he clicked. Opened the options. Deleted it from the conversation.
 
Why would you send me that? 
Because you give me present 
I give you one 
Why is my best friend half naked a present? 
Because I am perceptive Pike
And you look at his ass as much as I do
But is mine
All mine :-) no ass for you. You save yes? 
No. 
Liar
Maybe. But I’m the one that sees that ass almost daily 
You are bad friend. 
Still the friend with the list 
Truce. 
Delete everything. 
Hmm. 
Maybe. 
Lily. 
Boring
 
It didn’t hit him, what he’d done, until the conversation slowly started to vanish into little blue deleted bubbles. He sat there, in his boxers in his kitchen surrounded by the remains of dinner half cleared, Legos on the ground, a barbie half stuck under his ass, shivering in the cold air, and stared at the photo he’d saved without thought.
A shiver ran up and down his spine as he moved the photo into a locked folder that had followed him from phone to phone, never added to, never opened since the instant he’d met his perfect wife.
He turned his phone off.
“Hayden? You coming back to bed?”
“In a sec, babe.” He rubbed his red, itchy eyes and flipped off the lamp. “In a sec.” He emailed it to Shane, the list. He knew the notification would let Lily know it had arrived. Hopefully the woman would delete it.
He threw the rest of the wine down the sink.
 
SHANE
 
He must have fallen asleep again because the next time he opened his eyes was to see his phone in front of his eyes, the screen dimmed as far as possible and a text thread Shane unfortunately recognised. “Why are you texting Hayden?” He whispered, reaching out to scroll back up through the messages Ilya had sent as ‘Lily,’ a mess of demands and threats that devolved into a slew of deleted messages passed back and forth. One message caught his eye and he sighed unhappily, understanding.
Only know few things that make less scared but is not enough. 
Shane closed his eyes, horrified by his own body’s failures. It was like every safeguard he’d spent his life putting in place had fallen apart. He’d never had two panic attacks in such a small amount of time, never having given himself leave to do so, always pulling himself back from the precipice for the sake of others’ comfort. And his own.
His body had apparently decided that if Ilya Rozanov was present, self-preservation wasn’t required and he had his body’s full permission to die.
Great.
“I’m sorry.” He whispered, watching as Ilya opened up the document emailed through by his best friend, detailing everything from Shane’s favourite ginger ale brand to the type of quinoa that fit his diet, the brands of blankets that didn’t itch his skin, fucking colours and scents and how long had Hayden been cataloguing each and every trigger that made Shane’s skin crawl.
Ilya sighed behind him. “Pike is good friend. Still shit hockey player. Too slow.”
Shane let out a shaky laugh. “Stop being an ass.”
“Am a delight.” He kissed the back of Shane’s neck. “You are okay now? Pike says squishing helps. I do not have little Pikes to sit on you.”
“You probably weigh more than Jade, Ruby and Hayden combined.”
“Of course. I am giant Russian. They are tiny Canadians.” He seemed to settle into place, happily humming to himself now that the crisis was averted. “Is good you have emergency support Pike. Is better than emotional support dinosaur. Very useless.”
“Oh God…” Shane intoned, horrified at the memory of that morning. “Did you call Scott Hunter and ask him to check me out?”
Ilya let out a haughty huff. “No, I did not. He is not checking you out. Only I am checking you out.” He nipped at the back of Shane’s shoulder. “No.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Sometimes I wonder if you’re just fucking with me. You woke Hunter up to check me out of my room, Rozanov. What the hell were you thinking?”
“Was thinking Hunter would like to feel useful. Not very useful to team. And you are Baby Gay. Need Dinosaur Gay to take you on Gay Journey. Yes?” Shane went still and silent and for what seemed like the thousandth time since he’d sent that stupid message Rozanov sensed his change in mood. “Why are you all tight again, Hollander? Is it time to panic again?
He didn’t even know. “I… I don’t know if I’m gay.” He forced out, tone wavering somewhere between a whisper and a gasp, terrified to voice the words he’d been struggling to understand since he’d first seen Ilya Rozanov smoking outside an arena in 2008. “Rozanov, you can’t-”
“Shh. You do not need to talk to me.”
“Hah!” Shane choked out. “Who am I supposed to talk to if it’s not you?”
“Is why I get you emotional support dinosaur!” It was ridiculous, how proud of himself Ilya sounded. “I am easy. I like both. Can hide much better. You look like about to vomit every time woman touches you. Soon mama Hollander will be trying to marry you off like Canadian prince golden boy, will be funny to watch you try to hide.” Shane let himself be rocked back and forth by Ilya’s mirth, not feeling particularly mirthful himself as he imagined his mother doing just that, setting him up with models and… Whatever, Swedish princesses. Already it seemed like everyone around him was pairing off happily, having families, children.
All Shane could manage to acknowledge to himself was that he wanted a cat. 
Anything more was… Permanency. It meant choosing a label and being stuck with it for the rest of his life, even if it was only in the media’s eyes. And if he lay awake some nights and spent hours convincing himself that he was fine being alone 350 days a year? If he tried to tell himself he was okay with coming home to an empty apartment, that he was okay with the fact that the simple act of a hug was beyond him most days?
Well, it was lucky he’d never been one to share. No one noticed if he skipped a team dinner or two, if he was quieter on the plane sometimes, more reluctant to join in the banter than usual. No one asked and honestly he didn’t want them to because he didn’t know what he’d say. “Would he… Do you think he’d mind? Talking to me?”
Ilya hummed, and then Shane heard a click.
“Rozanov. I swear to God it’s two in the morning-”
Shane scrambled for his phone. “Shit, Scott- Mr Hunter, I-”
“Calm down, kid. Thought it was the Russian nightmare.” Hunter paused. “You okay?”
Shane nodded, turning himself over to rest his forehead against Rozanov’s sternum. Remembering Hunter couldn’t see him he cleared his throat. “Um. Yeah. Sort of. I’m sorry you had to see that.” He rubbed his hand over his eyes, wincing. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise how early it was.”
“No, it’s fine.” Shane heard the rustling of sheets but there was no sound of feet on the ground, so he assumed Hunter was still in bed. “I was going to call in the morning, make sure you weren’t dead in an alley somewhere. I didn’t…” Hunter let out a staticky exhale and Shane pressed the speaker button at Ilya’s irritating pointing. “I wasn’t sure I’d done the right thing, letting you go with Rozanov.”
“I-”
“Let me finish, kid. Look. I know you guys have known each other for years. And I know I’d teased you about it before even if you didn’t realise it, but God damn it, kid. Rozanov is the last person you want to have coming to your rescue. I get it, you had some weird, one night stand in Nashville- I’m not fucking blind, or deaf for that matter- but you have to stop.”
Shane shifted slightly, eyebrows coming together in what he soon realised was irritation as he understood what Hunter was saying, or at least inferring. “Scott-”
 “Kid. Rozanov is big and wild and flashy and exciting, I get the appeal, hell I more than get it but men like that are dangerous for men like us. They just don’t care who gets caught in the flak and unlike us they can cover up any indiscretions with the nearest warm body. Shane, there are millions of men out there who would be more than happy to have you. Millions. Don’t get mixed up with a selfish piece of shit like Rozanov.”
It took a few seconds for Shane to snap himself out of the fugue state he’d slipped into, imagining slamming his fist into Hunter’s face. In front of him Ilya’s breathing was shallow and soft, artificially calm and his eyes were haunted, staring out over Shane’s head. He reached out and tugged on the cross, bringing the younger man back to earth. Shane swallowed. Hunter was silent, but Shane could still hear him breathing on the line.
And then he smiled. Softly at first, and then with a hint of malice as he channelled his disdain for the man insulting Rozanov, a task he reserved for himself. He stifled a giggle against Ilya’s chest before pulling in a sharp, wobbling breath. “I… I-” He hitched his breath just slightly, pushing saliva to the back of his throat and letting his tone fall to one of abject misery. “I know, Hunter. I know it… I know I can’t.” He bit into the pillow under his head, shaking with suppressed laughter.
Ilya, having caught on was grinning down at him, eyes dancing with amusement, teeth on full show in his delight at Hunter’s horrified tone. “… Shane.” Now Hunter just sounded sad. “Kid. I’m sorry. But you know he’s not going to choose you. Not when there’s an easier option. Not when all that’s sitting in front of you is a decade of hiding in the closet until the world doesn’t give a shit about your personal life anymore and your job isn’t contingent on the whim of raging homophobes.”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. I know.” He said softly. And he did. It was just that until he’d woken up in Rozanov’s bed he hadn’t realised he’d cared all that much. “How do you handle it… Being alone?” Rozanov’s arms tightened around him and Shane was suddenly immeasurably thankful he’d hit that send button.
Hunter’s laughter was harsh and miserable. “I don’t know. Drink until it doesn’t hurt anymore?” Shane’s eyes widened in shock and he caught Ilya’s surprisingly worried expression. The two of them stared down at the phone. “I’m kidding, kid. Mostly. I’ve been at this longer than you and I wish I could say it was getting better but honestly? Every little fear you’ve ever had- being outed, being abandoned by sponsors, your team- they’re all very real. And that’s why there’s no out players.”
“Why there’s no out players.” Shane whispered, burying his now burning eyes into the pillow, all amusement at the situation vanished. “So that’s it, then. We get to sit there together and watch everyone end up happy and we just… Wait.”
“Yeah, kid. We wait. Maybe you’ll find the occasional guy willing to hop back in the closet for a while but even those are a risk- you never know who’s there for a quick few seconds of fame, a quick buck if they help fuck over someone who’s entire life is inconsequential to them. Maybe go to Australia, find a cowboy who’s never heard of the NHL for a weekend.”
Shane’s laugh was more of a miserable hiccup as he imagined the bleak future Hunter was describing. “That sounds fucking terrible!” He forced out, trying to force a laugh into his words, because the alternative was far worse.
“Welcome to my world, kid. It’s nice not being alone anymore. Now get some fucking sleep.”
“Yeah… Thanks, Hunter. You’re not as bad as Rozanov says.”
“You little-” 
Ilya stabbed his finger into the end call button. “Hunter cannot have you. You are my boring Canadian hockey player.” He said sullenly, sniffing as he leaned over him to place Shane’s phone on the bedside table. “Was flirting with you. He is too old for you, Hollander. Would break him trying to fuck in ways you like to be fucked.”
“And what way do I like to be fucked?” Shane asked, smiling up at the harried Russian who was flopping over onto his back, avoiding Shane’s gaze. He hauled himself up and over onto Rozanov’s chest, resting his chin in his sternum, enjoying the tables turning. “Were you jealous?” He asked softly, genuinely interested. They weren’t exclusive, he knew that. He’d seen article after article detailing Rozanov’s many women over the years and he’d never said anything. Never spent the night in the man’s bed either, so he supposed if there was ever a time to man up and have an adult conversation it was now, when neither he nor Rozanov seemed overly inclined to bolt for the door. “He’s hot, but he’s not really my type.”
Rozanov scoffed. “Lies. Is tall, handsome, muscular hockey player with accent. Is exactly your type.”
The bed vibrated with the force of Shane’s laughter, even with their combined weight to hold it firm. “Yeah. But you have a better backhand.” He forced out, trying to get himself back under control, which was easy once he realised Ilya had stilled beneath him. “What is it?”
Rozanov’s palm came to rest on his cheek, though the larger man still refused to meet his eyes. Instead he licked his lips and tucked the lower between his teeth before he spoke. “He would be safer.”
Shane hated that he understood exactly what Ilya was trying to say. “Rozanov-”
“No.” And suddenly the Russian was sitting up straight, Shane toppling over until he was lying face up in the man’s lap, staring up at the underside of his jaw. Shane let him gather his thoughts, shifting only to settle his neck across Ilya’s thighs, a hand reaching up to press against his back under his shirt, petting the warm skin over his spine.
Rozanov took a deep breath before he looked down, finally meeting his gaze. The scant light let in by the gaps at the edges of the curtains had turned his eyes near black, pupils dilated in the darkness. His mouth, usually a permanent smirk around Shane was suddenly straight, serious, and a deep, painful ache erupted in the middle of Shane’s chest, causing him to inhale sharply. “This cannot happen, Hollander. You know we cannot happen.” He said softly, a hand reaching into Shane’s hair, petting him like a cat. “Hunter is right. And maybe if we were not us, if I was not me, would not be so terrible if discovered. But you know would end both of us.”
Shane nodded slowly, unable to do anything but agree. “I know, but… It works, doesn’t it? For you?” He asked hesitantly, realising that he’d never once asked. “This casual-”
Rozanov snorted in amusement at that. “Casual. No, Hollander. This is not casual. You are not casual.” He reached over, setting his palm on Shane’s cheek and bending over, drawing him in close as if he was sharing a secret. “Sometimes, Hollander, when is dark, and warm, and your back is arched so far off bed I think you will break, when I am so deep inside you can feel me in your throat… Sometimes you look at me like you look at ice.” He finished with a hiss.
Shane nodded slowly, blinking furiously as his fucking eyes started to water again. “So… I’m the problem. Just me.” Shane rolled over, unable to face him until he had his expressions under control. An open countenance. That was how his mother had once described his inability to hide his pain when he was a child.
Rozanov just continued to bring out the worst in him.
A strong hand slid over his shoulder and came to rest across his chest. “No, Hollander. Is not just you.” Rozanov made it sound like that single small confession was being ripped from his throat.
Shane didn’t question him further, instead clasping Rozanov’s hand between his own. “I’m not stupid. I know we’ll have to stop but…” He pulled what was left of his courage together. “But does it have to hurt so much until it ends? Can’t we just… I’m tired of pretending to hate you.”
“You do not hate me. I am frustrating delight.”
“Delight.”
“Yes. See? I learn good words for you. Conscientious. Can spell too.”
Shane wasn’t so out of it that he didn’t recognise Rozanov avoiding the subject and that was fine. Completely fine.
No. It wasn’t fucking fine.
Trust a fucking Russian to be a fucking dick when Shane was trying to have an actual fucking conversation about a situation that was going to fucking blow up in their fucking faces one day.
Shane was not fine.
But maybe it was fine. So fine. Maybe Shane would lie there and plan how to follow by example. He’d take what he’d only just now realised was valid constructive feedback and change his behaviour. He’d stop looking at Rozanov like he was the ice- whatever the hell that meant. Maybe he’d just stop looking at him.
He’d be less enthusiastic. No more running across the room and throwing himself in his arms even though Rozanov seemed to fucking love it given he was rock hard by the time Shane so much as looked at his dick.
And fuck Rozanov if he thought he’d ever see the inside of any building Shane owned ever again.
If he thought Shane would ever kiss him like he wanted to swallow him whole again.
Maybe it wasn’t fine at all.
 
ILYA
 
Hollander was quiet.
Ilya was worried.
Hollander was never particularly loud off the ice- he didn’t push, he didn’t interject, but he was nevertheless a strong and steady presence that took up far more space than his smaller frame should have. No, Hollander didn’t need to be loud.
But he’d never been this quiet.
Ilya had grown accustomed over the years to the background noise that was Shane Hollander. The content little hums as he went about whatever task he’d set himself to, be it folding his clothes or sucking Ilya’s dick. The clacking of whatever he’d found to grasp in his teeth at the time. The turning of book pages. The little murmurs and asides he’d filter though Ilya’s own language filters, altering the way he spoke, the language he used, until it had been months since Hollander had last had to backtrack and explain himself.
Ilya didn’t know if it would be better or worse to do something about it.
Instead he gently pushed Shane off his lap and threw back the covers, hurrying into the darkness of the suite. He stopped beside the long-cold dryer and popped the door open, pulling out the remnants of Shane’s suit and shirt, folding the misshapen fabric and sitting it atop the machine before moving onto his own clothes. He’d barely worn them before chasing after Hollander, they would keep another wear.
He paused, leaning against the doorframe, rubbing the meat of his palms up and down his face, trying to push down the wave of guilt threatening to overwhelm his chest.
This was a fucking nightmare.
It was a point they’d been barrelling towards ever since he’d run out of his fucking suite because of a half-formed text message, terrified he’d broken the other man. It was a point he’d known was coming for years, if he allowed himself to really think about- to push through the denial.
A fucking nightmare.
Because he knew it would be so fucking easy to just go and sink into the man. Ilya could do it. Without second thought. Cover his smaller frame with Ilya’s weight and just press down until they were enveloped by darkness and quilts and softness. To ignore the world around them for just a little bit longer.
And Hollander would let him. Hollander didn’t know any better. Hollander had for some stupid reason chosen Ilya and trusted him to keep them both safe because God knew Hollander seemed to have sacrificed all sense of self-presentation over the last day, tumbling himself into Ilya’s arms and bed and refusing adamantly to leave.
Hollander would let him leave, though. Wouldn’t say anything. Just look at him with those eyes and maybe the corner of his mouth would quiver like it had before. Maybe he’d try to force out words and then give up when nothing came.
Maybe he wouldn’t open the door the next time Ilya knocked.
“Are you okay?”
Ilya swore under his breath, jumping in surprise and stubbing his toe against the dryer, causing him to swear loudly into the silence of the apartment. Hollander stood beside him, expression hidden in the dark as he hopped around, gritting his teeth against the pain. His feet were sore enough without a broken toe due to his own stupidity. “Hollander. What are you doing?” He forced out through clenched teeth.
The shadows showed the smaller man shrugging. “I… You left. After I… I’m sorry if that was a lot.” Another shrug in the darkness. “I can be a lot. Apparently. And I’m kinda too tired to reign it in. So. Yeah. Sorry. For that.” The shadow seemed to realise he was rambling because his frame tensed and he held himself still.
Ilya was strong. Russian.
He had weathered winters when it was so cold that ice formed of his breath in his bedroom.
He’d seen his brother’s wife, beaten and bruised and been unable to do anything about it.
He’d watched his father deteriorate, slowly falling into madness.
He’d lost to Shane Hollander more times than he wanted to count.
What was one more time. So simple. Like diving off a cliff.
“At least legs are working now. Teeth. Then back to bed. Checkout at ten.”
It sent a fission of discomfort into his chest, watching as Shane’s shoulders shuddered then relaxed- no, not relaxed. Slumped. Like he’d taken on the weight of the world alone. He nodded slowly and turned away, footsteps heavy and dragging as he headed towards the bathroom.
Ilya watched the light turn on and off, waiting until Hollander had trudged back to the bed after using the bathroom, following the trail of discarded joggers and hoodie back to where Hollander had moved from the dead centre of the bed where he’d spent the last day to not quite the edge but close enough. His shoulders were hunched around his ears and his breathing stuttered, overly controlled and Ilya sent a quick prayer to his mother for strength before he slipped in behind the man, drawing his clothed form back against this chest- or he tried to.
Hollander’s arm tensed as he gripped the edge of the mattress, resisting Ilya’s attempts to move him to a less precarious position. He didn’t say anything and his expression was still hidden but Ilya had, over the years, ensured that there was no one more adept at knowing Shane Hollander than he.
Mama Hollander had nothing on Ilya Rozanov.
 And that was why Ilya knew that he wouldn’t end up punched in the dick then he reached over, looped his arm around Shane’s waist and hauled him bodily back against his chest, the force propelling them back into the centre of the giant bed where they lay in silence, Hollander slowly softening under his gentle touches, the soft cotton of his shirt itchy against Ilya’s bare chest until Shane let him remove it, lying in nothing but their underwear.
“Sleep, Hollander. We will talk in morning.”
 

 
Shane slept the sleep of the dead, unmoving and lax, drooling a little onto Ilya’s chest which he found strangely endearing. By the time the sun had risen Ilya had dozed for perhaps an hour or so before lying there awake, staring at the ceiling with something akin to existential dread. His hand rested between Hollander’s shoulder blades, soaking in the gentle warmth of smooth, freckled skin and his steady breathing, the long and slow of the truly unconscious.
Ilya could only wish he felt that relaxed.
No. Instead, Ilya Rozanov was planning. 
He was a planner.
He’d been mildly disgusted with himself once he’d realised that he’d long since memorised not only his own game schedule but Montreal’s as well. Away games, home games, byes, the rare occasions when they were in the same city, whether it be playing each other or the overlap of layovers.
Ilya was good at math. English, not so good. But Hollander didn’t seem to mind.
He opened the curtains as dawn broke over Las Vegas, plans solidifying, schedules aligning, fingers tapping at his phone as he contacted real estate agents, moving companies for quotes, financial advisors, Marley.
All in all, rearranging a large portion of his life took a little over an hour.
Perhaps it should have been terrifying to realise how simple it was.
Perhaps the copious notes already in his phone, the tabs opened on his laptop for houses, not apartments, should have given him a heads up.
Ilya Rozanov wasn’t one to dwell on the idiocy of the past.
Time to wake cute Canadian hockey player. Three hours until checkout.
“Hoooollanderrrrrr.” He sung softly, shrugging his shoulder, causing the man to roll slightly onto his side before smacking back into Ilya’s chest with a groan. Cranky looking dark eyes stared at him, bleary with sleep before focusing and turning to a glare. So cute. “Is time to wake up.” He said fondly, reaching up to smooth the irregular peaks of his hair.  “Sun is up.”
“You’re an asshole.”
“I am delight. Up, up.” He pushed himself upright, letting Hollander slide slowly into his lap before he was hurrying out of the bed, humming to himself as he dragged Hollander towards the windows, poking and prodding the half-conscious man until they stood looking to the east, the beginning of a gorgeous sunrise on the horizon. “Is pretty, just like you.” He murmured, rubbing his cold nose against Hollander’s neck, causing the man to shiver. He wrapped his arms around the Shane’s waist, pulling him back firmly against his body and swaying them slightly. “I am going to fuck you against this window, Hollander. And you will let me.”
That earned him a sleepy, disbelieving huff. “When have I ever not let you fuck me?” His voice had dropped into that delectably smooth, husky tone that always had Ilya reacting, grinding his hips against that wonderfully firm ass and slipping his hands down to rest on the bones of Hollander’s ships, fingers slipping under the waist of his underwear. Shane’s head dropped back to rest against his shoulder, hair brushing over the still-sensitive bite as he inhaled sharply, hips bucking forward into Ilya’s touch.
Ilya took his time. He liked to take his time. He’d never had the opportunity- aside from that morning- to take his time with the treat that was a biddable Shane Hollander. To slowly push his underwear over his lovely cock, red and hard and leaking copious amounts of pearly white fluid onto Ilya’s fingers, the remnants of the lube from their previous coupling more than enough to have three of his fingers slowly stroking in and out of the man’s hole, twisting and turning and smearing his precome back into his own body.
Hollander’s legs fidgeted below them, knees alternately locking and unlocking as he fought to keep himself still, to rock into the sensations, shaking pathetically as Ilya brushed over his sensitive prostate, pressing, staying, tiny little movements that had Shane throwing his head back and moaning straight into Ilya’s ear, the most perfect sound in the world.
He reached up, one arm holding Hollander steady around his chest, the other pinching softly at his peaked nipples, flicking and scratching until Hollander was whimpering and squirming in his arms, breathy moans interspersed with begging as he undulated his hips towards Ilya’s hard length, still confined within his underwear.
He started to bend his knees, pulling Hollander into a kneel in front of him, pressing his heaving chest and face against the glass, his hands automatically coming up to scrabble against the window, bracing himself as Ilya happily arranged Shane’s legs on either side of his own, pushing his underwear down around his thighs and taking his own cock in hand, rubbing the sensitive head against Shane’s opening- soft and pink and glistening. Perfection.
Condom.
Fuck.
He started to pull away. “Hollander-”
“I swear to God, Rozanov, if you don’t fuck me right now I’m gonna murder you.”
As if Ilya was going to object.
He leaned forward, pressing, Hollander keening high in his throat and pushing back until Ilya was seated deep, pelvis resting against Shane’s ass, palms cradling his hips and heaven. This was heaven.
He leaned over, resting his chest against Shane’s back and kissed his shoulder gently. “No.” He said softly. “No. It does not need to hurt.” Under him Shane tensed, causing Ilya to moan helplessly as the muscles around his cock constricted, his hips stuttering in answer. “Fuck, Hollander. We have hours, slowly.”
Shane let out a wet laugh. “When have we ever been able to go slow, Rozanov?” He forced out between a long, dirty moan as Ilya slipped all the way out, then in, shifting them both through long, slow strokes that rubbed over Shane’s prostate, the telltale shudder he’d memorised years ago, the particular tone of his whimpers telling him he was right on target without Hollander having to say a word.
Over and over again Hollander would try to change the pace but Ilya held firm, slowing his movements, keeping the pace to a lazy grind until sweat was dripping off their bodies, until Shane’s palms were sliding against the filthy glass, nails screeching and scratching, legs slowly spreading further as their knees slipped on the damp carpet, testing the limits of even Shane’s flexibility, breath heaving, Ilya’s eyes fixed on the perfection that was Shane Hollander lost in pleasure in the reflection, his mouth swallowing low moans that quickly turned to bitten off wails as Shane’s body started to shake in his arms.
Ilya locked his hand around Shane’s neck and ripped their mouths apart, unwilling to lose a single one of those delectable sounds, Shane arching his back so deliciously that the cold air of the room spun between them, goosebumps running over Ilya’s skin and causing him to whine at the increased sensitivity, everywhere they touched feeling like fire.
“Yes, Hollander. Good.” He jerked his hips up violently, slamming inside and Shane let out a choked scream, hands scrabbling over his arms where they locked the smaller man in place, devolving into incoherent pleas. “Take what you want, Hollander.”
He didn’t expect Shane to rip his arms away.
He didn’t expect Shane to shove him onto his back and attack his mouth in a brutal kiss, feeling his lip split under the onslaught of tongue and teeth as Shane pulled and pushed until Ilya was atop him, between his legs, Shane already guiding his cock to his entrance, groaning long and decadent as Ilya slipped inside, Shane’s heels against the small of his back, digging in almost painfully.
Ilya was but a willing slave.
He slammed home, already picturing the bruises around the bones of his pelvis, the red marks of Hollander’s nails against his spine, the carpet burn on his knees as he railed Shane exactly the way he wanted, ignoring his boring Canadian’s neglected cock and focusing on that wonderful handsfree orgasm that he was rewarded with when he worked very.
Very.
Hard.
“Yes, yes, Rozanov, harder, fuck!” Shane’s legs tightened around his hips and his jaw clenched like he was in pain, his eyes shut tight, the tendons of his neck standing out against the drops of sweat that ran from Ilya’s face, dripping down onto Hollander’s perfect skin. “Fuck, fuck I’m gonna-”
Yessssssss.
Ilya gasped as Shane tightened around his cock and came, breath a choke in his throat, cock jumping as he came across his chest, Ilya following moments later with a heartfelt groan, hips stuttering to an oversensitive stop, buried deep and content with his lot in the world. He collapsed down against Shane’s chest, causing the man to let out a small ‘oof’ in protest, but he could tell he didn’t really mind.
Unsurprisingly it was Hollander who broke the post-orgasm haze by complaining. Of course. “Your come is dripping onto the carpet.” He wheezed out breathlessly, poking at Ilya’s ribs. “Move.”
“Nooooo, Hollander. Why you make me move.” Ilya whined, but nonetheless pushed himself up on his arms, slowly pulling back until he could watch the remains of their coupling slowly dripping from Hollander’s asshole, the muscle twitching as Hollander stretched out his legs, sore from being held around Ilya’s shoulders for so long.
Ilya reached out, running a finger through the mess and Hollander shuddered through his entire body, gasping as Ilya continued to trace the sensitive rim, taking full advantage of the novel sight. “You surprised me.” He said softly, leaning over and catching Hollander’s lip in a soft kiss, halting just a few centimetres above him as he pulled back. “You do not like mess.”
Shane blinked lazily, eyes near golden in the sunlight dancing across the room. “You’re clean.” He said softly, as if it were really that simple. “I haven’t slept with anyone but you.” A finger ran along the angle of Ilya’s jaw, then over his lips. “This is the last time, yeah? I wanted to have it. That.”
What the fuck.
Ilya groaned, collapsing back onto Hollander’s chest regardless of the mess. “Sometimes I think you want to break me, Hollander. Cruel.” He mumbled, scritching against the man’s ribs.
Beneath him Hollander took in a deep breath. He sounded calm. “That’s not my inten- It’s not what I meant to do.” He swallowed heavily. “I just… I think I pretty much told you what I wanted. But I don’t know what you want.”
They lay in silence for a while, Hollander’s legs bending slightly so that they could brush against Ilya’s sides, enclosing him in warmth in the relative cool of the air conditioning.
“Fine. You win.”
Shane huffed in amusement. “What am I winning?”
Ilya propped himself up on his elbows, folding his hands over Shane’s smooth, hairless chest. He watched his silly little Canadian hockey player, smirking as Hollander’s eyes were immediately drawn to his biceps. So cute. “Your pathetic eyes filled with tears and bad attempts to flirt have won you greatest prize. I will be your boyfriend.” Shane’s jaw dropped. Ilya waited patiently for the shock of being awarded such a great honour to pass. When it didn’t and Hollander looked like he was about to pass out from lack of breathing Ilya decided to proceed. “Wake up, Hollander, important things to discuss.” He reached out and tapped the man’s chin. “You are catching bugs.”
That snapped Hollander out of it and he scowled- not the reaction Ilya had been hoping for but at least familiar. “Catching flies.”
Ilya shrugged. “Is also bug. Now that I am your boyfriend-”
“Do I get a say in this?”
“You do not want say, you want me. Be quiet. No more murder alley.”
“What?”
“You say this many times, be quiet.” And there was the familiar look of irritation. “Your murder dungeon is creepy. You will sell. Or rent. And from now on we will meet in boring Montreal apartment.” He didn’t give Hollander a chance to argue, ploughing on ahead before he lost his nerve, hoping to confuse Hollander enough along the way that he agreed to Ilya’s conditions. “When you are in Boston no more hotels. You will come to my house and I will fuck you in superior bed. I will keep ginger ale in fridge.”
For some reason that was the statement that changed Hollander’s expression from one of building anger to shock, and then as if he was seeing the light for the first time his features relaxed into something akin to hope, a quivering smile affecting one side of his mouth. “You will answer texts, Hollander. No being like ghost. If you are cranky with me you will tell me. If you are busy you will tell me.” Ilya dragged himself further up Hollander’s body until their eyes were locked. He sat back against Shane’s soft belly, reaching forward and tracing his thumbs along those perfect freckles, tucking his fingers around the back of Shane’s head. Rich brown eyes flickered shut and Shane’s mouth opened slightly, tongue peeking between his lips as he pressed into Ilya’s grip. “Hollander, I need promise.” Shane hummed in acknowledgement. “If… this, happens again. You will call, yes?” Shane’s eyes opened slowly, taking a few moments to focus on Ilya’s features. “If I am on plane you will leave message. If I am about to play game you will call anyway. It is three in morning you will wake me. This is not… Arguable.”
“Negotiable.” Shane murmured. And then he nodded. “Okay.”
Ilya was so fucking good at this. “Good. Now you.”
Shane looked confused. “Wha- I don’t get it?”
Ilya sighed and rolled his eyes. “Is negotiation, yes? Like contract. I tell you what I want. Now you.” Still so much confusion, poor Hollander’s brain looked about to explode. And then there it was. A flicker of a familiar emotion that he’d seen Shane fight down time and time again. “No, Hollander. You do not get to hide from me. You tell me what you want. No sad.” He reached down and traced the tear that had fallen unbidden down the side of a shocked eye. “What do you want, Hollander?”
“I…” Shane swallowed. “I don’t want anything else.” He said quickly, eyes flickering to the side before racing back to meet Ilya’s. “I don’t need-”
“You cannot lie to me, Hollander. You can ask. I might say no! But will listen.” Ilya tried to put on a carefree grin but he could tell he had failed as his mind raced to find something, anything Hollander would be afraid to ask of him after all this time.
“I want you to stop sleeping with other people.”
Ilya hadn’t even thought of that. Sharing his Hollander was such a foreign concept it had never even crossed his mind.
Shane was continuing whilst Ilya realised he’d been an idiot for not even considering the point. “I get that we’re different. I don’t… I don’t really think about sex if it’s not with you.” Ilya was absolutely captivated by the deep blush that dyed Hollander’s face and chest deep pink. And then the words truly hit him. “I get that you’re not like that, that you… That I’m not enough for you but… I hate it.” Within an instant Shane’s expression changed from one of embarrassment to shame, and then misery. “I tried not to, but I hate it every time one of the guys talks about your latest model, or your ‘Russian hockey princess-’” He spat out the last words, face twisting into a derisive sneer. “I know I’m not as experienced as you, it’s not like I can go out and practice so I can be better, so I can be more like that you want but…” He sniffed, bringing up a hand to wipe away the tears that were accumulating in his eyes. “I feel so fucking stupid for even asking and I get that it’s not possible so can… Please. Can you just… Not be so loud about it?” His voice was all phlegmy, consonants softening, his pronunciation blurred by his inability to properly clear his throat in his current position.  “I just… I don’t want to hear about it. Please. I get that you’re just giving me what I want when you say you’re my boyfriend, that I’m not the same to you but-”
Ilya slammed a hand over Hollander’s mouth, stopping the tirade of horrible, devastating words. “No. That is not what is happening.” He said firmly, biting back the way his throat wanted to close. “You are perfect. Perfect for me, Hollander, you understand? With the freckles, and the yelling, and the hockey, and your mouth, Hollander, if only you could feel your mouth, is like I am in bliss.” He leaned over, replacing his hand with his mouth for just a moment, conscious of his morning breath, knowing how Hollander hated it. He took in the stunned man below him. “You are perfect because you are just for me. No one else to teach you bad habits. You understand?” Shane nodded, just a slight inclination of his head but enough. Good. “And yes. No more girls.” He cocked his head to the side in mock thought. “Pike will need to leave room so you can talk to ‘Lily’ more.” He finished with a smug smile, already imagining the irritation of Pike. “My boyfriend will need to see to my needs.”
For a few moments Shane looked like he was about to cry. And then he smiled.
It was like the sun crossing the desert.
It was like that very first time. Shane sitting on the stairs in his hoodie, warm and snuggly and clutching Ilya’s jacket to his chest like a teddy bear. His eyes were exactly the same, soft and open, looking at Ilya like he was special, his entire posture screaming kissable.
He always wanted Ilya to kiss him.
Ilya was more than happy to provide.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I kinda like it when I'm prewarned about fics so I'm gonna do that here now that I'm about to slip back into more canon timeliney stuff.

I'm only using Books 1, 2 and 6- the rest are just too much in terms of timelines and I'm le tired. So Scott will be my main extra boo. And boy do I have plans for that helpless boo.

THINGS TO EXPECT
-Playing fast and loose with hockey, less so with timelines for my own convenience
-Homophobic language and a very short, single gay-bashing because Voyagers. You shall be pre-warned and I promise there shall be no mental breakdowns afterwards
-Someone's gonna get drugged without their knowledge at some point- again, more for plot movement, is shitty but no long lasting harm at all. You shall be warned
-Unintentionally unsupportive parents
-Shitty friends, some of whom will be redeemable
-Fairy gaymother Ilya
-Little shit Shane
-I may love Marlow a little
-Scott is both very down and not down at all for the chaos of it all, and Kip is along for the ride
-Sveta and Rose being boss bitches because Rose deserves a functioning gaydar and Sveta needs a hockey buddy

THINGS THERE WILL NOT BE
-No SA, no breakups, no beards, sad endings. Just no. I am not here for this
-No major mental health conditions- no suicide attempts, just garden variety mild to moderate depression, anxiety, somewhat toned down from the book because in my AU, actually communicating with your beloved can HELP
-No eating disorders- again, not something I know how to write well
-No significant dom/sub- it's not my jam in terms of writing even though I love to read them
-Good Voyageurs

Let's do this shit.


  


      

  












      Chapter 4: Can You Please Stop Doing That?
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which the boys are slightly love-dumb and start to figure this out.



    Chapter Notes

      Oh my God, how did I not realise that there are two full years here for me to play with between Vegas and the next Chapter???

I'm so excited :-)

Also... Book 7? Maybe? Maybe must a little bit excited? Yes. Only a little bit. Not rabidly.
But also glad I went the AU route instead of a continuation plotline because for some reason I have always pictured Haas as a POC  and I have PLANS for that boy.
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  SHANE
 
June 2014- Somewhere over Nevada
 
LILY
As your new boyfriend, I demand you buy better vodka. I give you list.
 
Shane had a boyfriend.
A boyfriend.
Ilya Rozanov was his boyfriend. And he hadn’t even had to ask. 
Ilya Rozanov was texting him about vodka. His phone buzzed in his hand and he couldn’t stop the absolutely stupid grin that his lips formed, cheeks hurting, his eyes crinkling shut as his heart thudded in his chest- not out of anxiety but excitement. 
 
Also better books. I will send list.
 
In retrospect Shane felt almost bad for his ex-girlfriends. He knew he shouldn’t, academically. At sixteen and seventeen he’d barely known what he was doing, just following along with what his classmates had liked, wanted, and a girlfriend had seemed an appropriate rite of passage. He remembered the first time he’d told his mother about Isabelle, his pretty blonde classmate who had given him chocolates on Valentine’s Day. She’d been… Pushy. Matter of fact. Told Shane they were dating and he’d just gone along with it until she’d gotten the idea that he wasn’t really that good of a boyfriend. And then it had ended. And he’d been fine.
 His guy friends had always complained that their girlfriends wanted to hold back on sex until there were feelings, but in Shane’s experience each and every woman he’d ever been with had been obsessed- never out loud but he’d spent years watching for micro-expressions of displeasure when he’d turned the conversation and situation away from removing clothes. Things had always ended pretty quickly after, or… The few times he’d given in he’d been… Ambivalent? It had always seemed so much work, stressful, so many expectations placed upon his shoulders that it had never been more than adequate, a chore.
Okay he’d been a shit boyfriend.
Something told him he’d be a lot better this time.
His phone buzzed.
 
Your pillows in murder dungeon are too flat. Not good for fucking on. I will replace. I do not trust fussy Canadian taste. You will also get silk pillowcases. Good for my hair.
Suyetlivyy. Is fussy.
 
Fuck. He leaned over, resting his warm forehead against the cool glass of the window of the plane taking him back to Montreal and grinned into his palm, the older woman in the seat beside him looking at him as if he was insane.
He felt insane.
 
I like my pillows. They’re ergonomically sound.
Made up word. You need more soft things.
Will buy heavy blanket. Give address will send express.
 
Shane typed out his apartment’s address without second thought, already thinking about the condo- the murder dungeon, as Ilya had described it.
In retrospect it hadn’t been his most sensible of purchases. At the time he’d rationalised that the thing with Rozanov wasn’t going anywhere, that it would collapse and fracture like every other relationship he’d ever had- not that he’d thought of it as a relationship until he was brushing the man’s blood off his teeth.
The condo had served a dual purpose- of course secrecy was perhaps the most important reason but it had also allowed him to compartmentalise Ilya, keep him separate from the life he had outside hockey, prevent him from spilling too far into Shane’s actual personal life.
Not that he really had one outside his parents and Hayden.
 
Good boy.
If-coming to Montreal must also buy boring car to live in garage.
You hurt me Hollander. You and your snow and your cold is Russia again.
Get a jeep.
Dead Hollander. I am dead.
 
Shane pulled out his laptop and started to draft an email to his realtor, thinking about the modifications he’d have to make to his own home to accommodate Ilya’s request to meet there. There were the obvious issues- the fact that people knew where he lived, that there were cameras everywhere, once a reassuring security measure now a possible source of leaks.
Shane wasn’t willing to risk this, even more so now that he had something irreplaceable.
 
I’m going to buy a house.
It makes sense. It’d be easier.
I don’t think my place in Montreal is safe. Too many people come there. Hayden and my parents have keys.
 
Immediately he regretted sending the messages, realising just how… Pathetic he sounded. They’d been… Fuck, they’d been dating for less than a day and he was already being too much. It had taken them years to get to this point. As Ilya had kissed him, long and slow and deep, thorough in a way he’d never been at the end of their previous encounters, Shane had allowed himself to acknowledge the fact that he’d been slowly and painfully chipping away at the boundaries they’d both put in place since the very beginning. Since he’d seen Ilya Rozanov standing in the cold six years ago.
And now he was asking- telling- Ilya that he was going to buy a house so that they could continue to see each other?
He was a mess. He honestly didn’t know why Rozanov put up with him. Ilya had looked happy when Shane had left, wearing Ilya’s Bears shirt under his hoodie, Ilya’s teeth on show as he walked towards the fire stairs whilst Shane used the elevator. He’d looked happy but was Shane running the risk of shattering something he hadn’t realised was impossibly fragile? Would this be enough to tip the other man over into regret? Would he even reply? Shane groaned silently, scrunching his eyes closed and going to turn his phone off, already resigning himself to a good five hours of hating himself.
A single buzz.
Three links.
 
I think second one. Counter is sturdy to fuck you on.
Fire looks cozy. Cupboards to store your crazy blankets.
 
Maybe Shane wasn’t a bad boyfriend.
He clicked on the link and had to brace the muscles of his mouth, pursing his lips, preventing a helpless grin from breaking out.
Maybe if he had felt for his exes even a fraction of what he felt when Ilya Rozanov sent him house listings he could have been a better boyfriend sooner.
 
I like the windows.
Of course. Want everyone to see how well you are fucked.
 
Buzz.
Shane’s eyes widened in shock and he slammed his phone down on his lap. Slowly, slowly he turned to the woman in the seat beside him. Who just looked at him. With a slowly growing grin.
Shane blushed. From the top of his head to his chest.
The woman drew her fingers across her lips, miming a zipper. And then she went back to her book.
He knew Rozanov was on a plane. He had to be. Their flights had left within 30 minutes of each other. Which meant that Ilya Rozanov had a secret folder of dick pics that Shane just knew he was going to be tortured with. In public. Maybe. Just maybe. For the rest of his life.
He was far less horrified than he should have been.
 

 
Montreal was… Home. Of course it was. It had been for years now, ever since Montreal had drafted him. Whenever he’d stepped off the plane in the past Shane had felt a sense of rightness, like everything was brighter and his senses had settled.
Now it was… Dirty. The glass of the airport windows was smudged with countless hands and faces. The carpet was dark and dingy and mildly sticky. It was loud and people were everywhere and part of Shane knew that it was the lingering effects of his panic attack- plural- but he could swear it had never been this bad in the past.
He picked up his Land Rover from the airport parking lot, throwing his bag into the passenger seat and leaning forward, resting his head on the steering wheel carefully. The interior of the car was sun warmed and comfortable and he felt the sudden urge to push the seat back and take a nap. He was allowed to do that. The season was over. He was free until Theriault had them back on the ice for conditioning and whilst Shane would have already been back in the gym last year, this year he just… Didn’t want to. For the first time in his life he really, truly didn’t want to.
What the fuck had Rozanov done to him?
He wasn’t going to find any answers headbutting his car.
The drive was depressingly familiar and did nothing to distract him from his racing thoughts, oscillating between ecstatic excitement and looming concern for his lack of motivation. At the next intersection he pulled off onto a small side street, calling Hayden and connecting the call to his car. 
“Hey-”
“Fucking Rozanov! What the fuck was that!” Shane flinched as Hayden’s incensed tones filtered through the speakers, far louder than he’d been expecting. He quickly dialled down the volume before flipping on the indicator and pulling back into the flow of traffic. On the other end of the line Hayden continued to yell about Shane’s boyfriend.
If anyone had been watching him they’d think Shane was an imbecile for how deranged he looked. Shane had a boyfriend for Hayden to yell about.
Not that Hayden knew that. But still. “Hay- calm down. It’s fine.”
“It’s not fine! Your numbers were better, your plays were better, you’re not a complete dick-”
“Language!” Jackie’s voice rang from the background and Hayden muttered unhappily before Shane heard the telltale sound of a jar opening, coins dropping on paper. The infamous swear jar.
“I said it was fine, Hayden. And I didn’t call to talk about Rozanov.” Though he wished he could. His boyfriend was amazing.
Shane was pathetic.
"Well maybe you should be given that the asshole sent you into a fucking panic attack that had Boston Lily texting me in the middle of the night!" Oh. Shane had... Completely forgotten about that. Maybe calling Hayden wasn't the best of ideas, given that he'd continued to rant whilst Shane had been distracted. "Seriously dude. Not that I’m judging but I kinda figured you’d be into someone a little nicer- seemed a bit of a bitch.”
“Swear jar times two!”
“Sorry, babe! Anyway, you should bring her to visit when she's in Montreal, now that it’s actually confirmed that she exists."
Aaaand Shane was tuning out, maintaining just enough attention that if Hayden changed the subject or asked for his input he could reply. It had gotten worse, Shane thought. In the past he’d actually listened, hoping against hope that one day Hayden and Jackie would stumble across a woman that would catch Shane’s interest, but those days were over.
Shane Hollander had a fucking boyfriend.
If he hadn’t been sure he was at least a normal amount of gay he sure as hell was sure now.
As he turned into the parking garage under his apartment he mused that he should probably have put more thought into the decision about his sexuality but he couldn’t muster the effort. Unplugging his phone he transferred Hayden’s rambling to the handset, something about WAG chats. “I was actually wondering if you wanted to hit the gym? It’s a bit late for a run.” Shane cut off Hayden’s espousing of Jackie’s vegan low fat apple crumble as he threw his duffle over his shoulder, heading towards the lift bank. “I need some extra motivation today, the jetlag is hitting me a bit.” In the past he may have felt guilty lying to his friend but over half a decade of practice had cured him of that particular issue.
“Maaaan, four weeks. Four weeks of the whole year. That’s how long we have to relax before Coach has us back on the ice. Do you really want to spend it pumping iron and running around in short shorts?” Shane huffed in amusement, unlocking his front door and toeing his shoes off into the rack.
He looked around the sterile whiteness of the apartment. The fancy grey couch his mother had insisted on. The abstract art on the walls he’d never once looked at with any thought more complex than ‘ugh.’ The beige walls. The rug with the geometric patterns. The bed, a standard queen with navy blue coverlet, too many pillows and a mattress that had come from a sponsor.
If he had it his way Ilya would never once step foot in here. “Maybe you’re right. Tomorrow?” That earned him a pathetic whine but Hayden soon agreed to an eight o’clock run- grudgingly. Shane gave his love to the twins and Jackie before hanging up and moving to stand in the middle of his living room.
How was it that he had felt more at home in a hotel room in Vegas than this… Show piece? His home was a show piece. Somewhere they could stage interviews. Clean and entirely without personality.
God, his mother had modelled his public persona off this fucking apartment, hadn’t she?
He looked down at his phone. Did some quick calculations. Put on his Bluetooth headset. Hit the call button. Waited begrudgingly through three rings. “I hate my apartment. How did I not realise that I hate my apartment?”
Ilya’s deep, rumbling chuckle was like porn directed straight into his ears. “Let me guess. Very white.”
“Ilya, it’s so white. How did I never realise that everything but my quilt is a shade of white?”
“Quilt is navy?”
“How the hell did you know that?”
“You are basic bitch, Hollander. Entire house from pottery barn.”
Shane turned around once. Then again. “Oh my God you’re right. My designer just imported the catalogue.” He ran his hands through his hair, leaving his phone on the counter as he hurried into the bathroom. “My towels are green. It’s the only other colour in here. How did I not notice this?” He was mumbling more to himself than Rozanov, who sounded like he was out shopping. “I need to sell this place. Now.”
“You get boyfriend and sell house. Too young for middle of life crisis. Am I bad influence, Hollander?” Rozanov said smugly, sounded far too pleased with himself. “What will mama Hollander say when she finds out you wish to paint walls red?”
Shane moved back into the kitchen, suddenly hungry as he remembered skipping breakfast in preference of a far too long shower that had ended with him on his knees. He opened the fridge, scowling at the contents which were lacking anything not a seasoning. “Maybe green… Blue. Red is supposed to convey feelings of anger.” He paused. “I’d put a picture of you in there.”
“You will not. You will keep picture in bedroom, in nice frame. Or I will be sad.” 
“You deserve a rage room.” Shane said half-consciously as he opened the pantry. Also a bust. “Why is there no food in my house?”
“Because you eat like bird, Hollander. How you have ass of peach I do not know.” Shane choked a little at the description. “Go shopping. Buy colourful rug. Persian one. You will call before bed, yes?”
“Fine.” Shane grabbed his keys, shoving his feet back into his shoes. “I did like the second place more than the first. The first seemed kinda dingy. And the third one…”
“Third one?”
“The shower glass looked thin.” Sometimes he wished he’d inherited just a little bit less of his father’s pale skin. Even alone he hated the way he would blush at every thought of sex.
“Thin… Shower glass.”
“Yes.” He slammed the door shut, mildly annoyed that he hadn’t thought to grab food on his way home.
“Ah.” He didn’t need to expound. Ilya knew. “Yes. Too thin.” That dark chuckle again. “Eat well, pomidor.”
“What does that mean?”
“Tomato. I hear you blush from here.”
“Fuck you.”
“Later.”
 
ILYA
 
August 2014- Montreal
 
Ilya had held on desperately to the remnants of his Shane-induced happiness for as long as he could, using it to get himself through his father’s disappointment, his brother’s snide remarks and casual threats but the constant cold of Russia had settled into his bones until the hottest of showers in his Moscow apartment had done nothing.
At first he’d hidden his misery from the cute little Canadian who would send good morning messages- he, Ilya Rozanov, was receiving cute little ‘good morning’ and ‘did you sleep well’ and obscure facts about Russian grammar that Ilya had long ago absorbed as a fact of life, causing him to dig out ancient knowledge to explain tenses and the concept of a homonym because his boyfriend had decided to learn Russian.
Because he appreciated Ilya’s efforts to improve his English.
That conversation had kept him warm for two whole days before Alexei had set him off again, sending him storming from his father’s home before Ilya could snap and attack his brother.
He hated that he no longer fought back. That he had been so conditioned to accept their cruelty that he was left tucking tail and running into the night like a scared child.
After the third time he had called Hollander, desperate to hear him call Ilya an asshole like it was an endearment, not an insult. Instead he received only unwavering kindness, patience, and after two hours on the phone a request to come home. Because the man he’d been having sex with for four years, the man whom the world assumed hated him was worried about his safety.
Ilya had packed his bags that night, boarded a flight to Boston a few hours later, spent five minutes in his apartment then chosen his most boring of cars to drive the five hours in the dark to an address he’d already memorised.
Did he tell Hollander he was coming?
No. Good to keep little kotenoks on cute little toe beans.
So there he stood, having parked several blocks away and walked to the boring looking apartment building. With a doorman. Ilya had not expected that. He had also not expected the man to look down at his phone, cock his head to the side and ask Ilya if he was going to come inside.
Ilya wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.
Even if it meant that Shane Hollander, paranoid out of his mind Shane Hollander, had given Ilya access to his building. He had to assume an NDA was in place.
The lift wasn’t card activated but there was a small keypad that he eyed suspiciously before hitting Shane’s floor number and keying in 1221, smirking to himself when the doors opened with a soft ping. He stepped inside, startling himself when he caught a glance of his face in the mirror.
He was grinning like an idiot.
The lift was fast and it was empty and Ilya was on the sixteenth floor in a matter of seconds, hurrying along the corridor, head down, avoiding the inevitable security cameras. He knocked softly, hoping that Shane hadn’t yet gone to bed. He had been waiting for Ilya to text that he’d landed and had never failed to reply unless he was on the ice, so he was hopeful.
Soft footsteps from within the apartment had his heart racing and Ilya ran a hand nervously through his messy, slightly greasy hair, grimacing at the feeling of dried sweat left over from the flight. He always felt disgusting after flying, but hadn’t even considered showering before he’d left Boston, just throwing fresh clothes into his duffle and grabbing the heavy parcel currently tucked under his arm.
He realised he’d been stupid to worry because Hollander was standing there, looking at him as if he was the most amazing thing he’d ever seen and Ilya wanted to cry. He switched to Russian, unable to find the words in English, too tired to think. “Privet.” He choked at the end, wincing, swallowing heavily as he realised he hadn’t spoken to anyone since he’d last called the man in front of him. He blinked violently, eyes dry and tired.
Yes. Just tired. Not completely mentally wiped out from three weeks of being constantly on edge.
Shane smiled softly. Sadly. “You look like shit.”
That had him letting out a huff of laughter. “Is also how I feel.” He let Shane pull him into the apartment, bag and parcel falling from his numb hands as he slumped forward against the smaller man’s chest, Shane taking most of his weight, strong arms around his waist as he breathed in his boyfriend’s scent- antiseptic and bleach. His Canadian had been cleaning today. “I want to sleep.” He said, words muffled by Hollander’s jumper. “But first I want pizza. Find me a pizza, Hollander.”
Shane laughed in his ear. “Sorry, I don’t have pizza. I can make you a smoothie?” Ilya groaned. Long and loud. “Okay, let me find something.”
He shuffled them down the corridor and into the living room, Ilya lifting his head just enough to peer curiously around the apartment, dimly lit by two of those antique gold lamps with opaque green hoods, completely out of place compared to the rest of the décor. There were boxes, too, scattered in small piles, appearing unopened. “You moving, Hollander?” He asked as Shane flopped them both down onto the uncomfortable couch.
The pillows were hard, lumpy, but better than nothing and Ilya used a few to shore himself up against the arm of the couch, bare feet in Shane’s lap as Hollander peered down at this phone, searching through menus. They sat in silence whilst Shane completed his task, Ilya perfectly content to just bask in the contentment he felt at being close to his boyfriend.
It didn’t take long before Shane sat his phone down, turning to face him. “I hope kebabs aren’t too heavy? It was the only thing open.”
Ilya nodded, slumping down further. “Is fine. Better than smoothie.”
“My smoothies are fine. You need to shower.”
Ilya opened a single eye. “Are you saying I smell?”
“I’m saying you smell like airplane and I’m not letting you in a bed until you don’t.” He stood, hauling Ilya to his unsteady feet. “Come on, you’ll feel better and you can eat when you’re done.” He led Ilya into a bland-looking bedroom and he couldn’t help but feel slightly disappointed. He understood, when he considered it rationally, that they had only ever shared beds to sleep in hotels but he had hoped that he wouldn’t be shoved into the guestroom like a… Well. Guest. Even if that was what he was.
The shower turned on, jolting him from his self-pity and Shane started to tug at his clothes. “Did you even change before you came here?” Ilya shook his head, letting his shirt fall to the floor, joining his shucked joggers. He didn’t know where his socks were. Had he been wearing socks? He stepped into the shower, ducking his head under the water as Shane closed the door, saying something about clean towels.
The remnants of the Moscow cold ran down the drain with Shane’s minty bodywash, his shampoo and conditioner smelling like citrus, leaving his curls soft and fluffy. He towel-dried himself before stepping into the clothes Shane had laid out whilst his eyes were closed, nose twitching as he smelled food.
Hurrying back into the kitchen he found Shane unpacking a large bag filled with kebabs, chips and various sides, pushing a glass bottle of coke in his direction. “Go sit down, I’ll bring this over in a sec. It’s still too hot to eat.” Ilya doubted that, given the current state of his stomach. He hadn’t eaten before he’d left Moscow and he’d dozed fitfully through his flights, missing each and every meal service.
Nevertheless he left Hollander to his fussing and returned to the living area, pulling one of the pillows from the awful couch onto the ground and leaning forward against the low coffee table, using the remote to turn on the large wall-mounted TV, watching in fascination as a mountain climbing documentary continued to play.
He was riveted by the time Hollander arrived with the food, accepting whatever was put in his hand and shooshing his tiny Canadian as he learned about The Beck Weathers. He forced himself to ignore the way that Shane stared at him as they ate, unable to believe that anyone could look at Ilya with such adoration and not be a mirage. The disbelief didn’t stop him from shuffling towards Hollander until they were pressed together from shoulder to ankle.
It was cozy, and Ilya must have been more exhausted than he’d realised because soon his eyes were drooping, each time he opened them his head would have that swoopy falling feeling of having been pulled back from sleep. Shane noticed and herded him back into the spare room, leaving him with a water bottle, his phone and far too many quilts before bustling back out to clean up their mess.
He checked his messages as he dug himself deeper under the mass of feathers, ignoring the angry requests from Alexei, the confused ramblings from his father, Marlow’s porn recommendation- though he’d check that one out later- and the new timetables the Bears had emailed him. He rubbed his eyes tiredly and leaned over to turn off the bedside lamp, throwing the room into darkness only alleviated by the moonlight entering through the open windows. He was too exhausted to close the curtains, accepting that he’d be awake early anyway.
The lights outside the open bedroom door started to flicker off and he heard the chain lock on the front door slip into place. Shane’s soft footsteps passed his door and he turned away, hiding his disappointment in the sheets as he slowly started to drift off to the sound of water running. 
A full body flinch woke him seemingly only moments later, the cool air of the apartment hitting his skin as Shane slipped into the bed beside him, curling up against his back, His boyfriend wriggled around, pulling Ilya further from sleep as he hooked their feet together, his hand coming to rest against Ilya’s chest, his cold kitten nose nuzzling against the back of his neck as Shane exhaled softly.
Every little bit of tension in his spine fell away. “Here I think you leave me all alone.”
Shane sounded a mixture of sleepy and confused. “Why would you think that? I was just cleaning.”
“You leave me in guest room?”
Over his chest, Shane’s hand stopped petting his pec. “What? This is my room.”
His room.
Shane’s room.
That was so impersonal it looked like a hotel room.
“Hollander. I hate your apartment.”
“Yeah, me too.”
 

 
“Where are we going?”
“You asked that thirty seconds ago and I told you, it’s a surprise.”
“I do not like surprise. Surprise is usually naked woman, and I think would make you cranky.”
Shane’s sputtering was music to his ears and he settled his chin on his arms as he stared out the window of the SUV, watching as the city of Montreal sped past them, Shane driving like a grandmother as he took them out of the city proper.
He’d been woken from a dead sleep to the violence of an orgasm, jacking bolt upright and crying out in pleasure, hands flying down to grip Shane’s short hair where the man was choking himself on Ilya’s dick, eyes watering as Ilya forced his head down further without second thought, swallowing clumsily and gripping at Ilya’s thighs to hold him in place.
His mind had been clumsy, confused, and so fucking horny that he’d been hard again within minutes and any plans Shane had had to be out of bed early had been severely derailed as Ilya had railed him into the mattress, complaining about the slippery nature of Shane’s sheets that had had him dragging the smaller man down onto the wooden floor, fucking him up against the side of the bed whilst Shane bit into the side of the mattress to avoid waking the neighbours downstairs.
A truly excellent morning, even if both of their knees were now bruised and the sheets had needed changing.
Ilya was in an excellent mood, and so even though he had wanted to spend the day on the uncomfortable couch with the heavy blanket he hadn’t complained when Shane had bundled him into his car along with a myriad of those smaller boxes Ilya had seen the night before, refusing to say where they were going. 
Ilya wasn’t stupid.
Coffee deprived, yes. And sore in all the right places. But not stupid.
Shane Hollander was showing his boyfriend his house.
Shane seemed to realise that Ilya had caught on because he just sighed and pulled into a generic drive-through, ordering them both coffee and some sort of breakfast wrap, Ilya’s full of bacon.
After that the rest of the drive was far more enjoyable, out through the suburbs towards houses that were spread apart, large, lush areas of trees and brush between them. Ilya found himself liking the area far more than the city.
He kept his head down as they passed through the security laden checkpoint of a gated community, an action he discovered was unnecessary as a guard asked for his ID and nodded like it was every day the Demon of Boston drove through his gates with Shane Hollander. A nod a wave an autograph and ten minutes later they were pulling up to a brick-fenced property, the house itself not visible from the road. There was a soft beep from somewhere above the rearview mirror and the heavy gate shifted on its rollers, granting them access to a driveway that sloped steeply down under an archway of large trees.
Ilya sat up, eyes widening as shade fell over the car and Shane guided them down towards a large garage, the doors already opening. A high hedge obscured the house itself and Ilya felt like he was unwrapping a present. They came to a stop in the empty space beside a gleaming black Land Rover, a newer model than Hollander’s. “You have two cars? Why need to collect jeeps?”
Shane sighed as he killed the engine. “They’re not jeeps. Jeep is American. Land Rovers are English.”
Ilya waved away the distinction, poking at the shiny new vehicle. “English, American, does not explain why you have two.” He let out a surprised cry when a collection of keys flew at his head, barely catching them. He caught the tail end of Shane’s smile as he moved through a door on the opposite side of the garage, flicking on the light inside.
“You said you needed a car for Montreal.”
Ilya had said that.
And his boyfriend had bought him that car.
Ilya realised that this was ridiculous. That you weren’t supposed to go out and buy an entire brand-new fucking car for your boyfriend of a month. He was sure that was something that Marley called ‘love-bombing.’ Ilya had looked it up. Very toxic.
Ilya chuckled as he placed the keys in his pocket. As if Shane Hollander was capable of anything that involved the word toxic.
He had the best boyfriend.
And a new car to add to his collection. Even if it was Jeep adjacent.
It was two steps up out of the garage into the main house and Ilya shut the door behind him before halting, staring.
“Hollander…”
“I only got it a week ago.” To the side Shane sounded nervous, as if he didn’t think Ilya would approve. “It’s not everything I want but it was close enough. There’s a lot of work I need to get done but I think-”
“I like, Hollander.” He turned to his jumpy little Canadian who was gripping the countertop as if it were a life raft. “Is very beautiful.” The word earned him a watery grin as Shane crossed the dark tiles of the kitchen to grab at his hand, pulling him into the living area. “You have created us a home.”
Shane turned back to him, his deep brown eyes glinting in the bright sunlight pouring through the entire wall of windows. “Dom. Doma. Home?” He cocked his head to one side in questioning.
Ilya’s heart stuttered in his chest. “Da. Yes. You are learning.” Shane’s answering smile took his breath away and Ilya just… Melted. Shane pulled on his hand and Ilya spent the next hour being led from room to room by his very pretty boyfriend, focused more on the feeling of his callused fingers in Ilya’s palm than the colours Shane was planning on painting the walls, the lamps he’d already bought, the giant deep red Persian rug he had placed in the room he’d claimed as his own.
It was in this most fateful of rooms that Ilya noticed the most fascinating feature of the entire house. “Hollander… You wear glasses?”
“Oh.” Shane dropped his hand and walked around the low-sitting king-size bed to where a pair of black, thick-rimmed glasses sat. He picked them up, opening the draw and withdrawing a case. “Just for reading.” He said sheepishly, placing the glasses into the case and shutting them quickly into the draw. Then he paused, taking in Ilya’s expression. “Are you okay?”
Ilya shook his head slowly, eyes fixed on the closed draw. “Put them on, Hollander.”
“What?”
Ilya swallowed heavily, thoughts racing as he pictured his slutty boyfriend in his even sluttier little glasses. He watched as Shane’s eyes widened and his respiration rate kicked up, eyes flickering between Ilya’s eyes and his already thickening cock where it was pressing against the front of his jeans. “Put. Them. On.”
Shane licked his lips.
He reached for the draw.
Ilya truly had the best boyfriend.
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Next time- Shane's little autistic ass falls in love with carpet, Ilya loves Aragorn, and the world continues to make them miserable together.


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: Squish
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which our heroes continue to settle into long distance domesticity. And smut.
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  SVETLANA
 
June 2014- Boston
 
There were few things in life Ilya Rozanov loved more than a little gloat.
His mama. That was a given.
A truly excellent bottle of the finest vodka. Well of course. He was Russian.
Medovik, slathered in cream and a drizzle of maple syrup. She understood the former, less so the latter but to each his own.
Beating Shane Hollander on the ice. Went without saying. Knocking Hollander down a peg was perhaps the one thing he liked better than a good gloating, perhaps because he could do them at the same time. Or sequentially. Depended on how he was feeling at the time, she supposed.
So yes. Her Ilyushka loved to gloat and his favourite thing to do whilst gloating was her. 
That was why when she didn’t receive the customary wheedling texts asking her to visit after Vegas she was somewhat… Confused. Not concerned. Not yet. But confused.  And perhaps a little irked. It wouldn’t have surprised her if her dear friend was holed up in his Vegas penthouse with the hottest puck bunny in the vicinity and delayed his flight back to Boston, but it was somewhat rude that he hadn’t responded to a single one of her texts in the meantime.
So she gave him a day.
Then another.
On the third day of her texts being ignored she booked a car.
Usually Ilya would pick her up in one of his ridiculous sportscars and she’d pretend she didn’t like the attention but whilst her messages had been delivered and read they were otherwise left to sit, and to be perfectly honest that was even more worrying than if they’d not been acknowledged at all.
It meant that she was being ignored.
And that was personal.
The taxi dropped her off outside Ilya’s apartment and she didn’t hesitate to stalk straight past his doorman and into the elevator, punching in his code and tapping her foot irritatedly against the gaudy tiled floor as she was carried slowly upwards to the penthouse.
She didn’t bother knocking.
The first thing that hit her was that it was dark. It was just past sunset but not a single light was on through the giant open plan kitchen and living area.
The second thing was the smell.
The familiar, acrid smell of stale hockey player sweat. Spilled alcohol. The nauseating scent of food slowly going off, sour milk.
She rolled her suitcase to sit by the shoe rack and slowly stepped forward, glad she hadn’t removed her shoes as she kicked an empty bottle to the side gently, the glass rolling loudly against the wooden floorboards.
The sound awakened the beast within and in the dim light left from the open curtains she saw something shift on the couch, a heap of blankets that slipped off her dear friend and onto the ground, revealing the troublemaker himself.
Svetlana moved forward slowly, carefully, reaching out for the small lamp sitting on one of the hall tablets, the soft yellow glow illuminating the carnage of Ilya Rozanov’s home. Bottles and plates and boxes of takeout, an overflowing ashtray, bags dropped by the end of the couch as if he’d barely made it that far and refused to move any further.
Ilya looked… Awful. His eyes were bloodshot and there were pale grey tracks down his cheeks like he’d been crying whilst chain-smoking. His hair was greasy and limp, like he’d been running filthy hands through it since he’d returned home. He was wearing a t-shirt stained with sauce and a single sock, his joggers hanging low on his hips.
His lips started to quiver.
“Oh Ilyushka.” She whispered as she hurried forward, catching him around his shoulders as he let out a terrified sob, digging his forehead into her stomach, burying himself in the fabric of her jumper as his entire body shuddered, his voice hoarse as if he’d been crying on and off for days.
She didn’t doubt he had been.
“What happened?” She murmured, wincing as her hands ran through the tangles of his curls, coming away covered in a thin layer of oil. “You were so well when you left. You looked so happy at your little hockey awards.”
Ilya pushed further into her grip, muscles tense under her fingers as he sniffed pathetically. “I was fine, Sveta, except I did something stupid and it all went to shit and I broke my Jane and… I don’t know how to do it, Sveta!”
Oh no.
There were many things Svetlana Vetrova could fix.
This was not one of them.
It was hard to fix something you knew next to nothing about. “Oh Ilyushka… If she cares about you I am sure you can fix this-”
“But I did!” He wailed dramatically, pushing himself upright, blue eyes murky in the darkness as he stood, pacing frantically between bottles and bags. “I don’t know how to do this, it’s not me, Sveta. I break things, I don’t fix them and now that I have I don’t know what to do next! I don’t know how to be worthy of her! My Jane, she deserves everything, she deserves the best and I am nothing! I am trash, I am a whore, a slut, an animal! The entire world can’t be wrong about me and I’m so scared, Sveta. I don’t know if I’ll survive when she realises she can do so much better than me.”
She slapped him.
Hard.
She didn’t even realise she’d done it until she realised she was standing, her palm aching as Ilya pressed gently at his cheek.
She didn’t regret it. “No, Ilya.” For some reason English came to her first. Perhaps it was because she wanted him to truly take the time to understand what she was about to say. “I will let you say many things about yourself. Some of that was even true. But I will not let you demean yourself for this woman. I will not.” She stepped forwards, taking his face in her hands, shaking it gently from side to side. “You are worthy of everything. Everything. You deserve the best. You are not trash, you are one of those over expensive vintage lamps with the green shades you like so much but refuse to buy. You are not an animal, the world just makes you out to be.” She pressed their foreheads together, feeling the soft trembling through his entire skeleton. “And this Jane of yours? If she lets you go I can guarantee that she will be forever chasing a better that does not exist.”
“Sveta…” He collapsed into her arms, sending them both back into the filthy couch where he lay across her lap, face buried into her stomach, a favourite position of his. “You are too nice to me. I don’t deserve you.”
“Yet another thing you’re wrong about. You deserve all the nice things, Ilyushka, all of them. Even this Jane, whom I don’t know if I like if she has left you to think these things alone in the dark in Boston.”
Ilya rolled into his opposite side, reaching for a previously unseen box of tissues. “No, no. Is not her fault.” He blew his nose in the classic fashion of a male- loudly. Obnoxiously. Like the whole world needed to hear his sinuses roar. Men. “My Jane-”
“Your Jane?”
He nodded pathetically. “Yes. She is mine now. And I am hers. Only hers.”
Pigs were flying.
Demons were playing ice hockey.
Grigori had added Ilya to his will.
“You… You’re together? Exclusive?”
He nodded again. “Things happened in Vegas… Things that hurt her. So much. She told me… Told me that I could keep sleeping with other people, but to do it less loudly… She didn’t want to know.” He looked up at her pathetically. “Is that what people think of me? That I would do it to her? When we tell people, one day, will the entire world try to convince her that she can do better? Will they introduce her to other men, nicer men, men who haven’t slept with half the women in Boston, men who will be sweet, and kind, and not make her call them asshole all the time?”
“Ilyushka, here are so many things you can offer her-”
“But I can’t, Sveta! I can’t! What do I have? Money? She has more! Fame? She is more famous than me and hates it! She has a nicer apartment, real-estate, a perfect family, friends who care, and me? All I bring her is trouble and Sveta… What if I am too much trouble? What do I do if I get everything, if she gives me everything I’ve wanted ever since I saw her and then takes it away? How do I live with that?”
Never in all her years of knowing Ilya Rozanov had Svetlana ever thought that she would be in this situation, having this conversation.
She’d always imagined it, the day her Ilyushka would find his soulmate. She was under no illusion that it would be herself- they had had many chances over the years to try and yet neither of them had ever been inclined to do so. She’d always known that if they were to marry it would be because Alexei or Grigori had fucked up to the degree that Ilya was forced to find a way to stay in the US and they were looking at a marriage of last resort.
She’d always thought it would be a long courtship. Ilya would be the sort of man to fall in love at first sight and pursue his future wife with the single-minded determinedness that he did Hollander down the ice. It wouldn’t be subtle either. She’d imagined sky writing and romantic gestures that encompassed entire cities, parties and lavish gifts…
But her best friend had chosen Jane.
A woman that Svetlana had never met.
A woman she knew nothing about.
A woman who had forced her Ilyushka to go against everything he was, that was determined to keep him a secret.
She hated Jane.
“Ilyushka… She makes you feel like this? I don’t think that this woman is right for you-”
He sat up abruptly, putting space between them. His expression was one that brooked no discussion as he shook his head firmly. “No, Sveta. My Jane is the only woman for me.” He said with it stunning finality. “It is Jane or nothing. No one will ever be as perfect as her.”
“You are lying here in a filthy apartment drinking yourself to death, Ilya, clearly she isn’t perfect. I want to meet her-”
“No!” He cried out, and Svetlana didn’t think she’d ever seen him so panicked. “You have to promise me, Sveta, promise me that you won’t try to find her. She is so scared, Sveta, that people will know-”
Red fucking flag.
“Ilya-”
“No. No. You do not get to decide for us, Sveta. When my Jane is ready, when I am ready-”
Svetlana couldn’t keep the anger from her tone. “Is she ashamed of you?” The look on her friend’s face told her everything. “Oh Ilyushka. No. This woman. This Jane. She doesn’t deserve you. You deserve everything, Ilya, everything. You are a good man. A great hockey player. You deserve to be loved, and be loved openly-”
“You don’t understand-”
“I don’t need to. You should not be with someone who is ashamed to be seen with you.”
“It’s not that!”
“Then what is it? You must tell me something, Ilya, or I swear I will hunt her down-”
“Him.”
…
…
…
“Oh. Your Jane. She is…”
He nodded slowly, refusing to meet her gaze. She leaned forward, tipping his chin up with her finger. “You know I love you, yes?” He nodded again. “I still do not like this.”
“You don’t have to.” His eyes went watery. “It’s not your relationship.” 
“You think that he is worth this? All of the pain?” 
“Yes. 
“You won’t leave him, will you?
“No… I don’t think I will.”  
 
ILYA
 
September 2014- Boston
 
Ilya had not expected Hollander to buy a house. At first Ilya had been somewhat… Peeved. It had been his idea first and he’d been excited to show his little Canadian the pretty house he was going to buy for them.
Trust Shane fucking Hollander to one up him and turn up with a brutalist masterpiece.
Ilya was a little in love with Hollander’s house.
With the dark wooden panelled floors, the textured stone walls, the quiet. With the picture of their CCM photoshoot resting on Shane’s bedside table. With the myriad of bits and pieces of Shane’s life he’d been allowed to see and touch and sometimes sniff when his boyfriend was distracted by coat hangers as they unpacked the last of those smaller boxes in the boot of Shane’s SUV, pieces Ilya had realised were the last of Shane’s personal effects before the other man formally moved out of his apartment.
Apparently it didn’t always look like a mausoleum.
He’d asked, as they’d wrestled a vintage Japanese wedding chest up the stairs into the spare bedroom, if Shane’s team had helped him with the move and received a short ‘no’ before Hollander was asking him if he wanted lunch, turning his back on Ilya’s focused gaze and retreating to the kitchen.
Perhaps, when the season began, he would spend some time in the penalty box for a far more personal reason.
Ilya had suspected it, for some time, that perhaps all of Shane’s talk of his best friend, his close knit, perfect team was not as it seemed. It had Ilya worrying. He was an asshole, but in this instance he wasn’t overly happy to be right.
He settled on one of the stools opposite the cooking area, watching as Hollander flit around like a hummingbird, pulling out bits and pieces and spices and vegetables and Ilya prayed to any God listening that he was not making a smoothie. Hollander was many things. 2nd best hockey player. Vampire. Emotional mess. Best at blowjobs. Worst cook Ilya had ever come across. But he adored him anyway. “Did Pike not help? You say you are with him always at his house. He has not been here?”
Shane shook his head silently. “No… Hayden’s a good guy but he can’t keep a secret to save his life. He and Jackie share a single brain cell, no filter between the two, and if Jackie knows so do the WAGs.” He glanced over his shoulder at Ilya. “I doubt Lily is interested in being invited to wine night.”
Lily couldn’t think of anything worse than being forced to interact with a woman who had married Pike. Or for that matter any other member of a team that cared so little about their Captain that they hadn’t noticed him packing his life into boxes.
Ilya sat and googled ‘single brain cell’ as Shane prepared a salad, little rabbit that he was, though Ilya smiled when Shane added a large portion of cheese to Ilya’s. Smart man. Avoiding arguments.
They were the best boyfriends.
In the interest of time Ilya chose to be the bigger man and left the issue alone.  They spent the rest of the afternoon curled up together on the couch with a calendar open in front of them, trying to eke out a minute here and there to see each other. It had been a depressing realisation, that it would be near a full month before they were in the same city but it had made Ilya all the more excited to see Shane’s SUV parking in his driveway, visiting his house for the first time.
Ilya had never had a house before. Always apartments. Always someone above and below and side to side and yelling when he fucked too loudly.
A house was imperative. Hollander was wonderfully loud. Three noise complaints already. His neighbours had looked relieved when his entire team had turned up to empty his apartment, loud and boisterous and more than happy to mock his collection of vintage shirts, massive DVD collection, and a truly ridiculous collection of heavy blankets.
Yes, Hollander, they are ‘weighted’.
Ilya didn’t care. 
The doorbell rang and Ilya hopped up from the couch, mocking himself internally as he stood up straight, smoothing his hair back, shifting his shoulders to put his pecs on best display. He pulled the waistband of his fancy joggers down until the V of his hips was visible. He was not wearing underwear.
He opened the door and melted a little. He couldn’t stop the stupid, broad grin that he directed at the smaller man.
His boyfriend was here. In Boston. In his house. For the entire weekend.
His boyfriend, in his cute reebok sneakers, dark jeans that hugged his powerful thighs,  was wearing one of Ilya’s t-shirts- just a little baggy all round.
Perfection.
He stepped back, unable to muster words just yet, but Hollander just stood there. Staring.
Just staring.
Ilya felt the nerves return and he frowned. “Hollander? Is alright?”
Shane cleared his throat. “Yeah.” But he was still staring.
“Oh…” Ilya was getting worried. “Do you- Will you- My house? Do you want to see?” He choked out as Hollander slowly stepped through the front door, his bag dropping on the ground, keys dropping beside his shoes and Shane stepped closer until they were almost touching. 
“Can we do it later?” Ilya cocked his head to the side in questioning. “The… tour. Can we do it later?” Hollander sounded slightly breathless and Ilya watched carefully for the signs Pike had carefully written out, a list that Ilya had in his phone.
“But… Will ruin- what is word- theatre.”
“Theatrics.” Shane murmured fondly, pretty bedroom-eyes roaming over Ilya’s features.
“Yes! Theeaterics. I wish to show you my home, Hollander.”
“Can we do it later?” Shane breathed out, all shy and adorable and his freckles were showing under his blush because it was summer and summer was kind because more freckles and Ilya was an idiot.
Because Shane had placed a hand on his chest and was pushing him against the nearby kitchen counter, white marble and sturdy.
Shane was moving slowly, fingers tracing each of Ilya’s abs as he pressed him into position. His eyes were focused, gaze unwavering as he sunk to his knees.
Ilya breathed out slowly, hands shifting to soft hair as Shane leaned forward and slowly, still so slowly placed his teeth around the drawstring of his joggers, pausing to nuzzle. Inhale.
Ilya was rock. Fucking. Hard.
If he was honest with himself he’d been hard since he’d heard the SUV pull up.
Leaking precome down his thigh.
Hollander said nothing as he leaned back, eyes still locked on Ilya’s as he pulled the bow loose, leaning in, teeth grazing at Ilya’s contracting abs as he got his jaw around the waistband, the stance of his hips widening, back arching under his clothes as he dragged Ilya’s joggers around his thighs, careful not to entrap Ilya’s cock where it hung heavy and throbbing between them.
“Hollander.” He whispered as Shane opened his mouth, teeth grazing at the head before slipping forward, mouth already full of saliva to ease the way as he sunk down Ilya’s length.
Slowly. Gently. Ruthlessly.
Never stopping. Never pulling back until his nose grazed Ilya’s skin, tickling at the short, well-maintained hairs Shane had insisted upon. Because his boy was fussy.  
His eyes were wide, gaze hazy and tears slipping down his cheeks. He swallowed and Ilya groaned loudly, throwing his head back as he gripped at the counter, struggling to stay upright.
At the sound Shane pulled back slowly, licking at the saliva dripping down his chin and Ilya felt like he’d been gut-punched, making a similar sound.
Shane’s voice was hoarse, a choke more than words. “Fuck me.”
“Fuck.” He hauled Hollander, who was laughing delightedly, over his shoulders and quickly pointed out salient features as he hurried them towards the bedroom, throwing the smaller man onto the bed where he bounced, ripping his clothes off as Hollander threw his own clothes onto the ground- folding was for idiots who had time to waste and people to impress and hadn’t had to wait a month- before grabbing his hips and flipping him onto all fours, forcing him to arch his back and stick out his ass and then.
So fucking hot.
Ilya dove in and licked a broad stripe from perineum to asshole and Shane screamed, arms collapsing and face burying into the pillow as Ilya went. To. Town.
A very, very small portion of his brain thanked Marlow for the expression. 
The rest of him was focused on the divine sounds Shane Hollander made as Ilya ate him out, broad, long stripes and short kitten licks, hands locked into perfectly round cheeks and pulling them apart as he stabbed his tongue inside his wonderful boyfriend who just moaned, and whimpered, and cursed, pushing his ass into Ilya’s face until he was suffocating.
The perfect way to die.
It took him what seemed like an age to hear past the blood rushing in his ears, finally processing the constant stream of filth running from Shane’s mouth, the way he gasped out Ilya’s name in the most perfect of ways over and over again, shaking and shuddering as Ilya pulled back and shoved two fingers straight into his hole, shoving them down against his prostate as he shouted in pleasure, hips undulating between humping mindlessly against the bed and the sharp pleasure of Ilya’s fingers as he twisted his wrist, adding a third finger and- “Hollander… You came prepared.” He chuckled deep in his chest, smug beyond all measure of reason. “Did you drive all the way here thinking of me fucking you as soon as you opened the door?” He shoved a fourth finger through that pliant rim, Shane’s voice rising in pitch as he gasped for breath. “Did you lube yourself up before you got out of the car?”
Shane let out an explosion of laughter. “No.” He grunted out as Ilya removed his fingers, shoving his pants around his thighs.
“I took out the plug.”
Ilya came.
Untouched.
Choking on his own saliva.
Collapsing at the waist and onto Shane’s back as his come dripped over Shane’s gaping hole, staring at the sheer eroticism of it.
It took a few moments for his head to clear and he pushed himself up on weak arms, glaring down at his boyfriend who was struggling to breathe through his laughter. “That was mean.”
“Oh my god, oh my god you-” He wheezed out, rolling over onto his back, cock already soft against his thigh, belly covered in come. “Fuck, that was amazing.”
Ilya smacked his thigh, leaning over to lick at the sticky white fluid on Shane’s abs. “You are sadist, Hollander. Sadist.” Shane just chuckled in the back of his throat as Ilya caught his lips in his own. “You laugh, but you came just as fast.” He murmured against his lips.
Shane wrapped his legs around Ilya’s hips, pulling him in to rest along the length of his body. “I always come fast, you think it’s hot and I get twice as many orgasms as you do.” Ilya nodded in smug agreement. He was very good at wringing his boyfriend dry now that they weren’t running out of each other’s hotel rooms. “So sue me if I wanted to see if I could get you to do the same.”
“Is humiliating.” He kissed along Hollander’s collarbone, leaving little red marks along the length as payback. “I had plans, Hollander.”
“You wanted to show me your house.”
Ilya groaned in humiliated. “Shut up.”
“Three times, Ilya.”
“Shaaaaaane!” He whined.
“I asked you three times and had to get on my knees before you realised I wanted you to fuck me.” Shane sounded ridiculously smug for someone who hadn’t gotten fucked. “Three times.”
Ilya shoved himself onto his elbows. “I miss when you were all shy and needy. Now just needy.”
Shane smiled tenderly up at him, the muscles around his eyes relaxed and fond, adoring, indulgent, all words Ilya had been learning to describe the way his Hollander looked at him. “You like me needy.”
He couldn’t be bothered to deny it. He couldn’t be bothered to deny a lot of things these days, not now that he was so fucking happy. “I do, Hollander. I do.” He sat up. “Now, come and see my house. I want to fuck you on rug in front of fireplace.”
 

 
Hours later, once his boyfriend was well fed and well fucked Ilya returned to the living room on shaky legs, naked as the day he was born and not worried about flaunting it. In his absence his lovely boyfriend had rolled over onto his side and was staring lazily over the floor in front of him.
Ilya frowned. “Shane?” He paused, damp towel in hand as Shane’s sun-dappled muscles shifted under that smooth, unblemished skin, arm reaching out to pet Ilya’s rug. Ilya crossed the rest of the distance, entranced by the way his leg shifted, opening him up and causing him to rest half on his side, chest arching down into the floor.
His eyes locked on that ass, the way Ilya’s come trickled out down onto his thigh, the usually obsessive man either unaware or uncaring of the mess.
His cock twitched. Which was ridiculous. It had been five minutes. He was two orgasms in.
Hollander was a witch.
His eyes were rich and bright, blinking slowly, contentedly, lazily, like a cat in the sun as he rubbed his cheek against the thick fluff. He let out a quiet moan as he arched his back further and Ilya’s abs clenched as a bolt of arousal hit him like lightning.
He had never seen anything so beautiful.
“Ilya?” His tone was soft and gentle, fond, loving, and Ilya sucked in a shuddering breath, shaking his head to clear his thoughts. He didn’t reply, just knelt to wipe the remnants of their coupling from that perfect body, shuddering at each shift, sigh and arch into his touch.
He threw the towel to the side and blanketed Shane with his body, rubbing his slightly stubbled cheek against his shoulders, exacerbating the red stubble burn he’d previously left. “You are so… krasivvy.”
Shane moaned loudly, the sound reverberating through Ilya’s chest. “Krasivvy. Beautiful.” He gasped out as he writhed under Ilya, hands kneading into the thick, soft fibres of the rug as he did, as if he was trying to bury himself in both the rug and Ilya’s body.
He had to fight back the urge to cry as those perfect lips slipped around Ilya’s native tongue, accent flawless, every word he spoke learned straight from Ilya’s mouth. “Yes, Hollander. You are beautiful.” Shane keened under him as Ilya gave in to the temptation of that perfect ass pressing up against him, bucking his hips until his head caught, slipping into his lover once again to the sound of Shane’s long, decorous whine, his come easing the way but it was tight. So tight. Even now that they were having far more regular sex Shane’s muscles never ceased to grip him tight and raise him from perdition.
He came to rest, fully ensheathed in warmth, pelvis resting against Shane’s heated skin, feeling the minute shudders as his beautiful boyfriend slipped into pliancy, letting Ilya manipulate his limbs until he was fully resting on the rug, face down, legs spread, arms pinned over his head as Ilya rose up on his knees to snap his hips down forcefully, aim as perfect as it ever was.
Shane shuddered. Gasped. His eyes widened in shock.
And then he screamed. High pitched and painful and for a second Ilya’s heart stopped in panic- “Oh fuck, Ilya- Ilya-” And Ilya was coming- again? God damn it Hollander- sudden and painful and his mind was blank and he collapsed, face first into the rug beside the man who was moaning softly, breath hitching as he dug his hips into the rug below him in pleasure, eyes watery and unfocused, the arm closest to Ilya scrabbling at his chest, red nail marks appearing on his skin, drooling. 
“You killed me.” Ilya forced out between heaving gasps for breath, English beyond him as he tried to still his body, legs twitching, hand locking around Shane’s bicep and squeezing involuntarily as he came down from his high. “I am dead, Hollander. Cannot move. We will starve here.”
Shane took a few moments to get his eyes to focus, licking at his wet, reddened, bitten lips before he spoke in a croak. “I think… I really like this rug.”
Ilya took that in for a moment. Translated it for a second time. And then laughed. Deep and hard and from his belly, flopping over onto his back, eyes locked on Hollander’s perfect blush, reaching over to brush his fingers against his freckles. “You leave me for alpaca carpet, yes?”
Shane giggled, breaking eye contact to rub his cheek over the dark brown alpaca fur, inches deep at its zenith. “Can’t I have you both?” His voice was muffled but his eyes were glued to Ilya’s features, darting this way and that as if he couldn’t decide where to land. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything so nice.”
Something pinged in the back of Ilya’s mind, something from Pike’s list about textures. Ilya hadn’t paid attention back them, having better things to do than google unknown words but after spending several hours in a little dingy Russian-run rug store deep in Boston’s seedier side he knew what texture was. And apparently this was a very good texture. “I will find you more rugs.” He said softly, rolling over to place a kiss against Shane’s shoulder. “I will send you one, da? Imported from South America. Is not even very expensive. Made by people on mountain somewhere.” Not expensive was an understatement. Ilya had been ready to shell out an arm and a leg the instant he’d seen the rug hanging on the outside of the shop, fur plush and multicoloured, showing a herder capturing one of his flock. Marley had thought it was ridiculous but Ilya was very rich and had nothing to spend his money on aside from cars and what Marlow had called a ‘love nest’ when he’d helped Ilya assemble his new bed frame. And his boyfriend.
Marlow was good friend.
Voyagers were cunts. He had discovered the word watching a strange maybe documentary about ‘Chopper-’ Australians were strange. Also excellent at sweaing. And hunting crocodiles. He had been very sad when he had discovered that Steve Irwin was dead.
But anyway. Yes. He would buy enough rugs to cover every bit of tile and wood in the house, especially if it meant Hollander would let him fuck him in the kitchen. The laundry. The spare bedroom. The hallway- oh, Ilya had plans for the hallway. At the end there was an antique stained-glass window that threw reds and golds and purples over the floor and he had imagined fucking Hollander there at three o’clock on the dot the instant he’d seen the mosaic on the dark wooden floorboards, the best time, when everything was muted and warm.
He reached over Shane’s prone form and grabbed the towel, giving them both a perfunctory wipe down before rolling Shane’s limp form out of the wet spot, rubbing out the stain before it set. Not that he really cared. The rug should be honoured to have Shane Hollander’s cum all over it. Ilya knew he was.
“Up, up, Hollander, shower then I will make you a tuna melt.” Shane gave him his ‘unimpressed’ eyebrow. “Why you look at me like you want to murder? I will let you have sex with rug later.” And wasn’t that a thought. To watch his little Canadian rub himself against the thick pelt… Later. He reached down and grabbed Shane’s hands, pulling the pile of mush upright and letting him collapse against him, lifting him up with hands on his ass as Shane’s legs rose to clamp around his sides, the smaller man humming happily as Ilya carried him into the bathroom. “I have movie to show you. Is favourite.”
Another hum.
“I think you will like. Or will fall asleep. Your taste in movies is… What is word for surprise?”
“Unpredictable?” Shane closed his eyes and sat back on the stone bench that ran along the side of the shower, letting the hot water run over his face as he breathed quietly.
Ilya nodded, stepping up to rub shampoo into Shane’s hair. “Da. Close eyes please.” If Shane smiled when he smelled his own shampoo, neither of them mentioned it. “Is good movie. Many strong, sexy men.”
Shane’s eye squinted open. “We’re not watching porn together.”
“You are no fun. But no, is not porn. Close eyes, you will be cranky if soap gets in.” Shane hummed in agreement and leaned forward, resting his head against Ilya’s stomach and going limp. “No, Hollander, no sleeping in shower. Will become raisin.”
“Prune.”
“Always obsessed with fruit, Hollander. Eat a candy.”
“I don’t like candies. They feel weird against my teeth.” Shane nipped at his hipbone, causing him to drop the bottle of conditioner. “I like chocolate, though. The really creamy ones. Sometimes.” He said it quietly, even for him, as if he was worried Ilya would disapprove.
As if Ilya had ever denied himself anything that made him feel good. If he had his way, Shane would learn a similar philosophy- he wasn’t naïve, he knew that Hollander, Golden Hockey Boy, would never be one for shoving his face full of bacon burgers until he was too fat to move, but all in moderation.
Ilya was very good at moderation. Just look at how well behaved he was being, with Hollander’s mouth right there.
Focus.
“Is four hours long.”
Shane went stiff. Slowly, his gaze rose and his eyes narrowed.
“Ilya.”
“Yes, my little cherepakha?”
“I don’t know that one. Are we watching the Lord of the Rings?”
“Yes.”
“Extended editions?”
“Yes.”
“That’s twelve hours.”
“Fifteen. For sex breaks.”
Shane seemed to contemplate that. He sat back. Raised three fingers. “Fuck me during Arwen rescuing Frodo, the battle of Helms Deep, and the Paths of the Dead. I have issues with those. We can eat between.”
Ilya truly, truly, had the best boyfriend. “You will suck me off at Parth Galen. Viggo is very sexy then.”
“You want to come when Boromir’s dying?”
Ilya shut off the water. “Of course. Need to be happy to survive emotional death of son of Gondor.”
Shane stood, accepting the fluffy towel Ilya handed him. “Done.”
 
SHANE
 
October 2014- Montreal
 
Shane sat in his old apartment, on the couch he hated, staring at the blank wall behind his mother’s head as she spoke. His feet were bare, curling into the dark grey, nondescript rug that had replaced his previous one, the feeling of the soft strands between his toes and the comforting buzz of his phone under his thigh the only things stopping from him completely disassociating from the conversation.
The rug had arrived a week or so ago, delivered by a shifty courier who had taken one look at Shane’s apartment, then the rug, and nodded as if understanding why such a sedate shade had been chosen. Shane had accepted the delivery and then spent the entire afternoon on his back, in the middle of his living room, table pushed back as Ilya explained exactly how he wanted Shane to fuck himself.
It hadn’t been a particularly productive afternoon but Shane counted it as a win for his shoulder flexibility.
Regular sex was really helping his backhand.
“Shane? Are you paying attention?” He nodded, saying something that sounded intelligent enough that had his mother smiled and his father laughed from the kitchen in which exactly two cupboards were stocked.
After that he’d gone back to staring at the wall.
He’d kept the apartment for times like this- the business meetings, because this sure as hell wasn’t a family dinner, those nights after home games and long practices when he couldn’t be bothered to drive out of the city, and originally for any sudden visits from his teammates.
It’d been months since their last visit.
Hayden had always been the most common visitor, popping by once a week or so to ‘shoot the shit’ as he’d said. That had dropped off dramatically with the birth of the twins and now that Jackie was pregnant again it was just easier for Shane to visit them, not that he minded at all.
In terms of the rest of the team… Well. He hadn’t really cared before, that they didn’t seem to invite him to the majority of the ‘team building gatherings.’ The last time he’d sat to the side with a glass of water as his teammates sprawled out over couches, the floor, the table, watching games and playing games and telling him all about the women they’d been sleeping with, the wives they were ignoring, Hayden showing him picture after picture of the twins and Jackie and…
Yeah. He wasn’t the best of company. He could admit that.
But being on the outside since he and Ilya had gotten together had opened his eyes to how tense he’d been in the past, surrounded by men he’d thought to be his brothers. 
The rampart homophobia that was just a fact of his life.
He’d spent years ignoring it, wilfully, convinced that if he said something then that weird brand of fear would be turned on him, even if it hadn’t been true at the time.
Now that it was Shane hated himself for every moment he didn’t say anything.
Hayden shut it down more than he did and wasn’t that just a kick in the teeth.
The casual ‘fag’ and ‘fairy’ and ‘sissy’ that were thrown around without second thought, directed at each other, the players on the TV screen, each one caused Shane to flinch every time he imagined the slurs being thrown at him instead, imagining the looks of disgust that would accompany them.
And so he stayed silent.
He couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would have done to him if he’d discovered his sexuality and not had Ilya Rozanov to cling to. He called his boyfriend more nights than not, hour long whispered conversations doing more than anything else to keep him whole and steady in an NHL that seemed ready to burn them at the stake.
“Shane!” His mother’s tone was heading into one of irritation and Shane sat up in his seat, shrugging sheepishly.
“Sorry, I didn’t sleep well.” The thoughtless lie had his mother’s expression immediately settling into one of pity. “You were talking about the Armani campaign?”
Yuna Hollander nodded, handing him a tablet with a model on the screen. “They want you to wear them at the next awards…” The rug was so damned soft. He nodded, agreed verbally where appropriate, and wondered if Ilya would like him in the white silk shirt on the screen. It would cinch his waist tight, and even though Shane knew he didn’t have more than the most superficial layer of fat under his skin he knew that Ilya loved to lock his long, dextrous fingers around the narrow point of his waist just under his ribs when he fucked him from behind… Maybe Shane would buy the shirt after he was done with it. Or just ask for it. He usually didn’t bother, but Ilya did like a fashion show.
He shifted slightly as his father came to sit beside him, handing him a bowl of food that complied with his diet. He imagined the little cubes of garlic encrusted bread Ilya had snuck on the top the last time he’d been in Shane’s kitchen, making the whole thing more palatable.
Believe it or not, Shane was aware his diet tasted like nothing. It was why there was now an entire shelf in his fridge dedicated to the odds and ends that kept on turning up in cooler packed parcels- cheeses and calorie dense spreads and weird and wonderful packages with Russian labels that Rozanov would happily throw into pots and pans, sending Shane’s tastebuds into overdrive whilst ensuring his calorie intake remained within range.
He poked at the steamed white meat of some sort, mixed it in with the kale and the spinach and shoved it into his mouth. Delicious. “How’s Hayden coping with Jackie’s pregnancy? Baby number three, right?” His mother asked.
Shane nodded half-consciously. “Yeah. Jackie’s over the morning sickness, and she’s less tired.” Hayden had spent the entirely of their last few runs espousing the joys of marriage, telling Shane just exactly how wonderful his beautiful wife was.
Shane hadn’t said it, but in his opinion? Ilya was prettier. For that matter Hayden was prettier.
His boyfriend was right. Shane was super gay.
Not that a single word- especially not pretty- was enough to encompass just what Shane thought each time Ilya appeared in front of him, ranging from an avenging angel in hockey pads to a Russian Sex God, naked and sweating and glowing in the sunlight now that they weren’t limited to the darkness of hotel rooms and-
“You’re not getting any younger, Shane.” His mother’s tone was kind. Sympathetic. Encouraging. A tone he’d heard far more often than he wanted to. He braced himself for the oncoming conversation, readying the same excuses. “Have you considered what we discussed, last time?”
Last time, in a ballroom in Vegas. An hour before he ended up fingering himself open in Ilya Rozanov’s bed, begging to be fucked.
Last time, when his mother had offered to set him up with a friend’s daughter who volunteered at the animal shelter. When his father had mentioned, so very casually, a pretty young female colleague who spent the weekend coaching kids on the ice.
Last time, when they’d said they were worried he was too dedicated to hockey, that he should spend time getting a life.
The fucking hypocrisy of it all.
As if Shane hadn’t spent every minute since he’d first stepped onto the ice under his mother’s tutelage erasing everything but hockey from his life at her behest, poked and prodded gently into a mould. It wasn’t something that he’d begrudged, at the time or now- he loved almost everything about the life they’d forged together as a family but seriously? Now? When he’d finally found something he wanted outside hockey, now they wanted to start meddling in his personal life? “I don’t know, mom. I was thinking of getting a cat.” The instant it exited his mouth he knew he’d made a mistake.
His parents looked at him with identical expressions, a mixture of pity and ‘oh the poor child just don’t understand how the real world works.’
“Shane…” His mother sighed, putting her bowl down and reaching out to sit a hand on his knee. “Sweetie, this… Locking yourself away. It worked when you were younger, still trying to establish yourself. It wasn’t that long since you’d had your last girlfriend and everyone accepted that you were busy but... You’re twenty-three now, honey. And… I hate it, to push you like this but we’re starting to worry about you. We don’t know if we pushed you too hard, kept you too far away from all the things people your age were doing… Sweetie, people are starting to talk.”
And didn’t that pull him out of his stupor.
Contrary to his parent’s belief Shane wasn’t entirely unaware of social cues, case and point immediately cluing on to the fact that Ilya Rozanov wasn’t looking at him platonically. Since then he’d made sure that there were certain cues beaten into his brain, wired to wailing klaxons.
This was one of them.
This was the ‘people are starting to think there’s something wrong with you’ cue.
The ‘people are starting to think you’re gay’ cue.
This was the ‘we need to change your image by pimping you out, Shane’ cue.
Again.
Because people had more of a right to Shane’s life than he did.
“You’re quiet, kid.” His dad murmured softly and Shane was surprised, given that his father rarely involved himself in these sorts of conversations. Hayden had always said that Shane got his aversion towards talking about anything involving sex from his father and he’d been right. ‘The talk’ had been the most awkward five minutes of silence Shane had ever experienced before his mother had taken over the conversation that had become completely and absolutely irrelevant a few months later. “You don’t really go out unless someone’s forcing you to. You don’t really talk to girls-”
“Did Hayden tell you that?” Shane couldn’t help the hostility that entered his voice, eyes narrowing in irritation. “Have you actually been talking to my team about my dating life?” His eyes widened at the guilty looks on his parent’s faces. “Are you serious?” He asked loudly, trying not to yell, knowing it would just make things worse. “It’s bad enough I’m constantly having to fend off women being forced on me by my team every time we go out but now I’ve got you both invading into my private life?” He stood up, causing both of his parents to flinch back in surprise.
He started to pace along the rug, bowl of boring, bland food forgotten on the table. “I… What do you all want from me?” He asked, genuinely confused. “For years you’ve been telling me to focus, to only think about the hockey, not to worry about anything else and I’ve listened to you! Don’t drive too fast, Shane, what will your fans think? Don’t smoke or drink, Shane, you’ll be a bad influence for all the Asians out there. And now? Now you’re telling me I need to go fuck some nameless woman in an anonymous hotel room just so that you, that people, can feel better about my life?!”
Now he was yelling.
And if there was a Russian accented voice in the back of his mind cheering him on? So be it.
“Shane-”
“No.” He cut his mother off angrily, for perhaps only the second time in his life. “No. Did you even think to ask if I’m happy?” He shouted, directing the question at both of his parents. “I’m twenty-three. In any world other than hockey that’s barely an adult! I’m barely halfway through my career, I’m not half-way dead!” He continued to pace, back and forth. “What time is there to have an actual relationship? Is it so bad that I don’t want random hookups in every city we pass through like JJ, or have kids and a wife I never see like Hayden?” His mother’s jaw dropped. “Have you ever thought that maybe I want more than half a relationship?”
He could picture the exact moment his mother’s heart broke for him.
Truly inspired.
Ilya was going to be so proud.
“Oh sweetie. I’m so sorry.” Shane rocked on his heels as his mother threw herself into his arms, wrapping him up into a hug. It was warm and the familiar smell of her perfume, lilies, was comforting, helping him regulate his breathing under her hands where they rubbed across his back. “I didn’t even think… It’s just…” She pulled back, cupping his cheeks with her fingers. “You all move so fast, Shane. It seems like kids these days are married with babies before they’re even out of training skates.”
“Not everyone’s like Hayden, mom.”
That earned him a watery laugh and he winced as his mother wiped half-spilled tears from the corner of her eyes. “True… But I just… I want you to have what we had. What we have.” She threw a glance over towards Shane’s father and Shane felt like he was intruding as they smiled at each other, the exact same way Ilya smiled at him when he’d done something he called myagkiy. He would then proceed to squish Shane into his chest, peppering his face with kisses. Squishable. Shane likened it to cuteness aggression.
“Not everyone meets the love of their life in high school, mom.” Shane said softly, stepping out from between his parents, letting his mother sit down next to her husband, taking his hand in her own. “Some of us are okay to wait a little bit longer.”
It wasn’t until they’d left, leaving mountains of prepped meals and far too many cans of ginger ale for him to leave them all here, that he realised what he’d said. 
“Oh my God, I’m my parents.” He whispered out loud, determined to never, ever let Ilya know.
 

 
“You should get cat.” Shane paused at the mirror where he was brushing his teeth. He looked down at his phone, propped up against the toothbrush holder, where his boyfriend was shaving. He stared for a few moments as the straight razor passed over the side of his long neck, bared, and Shane’s teeth itched. The edge of the bite Shane had given him was just visible at the side of the screen and Shane’s eyes were drawn to the ring of silvery scars that lined up perfectly with his top teeth. He then choked on his toothpaste, bending over the sink to spit and rinse. “Sexy, Hollander.”
“Shut up!” He shot back, scrubbing at his mouth as he started pulling out the various creams, serums and other potions his sponsors had slowly been forcing him to add to his nighttime routine. It wasn’t something he complained about often, it was a soothing process, even when he was dead tired and wanted nothing more than to ignore the world and just fall into bed.
Ilya liked his soft his skin was.
His boyfriend was moving through his house, shutting curtains and bolting doors before barricading himself in his bedroom, the soft light of the bedside lamps running along those high cheekbones Shane loved to trace when Ilya was sleeping beside him.
He was allowed to do that now. Sure, some people may find it creepy that sometimes he’d just lie there in the moonlight and stare at his boyfriend, but Shane was taking a page out of the Russian’s book and refusing to shame himself for enjoying those innocent pleasures. He was sure Ilya did the same.
He finished his last step before replying to Ilya’s earlier statement. “I can’t get a cat. I’m never home.”
Ilya shrugged, settling down under the sheets shirtless, propping his phone up against a pillow as he lay on his side. “Cat is independent. Would not need you all the time. But would be good to snuggle when I am not there.” He ran a hand through his mussed-up curls, soft and chaotic, biceps contracting with the movement and causing Shane’s mouth to water.
He swallowed. What the fuck was wrong with him? He blamed Rozanov for the fact that his previously non-existent sex drive was now constantly in gear.
Maybe it was the regular orgasms.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Ilya asked softly, eyes appearing dark and bottomless in the quiet of the Boston night.
Shane walked into his wardrobe, discarding sleep shirts until he found what he was looking for, slipping the massive jersey over his frame and slipping under the covers, the bears logo prominent over his chest. “About what?” He said, propping his phone up to mirror Ilya’s.
It took Rozanov a few moments to tear his gaze from the jersey- his jersey. A spare Ilya had ‘lost’ a few weeks ago. Shane had smuggled it out of Ilya’s away bag before leaving Boston the last time he’d visited and had lied through his teeth as his boyfriend had torn his house apart trying to find it on the other end of a video call. “Cruel little incubus…” Ilya muttered under his breath, eyes raking down his chest as Shane translated in his head, blushing as the words registered. “You will not distract me, Hollander, you lied to your parents. You do not like to do this.”
Shane instantly felt defensive. “No.”
“Hollander-”
“No, it’s not your problem-”
“Shane!” Ilya called loudly, and Shane’s thoughts shuddered to a halt. “My beautiful, panicking kotenok. Everything about you is my problem.” He smiled happily. "Is best problem."
“Oh.” He truly did forget that sometimes.
“Yes.” Ilya snuggled down further into his pillows. “Now. You will tell me why you are scared to tell parents truth. They love you, da? They are not like my family.”
Shane shook his head slowly, remembering the night Ilya had arrived on his doorstep straight from Moscow, quiet and haunted in a way he’d never seen. If they hadn’t been together then Shane doubted he would have been able to hold out after seeing Ilya like that. “They love me. I know that. And I think if I came out… I think they’d be shocked. And I think… They’d try to hide it but I think they’d be disappointed. In me. For not trying harder. And maybe they would be right- maybe if… Maybe if we weren’t us, maybe I would have found someone.” He hated the way a flicker of guilt crossed Ilya’s stoic features as he voiced the fears he’d held in since he’d watched Ilya sitting on the gym floor in ’09. “I think my mom… At least in the beginning, I think she be angry. I think she’d hate that I wasn’t thinking about my career.”
“Shane…” 
“It’s not just that… I’ve held it in for so long and I think… Maybe they wouldn’t be angry but they’d hate that I didn’t tell them. So much of the most terrifying moment of my life would be about how I didn’t trust them. How it made them feel.” He finished softly, hating himself for feeling that way about his parents. “They love me more than anything, Ilya, what does it say about me that I can’t trust them to love me after?”
Ilya reached out and Shane pictured him stroking the screen of his phone. “No, Shane, is not your fault. This is cruel world, da? World has made us scared. Even with those who love us.”
Shane felt tears start to run down his cheeks, sniffing as he reached for the box of tissues by his bed. “Doesn’t make it any easier.”
“I know. But is no rush.” Shane nodded, settling back down. “One day you will be happy and safe. And maybe will not matter so much when you tell them. Maybe will be so happy you will not care what they think.”
“Maybe.” Shane yawned, exhausted. He was tired of being an emotional wreck. “I wish you were here.” He said, looking around the giant bedroom, with the dark blue walls, bamboo sheets Ilya had insisted on, the silk cases on the pillows his boyfriend had express shipped from Turkey. The rustle of the wind through the trees outside the window that Ilya had spent an entire morning watching, telling Shane he’d always hated the bleak grey cement that seemed to encompass Russian architecture after the Cold War.
Ilya’s face in the dark.
“Me too.”
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  HAYDEN
 
SHANE’S LILY
Pike
Pike
Pike
Here little fishy
Why you are not picking up
Piiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiike 
What do yo want
Cannot spell anymore?
I’ve got kids, you try and find time to type properly
What do you want?
You are so mean to me
You’re saying that like you’ve been nice to me
Am nice. 
Am very nice
Do not tell Shane to cut you off even though whole team is piece of shit
The team isn’t a piece of shit
What the fuck are you saying
What’s Shane told you?
Ah. I see. You are just stupid, not mean
Does not surprise me
Lily. Seriously. What the fuck are you talking about?
Shane hasn’t said anything about the team in weeks
I shut down the last fuckery 
What is this fuckery?
Wait. 
Do you speak English?
No. 
Of course not. 
Am having entire conversation with the Google
Focus little fish
What is this fuckery you say?
It’s… Look, if you don’t already know I shouldn’t be telling you
I swear to god pike I will end you
… Are you a Rozanov fan?
Because you sound like a Rozanov fan
PIKE
FOCUS
OR WILL CUT OFF YOUR HEAD
Calm down
Promise me you won’t tell Shane
No. Have no secrets
You understand. You do not hide things from Lady Pike
I hide plenty from Jackie
I see. She is divorcing you, yes?
Do you want me to explain or not?
…
…
…
Fine. Will not tell Shane.
But you are on thin water Pike
Ice
What?
The saying. You’re on thin ice
Pike. 
Please.
Sorry. The guys have been… They’re not great. 
Most of the time. I mean, they’re normal? For hockey players?
They run their mouths and since you guys are so secret they spend a lot of time saying things about Shane
And about you
I try to shut it down but I’m one guy and I’ve got kids, Lily, I can’t risk fucking this up
Not everyone earns millions in endorsements
Ah yes. You are 15th best hockey player
Shane tells me that best ever hockey player calls you this
Fuck you
Do not fuck married men
Call when Lady Pike decides you have too many secrets
I’m seriously questioning Shane’s taste in women
Has horrible taste in women, yes
Keep being his friend, Pike
If goes whole week without looking like about to cry I will buy you a pony
Fuck, seriously?
I’ll call him, see if he wants to come over and cuddle the twins
He’s always busy with you, I didn’t know he was taking it this hard
…
13th best Voyageur 
Send list of worst ones
Thanks?
Sure, as long as you don’t tell anyone it was me
We are secret buddies, little fish
Shhh
 
CLIFF
 
BROTHER FROM ANOTHER MOTHER
 
Marley
Hottest of bros
Bestest of friends
Giver of favours
Dude it’s 3AM
Can this wait until morning?
I wish to murder some bitches
Am I putting on pants?
You are best 
No pants yet
We ride at dawn
Yes My King
Vic’s been feeling up to some murder lately, gonna text him
Yes. Good plan.
Summon the husbands
We need the WAGs
Oh.
Oh so this is like MURDER murder
Who we going for?
Screenshot0691.jpg
Ooooooh yeeeees. 
I got you brother. 
Let’s ruin some fucking marriages.
 
SCOTT
 
November 2014- New York. Montreal vs Admirals
 
The last few months had been… Odd.
Or perhaps not odd but… Traumatic. That was probably the best word.
Scott’s phone had never been so busy. Scott’s phone had never needed a password either, before Ilya Rozanov started sending him pictures of the most random shit- a selfie with a creepy looking man gesturing wildly at a rug. Multiple blocks of cheese he wanted an opinion on. Three different types of ginger ale- why the fuck did he assume Scott knew anything about ginger ale?
And why was he demanding that Scott kept bottles of it in his apartment?
He thought that Rozanov would settle when the season began, prayed that he’d go back to chirping about Scott’s age and the state of his knees and his back which Scott refused to admit was acting up and forget about their newfound… Whatever the hell this was.
Wishful thinking.
Before games, during games, after games the constant chirping should have been enough to have Scott blocking Rozanov’s number except that every now and then there were nuggets of gold. Carter’s backhand. Andersson’s splits. Tiny little titbits that told Scott that not only was Rozanov watching his games, but he was also watching them.
Between games it was worse. Rozanov hounded him constantly with pictures of pillows, blankets, dinnerware, all confusing as hell until he’d offhandedly mentioned he’d purchased a house in Boston. The first time- and he wished last time- Scott had replied had opened the floodgates and now he received something akin to a stream of consciousness from the Demon of Boston, from the flavour of his toothpaste to Hollander’s stupid mouthguard to the taste of red Gatorade being inferior to blue to his rage at the Battle of Helms deep because-
“The elves should not have been there! Hunter!”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
That had been a mistake. A huge, life altering mistake. Because a day later he was sitting on his couch, Rozanov on speaker phone as he forced Scott to watch The Fellowship of the Ring. With cast commentary.
Twice.
Because apparently he hadn’t appreciated the absence of the ‘OG Balrog Slayer.’ Fucker had known each time Scott went to leave the room. Or tried to fall asleep because fuck it was long. Would start yelling about Scott needing a nap. He was only three years older than them! What the fuck!
Over time he learned to deal with it. He watched as anonymous sources caused the divorce of a good three Voyageurs in a hushed up cheating scandal, listened to Rozanov giggle into a glass of wine for a good half an hour since Hollander was apparently too pissed at his boyfriend for ruining his second line to listen to his bullshit.
With time he came to realise that Rozanov didn’t actually care if he replied most of the time, he’d call if it was actually important but it kept Scott occupied when the rest of the team decided to get together with their WAGs, or their bits of the moment and Scott was just standing there, alone, watching as his life passed him by. Waiting for Rozanov’s next message.
Or Hollander’s.
The kid had called him ‘Mr Hunter’ the first time they’d really spoken. He’d blushed when Scott had asked about his drink. He’d been polite, and sweet, and wouldn’t hurt a fly.
Then he bit Rozanov so hard Scott had sincerely wondered if vampires were real.
The nail marks he’d left on Scott’s hand had scarred over, little silvery dots he’d blamed on a stray cat, a reminder that Hollander was just as violent as any other hockey player, he just kept it better hidden. Scott was more than a little terrified. And thankful, that they only met on the ice a few times each year.
At first the messages Hollander sent were apologetic.
Sorry to disturb you.
Sorry to dig my nails into your tendons.
Sorry to give you a heart attack by having a panic attack in a hotel corridor.
Sorry for scarring you for life by making you realise you’d heard me having sex with the hot Russian you once dreamed about reaming into the rug at the foot of your bed and promptly woke up feeling vaguely dirty.
That one had been a real fucked up realisation- not the railing but the Rozanov of it all. At first it had been the overwhelming knowledge that Shane Hollander, the nicest, sweetest, most respected little centre in the NHL had been assaulted in the room beside Scott by Rozanov and Scott had just laid there, staring at the ceiling and trying desperately not to get hard.
That panic had lasted for about 0.2 seconds once Scott remembered Hollander throwing himself into the giant Russian’s arms and clinging to him like he was the only port in a storm. Desperate. Needy.
Then he’d just been straight up confused, because Scott had an excellent gaydar. It was what had kept him, and the few others he’d come across over the years, safe. He’d seen Hollander coming a mile away.
Ilya Rozanov had been a surprise of epic proportions.
Scott assumed it was an intimidation thing, seducing Hollander to establish dominance.
It was three days later when Scott was running through Central Park that he realised that wasn’t the case.
Rozanov’s hands had been far too familiar with Shane Hollander’s ass.
That had not been a ‘I’m straight except to establish supremacy’ grip. That was a ‘have fucked someone close to my weight up against a wall whilst they clung desperately to my shoulders and I know how to do it and not drop them’ sort of grip.
Rozanov fucked men. And Scott had missed it. The knowledge that Rozanov had fucked Hollander- little itty bitty Hockey God Shane Hollander- was enough to make Scott realise that yes. Maybe he as too old for their shit.
Seriously. Thank fuck he’d missed it because he didn’t think he’d have survived if he’d ever tried to step between those two freaks.
So now here it was, bleary eyed and feeling like a gay sounding board as Hollander messaged him at two in the morning asking if Scott had any recommendations for designers that didn’t look like a mixture between a psych ward and an expensive hotel room, based on the current state of Hollander’s apartment.
Asking him which lube was better for anal- because his research was inconclusive.
Asking him to send links for sex toys, asking which brands were more reputable.
He was half sure that the man was fucking with him but wasn’t brave enough to ask in case it scared him off. Scott had spent so many of his early years as a gay man asking himself the same questions, wishing he’d had someone to ask who wouldn’t destroy his life so he continued to answer the messages with as much objectivity as possible.
It was Hollander’s phone calls that broke him a little.
The first was after the opening game of the season and he’d come home to find two missed calls from Hollander’s number, the second a message apologising for bothering him.
It had been well past midnight wherever Hollander was so Scott had sent a message asking if he was up before hopping into the shower for a more thorough wash, a beer then bed.
He’d been halfway through the second when Hollander’s name had appeared on his screen and he answered once he finished swallowing. “Good game, kid. Two goals and-”
“Are the Admirals… Are they as bad as Montreal?”
Scott had sat up in his bed, immediately clocking onto Hollander’s tone. “You okay?”
A thin, depressed laugh filtered through his phone speaker. “Not really. But there’s not much I can do about it.” 
Scott heard the rustling of cutlery in the background and prayed Hollander was eating and not contemplating far worse. Wouldn’t be the first time Scott had gotten one of those calls.  “Hollander? Should I be calling someone?”
The man snorted. “No.” His next few words were so muffled by chewing that Scott didn’t even bother trying to interpret them. “I just- They’re such fuckwits!” Scott winced and held the phone away from his ear at the sudden shout. “How did I put up with it- how do you put up with this? I’m one of the best fucking hockey players in the league and I have to spend hours every day being called a faggot because they think it’s hilarious!” A plate slammed down on stone and Scott sighed, remembering his own awakening to the joys of the NHL.
“Calm down, kid, and welcome to my world. Be grateful you came into it after I did, it was far harder at seventeen-”
“I was, though. Seventeen.” Shane’s voice was soft now. Reminiscent. “I was just a better liar and aggressively closeted back then.”
Scott rubbed his hand over his beard, wincing. “Shit, kid. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.”
“It’s fine. It’s not like you knew. No one really does. Except Ilya.”
Scott huffed in amusement. “Thought your little tryst would have been more taking your anger out on each other than sharing tragic backstories.” Hollander had just laughed at that before launching into an all-out tirade against a Comeau, a Voyageurs’ forward Scott had really never registered who seemed to think that Shane’s lack of ‘pussy game’ made him a fairy.
He then spent the next hour talking himself down from committing murder on Hollander's behalf.
Suddenly those divorces didn’t seem that much of an overreaction.
 

 
Time passed. Scott played. Carter would occasionally force his way through the door and spend the night in his spare room after an afternoon of whatever caught the other man’s fancy. Most of the time Scott came home to an empty apartment and the occasional heavy package from Rozanov that contained weighted blankets, little bits and pieces from Hollander that he picked up in airports, markets and museums, things he thought Scott would enjoy. Both men had just decided to… He couldn’t believe it, but Hollander and Rozanov had befriended him, and he found himself looking forward to when they’d first play each other.
Because he was an idiot.
It was late into November when Montreal rolled into town like a fucking bad smell, a last minute goal from Hollander himself sending the score 1-0 to Montreal and leaving Scott with a bad taste in his mouth, one Carter insisted could only be cured by copious amounts of alcohol and a strip club.
A strip club.
Scott was standing in a strip club. Holding what Rozanov would call ‘weak as shit American potato juice.’ So sue him. The occasional bottle of the good stuff Rozanov kept on sending had spoiled him. He had a good five litres acting as paperweights around the place because clearly Rozanov thought he was an alcoholic.
The lights were flashing and the music was loud and some woman was undulating on the stage and Scott grimaced, downing the rest of his glass. He felt a presence by his side and looked slightly down, flinching in surprise at the look of concentration Hayden Pike was fixing on his features. “Hi?”
Pike just turned back to the front. “I need a favour.” The man was typing furiously on his phone and Scott was more than a little horrified to see ‘SHANE’S AWFUL TASTE’ at the top of the chat, Scott’s surname scattered throughout the chirpy messages.
What the fuck was happening. “What?”
Pike jabbed towards where poor little gay as all fuck Shane Hollander sat squished on a couch in front of the stage between two of his massive defenders, wide eyed and terrified, clutching his phone like a lifeline and a few dollar bills away from having a conniption. “I need you to get that man the fuck out of here, Hunter, before someone locks him in a room with one of those women.”
Scott saw red. Slowly, he placed his empty glass on the empty table beside him, turning, looking over the slighter figure of the Montreal winger. “Excuse me?” He spat out, causing Pike to take a step back. “What the fuck-”
Thankfully for him Pike seemed to realise how that had sounded and he quickly backtracked. “Why the fuck are you looking at me like that!” He cried out, backstepping furiously and raising his hands in defence. “I’m the one trying to get him the fuck out of there! Lily said-” He winced but forged forward, as if revealing ‘Lily’ was the lesser of two evils compared to strippers. “They said you were a good guy. And if I go over there it’ll just make it worse.” Scott had never seen the man look to insufferably twitchy and he found himself pitying him.
Scott was pitying Hayden Pike.
What was the world coming to.
“Why the hell did he come out if he didn’t want to be here?”
Pike rolled his eyes, tugging on Scott’s sleeve, dragging him towards the carnage. “Dude, have you seen him lately? I don’t know what the fuck’s going on, he just gives me that look that says he’d hiding something then fucks off, but he’s on fire and in their tiny little concussed brains that means he needs to be celebrated, whether he wants to or not…”
Pike wasn’t wrong, Hollander had been tearing the ice to shit the last few games Scott had tuned into, twice as intense as Scott had never seen him. “Look man, clearly there’s something he doesn’t want to tell me, and that’s fine, but Lily says you might know something about it and…” Those giant blue eyes stared straight through Scott’s fucking soul. “You’re kinda like him. Captains. Way too serious captains. I’m kinda hoping here that maybe you’ll be able to tell me if there’s something more I need to worry about.”
More.
More. 
“More?”
Pike just shrugged. “You’re not an idiot, Hunter, don’t act like one.”
That pulled Scott up short. “And here I thought you’d lost all your brain cells through your dick.” He chirped back, patting him on the back. “Direct a few of those back to managing your piece of shit teammates.” He left Pike standing by the bar as he forced his way through the drunks and the puck bunnies towards Hollander who’d caught his gaze and was already trying to wriggle out of the booth.
“Oi! Hollander!” Scott ignored the boos that accompanied the jeers and the empty beer cans being thrown at his head, bending over the low back of the booth, shoving his hands under Hollander’s armpits and hauling. The smaller man slipped backwards out of the grasp of his shocked captors, going limp and letting Scott pull him back and upright, brushing the worst of the glitter off his jacket. “Hollander, you’re never getting this shit out.” He ruffled short black hair, grimacing as the little particles clung to his own clothes. “Come on. Need to talk to you.” He nodded at a thankful looking Pike who immediately returned to his phone then grabbed Hollander by the back of his jacket and started dragging him towards the back door of the club, then towards the taxi rank. “Shit, kid, just say no next time.”
Hollander snorted as he zipped up his jacket against the cold night air, using Scott’s larger bulk as a windbreak. “Yeah, because that’s the best way to hide the gay. Avoid all the naked women.” He shot Scott a dirty look as they slid into the cab that smelled like curry, the driver halfway through his dinner. “Hey, can you drop us off wherever you got that?” Hollander asked happily, leaning over the back of the driver’s partition and pointing at his food.
Ten minutes later they were a few blocks from Scott’s apartment and carrying bags of takeout, Hollander near skipping in his contentment as they analysed their game, Hollander surprisingly as happy as Rozanov to throw out little bits of advice. It was like an overeager puppy trying to impress his senior.
Rozanov had infected the kid.
It wasn’t until he was unlocking his front door that he realised that Hollander was the first person he’d ever bought home who wasn’t a teammate and by teammate he meant Carter. Hookups to hotels. Other teammates to larger and louder houses. He paused. “Um- sure you don’t want to go back to your hotel?”
Hollander was Un. Im. Pressed. “Kiska.” He muttered as he grabbed Scott’s key from his hand and unlocked the door, barging straight in like he owned the place.
“Kid…” Scott followed the smaller man into his kitchen where Hollander was already poking through his cupboards, pulling out plates and bowls and cutlery, setting it all out on the counter. Scott let him.
It wasn’t until they were settled, Hollander poking at his vegetables, Scott knee deep in a beef masala that he really took in the kid. Relaxed shoulders. Slight smile directed at his phone. Not a carb counter in sight. “You’re… Not what I expected, Hollander.” He said softly, making sure he didn’t sound accusatory.
Hollander looked up and frowned. “What’s that mean?”
“You… Come on, kid. You know the sort of reputation you have. And now you’re invading my apartment and insulting me in Russian.”
A forkful of rice was chewed thoughtfully. “Is it a bad thing?” He asked, sounding genuinely curious. Curious. Not defensive. As if he didn’t really care how Scott was going to answer.
“I… I guess it’s not bad, per se. But it’s noticeable enough that Pike pretty much asked me to find out if you were on drugs.”
Shane stilled opposite him, deliberately placing his fork down, and for the first time since Scott had rescued him he look unsure. “Hayden asked you… So… You wouldn’t have come over if he hadn’t?”
Scott scrunched his eyebrows in confusion. “No, why would I have?” That was clearly the wrong answer because Hollander’s expression shut down and an embarrassed flush sprawled across his cheekbones as the Canadian stood up, carefully picking up his food and tipping the near full plate back into one of the containers, placing it in the fridge. “Kid?”
“I’m sorry for taking up your time.” His words were stilted, formal as he gathered his jacket from where he’d hung it neatly over the back of his chair. “I thought… I thought maybe you just wanted to… Hang out. Because we were friends.”
“Hollander-”
“I don’t have many.” The kid looked like he was about to cry and Scott wanted to shoot himself for making him look so disappointed. “Rozanov says I’m bad at knowing when people are just being polite.” He shrugged, jacket on and shoes in place. “I’ll see you in a month.”
Scott sat there. Like a fucking idiot. As Rozanov’s pathetic little Canadian hockey player shuffled to Scott’s front door, leaving him with a sad little smile and a bucket of self-loathing.
He pushed himself to his feet, hurrying after the kid when the sound of the door opening pulled him out of his stupid. “Wait- Hollander!” He called, catching his sleeve halfway out the door. “Fuck- we’re friends, alright. You, and fucking Rozanov, you’re like fucking bedbugs, I’d have to burn down my whole apartment to get rid of the two of you.” He still looked nervous, so Scott pulled out the big guns. “Come on, I’m not drinking all the fucking ginger ale Rozanov has me stockpiling by myself.” He dragged the unprotesting kid back to the counter, shoved a can and the plastic container back in front of him and tucked back into his own food, done with the displays of vulnerability for the night. “So. Are you on drugs?”
Hollander choked on his drink, beating at his chest as he tried to catch his breath. “No!” He forced out, wincing. “I’m not on fucking drugs, fucks sake Hay.” He wiped at his mouth with a napkin and took another drink. “I’m seeing someone.”
Scott’s world stopped spinning. “You’re seeing someone.”
“Yeah.” Hollander nodded into his food. “Lily.”
Lily. Lily. “Wait. I thought Rozanov was Lily.”
Hollander looked like a chipmunk, holding his dinner in one cheek as he gave Scott an aggressively confused look. He swallowed violently. “How do you know that?”
“He’s got pretty distinctive syntax, kid, and who the fuck else would be texting Pike with an exit strategy that involved yours truly?” He wasn’t expecting the look of sheer horror that crossed Hollander’s features. “You okay, kid?”
“Hayden… and Rozanov?”
“Yeah? Why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost?”
“Because I might have…” The kid whispered, face pale and eyes wide in horror. “It’s like introducing Satan to Hades and expecting them to hate each other but they won’t, Scott, it’ll be the most unholy of alliances because they’re both fucking assholes-”
Dramatic bitch. “I think you’re overacting, kid. Pike didn’t seem to know who he was talking to.”
The way Hollander’s nose scritched up angrily was impossibly cute. “It’d better stay that way.” He spat out, stabbing a bean aggressively. “I’ve got enough shit to worry about without Rozanov trying to steal my best friend.” Hollander sounded almost sullen, and the pout, God that pout.
Scott decided it was safer to just look back at his food. “Well I doubt he’ll ever figure it out, Pike’s never seemed one of the most intelligent players.” Shane looked insulted on Pike’s behalf. “Pretty sure you’ve said it yourself.”
“Doesn’t mean you can.”
Scott dodged the grains of undercooked rice Hollander flicked at his face. “Whatever, kid.” Heh. Lily. Ilya. Fucking Rozanov. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone you’re using Rozanov has a beard.”
The look he received told him he was an idiot, he just couldn’t figure why. “Rozanov was right. You’re one step from senility.” Another piece of potato entered Hollander’s mouth. “I’m not going to put my boyfriend’s name in my phone so they can cross reference his dick pics.”
Oh god. “You need to delete those, kid, I’ve seen way too many hacking attacks.”
Shane just shrugged, that same little smirk crossing his face as he turned to his softly buzzing phone. “We’re not stupid, Scott.” His expression morphed into a soft grin, looking utterly besotted.
A large part of Scott was absolutely thrilled for the kid. Clearly something had happened in Vegas that had settled him in a way Scott could never have predicted. He was also incredibly, impossibly jealous and hated himself for it. Because little baby gay Shane Hollander looked so damned happy and now Scott had to force himself to mirror that happiness straight back. He was about to try when he realised that Hollander hadn’t stopped talking, rambling as he pushed his food about his container.
“He’s… Amazing. He’s been amazing. Whenever I start to get in my head he just pulls me straight out like he’s been doing it for years but I… I just worry. One minute we were barely friends and then he just… He told me he was my boyfriend. Just like that. He gave me rules. Told me what he expected. Like it was a contract. And when I got home I spent a full week so fucking scared that that’s what it was. A convenient way for us to get off without worrying about STIs.”
Scott choked as Hollander frowned in his direction. “A legitimate concern, sure.”
Shane just shook his head. “He texts me. Constantly. Good mornings and nights and he asks about my training, my diet, practice, my house, he compliments me.” Scott’s chest constricted in reaction to the utterly smitten look on Hollander’s face. God, the kid had it bad. “It went from nothing to everything in the space of a minute and it hasn’t stopped. I feel like he’s the most important thing in my life and I’d kill anyone who got in the way of me having him.” Wide, naïve eyes looked up at Scott. “Is this… Normal? I don’t know, I was seventeen when I met him, Scott, and he’s been it. I was stupid, and I ignored it, but there’s never been anyone else and I don’t know if I’m just deluding myself into thinking I don’t ever want anyone else.”
It took Scott a few moments to process Hollander’s monologue before he sat back in his seat, looking up at the ceiling for help from whoever the fuck was listening. “Look, kid. I could say a lot of things about that.” He grimaced at the look of terror that crossed Shane’s face. “Don’t do that. Don’t catastrophise. I’m not saying there’s something wrong with your relationship. You say it’s been years. You already know how you fit together, now you’re just learning all those little extra bits. And maybe what you’re experiencing what was there all along. It’s just less hidden now.” He sat forward. “Does he know about Rozanov?”
“Huh?” Hollander had found a straw and was sucking thoughtfully.
Calm now.
Quiet.
“Does your boyfriend, who has apparently been in love with you-”
“I don’t know if he’s in love with me.” Another sip. “At least he hasn’t said anything.”
“Believe me, kid, it sounds like that man has you locked up and he threw away the key. I’m just worried that when he finds out you had a one-night stand with a guy you still eye-fuck on the ice it may throw everything off for you.” Did he use that expression to get a reaction? Yes.
Did he get one?
No. Not even a little blush. Hollander just sat there, calm as anything sipping his ginger ale, the slightest twitch of the side of his mouth betraying his amusement. “He knows.” Shane said softly. “We don’t have any secrets anymore.”
“And what did he say?”
Another sip. “Same thing he says every time I see him.”
“Which is?”
“Get on your knees and suck my cock.”
Scott felt his world rearrange.
And Shane Hollander. Cute, sweet, innocent little Shane Hollander just sat there. In Scott’s kitchen. With his ginger ale. Ginger ale Scott would never have had on hand if Rozanov hadn’t been bugging him about it. Telling Scott Hunter about his sex life. “Oh.”
“Hmm.” Shane bent over at the waist and leaned his elbows on the marble countertop, settling into place with that same enigmatic smile on his lips, as if he was enjoying Scott’s mental breakdown.
Shane Hollander was a little shit.
“You’re an asshole.”
“No, that’s Rozanov.”
“Fine. You’re a little shit.” Hollander dipped his head in agreement. “The two of you fucking deserve each other.” Scott shook his head. “Fuck, kid. I have to know. How the fuck did Rozanov talk you into his bed at All Stars? You’d never given indication-”
“To you.”
Scott’s brain shuddered to a halt. “To me?”
Shane nodded. “I’d never given an indication to you.” Another sip.
“So… You had. To him.” Shane shrugged. “When?” Dark brown eyes crinkled in amusement and his mouth opened- likely to destroy Scott’s brain- when Shane’s phone started to ring. Hollander looked over and smirked. “Do you want me to give you a second?” Scott asked.
Hollander just smiled. Reached forward and accepted the call, finger tapping the speaker button. “You’d better not be jerking off. I think I’ve traumatised Hunter enough.”
“Noooooooooo Hollander, I wanted to fuck with Hunter together!” Scott’s jaw dropped as the familiar cadence of Rozanov’s English filtered through the speaker.
“Let’s avoid using fuck and Hunter in the same sentence, hmm?” Hollander snuggled back into his jacket, closing his eyes happily. “Did you call to tell me exactly how well I played tonight?”
“No. You play like shit. Even Hunter better.”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“Hmm. Maybe later.” There was the sound of someone yelling in the background, Marlow, from the sound of it. “You have given Hunter present?”
“Isn’t my presence enough of a present?”
“Your presence is curse, Hollander. Give it.”
Shane sighed heavily and reached into his back pocket, pulling out a small box. He slid is across to Scott who frowned as he saw the small USB drive. “What the hell is this?”
“Is porn collection!”
 
HAYDEN
 
December 2014- Montreal
 
STOP FUCKING ANSWERING YOU IDIOT
Piiiiiike
Pike
PIKE
Why do you not love me pike
Am wanting to wish you happy crismas and do not answer
You are very mean and I hate you
Shane hates you to
Some of us have families that are more important than their best friend’s bitchy girlfriend
Mean
Am orphan
You make me cry pike
An going to drown in vodka
Shit
Sorry
I didn’t know
Shane still doesn’t tell me anything about you
Is not your business
He does not want you to fall in love with me
Am very sexy
Sexiest thing in world. Is why was able to get shane Hollander to lock me down
I seriously doubt that that’s the reason I know nothing about you
You’re not married are you?
No will only marry shane
But do not tell him
Shhhhhhhh
Have already found best ring. Is very shiny. Very precious
You’re not getting him the one ring are you?
Because that’s pretty fucking weird
He doesn’t even like LOTR- I tried to make him watch the extendeds with me when the twins were born and he said it was boring
You did not have best incentives
Use it as background for sex marathons
I didn’t need to know that
But you say you want to know about me?
Sex is very big part
I don’t want to know that
I want to know how you met, how you fell in love, what you like and dislike, do you like kids, cats, dogs, hockey, do his parents like you, does anyone else know about you
I just want to be a part of his life but he doesn’t want me to be anymore
It sucks, and the only window I have into the most important thing in his life is these texts
I just want to know if he’s happy
I want to know why he thinks I wouldn’t be happy for him 
…
You are romantic little fish
And maybe good friend. Sometimes. 
I will not tlel you most o f those things, there are reasons, I have bad family that can hurt him. and me.
You are less stupid than I think at first, I think you could figure out and shane is not ready
He also does not trust that you will not tell lady pike, and she has baby brain
So I tell you only that I like kids. And cats but only fluffy ones. Dogs are best. Hockey is also best and Rozanov is sexiest player in league
Gross
Also I am capable of keeping a secret from my wife, she doesn’t know I even know about you
One person knows. He saw, and had to blackmail to keep quiet but he is pathetic so is okay
Is very secret
For long time
Cannot tell you how long
Fuck. Okay
Fine
Just
Please look after him, yeah? You’ve got access to a part of him I don’t
I cant support him if I don’t know what’s happening
Seriously
You are not allowed to be in love with my husband
He’s not your husband
Yet
Am stealing him for new years
You sidetracked me
Yeah- he said he was seeing you
Have fun
 
CLIFF
 
December 2014- New York
 
Cliff Marlow was a jock, through and through. It was his entire personality.
He was also a bit of a slut. He’d formerly ascribed to the title ‘man-whore’ but when Roz had joined the team as a little baby Russian with his baby-fat cheeks and baby broken English he’d taken one look at Cliff’s little black book and given Cliff a delightfully filthy look. “Slut.”
Cliff had worn it like a badge of honour ever since.
They had worn it like a badge of honour.
Ilya Rozanov was a slut of the highest calibre- only the most beautiful, the most talented, the pinnacle of perfection had been good enough for Ilya Rozanov and Cliff had found himself a buddy in all things, more than happy over the years to just ride along on the other man’s coattails, snapping up the high quality beauties Ilya passed on- the red heads, the women dainty enough Cliff could near fit his hands around their waists and his personal favourites, the tall leggy blondes with those piercing blue eyes… They’d shared the occasional trip to Paris, too, grinning across tan, freckled shoulders, receiving a delighted smirk of too white teeth from his Captain as they scored just as well as they did on the ice.
Over the years Cliff had seen more than he wanted to of Roz’s alarmingly proportionate dick, and despite being dumb as bricks when it came to many things, Cliff was aware he’d abandoned zero and sat firmly at 1 on the good old Kinsey years ago.
Okay, maybe a two. On some days.
That being said, he knew exactly how he felt about that particular Russian dick.
Ew.
And it wasn’t like Cliff was shy, he’d looked plenty, cataloguing, he knew what he’d like if he ever actually swayed that way and in hockey dicks out was a way of life… But Roz?
Again. Ew.  
He loved Roz like the brother he’d never had. He’d been his guinea pig when Cliff had started learning to cook after his last girlfriend had left him in the lurch. They’d sat for hours playing COD, throwing snacks and ending up wrestling on the floor. Roz had forced him to watch Lake Placid- of all the films Roz could have loved- more times than he could count, with the nights being rounded out with Independence Day for the hundredth time. That one Cliff understood at least. Aliens and patriotism.
In turn Roz had somewhat domesticated Cliff, sometimes against his will. He’d thrown out every single dingy off-white bath towel Cliff had been using for the last five years. He’d dragged him straight past IKEA and into an actual furniture store when he’d heard the creaking of Cliff’s bed frame. Ilya Rozanov had spent three hours one afternoon completely decimating Cliff’s closet, tossing clothes into rubbish bags and giving him such a filthy look of disgust when Cliff suggesting donating them that Cliff had just sat and watched for the rest of the afternoon, ordering Chinese when Ros finally took a break after informing him they were going shopping the next day.
So yeah. Their relationship was firmly two single guys without close family doing the thing single guys do- latching on so hard they become completely codependent. They were bros. Best of bros. Which was why Cliff picked up on the change the instant Roz stepped into his apartment.
His boy was happy. 
He’d felt a stab of guilt then, pushing it down quickly so that grinning man didn’t notice as they’d slammed into each other in a backbreaking hug, Cliff dragging the slightly shorter man into the kitchen.
How had he never noticed that Roz hadn’t been happy? Because this shit? This was on a whole ‘nother level. This was like a sun had lit up inside his friend and Roz just couldn’t keep his happiness contained.
Fuck did it show.
That entire afternoon Roz looked like he was one step from exploding with glee, wriggling excitedly in his seat every time his phone went off and blushing, immediately replying with a toothy grin.
Cliff didn’t say anything. Didn’t point out that Russians weren’t supposed to blush. Just mashed his controller and sipped his beer and wondered what the fuck had happened in Vegas that had changed everything.
It all made sense when Roz removed his hoodie, wearing a singlet and joggers and tucked under a blanket on Cliff’s couch with a bowl of soup.
A fucking bite mark.
Angry and red and new and not the sort of thing Cliff had seen before because Roz was a very ethical slut, he wasn’t the sort to parade around with marks and remind his partners of who he was up to besides them. That being said Cliff wasn’t surprised he liked the biters- though this was less of a nibble and more someone who had seen Roz and decided to stake a violent claim on his bestest of buddies.
And Roz wore it as a badge of fucking hour.
Took his antibiotics without question. Smile on his face.
Cliff knew for a fact that this was a hell of a girl.
So he watched.
He was a good bro. He would be there and ready with celebratory vodka when Roz decided he was ready to tell him about his girl.
Cliff waited.
Six months.
He didn’t expect it to take so long.
He may also be less than patient. For him six weeks was a lifetime.
A lifetime of siting at bars and watching Roz blush at his phone.
Of going to clubs where Roz danced and ditched, barely touching his partners and sure has hell not letting them touch him.
Of joining the rest of the team on benders after wins and watching Roz replace his expensive vodka with water before they left hotel rooms or wherever they were pre-gaming. He watched as Roz had a drink or two then stopped, poking and prodding teammates who’d have previously been left for dead on someone’s couch into beds, under blankets, into taxis and their WAG’s waiting arms.
Cliff just kept on watching. Waiting. Being the best of bros and supporting his bro in his endeavours to capture the heart of what had to be one uptight bitch. Leaning into Roz’s newfound bitter hatred of all things Voyageur that wasn’t Hollander or, to his everlasting confusion, Pike.
Cliff watched and only watched because he was smart sometimes, but this? This was way out of his wheelhouse, as evidenced by his chronic singledom. He’d never experienced it himself, Roz’s near constant happiness. He’d never looked like that before. Besotted. A look Cliff became very familiar with.
Cliff became familiar with a lot of new expressions. Fondness. Adoration.
Incredibly, inappropriately fucking horny.
Cliff found himself going for walks for a good few hours whenever they were rooming together because fuck, Roz. Way to make a man jealous.
So yeah, he wanted to meet Jane, and not just because Roz’ girl was the sort of woman that had had the two of them shopping for ring lights and tripods one afternoon. No. it was also because his Captain was on fucking fire.
Like tonight. 3-2 to Boston in the third period against the bastards from Montreal, Shane Hollander leading the charge against their goalie, Roz hard on his tail and-
No.
Just no.
No.
Cliff had taken way too many hits tonight if he was actually considering what he was considering.
He shook his head and moved the fuck on.
 

 
He wasn’t concussed. They’d checked twice. He also wasn’t drunk. Or drugged. With Roz out of action on the pot front Cliff had been depressingly sober for a while now.
So why. Why. Why was he siting here. In a bar. With the rest of the Bears. And Montreal, the fuckers, who had turned up an hour into their celebration, miserable and depressed and just how Marlow liked them.
Why was he sitting here looking at Roz’ phone. Dead. Facedown on the bar like he hadn’t seen it in months.
As his Captain.
His best friend.
Stared at Shane Hollander’s ass from across the room.
And not just stared. Roz looked like he wanted to bite that ass. Bury his face in that ass. Smother himself and die a happy man in that ass.
Not that Cliff didn’t get it. Hollander’s ass was a thing of great beauty, even he understood that. Objectively. Good little Canadian boys with enough muscle to bench press Cliff weren’t really his type. That being said it was the kind of ass that could send a susceptible male to his knees.
But not Roz. Never Roz. Never once had his captain ever given Cliff the slightest inkling that he was into dudes.
But then… This was Hollander. The pinnacle of everything Roz could never have.
The Everest of asses.
Made perfect sense that his bestest buddy would want to climb his rival like a tree if it meant he could conquer the unconquerable. Shove his face in that ass and bite.
Cliff was going down a terrifying rabbit hole and the rabbit’s name was Geoff and Geoff was as obsessed with this shit as Cliff was so he could tell this was all going downhill from here.
He leaned over, elbowing Roz in the side. The man’s gaze did not shift one inch. “Dude. Focus.”
“I am focus.”
“Dude.”
Roz seemed to shake himself out of his ass-induced stupor, scowling at Cliff. “What?”
“Hollander. You look like you want to bite him.”
Again, the blush. “Do not want to bite. Want to rip out throat with teeth.” He gnashed his jaws together dramatically with a click.
Cliff snorted. “Then maybe start looking at his throat before Pike and Boiziau catch you staring at their captain’s ass and start making problems.” Cliff pointed out before he looped his elbow around Roz’s and dragged the stumbling man out the pub into the streets of Montreal. “Let’s get you to bed, buddy. You’re way too tired to be out if your teeth are getting itchy around Hollander.”
Roz laughed, getting his feet under him and smirking at Cliff. “Not to bed, Marlow, to bed.” He threw a glance over his shoulder before unlinking their elbows, stepping away from Cliff and into the- fucking street- right in front of an SUV rumbling slowly through the night towards them, vanishing behind the bulk of the car that slowed to a halt for a moment at the lights before taking off.
With his captain in it.
Oh.
Oh.
Yeah. Montreal Jane.
 

 
He hadn’t expected Roz to come back that night. They weren’t in Montreal often and if he’d been kidnapped by what was undoubtedly a very hot babe he would have ignored curfew too.
That was why Cliff had decided to lay down in the corner beside his bed to roll out his hamstring.
It was why when he’d felt a nap coming on he’d followed where it had beckoned, having fallen asleep in far less savoury places.
It was why he was dazed and confused when the soft click of the door woke him at six in the morning, a sliver of light heralding Roz’s return. He watched from his position on the carpet as Roz tiptoed across the floor, whispering into his phone until he noticed Cliff’s empty bed. Then he laughed. “Marley is also breaking curfew.” He said as he dropped his keys and wallet onto the bedside table, flipping on the lamp.
Cliff couldn’t hear who was on the other end, he just knew that it had to be Roz’s girl, because no one else had him looking that damned stupid. He pushed himself up onto his knees, resting his chin on the top of the mattress as Roz started to putter around his side of the room, picking up pieces of clothing and toiletries as he packed for their early flight, completely oblivious to Cliff’s presence as he rambled into the phone, a curious mixture of English and Russian that had Cliff wondering if the girl on the end was the infamous Svetlana whom Cliff had heard about more than once. But she was back in Boston. Or Russia.
Eventually Roz propped his phone against the lamp base and hit the speaker button, starting to strip down. “You will call tonight? Leave message? Will be on plane when good little Canadian hockey players should be in bed.”
What the fuck. 
“Go fuck yourself, Rozanov.” The unbearable fondness in Shane Hollander’s voice, Cliff’s own personal sleep paralysis demon, was unmistakeable.
“No, no. I fuck you, Hollander.” Roz replied with a grin that had Hollander laughing on the other end of the line before they both rattled off a string of Russian that Cliff couldn’t understand because holy fuck. 
He was in the room with a fucking legend.
Tenzing fucking Norgan waz in da house.
Roz had conquered Everest.
“Sooo… Hollander?”
Rozanov spun, smacked his shin on the side of the bed and went down in a heap of too long limbs and swearing. “What the fuck, Marlow!” He scream whispered, pulling himself onto his knees as Cliff just stared at him, only the top of his head visible over the mattress. “You are always here?”
Cliff shrugged. “Fell asleep stretching.” He cocked his head to the side. “We gonna talk about how you’ve tasted the forbidden dick?”
Roz’s jaw dropped. And stayed there. For a good minute. Cliff thought it was hilarious. Finally, Roz gathered himself enough to talk. “You do not care I am with man?” He forced out, vulnerable, and Cliff immediately shuffled around the side of the bed on his knees, dragging the smaller man into his side, slinging an arm around his shoulders.
As he often did when confronted with physical affection Roz just melted into Cliff’s side, though he imagined that this time it was in relief, from the way he let out a great shuddering breath. “Nah, man, shoulda known. You don’t do anything halfway.” He snorted in amusement. “But Hollander, man? That porcupine?” At Roz’s look he explained. “Small, mousy, lots of spines.”
Ros nodded in understanding. “Yes. Sometimes is dikobraz. Porkipine. Very prickly. But most of time is like small, cuddly kitten who bites. Wants to curl in lap and sleep after very vigorous fucking.”
“TMI, Roz. Don’t need to imagine you and Hollzy going at it. Though I will commend your taste in ass. He has a fantastic- oi!” He rubbed his bicep where Roz had pinched him, hard. “Don’t worry, I don’t want your fuck-buddy.”
Instead of laughing as he’d expected, Roz just shook his head. “No, is not fuck buddy anymore.” A look of pride overtook his angular features. “Second best hockey player in league is my boyfriend.” Cliff felt the little happy wriggle the Russian let out through their point of contact and the sheer absurdity of it had him looking up at the ceiling, sending out a generic plea for help.
“Fuck, Roz… If people find out…”
“We know.” He sounded sad now. “Only one person knows, now two. You must not say to anyone… Shane worries about Voyageurs. They are…”
“Casually cruel on a good day, violently homophobic on a bad day? Like the rest of the league?”
Roz shook his head slowly. “No… I think… I think is worse. Shane is not just scared of team discovering me… He is also worried about them discovering him.” Cliff immediately knew what he was talking about. “Already they say things to him that scare him. Make him think they know. He tries hard not to show, but I am concerned.” He drew a hand through his unruly curls, revealing the slightest indentations of teeth at the tip of his ear.
Shane Hollander. Bitey.
“He’s got friends, though, doesn’t he? Pike? The Frenchish one, Boiziau?” Cliff dragged the second name out of somewhere deep, stored there after one of many Roz Rants about the team of Shane Hollander.
Ilya nodded slowly in acknowledgement but he didn’t look reassured. “They say are friends but Boiziau is saying same as teammates, and Pike is very scared too, already some on team are mean to him if says anything about Shane. But feeds him, so is better than nothing.”
“You know I won’t tell anyone, right? I’d never risk that-”
“Is okay. I know.” He butted his head against Cliff’s shoulder. “You are good man, Cliff Marlow. Good friend. And emotional support dinosaur needs emotional support Bear.” He reached for his phone and a few moments later Roz was sending him a contact.
“Buddy. Is that Scott Hunter’s number?”
“Yes. Needs more friends. But do not tell him about me and Shane. Thinks we had one night stand in All-Stars long time ago and I am beard. Very senile.”
Cliff laughed before shoving Roz to the side, pulling himself up onto his bed. “Fuck man, this sounds like a story.” He flopped back, settling his arms under his head. “Tell me. How did you, premier asshole of the NHL, manage to bag the hottest guy out there.”
Ilya looked fucking delighted as he hopped up onto the end of Cliff’s bed. “I tell you everything.”
 

 
DINOSAUR SUPPORT GROUP
 
HELLO MY COLLECTION OF QUEERS AND HUNTER
YESS MARLEY THAT INCLUDES YOU I SEE HOW YOU LOOK AT MY DICK
Marley: Dude. There are far less traumatic ways to tell them I know. Also I don’t stare at your dick. Except to hate how big it is. We are strictly no homo my dude
Jane: Ilya. What the fuck have you done?
Marley: Don’t blame him, I was kinda sleeping on the floor and heard you guys
Dinosaur: Rozanov did you just fucking out me?
No but you did you 
HELLO MY COLLECTION OF QUEERS THAT INCLUDES HUNTER BECAUSE IS STUPID
Dinosaur: Fuck. Fuck you. Fuck all of you. I’m gonna go jump off my fucking balcony
Shane: There’s a small chance you’d survive
Marley: Yeah, probs better to choose something else
Just wait for meteor
You would probably just break hip and end up in nursing home
Dinosaur: I fucking hate you all. I’m going to bed. Leave me alone
Nooooo Hunter, you cannot go- is group for you! Because you are depressed!
Dinosaur: I’m not fucking depressed I’m fucking terrified because this shit exists now, in text form, in some corner of the internet
Marley: yeah, sure, but who’s actually gonna be looking for it? I mean, Whatsapp security isn’t that bad. I’ve heard
Wow. Marley using big words
Very scary
Marley: Fuck you Roz. Lemme sleep. 
You can go to sleep
Marley: YOU ARE FUCKING GIGGLING WHILE YOU TEXT HOLLANDER IN THE BED BESIDE ME SHIT HEAD
Shane: Oh my god I hate this
 

 
New years. The last few years most of the guys had gotten together at Roz’s apartment, but when Roz had informed them he was seeing family in Russia over the Christmas period, facilitated by the luckiest of byes in history, they’d scattered like fat little bumblebees in the wind.
Cliff had been torn between sitting on his couch and having a beer, sitting in his bed and having a beer, and sitting in his kitchen, also having a beer, debating dragging himself to see his sisters and their twenty thousand children on New Years after spending much of Christmas in that sticky hell.
To say that he was confused as fuck to have Roz show up on his doorstep, plane tickets to New York of all places in one hand, and a bag of presents in the other was an understatement. “Pack, we are going to annoy captain of Admirals.”
Wasn’t like Cliff had anything better to do.
So he’d packed and they’d caught an early morning flight from Boston to LaGuardia, landing at ten and stepping out into small flurries of snow, Roz taking them straight towards a large international grocery where Cliff found himself laden down with bags of ingredients for whatever feast Roz planned on cooking.
No alcohol was needed.
Apparently Roz had spent the last few months stocking Hunter’s liquor cabinet.
Whilst Cliff still thought that the ‘Hollanov’ situation, as he’d started to call them, was batshit insane, Roz being friends with the stuck up, ancient Scott Hunter was almost just as weird. Cliff hadn’t used the number Ilya had sent him yet outside the truly unhinged group chat but he did pull it out occasionally to make sure he hadn’t gone completely insane and imagined his life. A life where he was in a group chat with Shane Hollander.
Hollzy.
Hockey Jesus.
A cryptid who would message him with the cutest little chirps before games. Who would wake him up in the middle of the night because Rozanov had dropped off mid message and Cliff needed to check he was under the covers.
Shane Hollander, who had sent him a box of cheese as a birthday present. Apparently it was an in joke. Roz was delighted. He bought the wine. Good night.
Still didn’t explain why he was knocking on Scott Hunter’s door at midday on New Years Eve carrying bags of vegetables.
Hunter looked just as confused as he felt. Shirtless. Bleary eyed and kinda miserable looking. “Marlow?”
“Uh-”
“Move.” Roz shoved into Cliff’s back, pushing him into the warm apartment and heading straight towards the kitchen. “Bags are heavy. If break hands I will be very unhappy.” Roz shoved the bags on the counter and started rummaging around the cupboards, pulling out a large pot and multiple pans, already poking at Hunter’s stereo as he ran, connecting his phone to the Bluetooth and humming along to the newest Taylor Swift.
Marlow turned back to Hunter who was watching the insanity with much the same look as Cliff. “Marlow… Why the fuck are you in my apartment?”
“Excellent question.”
Hunter just watched as Roz found the knives. “I’m gonna… Go put on a shirt.” He clapped Cliff on the sounder and headed towards the bedroom, appearing dazed. “What the fuck, Rozanov…” He had his phone in hand and was already placing a call. “Pick up you little shit…” The door shut behind him and Cliff wandered towards Roz who set him to work on peeling potatoes for dumplings, apparently.
Cliff just went along with it. Because he was the best bro. And honestly? This was kinda fun.
Hunter returned soon after, growling into his phone as he sat himself on the opposite side of the counter. “You can’t leave me with these idiots.” He growled into his phone, glaring at Rozanov. Cliff was insulted and Roz threw a piece of carrot as the doorbell rang and all three of them turned.
Roz was grinning. Cliff recognised that grin. “Is your house, Hunter. Should answer door.”
“Fuck you, Rozanov.” Cliff would be worried if there wasn’t an undercurrent of fondness in Hunter’s tone.
Within moments Cliff understood the grin. “Ilya, I swear to fucking God if you forget the beets for your fucking borscht- the main ingredient- again, I will cut off your balls!” A snow-covered Hollander stormed into the kitchen, Hunter following in his wake, throwing bright red beets in a bag in Roz’ direction, uncaring of the knife in his hand.
Roz seemed to take the casual violence in stride, catching the bag, swinging it over his shoulder and pouting in Hollander’s direction. “You try to kill me, Hollander? Too many witnesses.”
“Fuck off, asshole.” Asshole, to rhyme with beloved. Cliff loved them. 
Hollzy and Hunter were banished from the kitchen, relegated to the living area where they put on a rerun of the last Admirals game and sat staring at the TV, taking notes. “Nerds.” He muttered to Roz as they rolled filling into pastry sheets.
“Massive nerds. Is ridiculous. Is holiday!” Roz shouted at the two men, one of whom gave him the finger, the other just poured himself another vodka and curled up under Roz’s present- a massive knitted Bears logo, large enough to cover Hunter’s entire couch and now serving as a blanket for the two men who were steadfastly ignoring it.
The afternoon passed in a similar fashion, Hollzy eventually joining Roz when the complex preparation was done, Cliff joining a snoozing Hunter on the couch for an afternoon nap until they were shaken awake five hours later to the smell of rich Russian stew, dumplings and some sort of alcohol-soaked pudding.
They ate sprawled around the couches, Roz on the floor beside Hollander’s feet. At one point Hunter asked Hollzy where his boyfriend was and Hollander just looked over at the older man and told the truth in the most obnoxious way possible. “He’s busy with friends in New York.”
Hunter nodded.
Hunter was an idiot.
Cliff was so glad he knew because this was hilarious.
They ended up watching some weird direct to DVD film of Hollander’s called Supervolcano. Because watching Yellowstone erupt and wipe out most of America was apparently the Canadian’s idea of fun. Roz thought it was a mixture of horrifying and hilarious.
Hunter still looked like he was about to cry. Cliff didn’t think it was because of all the dead cows. He wondered what Hunter would have been doing tonight if they hadn’t gate crashed his non-existent plans.
Roz insisted on finding a channel showing the ball drop- apparently he’d watched it every year since he’d come to America and he watched as Roz climbed up onto the couch, stuffing himself in between Hollander and Hunter, resting his head on Hollzy’s shoulder.
Happy New Years indeed.
 

 
“Oi, Marlow. Marlow!” Cliff groaned softly and lifted his head from the couch cushion, scowling at a panicked-looking Scott Hunter. Not how he wanted to start his year.
“What the fuck, Hunter?” He checked his watch, grimacing. “Eight? You’re waking me up at eight? On a public holiday? When I don’t have to be on a plane?” He let his head drop back onto the cushion. “Fuck you and your mornings.”
Hunter shoved at him. “Fucking wake up. Hollander’s missing.” That had Cliff’s attention. “Rozanov’s still here but I didn’t hear Shane leave, and he’s a polite little shit so I seriously doubt he’d go anywhere without letting us know. Was he drinking after I went to bed?”
Marlow sighed heavily and pushed himself upright into a lazy sprawl against the back of the couch. “Fuck, man. This is Hollzy we’re talking about. Kid lives on ginger ale and those weird chocolate biscuit things with zero calories I’m pretty sure he imports from fucking Ukraine. He’s not getting wasted and jumping off a balcony, if that’s what you’re panicking about.” From the look on Hunter’s face that was exactly what he’d been expecting. “You need to chill, old man.” He pointed to Roz who was buried under at least five of those weighted blankets the man had become obsessed with. “Roz will know.”
“Why the fuck would Rozanov know?”
Clint squinted. Frowned. “You’re not joking.”
Hunter looked confused. So very, very confused. “About what?”
“Fuck me. Roz is right. You’re too fucking old for this shit-”
“Well excuse me for being worried-” Cliff just stood and tugged on Hunter’s arm, leading towards where Roz lay, little more than his hair showing.
Cliff leaned over the gently shook the Russian lump, smiling in amusement when a single blue eye emerged to glare at him. “We’ve lost Hollzy. You know where he went?”
There was a slight shifting of the blankets and Roz shifted in place, enough to yawn straight in Hunter’s face before lifting the blanket over his head, snuggling down further. Cliff let out a huff of laughter before shaking the man more violently. “Come on, Roz, we gotta check all the cupboards for your boring little hockey player.”
“Shut up, Marley.” Roz’ muffled voice floated up from within his cocoon. “I wish to sleep.”
“You can sleep with Hollzy when we find him.” Hunter choked in the background. “Just think, Roz, he might be all cold and alone somewhere outside, lost in big old New York.”
“Hollander is fine. Is sleeping.”
“Did you drug him and put him in the bath?” Cliff couldn’t tell if Hunter was being sarcastic. It was far too early. He also briefly considered checking the bathroom before remembering that if Hollander was in the bath, Roz would have been there too. If only because Hollzy would have dragged him along.
And people thought Roz was the possessive one.
Cliff thought about shaking Roz again but instead decided to follow that train of thought. He squatted down, wincing as his knees clicked, and bent over towards the nest. “Hollzy?” He cooed softly, aiming for the spot right under Roz’ chest. “You in there, buddy?”
Slowly, very slowly, fingers appeared at the edge of the pile of blankets, drawing them back the smallest amount possible and Shane Hollander’s very unimpressed scowl appeared, face down and squished under Roz’s weight.
Fucking creepy.
Cliff reached out and delicately plucked the blankets from Hollander’s fingers, pulling them back into place like a curtain to the Underworld.
So fucking creepy.
“Hunter, I think we should go find breakfast. Anything open here on a public holiday?” Hunter squeaked. Cliff stood. “Yep, let’s go.” He grabbed the man’s arm and dragged him, pyjamas and all, into a coat and boots and out the door into the frigid New York morning, grimacing as he remembered his gloves, lost somewhere within Hunter’s apartment. “I’m thinking pancakes.”
The Google led them through the deserted streets covered in confetti and the remnants of the previous night’s alcohol fuelled celebrations. Cliff himself was feeling great, this being the first New Years he hadn’t spent skirting alcohol abuse. Sure his eyes were watering in the cold air and his fingers were alternating tingly and numb but the day was clear and life was good.
He couldn’t say the same for Hunter who looked like his world had been turned upside down.
Seriously, fuck public holidays and shit being closed.
It wasn’t until he found a busy looking diner in some back alley that looked like a CSI scene that Hunter seemed to come out of his shock. “What the fuck was that?” The man whispered more to himself than Cliff, but Cliff was used to answering whispers.
He grabbed Hunter and shoved him into a booth, handing him a menu. “Lily being Lily and Jane letting her do it?” He asked, not really understanding Hunter’s question. “You’re… you know. And Jane is really you know. And Lily. Kinda you know. What’s the surprise?” He ordered them both coffees as Hunter seemed to digest.
“But Jane has a boyfriend.”
“Uhhhhh, yeah?”
“A boyfriend. Who what, is fine with her having a one-night stand with Lily? And apparently now doesn’t give a shit about them spending new years together? In my apartment? Snuggled on my couch?” the Admiral spat out disbelievingly, taking the bottle of water from the frazzled waitress and tipping it straight down his throat.
Cliff was starting to get where Hunter’s wires were crossing. “Jane has a boyfriend.” He said slowly.
“Yes.” Scott took a long, slow drink of his coffee. “A boyfriend she’s been in love with since she was a kid.”
“You don’t say.”
“Who I’ve never met but apparently loves her, even though she was getting her brains fucked out by the fucking Russian menace in Vegas?”
“Interesting. Where did you say they met?”
Hunter halted in his half-conscious rant, finally looking up at Marlow. “What?”
“Jane’s boyf. Where’d they meet?”
“I… Don’t know? Ottawa I assume?”
“Yeah. Or. Maybe it was at the World Junior Hockey Championships in Saskatchewan, 2008.”
“That… Is very specific.”
Marlow nodded, accepting the plates of pancakes from the waitress, giving her a friendly smile. “Sure is. Jane meets the love of her life on ’08, and six years later Lily is chasing her down a corridor in her pyjamas. What. A.” He upended the syrup bottle. “Coincidink.”
Marlow chewed happily, greatly enjoying the way Hunter’s mind was being blown. The widening of his eyes. The dropping of his jaw. The man looked like he was seeing god. “Oh my god.”
“Yup.”
“Oh my God!” That one was muffled by the tabletop, where Hunter had buried his face.
“Yeah. Fucked with my head when I figured it out too. You know they’ve been fucking the whole time? Thought Lily had a secret girl in Montreal. Should have known she’d go for the forbidden dick.”
“Shut up, Marlow.” Hunter groaned, as if the very words were hurting him.
“Nah. I need a buddy to share this shit with. Pretty sure that’s why I was invited here. Those two are… I swear to God, Hunter, they’re like fucking fire and ice, titans clashing every time they’re in the same city and dealing with their bullshit is a full time job.” He pointed at Hunter with his fork. “Honestly, surprised you didn’t figure it out. Lily said you saw Jane after Vegas.”
Hunter looked like he was about to be sick. “I thought… I thought they hated each other. I thought… Fuck, how the fuck did I miss this?”
Cliff reached over to pat the other man’s arm consolingly. “Same way every single other person in their lives did. They’ve had years to figure out all the possible ways to be together without people noticing, it’s second nature to them now.” He sat back in his seat. “Lily says they took it to a whole other level after Vegas.”
“Vegas” Hunter murmured.
“Yeah. They’ve got work phones, personal phones and I’m pretty sure Lilz has a whole burner phone she uses for talking to Pike. They delete shit all over the place, they keep their apartments for social events but they’ve both moved out of Boston and Montreal proper. They’ve got folders of contingency plans, Jane is a fucking wizard with money and has contacts all over the place- even if this comes out and they’re hit by it they’re solvent for this and multiple additional lifetimes. Pretty sure Vegas triggered something that had them decide fuck it. All in.” He shrugged. “Jane’s been pretty vague about it, so has Lily. I haven’t asked for deets.”
They sat in silent for a while, Cliff slowly digesting his mediocre breakfast and Hunter pushing his food around his place, already on his second coffee. Eventually, he let out a long breath. “I think… I think it may have been me.” He said softly, and to Cliff’s eyes the man looked… Regretful? “I told Jane that Lily would never chose her.” Hunter dipped his head and Cliff thought he saw hints of tears in the man’s eyes. “I… Fuck, I pretty much called her a whore. Warned the kid away from her. Said nothing good ever comes from people like… Lily.”
Cliff winced, thinking back on all the times he’d called Roz the same. Looking back on it, he’d spent years shaming the man for his habits without even realising it, thinking it was a joke. Just like all the other jokes that he’d never realised were hitting his best friend harder than he’d thought. “If I hadn’t seen them together I’d have said the same. She was a bit of a whore.” Hunter let out a watery laugh. “But I’ve seen them together when they’re not arguing and… Fuck, Hunter, if someone looked at me with just a fraction of the love between those two I’d be set for life. I don’t know how it works, but it does.” He threw down a couple of twenties and stood, Hunter leaving his untouched food where it was.
“So what do we do now?” Hunter asked as they wandered back through the slightly busier streets, cleaners out in force to remove the debris from the celebrations the night before.
“Now we go back to bed until Hollander wakes us up with your fucking smoothie machine.”
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   SHANE
 
January 2015- Montreal vs Toronto
 
Shane hated playing Toronto. He’d always hated playing Toronto. For years he’d been unable to pinpoint why just stepping onto the ice in their home arena had sent an uneasy shiver up and down his spine, but once he’d mentioned it to Scott he’d realised that he wasn’t the only one uncomfortable in the city.
It was the aura of discomfort that had caught both of their attention. The way that their team was just a little… Off. Unbalanced. Not on the ice, no, there Toronto was in fine form game after game. No. It was the way Dallas Kent seemed to reign over his team like a supreme overlord, backed by his lackey in the form of Troy Barrett. The way the rest of the team seemed to slink around them, the uneasy looks as they sat on the bench, not from all of them, but some.
It stunk of toxicity. Shane would know.
He knew from the instant they stepped off the plane from Philadelphia that this wasn’t going to be an easy win. JJ was nursing a sprained ankle, Drapeau had pulled something in their last game and Shane was exhausted, they all were. It had been over a week of away games, the weather had been awful from start to end and there’d not been a single instant when he could have snuck a spare moment to call his damn boyfriend and he hated it. He hated that Hayden could lie on his bed and call Jackie and no one would bat an eyelid. He hated that the rest of the WAGs could turn up to games here and there and no one would sneer, they’d be happy for them. He hated the way his entire team would sit there and laugh and giggle as Shane texted ‘Lily,’ telling him she wasn’t real, that she was a prostitute, that she was married, his ‘girlfriend from Canada,’ every other excuse they could come up with as to why they hadn’t met Shane’s ‘Boston girl.’
He hated it.
He was so tired.
He hated that it got to him so badly. He’d spent years seeing Ilya three or four times a year, months apart, barely a text between for so long and then it was like he was glutting himself on the man, begging for the slightest scrap of attention, clinging to his phone like a drowning man whose salvation was on the other end of the line.
Ilya understood.
Shane had spent an entire week working himself into a panic at the thought of telling the man that he would be near completely unavailable for nine days and at first he’d been secretly disappointed at Ilya’s lack of reaction- at least he thought it had been a secret until Ilya had just given Shane that look, the look that told him he was an idiot. That he was overreacting. That no, Ilya wasn’t looking for an excuse to leave him and never speak to him again.
Ilya had told him that he counted the days between seeing him.
That he fell asleep thinking of him.
That he thought of him on the ice, dreamed of them playing together.
That he didn’t know how they’d survived so long. That one had been late at night and in Russian, the end of a longer late-night conversation over video call, Shane barely visible under the covers, watching as Ilya breathed slowly, drifting off to sleep as they said their goodbyes.
He knew Ilya understood. Didn’t help that he missed him like hockey in summer.
But the incessant dick pics certainly helped.
As did Marlow sending him covert snaps of Ilya starting sadly at his phone, pouting on the bus.
As did Scott whining and sending him screenshots of Ilya’s bitchy messages.
The atmosphere in the hotel was one of misery. Coach Theriault forbid them from leaving their rooms for more than food, threatening any signs of a flu with benching and quarantine and leaving them to their own devices before storming off to his own room. Shane’s teammates paired off and took keys like a well-oiled machine, hauling duffels over shoulders, gear already being ferried from the airport straight to the arena by their support staff.
“Come on, bud, I need one hell of a long shower then I’m gonna need you to help me strap my wrist.” Hayden grabbed their keys and they joined Patrice and JJ in the elevator, Shane leaning against the mirrored wall tiredly, already imagining the good hour or two he was going to have to listen to Hayden getting in a fight with his wife over who loved the other more.
He and Ilya never did that.
It was safer that way. They knew that for a fact after the first time when Shane had ended up winning the stupid competition and his own personal menace had turned up to his house wearing Shane’s jersey.
Had he been completely and utterly unable to form a coherent sentence for the next several hours?
Yes.
Shane hadn’t minded losing the next time. All’s fair and all that.
Plus he looked good in black and gold.
Let none say he wasn’t a strategist.
“Calling Jackie tonight?” He asked as he set his bags down on the bed closest to the window, taking out his toiletry bag and placing it in the small bathroom, checking the state of the towels before replacing one with his own far superior, doing the same with his own shampoo, conditioner, and toilet paper. He turned to find Hayden leaning against the bathroom door watching him fondly as he sat the hotel-provided items to the side. “What? Do you want to use single ply toilet paper?” He asked accusingly, moving back into the bedroom.
Hayden held up his hands in surrender. “I’m saying nothing here, buddy. No complaints on my end. Haven’t had an allergic reaction to hotel stuff for years thanks to you.” He threw himself onto his bed, sliding up against the pillows before propping his phone up against his unpacked bags. “You don’t mind if I call Jackie?”
“No. But please use headphones this time.” Shane never complained. He thought it was sweet, the two of them. Add to that Jackie being pregnant- again- Shane couldn’t begrudge his best friend the disturbance. “Give Jackie my love.” He said as he pulled out his over-ear headphones, not wanting to listen to Hayden screaming at the twins in the background. He lay back, pulling out his kindle and loading the biography he’d gotten halfway through on the plane, adhering to Ilya’s ‘No Hollander, must have hobbies outside hockey’ rule. The book was a hockey biography. About a person. Not the game.
He was aware that he was toeing a thin line hence why he would delete it before he saw Ilya next, the man having absolutely no concept of boundaries when it came to Shane’s devices. Not that he particularly minded. At worst Ilya would frown in that adorable way he did, pouting and pursing his lips, accentuating the cupids bow-
His phone buzzed. He smiled.
“Oh, is that Lily?”
Shane froze. He turned to face Hayden, slowly, the muscles in his neck so tense it felt like he was moving in individual millimetres. “Why?” He asked softly, slowly turning his phone screen down.
Hayden just shrugged and Shane heard the call connect on the other bed as Jade- or Ruby- called out to her father loud enough for him to hear it through the tinny speaker. Hayden was easily distracted and Shane focused on breathing, calming his racing heart as he turned over, staring at the wall as he worked on talking himself down.
He’d been dealing with it for months, his entire team seemingly monitoring his phone usage. He could understand why- he’d never been one to be glued to the thing, it had lived on silent and he’d had a strict schedule of screen time that as captain he’d enforced when it came to practice and game days. Now he honestly couldn’t care less when those texts from his boyfriend, from the group Ilya had happily named- ‘Dinosaur Support Group,’ were all that kept him from cracking some days.
But this was the first time Hayden had actually asked, outright, about ‘Lily.’
They’d both known, even when the secret was just between the two of them that people would eventually ask questions- it had been going on too long for them not to. Sure, they hadn’t expected Marlow to just… Find out, and Hunter had been an inevitability, even if Cliff had had to throw it in the man’s face… But it was expected, it was why Shane didn’t exist in Ilya’s phone and vice versa. It was why they deleted any incriminating photos or downloaded them into password protected folders. It was why their phones were set up with remote wiping. It was why they both had separate burner phones if everything went to shit and a phone was left on a plane or a locker room.
Still, having Hayden just come out and say it instead of insinuating it like the others… Shane took a deep breath, steadying himself. He could handle this.
He turned his phone over and sighed tiredly. His mother. Another modelling job. Some sort of beer. A cool million for brand placement. He typed out a quick assent, already thinking about a silk shirt he’d seen with the most hideously ostentatious leopard print design that he knew Ilya would love, both for the fact that it was stupidly, needlessly expensive and the fact that it was revolting. Ilya said it was the European in him.
Shane thought he was an idiot.
But back to the task at hand. Shane started planning.
Plans within plans within plans he detailed out every possible iteration of the conversation Hayden was sure to want to have, Shane deciding exactly where his hard limits would be in terms of revealing information. He could do this. He wouldn’t even need to call his boyfriend to help him.
He could do this.
Somewhere between the fourth and fifth ‘I love you, Jacks,’ Shane dozed off involuntarily, mind whirring but the exhaustion of the last week finally getting to him. When he next woke it was dark and Hayden had wrapped him up with the other side of the quilt he’d been lying on. There was a weird glow behind him and he rolled over to find Hayden still awake, looking at his phone with an adoring smile. “Not long to go. Jacks is ready for the whole thing to be over.”
Shane rubbed his eyes, nodding stupidly. “Yeah, must be hard.” He pulled himself upright. “Did I sleep through dinner?” He must have been tireder than he’d thought.
Hayden nodded. “Yeah, man. But I don’t think any of the guys ended up going down, we’re all pretty beat. Maybe Draps and Comeau? Heard them stomping past at some point. Rest of us are gonna try and catch up on sleep I think, flights have been pretty rubbish lately.” He held up the group chat that Shane kept on silent most days. Hayden usually text him anything important, but he’d never been able to break into the boy’s club that had existed before he’d become captain.
“Yeah… It’s been a while since we’ve been home.” Shane mumbled, reaching down into his bag and pulling out a box of muesli bars. They weren’t part of his diet really, not enough protein, too much sugar but Ilya had gone on an online shopping rampage a few weeks ago and now Shane’s kitchen cupboards were just full of heavy carb snacks that he would hide in Shane’s bags whenever he could.
And Shane had been eating them.
 Ilya had crowed over that revelation for weeks.
Honestly, he felt better. So much better. He didn’t have low grade hunger pangs all the time, he was sleeping better and it took him less time to bounce back after games, even if his nutritionist had been eyeing him weirdly as she checked his carefully doctored records, telling him that clearly the diet was working because he was putting on muscle faster than she’d anticipated.
And so Shane eyed the cranberry filled monstrosity with resignation and shoved it in his mouth, throwing one at his best friend who looked as if Christmas had come early. “Thanks, man.” Hayden sat up, setting his phone down by his side and drawing his hands into his sleeves. “So. We gonna talk?”
“About what?” Shane asked, desperate to avoid the conversation he knew he wasn’t going to escape.
Hayden just gave him a look that said ‘I have two children, if you think you can escape me you are wrong.’ “Come on, buddy. If it was actually nothing you wouldn’t get so worked up when the guys bring her up. I’m your best friend. You can tell me what’s on your mind.”
Shane fiddled with the crinkly plastic of the packaging for a few moments before swallowing down the tasteless mouthful. “She’s… We’re friends.” Hayden let out a disbelieving huff. “We are. I’ve known her for a while and she’s just… Nice. To talk to.”
Hayden’s expression changed to one that Shane had never seen directed at him. His best friend thought he was an idiot. “Shane. If nothing else, have you forgotten that I have her number. I have been threatened with bodily injury on multiple occasions. I send weekly ‘Shane Update Reports’ to a woman who is way too obsessed with how much you’re eating.”
What the fuck?
“Not only that but I have been informed on more than one occasion that if I ever try to hug you in public again I will suffer great indignities at this woman’s social media presence which is just fucking terrifying.” Hayden shuffled closer, taking another museli bar from Shane’s bag. “Buddy, I know relationships aren’t really a thing you do but you don’t look at that highly unpleasant woman’s messages as if she was just ‘nice.’ That message you got tonight? That was nice. That was polite, and appropriate, but dude. I’ve seen you absolutely feral for this chick as in ‘I want to crawl through the phone to touch you’ feral and I’ve gotta say. It’s pretty creepy.”
Creepy.
Creepy.
His best friend thought he was creepy.
“Hey, hey, hey, Shane- no, buddy, that’s not what I meant.” Hayden was suddenly sitting beside him on the bed, arm around his shoulder and shaking him slightly. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant… I kind guess that it’s like seeing Mother Theresa giving a blowjob to whatever the mythical version of a female Satan is.” Shane choked on food he couldn’t remember putting in his mouth. “Sorry, bud. It’s just that you’ve never really seemed interested and suddenly you’re smirking at your phone and never letting anyone near it and I’m getting called the 15th best Voyageur by what seems to be Rozanov’s biggest fan. This is new, for me. Seeing you like this. Maybe I didn’t choose the right word.”
Shane forced out a fake sounding laugh. “Yeah, probably should have thought that one through.”
Hayden gave him a light tap on the back of the head. “Maybe. But I’m serious, man. I think Lily is important to you. Like, really important. And if you really, really don’t want to tell me anything about her I can handle that, I can, even though it sucks, but I wanna be happy for you. I wanna know about her, even if it’s as a vague, nebulous construct and don’t laugh at me. Lily used it first.”
“Phrase of the day.” Shane huffed out with a smile, remembering the digital calendar Ilya had flashed at him a month or so ago, looking so fucking proud.
“Course it is. But seriously, Shane. God forbid something happened and you went down on the ice because I don’t even know if I’m allowed to call and update her. Is she in your list of approved visitors? Am I smuggling her in under the cover of darkness because she’s a Soviet Era spy?”
What?
Shane felt like his heart had stopped. That was what it felt like, the sudden crushing pressure in his chest, like someone had a fist around his organs and was squeezing. “Oh God.” He whispered, as he started to picture it. He imagined it from his side of things, relegated to visitor, the captain of a rival team wanting to make sure his competitor was alright. Just another nameless face on a visitor’s log, behind family, friends and teammates. “I’ll fix it.” He said quickly, already leaning over the bed and reaching for his laptop, quickly finding his old emergency contact forms. “Is something happens they’ll call her.” He murmured as he deleted the ‘1’ next to his mother’s number, shifting her down, pushing his father and Hayden down further until ‘Lily’ sat pride of place, the familiar number in place.
He started to relax, grabbing his phone and typing out a quick message to Ilya.
 
LILY
I’m updating my emergency contacts. You’re first now.
If your message bank has your voice on it, change it. Now.
You are so bossy, little gremuchaya zmeya.
And slow. Changed months ago. Now message is Sveta, more safe.
Also you have been contact for months
So slow
Lucky you are very cute
 
Shane broke into a giddy smile and quickly turned off his own message bank service, leaving the generic in place. Just in case. Fuck, he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it sooner.
 
Excuse me for having other things on my mind.
You are only thing on my mind.
 
“See? That. That look right there. That’s not nice. And that whole panicked paperwork thing sure as hell wasn’t casual. Come on, man, give me a hint. Anything. Jackie’s been bugging me for months to try and get your girl’s number, she wants to add her to the WAGs chat.”
“The… WAG chat. Lily. A WAG.” Shane shook his head slowly. “Hay, I’m only going to say this once. Do not. Ever. Add her to the WAG chat. She’s… Hay, she’s a Boston fan.”
Hayden just gave him that look again. The one that said Shane was an idiot. “Really. I had no idea.” His best friend deadpanned as he continued to tap at his phone. “The obsession with Rozanov’s chirps wasn’t a total give away.”
Shane let out a chuckle. “You’re the one that keeps texting her. She’s like a dog, latches onto any kind of attention she can get.” He watched as a smirk twitched Hayden’s mouth and realised he’d walked into the trap. “Shut up.”
“Always thought you’d be a cat person.”
“I said shut up.”
 
Coach cancelled one of our practice skates in a few weeks, just before MLK weekend, do you think you’ll be free?
 
“-Maybe if you give them a photo, or something, they’ll at least believe that she exists and maybe stop-”
 
Will be flying back to Boston night before- will see if can rebook to Montreal.
Have many plans.
Marley wants to come, he is bored?
 
“-Otherwise they’ll just assume you’re lying and you’re not gonna be able to avoid coming out after games forever, man, team bonding and all that shit. Most of the guys are over the whole ginger ale thing and-”
 
I found some great earplugs online I think he’d like ;-)
You are making me horny. Stop. Am in locker room.
Like you’ve never sexted me before a game.
Payback’s a bitch.
You are bitch.
Go away.
Eat a bird.
Bird food, babe, it’s bird food.
Is food inside bird. Eat bird too. Grow muscles.
Fuck off.
 
“-They’re already planning on going out after the game, Comeau and Patrice have already gotten in contact with Barrett- apparently there’s a great hockey bar not far from the rink-”
 
I miss you.
I miss you too.
Soon, my little Canadian. Sleep well.
Maybe eat one more bar
Stop talking to Hayden
 
“Stop texting Lily.”
“Make me.”
 

 
He just felt so…
Weak.
He leaned over, settling his forehead against his knees.
It had never gotten to him before. Not in such a real, tangible way. Sure, it had bothered him, but he’d never taken it on board. It had never felt personal.
Now it was.
Now every word and jeer and derisive look directed towards him hit him like Ryan Price from the blindside and sometimes he wished he’d never acknowledged this. That he was still living in his safe little ‘I like women, they’re soft and they smell nice’ closet. It would have been simpler. Safer, for sure.
But between each slur, each barely legal check, each ‘softie,’ each ‘twink,’ each ‘pansy’ he’d remember the last time he’d seen Ilya. Or the last time he’d touched him. The way he’d say ‘okay’ with the little hitch between the two non-existent syllables, the way it sounded more like ‘okey’. The new smile that was only for Shane, all encompassing and reaching all the way to his eyes that widened every time he saw him, as if he couldn’t get enough of him.
It was those thoughts that kept him pushing through moments like this, that ensured his performance didn’t decline. The knowledge that Ilya would be disappointed if it did.
And if he sent Troy Barrett to the bench for the rest of the game with an injured ankle, that was just part of the game.
If he shoulder-checked Dallas Kent so hard he couldn’t catch his breath after he’d accused Hayden of sucking his captain’s dick for his position, well, it was all legal.
They thought he didn’t pay attention to anything but the hockey. But he did. He paid attention to the giant screens that hovered above the rink, showing his expressionless face more often that not. Heard the commentators remarking on the violence. The rage. That he was playing ‘like a machine.’
When he went back out over the boards he gave no quarter to those who harboured such repulsive men. He scored. Again. And again. And again. Until the crowd fell silent every time he had the puck and even Hayden was barely able to keep up with him. Until JJ just stood there and let Shane take the hits, as if sensing his help wouldn’t be received well.
9-0. Complete shut out. Five goals. Four assists. A broken rib for Kent.
The away locker room was quiet for what had been a spectacular win for the Voyageurs. Shane didn’t bother with a post-game speech. He was tired. Disheartened. Around him his teammates were making little remarks, laughing.
“Bet Kent didn’t see this little fairy coming!” Shane flinched as JJ’s fond words broke through his mask of indifference, punctuated by the giant man’s arm around his shoulders, shaking him slightly.
Patrice was already heading towards the shower as he threw an assent over his shoulder, sending the entire team into a cheer at his expense.
He felt dirty.
“Hey, buddy- you don’t look great-”
“Hollander! Corridor. Now.” Theriault’s voice cut through the remnants of Hayden’s concerned words and along with the rest of the stragglers he left Shane alone with their coach, throwing him a concerned look as he grabbed his towel and caddy.
Shane quickly finished unlacing his skates and threw them to the side before hurrying to the door, shivering in his compression garments and shorts as the air of the rink hit him. “Sir?” He couldn’t think of anything he’d done to warrant singling out after playing as he had.
Theriault rubbed a hand over his face, sweeping his hair back where it had fallen around his ears. “Look, Hollander, you played like a fucking beast tonight but something’s clearly up. I don’t know what it is and frankly I don’t give a shit but you’re gonna burn out if you keep it up. Skip the next practice. Go home. See your parents. Ignore your fucking girlfriend for once. Get your head back in the fucking game because next time those refs aren’t gonna be shocked by the stunts you were pulling and they’re gonna pull you up.”
If Theriault had expected Shane to argue he was sorely mistaken. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry.”
“Whatever. Pay for your own damn tickets and get out of here, I expect you ion the ice Monday.”
It was Thursday.
Done.
Shane was on his phone seconds later, booking a flight to Boston without second thought and shucking his gear onto the floor, into his bags, two hours until take-off. Just enough to time to shower. His eyes flickered towards the locker room doors where the customary gaggle of press were filing in and he prayed silently that Theriault had already told them he wasn’t available.
“Oi. Hollander.” Shane spun, quickly pulling his shirt over his head to find Comeau standing less than a foot away, towel wrapped around his waist, leaning against the lockers. “Took that Pike shit from Kent pretty seriously.” He sucked in a breath of air between his teeth, a smug grin on his face. “Bit of a sore spot, eh, kid?”
Shane was used to reining in his expressions. He’d spend years practicing in the mirror, hiding anything that was weak. Too emotional. Now he used all that experience to throw a truly inspired look of disgust in his teammates direction. “Go fuck yourself, Comeau.”
For an instant Gil’s expression was one of surprise, then his customary mocking expression returned. “Bit cranky there, cap.” Comeau brushed against his arm as he moved to his bags. “Piece of advice? Maybe don’t be so friendly with your boy. Can’t blame Kent for getting the wrong idea.” Shane’s nose twitched as a wave of axe body spray hit the air and Comeau leaned in, nice and close as he whispered. “He isn’t the only one noticing shit.”
 
YUNA
 
January 2015- Ottawa
 
Something was wrong.
Something was wrong with her son.
She knew Shane.
She knew everything about him.
From the day he’d been born Yuna Hollander had known who he was.
From the time he first stepped on the ice between his parents.
From the time she was screamed at by an irate parent who refused to invite Shane to her son’s birthday party because he was ‘weird.’
From the time they’d sat as a family in that doctor’s office and refused to believe that there was a single limitation they couldn’t overcome.
From the day her perfect son had stood there, second best to a piece of trash from Russia, overstimulated and miserable.
From the day her son had first bent over in front of Ilya Rosanov.
She had known him.
She had created him.
Shane Hollander was her flesh and blood and her pride and joy and she had spent his entire life ensuring that the world knew what he was capable of.
She had moulded him.
Trained him.
Pointed out his faults and fixed them until he was perfection.
It was her role as a mother.
It was her role as a manager.
It was her purpose in life.
And her purpose in life had just told his teammate to fuck himself.
In front of his coach.
In front of Hayden Pike who looked like his world was coming to an end.
In front of the rest of his team.
In front of the press, who had all fallen silent.
And her son.
Her perfect, wonderful son.
Ignored it all.
Continued to pull off his compression gear.
Ignored JJ slapping at his shoulder.
Turned to face away from the camera, revealing a truly horrendous set of bruises that lined up perfectly from shoulder blade to his waist.  
Her son ignored each and every question shouted at him as he walked into the showers alone.
She watched on the screen as Theriault shook himself out of his shock and pushed the press towards Pike though he wasn’t much better; tripping over his words and eyes widening pathetically as Shane crossed in front of his eyeline only a minute or so later, dripping wet.
For the first time in his life, her son looked like he knew just exactly how good he looked.
She pulled out her phone, wincing as the notifications she had set up filled the screen horrifying quickly- each one more upsetting than the previous.
Outrage.
Confusion.
Disappointment.
 And then at first one.
Another.
Like a wave they came, breaking through the hockey like she’d never seen before.
Thirst.
It was different from the past. Her son was pretty. Sweet. Safe.
The things they were saying now.
This was not the brand she had spent his life creating.
She pulled up her son’s contact.
He always picked up.
Always.
It rang through.
Once.
Twice.
He picked up the third time. “Shane, what the hell was that?” She winced as she heard her own tone but didn’t back down.
“Mom, this isn’t a good time, can we do this later?”
More and more notifications continued to flood in. “No we can’t do this later, what were you thinking? You don’t use that kind of language!”
“Mom, please-”
“No, Shane, you know better! I taught you better! People are talking and we need to start walking this back.” The line was silent, the soft echoes of traffic in the background. “I want an explanation, Shane.”
She heard her son sigh.
Then.
“I shouldn’t need to give one.” 
On the other end of the couch her husband looked up sharply from his paper, setting it down on his lap and looking at her, confused. “Excuse me?”
“I shouldn’t need to give an excuse for not putting up with the bullshit that comes out of Comeau’s mouth.” 
David shifted closer, the both of them sharing a concerned look. “Shane, what’s going on?”
“Nothing new. You know that.” His tone was short, frustrated. “I’ve told you before, mom, half of my roster is casually racist, the other half casually homophobic and what did you say last time? It’s nothing I haven’t been taught to deal with?” There was the sound of a car door shutting. “I’m tired of just dealing. Thanks, man. Have a good day.” There was a pause as the sound of clothes rustling obscured the background noise. “Are we done here? I need to get on a plane.”  
Yuna leaned towards her phone, David’s hand at the base of her spine the only thing keeping her grounded. “No, we’re not done here, Shane. You don’t get to get out of this. You know you’re held to a higher standard-”
“I’m going through security.”
The call dropped.
She called him back five minutes later.
It rang.
And rang.
And rang.
And ESPN showed her son, alone, boarding a plane to Boston with a chocolate iced donut held between his teeth.
There was something wrong with her son.
 
ILYA
 
January 2015- Boston vs Admirals
 
Ilya was having an absolutely fantastic game. The best of games. Hunter was on fire and Ilya did it love when he got to beat his geriatric- thank you Shane for the new word- ass.
So yes. Ilya was an in excellent mood. A 3-1 win and getting to dump Hunter on his ass had him near skipping as he pulled Marlow behind him towards the away change-room, phone to his ear as he dialled Hunter’s phone repeatedly. The old man always picked up eventually.
“Roz, ever thought that maybe he doesn’t want to see your ugly mug after we pounded him into the ice?”
“Gross. We do not pound Hunter. We beat him. Pound other things.”
“Also gross.”
“You are gross.” Ilya frowned as he got Hunter’s overly polite voicemail yet again. “Is ignoring me. Why.”
“Because-”
“Be quiet, Marley, not looking for reasonable explanation. Is why you are single.” He frowned at the closed door, behind which he could hear one or two people murmuring. “Bus is still here, Hunter is moping in changing rooms.” He lifted his hand, banging furiously on the wooden door. “Hunteeeeer, why you not answer calls!” He whined loudly, Cliff choking behind him. “If you do not come out soon I will think you are depressed and send Boston doctor!”
They both took a quick step backwards as the door was wrenched open and they came face to face with a furious-looking Carter Vaughan, all 6’4’’ of gangly, fresh from the shower forward. “Fuck off, Rozanov.”
“Hmm. No.” Ilya pushed past the man who, clearly caught off guard, just gaped in their direction as Cliff gave him a little shrug and followed Ilya into the room. “Huuuunter, where are you?” He sang, peering around the corner to find the older man slumped over his knees in nothing but a towel, staring at his phone like it held the answers to the universe, looking halfway towards dead. “Why do you look like parents dead again?” Vaughan gasped in the background somewhere. Unimportant. “And naked. Do you want to get burns on dick?”
Hunter’s head slowly rose and he turned to Ilya and Cliff, looking supremely confused. “What?”
Ilya started to bounce on his feet in excitement. “I discover- what is pot that cooks very slowly?”
“A… Slow cooker.”
Ilya paused. The he shook his head incredulously. “Fucking Americans. Slow cooker. Why not just call pot. Stupid. I use before game, meat will be-” He gave Hunter a chef’s kiss. “Perfect. Even better than last one.”
Scott just shook his head before dropping back into a slump. “Fuck off, Rozanov. I’m not in the mood to deal with your shit.”
Ilya was not putting up with Hunter’s shit. “You are killer of buzz, Hunter, mopey and depressed and it annoys me. Should be celebrating goal, yes?” He directed that at the homicidal-looking Vaughan. “You play not shitty too.” He turned back to Hunter. “Come. Last time you eat three bowls of my borsct. You have very big day, need to eat more carbs.” He bent over and hauled Hunter to his feet, ignoring his squawk as he ripped off his towel and threw it in Vaughan’s face, pushing Hunter towards his bags. “Underwear, then pants, then shirt. I dress you like baby.” And he proceeded to do just that, poking and prodding until the increasingly comatose Hunter was dressed and coated with shoes on his cute little feet and a beanie with the bears logo over his wet hair, straight from Ilya’s own head.
“You need to be cuddled.” He eyed Vaughan, where the man was still standing behind a bemused Cliff with his bag in hand. “Is Carter asshole?”
“Oi-”
“No.” Hunter murmured, picking up his bag and throwing over his shoulder. “He’s… He’s a good guy.” Scott caught Vaughan’s eye and jerked his head towards the door. “Pretty sure I’m being kidnapped for the night, tell the guys to go ahead.”
Carter’s dark brown eyes widened in shock. “Hell no, I’m not letting you go off with Rozanov-”
“Carter, it’s fine, he-”
“No! I’ll let the others-”
“No, no, Vaughan is very large, and less of asshole than Marlow. He will cuddle you.” Ilya said as he gathered his giant hockey player ducklings and pushed them out of the room. “You tell team you will meet back at hotel in morning, tonight we will eat beets and watch Montreal beat Toronto, da? Good way to spend night. Stay in nice warm guest rooms with fluffy blankets. Much better for depressed little Admirals, hmm?”
He hurried his charges through the underbelly of the arena and out into the freezing cold of Boston winter, the sun long below the horizon and the eerie lights of the carpark throwing creepy shapes over the ground. “Marley, you will drive?”
“Nah, Ubered. Shotgun.”
As if anyone else but Shane could claim shotgun in Ilya’s cars.
He left Hunter to toddle along with Vaughan, Cliff bringing up the rear until they reached his SUV, then they were off. Neither Admiral said anything as they passed through the city, Cliff and Ilya more than happy to fill the silence with replays of the game, slowly and meticulously coaxing Hunter out of his funk with increasingly outlandish claims of brilliance until the man was near yelling at them from the backseat.
Ilya was an excellent friend. Cliff was okay too. Vaughan looked confused.
They pulled slowly into the underground garage and Vaughan looked more than amazed by the number of performance vehicles aligned in rows- yet another reason Ilya had purchased this particular property. His babies did not deserve to sit outside in the snow and heat. He led his little party to the front door and pressed in the code, opened the door and stepped inside, reaching for the light switch.
There was a slight noise to his side and Ilya paused, holding his hand back to the others as he took another step, ears straining to identify the abnormal sound again, an odd shifting of clothing that was entirely out of place in the soft hum of the refrigerator, the click of the wall mounted clock, the wind through the trees outside.
He shifted his weight, taking another step when he smelled… Something. Familiar. Nonspecific. Like a memory his mind couldn’t make sense of.
That was when a body hit him from the side and he went careening back several steps, body tense at the attack until lips crushed against his own and- oh.
Ilya whimpered.
Pathetic.
He didn’t care.
Shane’s bare legs wrapped around his waist desperately and Ilya was immediately aware of how slivers of his own skin pressed against the soft inside of Hollander’s thighs where his shirt had ridden up. Shane was clad in the scratchy polyester of one of Ilya’s own jerseys- the faint smell of sweat and the metallic tang of ice largely eclipsed by Shane’s own deodorant.
He clutched his desperate, needy, whining, perfect, boyfriend to his chest, muttering endearments in Russian as Shane shoved his tongue down his throat and-
The light switched on.
Ilya turned slowly to the three men standing in his entrance hall, one hand up a leg of Shane’s underwear- thank fuck his fussy boy never slept without them-, the other burrowed under the jersey against the skin of his back. “Oops”
So sue him. His pretty Canadian hockey player was very distracting.
Shane’s grip on his waist and neck loosened gradually and Ilya let him slip to the ground, bare feet making soft sounds against the tile. “Oh.” Hollander whispered, beautiful skin turning pale with shock, eyes widening with terror and-
Was Ilya a terrible man for being inordinately pleased that Shane just pressed in closer, strong hands curling into fists around Ilya’s shirt and pulling the both of them slightly away from the three man who were watching them as if they were the most fascinating play they’d ever witnessed. “I didn’t think…” Shane whispered before he just let go and walked away.
Ilya was grateful at least that Shane was walking back to his bedroom as opposed to the door.
He turned back to Vaughan, reducing the situation to the singular problem. “If you tell anyone what you learn here tonight I will snap neck in next game. And after will sue for everything you are worth.” Vaughan, who was clutching at Hunter’s jacket looked just as shocked as Shane had. Nevertheless, he mustered a quick nod. “Good.” Ilya slapped the kitchen light on. “Food in cooker. Vodka in freezer. Have feeling will need both.”
He started to follow his boyfriend when Hunter spoke. “We can leave? Would that be better?”
Ilya considered that for a moment before shaking his head. “No. Will be good for him.” He eyed Carter down from head to foot. “Maybe you need, too.” He gave Hunter a knowing look before heading to the bedroom.
The lights were off and the small lump in the middle of the bed was barely visible in the weak light of the moon filtering through the privacy curtains. Shane always liked to sleep without the blackout curtains when he was waiting for Ilya to call or come home to him. He said it stopped him from sleeping too deeply, ensuring he’d always hear him.
“Shane.” He called softly, crawling onto the bed and peeling back the covers around his boyfriend’s face. Big, teary kitten eyes greeted him and Shane sniffed pathetically as Ilya huffed in amusement, placing a soft kiss against his forehead. “I am sorry, my poor little kotenok, I did not know you would be here.”
Shane shook his head, wriggling slightly closer so that he could tuck his head against Ilya’s collarbone. “It’s not your fault. I didn’t tell you I was coming…”
“You wanted to surprise me?”
He shook his head. “No… I was tired. I fell asleep soon after I got here… Didn’t even think of calling you. I knew you’d come home eventually.”
Ilya’s heard clenched painfully in his chest at Shane calling his house ‘home.’ Not that he thought any different of Shane’s. “Is okay, I am home now.”
“You’re home.” Shane whispered as he reached out from the blankets and unfurled his body, settling his arms around Ilya’s shoulders and drawing him down to continue the kiss from before, clever tongue running along the seam of Ilya’s cool lips and letting out the perfect little gasp of arousal as Ilya gathered him to his chest, arm settling over his waist through the covers of the bed that Ilya suddenly hated, begrudging their closeness to his perfect boyfriend.
Hollander let out a soft moan as Ilya rolled himself on top of him, settling between his spread legs, pressing down against his chest and- “They are still in kitchen.” He pulled back from the kiss, leaning his weight on the smaller man, pressing him into the mattress as he used both hands to trace freckles invisible in the darkness but that he knew by heart. “Do you want them to leave?”
He watched as Hollander’s intrinsic politeness won out, marvelling at the expressions of distaste and irritation he was privileged to watch pass over those pretty features, still amazed after all these months that he got to see them. He had never counted himself among the lucky, very little had come to him by luck… But this. The cosmic lottery must have taken pity on him because this was by far the greatest gift he’d ever received. “No… It’s fine. I think I was just surprised. I… I don’t think I like people seeing me- us, like that. I’m still getting used to the fact that I get to touch you at all, I don’t like having to pull back when we’re together.”
Ilya felt gut-punched. So perfect.
Ilya leaned over and pressed a kiss against that cute nose. “No, my Shane, is… How you say- one ring. Is-”
“Dragotsennyy.” Shane whispered. “It’s precious.”
He hummed happily when Ilya placed a thorough kiss against the side of his neck, already hating that they would have to leave the safety of their bed and entertain. “Yes. You are precious.” He intoned softly as he pushed himself upright, humming in confusion when Shane grabbed his hand, pulling it under the covers, down across his chest, his firm stomach, and then under the waistband of his underwear to settle it on that perfect ass, round and firm and biteable. Ilya pushed himself closer, unashamedly pressing his fingers into his crease and-
Ilya went still.
He pressed gently, the pads of his fingers meeting firm silicone and traces of lube. Shane leaned up against him and Ilya shivered as the flat base of the plug shifted. “If I have to entertain when all I can think about is your cock, then you have to do it knowing you could have fucked me on the counter if you’d thrown them out.”
Oh. His Shane was not impressed by the interruption to his plans.
Ilya was so happy.
“Sometimes you scare me, Hollander. Is like you are in my brain, picking out all the things I want.” He placed a quick kiss on those pouty lips and pulled Shane out of the bed, Shane ignoring his carefully unpacked bag and stealing a pair of Ilya’s joggers and fluffy bright pink socks- a gag gift from Marlow that were Ilya’s warmest pair.
He knew he was never seeing them again.
There were many things in their nebulous shared wardrobe now.
He headed down the corridor, Shane one step behind him, careful as always to let Hollander decide what level of touching he was comfortable with. They stepped into the soft light of the kitchen, Ilya smirking as he found Scott hunched over the slow cooker, slowly blowing on a spoonful of the bright red soup. The smell of spices permeated the air and Cliff had already recovered a bottle of wine from the rack. His best friend had also laid out a can of ginger ale, complete with a metal straw.
He jumped in surprise when Shane’s fingers interlaced with his own, the smaller man leaning against this side, inhaling deeply as if he was about to step onto the ice into battle. “Um… Hey, guys.” He said in that soft, kind Canadian accent as he led Ilya into the kitchen, stopping in front of the counter. “Sorry about that. I… Obviously didn’t realise Ilya was going to have company.”
“No biggy. I’ve seen Roz in far worse positions than that. And far more naked.” Cliff shot back with a grin and Ilya threw him a reprimanding glare. Marley just took it in stride. “Come on, Roz, the kid’s seen the internet. You were a man-whore, he’s not naïve.”
“Is difference between internet and having thrown in face.” Ilya pointed out as Shane pulled himself up onto a stool, manhandling Ilya in between his knees and leaning against his back.
“It’s okay.” Shane leaned slightly forward, leaning his chin on his shoulder. “We weren’t really together then, it’s not like he was cheating on me.” He pointed out, and if it weren’t for his warm fingers slipping under the hem of Ilya’s sweater he may have felt guilty, though Hollander had pointed out repeatedly that Ilya hadn’t been doing anything wrong. Didn’t stop him from feeling horrible for hurting the man who’d decided Ilya was worth keeping for no other reason than he wanted him.
A novel concept to someone who had never been wanted when he could provide nothing but himself- Sasha had wanted the excitement of a forbidden relationship, Sveta had wanted an escape, his family the money his body could provide… Shane just wanted simple things. Cuddles and kissed and orgasms.
Was it near insanity that Ilya had gone from holding the man at arm’s length for years to wanting to lock him up inside his ribcage and never let him leave within the space of- if he was being honest with himself- a ten second panicked mashing of elevator buttons? Sure. But Ilya had never claimed to be sane. And he was happy. Constantly terrified for his life and that of his lover but that was something that he could push to the back of his mind easily every time Shane looked at him like he was the most amazing thing he’d ever seen.
Ilya was drawn from his musings by Carter clearing his throat disgustingly as he accepted the bowl of borscht Hunter handed him. “Um… Can I just ask. What the fuck.” He waved a hand vaguely in Ilya’s direction and Shane’s arms constricted against his waist, as if prepared to yank him away if things turned south. “Like seriously. I’m sitting in Ilya Rozanov’s kitchen with my captain and Shane Hollander is cuddling the Demon of Boston.”
Shane snorted into his back and Ilya grinned at the confused man. “Ah. Hunter did not tell you? Too tired? Past bedtime?”
“Fuck off Rozanov, or I’m lacing yours with maple syrup.” Gross. “I didn’t know what you’d want to tell him. It’s none of my business.”
“Pretty sure it became everyone’s business when Hollander attacked Roz the instant he walked through the door like a rabid koala.” Marlow murmured as he shoved a potato into his mouth, giving Shane a wink, earning him a slap over the back of the head from Hunter. “Not like it isn’t true.”
Shane shrugged behind him. “We hardly get to see each other, when I’m with him I want to touch him. Besides.” Ilya wished he could see the wonderfully wicked look on Shane’s face that matched his words. “You’re lucky. Usually I’m on my knees with his dick in my mouth inside five seconds of seeing him. You should be grateful I shook things up.”
Carter looked horrified. Cliff started to laugh. Scott groaned and shook his head, messing with the ladle. Ilya was so fucking proud of his boyfriend.
His boyfriend.
Who was touching him and squeezing him in front of people. People who didn’t look at them like they were doing something wrong. He’d never let himself admit that this was something he wanted with Hollander, but now that he had it he wasn’t willing to let it go.
 
HAYDEN
 
RELUCTANTLY ACQUIRED ALLY
Are you fucking kidding me?
Shane’s fucking all over the news and you’re still not picking up the fucking phone?
I have no idea where he is and he’s not picking up
No ones telling me where hes gone
Im fraking out here
Please tell me hes with you bfore I fucking lose it and murder fucking comeu
Lily
Please
Why are you staring at future husbands ass in locker room Pike
He is not yours
Only mine
Go away
Shane is sleeping
Fuck you
Seriously
Fuck you
Tell your piece of shit boyfriend that next time he decides to fuck off without telling me he shouldn’t expect me to drag his body out of a fucking ditch
He can die in a snowbank on the side of the road for all I care
And I won’t
BECAUSE I WON’T FUCKING KNOW WHERE HE IS
Fuck you both
Seriously
I don’t fucking deserve this
You sound cranky
Eat a candy
Make another baby
?
Pike
Pike
Piiiike?
Where have you gone?
Where is my fish?
Is only fun if you are here
…
…
…
Oh
You are angry
Pike?
Am sorry. 
Little fish?
Please come back
 
SHANE
 
His eyes were itchy and no matter how many times he rubbed at them it just kept on getting worse, like there was sand on his fingers. He turned his face into Ilya’s shoulder where he sat slumped against him on the couch, the Russian tapping at his phone with a concerned look on his face, talking to Marlow about something Shane had long lost interest in, fingers massaging Shane’s thigh gently.
He shifted.
The plug pressed long and deep against his prostate and he choked back a whine by biting down hard on the material of Ilya’s sweater, moving his hips slightly to alleviate the pressure.
He was done with this shit.
He near threw himself to his feet, glaring at the three men on the couch opposite them. “Spare bedrooms are down the hall. Earplugs are in the draws. Towels in the bathroom. Good night.” He turned on his heels and left the loungeroom without further ado, limping slightly and smirking when the frantic slip-slide of Ilya’s socked feet against the floorboards followed quickly, laughter the perfect soundtrack as the large Russian ran headfirst into a door frame.
 The instant the bedroom door shut behind them Shane threw himself at the taller man, left leg wrapping high around his hips, the other dragging along the floor behind them as he arched his pelvis against Rozanov’s rapidly hardening cock, groaning as Ilya’s talented fingers ripped off his jersey and flung it onto the floor, blunt fingers raking up his spine before moving to Shane’s waistband.
Already the room seemed warmer than when he’d fallen asleep earlier and they were panting heavily into each other’s mouths, the kisses forceful and near violent as Ilya nipped at his lips with sharp canines, his tongue soft and slick against his own, darting against the top of his mouth and causing him to shudder at the sensation. “Bed. Please.” He groaned out as Ilya pushed his joggers down, carrying him over to the bed and collapsing on top of him, whispering little Russian endearments as he sucked what had to be a truly horrendous hickey just under the line of his compression shirt.
The man was perfect.
Shane cried out as Ilya’s clever fingers made their way back to the plug, pushing, and grinding the silicone toy deeper and deeper until he was a panting, whimpering, keening mess, begging for the agony to come to an end. “God, Rozanov, fuck me- please, please fuck me I need it I’ve needed it for weeks, please please God-” The high-pitched sound he made echoed through the room and Ilya chuckled above him, bending over to suck at his nipples, causing Shane to arch up against him.
“Careful, Hollander, we have guests.”
Oh God.
Shane felt the flush like a wave of heat over his entire body and he shuddered involuntarily as Rozanov shifted sides, gnawing on his pec as he dropped his hand to pet gently at Shane’s cock, red and angry where it stood to mast against his heaving belly. “Hmm… Maybe they use plugs. Maybe they don’t. Maybe they like to listen to you, my boring little hockey player.”
Shane bit down on his lower lip, desperately trying to keep himself quiet even as the heat in his pelvis ramped up until he was so close to coming that he was shoving Ilya’s hand away and scrunching his eyes together, legs flailing as he tried to get himself under control. “Oh. Oh, you like this idea, huh, Hollander? That they want to hear you scream.”
“Fuck, Rozanov!” Shane grunted out as Ilya twisted the plug again, this time driving it straight up into his prostate and Shane was gone. Done. He wailed to the ceiling as he came, body locking up and flinching back from the sudden loss of the plug as Ilya ripped it out, shoving one of Shane’s legs over his shoulder and straddling the other, pulling that perfect cock out of his underwear and entering with a single swift thrust, Shane’s hips bucking with overstimulation as Ilya moved within him, mounting an attack at the clip of a metronome running at 119 bpm, merciless.
Shane writhed beneath him, making the pathetic sounds of the wounded, fingers scrabbling at Ilya’s pecs, leaving little red lines behind them as his body tried to decide what the fuck it wanted because Shane sure as hell had no idea. “So beautiful, my Shane, you come for them, yes?”
Shane moaned. “God, please stop, I can’t-”
“Okay.”
He stopped.
Shane, for just a few seconds, contemplated biting off his dick.
Above him Rozanov must have seen his expression because he chuckled darkly, turning his head to lay a kiss on the inside of Shane’s calf. “Oh, you did not want to stop? Why say stop?” He started a slow, gentle undulation of his hips, just avoiding Shane’s sweet spot to the degree that it had him pissed off. “You know colours, yes? What is green, Hollander.”
Shane struggled to get his fucked-out brain to function, trying to parse both the question and answer. “I don’t get it.” He whispered as Ilya ran a sweat-slick palm across the sensitive head of his cock, causing him to moan loudly.
“Is traffic sign, Hollander, very simple. What is green.”
Oh. “Go.”
“Yellow.”
“Pause.”
“Red.”
“St- oh God. Stop!”
“Hmmm. Very good, Hollander. Now. You listen.” Ilya bent over, the soft cotton of his shirt rubbing deliciously against Shane’s sensitive nipples, cock sinking in deeper, Shane’s leg ending up somewhere near his head, his hamstrings screaming for release. “I am going to fuck you until you come again. And then I will keep going.” He rubbed his nose against the edge of Shane’s ear. “I will keep going until you scream for me, Hollander, until you are nothing but pile of sweat, and sex, and come and you can’t come anymore.” He finished with a whisper, a promise. “And then. Only when you tell me to stop, will I stop. Hm?” He pushed himself upright and Shane groaned at the sensation. “You understand Hollander?”
“Yes- God, yes, please-”
“Colour, Hollander.”
“Green!”
“Very good boy.” Ilya started to move again, long and deep thrusts that had his balls slapping against Shane’s ass, the bedframe slamming against the wall, feet digging into the mattress to gather force, sweat dripping down onto Shane’s naked body, running over onto the already filthy blanket Shane had laid down. “The next time you come, will be to thought of Hunter coming to your screams.”
Shane’s world went white.
He was coming.
He wasn’t even hard and his entire body was on fire and his cock was oozing against his hip, little pulses in keeping with Ilya’s thrusts as the Russian laughed happily at the sight of Shane’s body betraying him at the thought of his teenage fantasy getting off to him.  
“Oh Hollander… You are glorious, magnificent, perfection.” Ilya murmured into his skin, banishing any thoughts of embarrassment. “And all mine. No one will see what I see, hm? Just mine?”
It took Shane a few moments of heavy gasping to realise that Ilya was talking to him. “Yes, God, yes, only yours-” He forced his muscles to function, leaning up to catch Ilya’s lips with his own, pressing his tongue into his mouth, relishing the way Ilya responded with equal fervour. “Always yours.”
Rozanov shuddered at the words, leaning back slightly to pull off his shirt, giving Shane’s eyes access to the perfectly sculpted torso, the biteable pecs, dark nipples pebbled with arousal. He moaned as he set to work marking it up, leaving little teeth marks and love bites in haphazard clusters, desperate to claim in a way his words still couldn’t.
His.
Only his. “Make me come again.”
“So needy, Hollander.”
“You love me needy.”
“Hmm. Yes. I do. Beg me, Hollander. Beg me to make you come again.”
As if it was any hardship.
 
ILYA
 
Ilya hummed softly to himself as he trod on bare feet toward the kitchen, hair a mess, scratch marks stinging and on show as he followed the scent of coffee that had woken him far too early in the morning.
He turned the corner to find Hunter hunched over his fancy European coffee pot, staring at it as if he expected it to commit murder. “You are alright?” Hunter flinched and spun around, clutching at his chest like an old lady. “Sorry, did not mean to give heart attack.” Ilya grinned happily as he leaned over, enjoying greatly the way that Hunter avoided looking at his battle scars.
His kitten had been particularly voracious last night. Many new kinks had been added to Ilya’s mental notes. One day, he would make a paper copy.
Frame it above the fireplace.
“Is there a reason you’re not wearing a shirt, Rozanov?” Hunter sounded grumpy, and there were massive bags under his eyes that told Ilya he’d gotten a less than satisfactory sleep. If possible, his grin widened further with the knowledge.
“Is still bleeding, nail marks.” He pointed to a particularly deep gouge over his deltoid. “Was very good sex. You would not know that, hmm?” He reached over Hunter, pulling out several mugs in anticipation of the stampede. “Did you get off to sound of us fucking?”
For an instant it was like a blue screen of death behind Hunter’s eyes, and then, for the first time, Ilya was fortunate enough to see Scott Hunter blush. The older man quickly turned away, busying himself with milk and sugar but Ilya was on the hunt. “Oh Hunter, you are so cute!” He giggled softly. “Is okay, was very hot. I do not blame you for coming to sound of Hollander’s moans. Are the best moans in all of world.” He leaned in against Hunter’s shoulder, grinning up at him. “If makes you feel better, he came to thought of you listening.”
“Oh my fucking god, Rozanov. You’re a fucking menace.” Scott slammed down the milk carton and retreated out of the kitchen.
“Nooooo was fun, where are you going?!” Ilya wined after the man, following him back towards the spare rooms.
“To take a cold fucking shower, you asshole!”
Unable to help himself Ilya cacked towards the ceiling, just having the best morning. He woke up with his perfect little Canadian all curled in a ball against his chest, there wasn’t a single message on his phone, and he got to fuck with poor celibate Hunter. “Think of me!”
They needed to get him laid.
And if in the meantime Ilya could keep his hand busy, well, his boyfriend liked the idea of being watched. Observed. He couldn’t imagine a world in which Shane would ever actually want to act on it, and Ilya knew himself well enough that he would likely gouge out the eyes of anyone who was fortunate enough to see Shane in any sort of sexual situation. Come to think of it, his needly little hockey player would probably straight up commit murder, now that Ilya had promised not to sleep with other people.
The slope from hate sex to committed monogamy hadn’t been slippery in Ilya’s case, it had been non-existent. Teleportation.
He stopped by his bedroom to retrieve his Hollander but found the sheets empty- disappointing. It wasn’t until he was about to round the corner that he paused, having heard a truly odd question. “What that all real?”
He could hear the trepidation in Shane’s voice, poor innocent Canadian. “Was what real?”
Cliff’s tone was only somewhat questioning, the rest… Concerned. “That… All the…”
“Yelling, screaming, banging, moaning, shrieking.” Ah. Vaughan had joined.
“Yeah, that.” Noooooo Ilya was likely missing a truly beautiful blush. “Is butt sex actually that good?”
He listened to the cute little choking noises Shane was making as he half-inhaled his own saliva. “Oh my god. This is a fucking nightmare. I’m back in Toronto, I fell asleep on the plane and this is a fucking nightmare.” He couldn’t help himself, peeking around the corner, careful to stay out of their view. His poor Hollander had collapsed against the counter and Carter was patting at his shoulder consolingly.
Cliff leaned forwards, resting his elbows just a few inches away from his boyfriend. “Come on, Hollzy. Those noises weren’t fucking normal. Half of them didn’t even sound human. You gotta tell me. Is it really that good or are you just padding Roz’s ego?”
Ex-fucking-cuse me.
Shane seemed just as insulted on Ilya’s behalf. “Fuck off, Marlow. His ego’s big enough without me padding it. And why do you care?”
“Because I love sex. Sex is the best. And I like to think I’m pretty good at it, no complaints launched. But I’ve never made a woman sound like Roz made you sound last night-”
“That’s pretty fucking sad-”
Cliff groaned and Carter chuckled, taking a sip of his coffee. “Come on, Hollzy, work with me here. Is butt sex that good. Like earth shattering, take a chunk out of Roz’s shoulder good.”
Shane sat there for a few moments, seemingly in thought, which was long enough for Hunter to appear beside Ilya, wrapped in an Admirals hoodie, hair dripping down his neck. He pressed his fingers to his lips and pointed to the three conspirators. Thankfully Hunter seemed to get the message and settled against the wall to watch. “I guess… I don’t know.” Rude. “I mean, yes, sex with Rozanov is… Yeah. But I don’t really have anything to compare it to. I’m gay, so sex with women was always… Kinda horrible. Honestly. I didn’t come half the time and touching them was… It was awful. I know that now.” Ilya caught Hunter’s gaze, wincing at Hollander’s admission.
“And I don’t really get you guys either, I’m not… I don’t really like the idea of being on top, so I can’t really give you Ilya’s perspective of it all.” He rotated his upper body, looking over his shoulder to catch Ilya’s sheepish grin. “You can come out now, asshole.” He turned back to Cliff and Carter, giving Ilya the cold shoulder.
They settled themselves at the counter and Shane allowed himself to be pulled into Ilya’s side. Hunter sat opposite them “Wait. Are you saying you’ve never topped before?” Hunter asked softly, and not for the first time Ilya was profoundly grateful of the addition of Hunter to their little band of idiots. He asked the questions Ilya just never really thought of.
When Shane shook his head all three of his guests gave Ilya the filthiest of looks. Ilya was about to defend himself when Shane interceded. “It’s not Ilya’s fault, he’s… Offered. He does all the time but I…” Shane groaned. “I can’t believe I’m telling you people this.” He glared at Ilya. “This is all your fault.” Ilya hummed happily in assent. “I just… I don’t get it. When I think about-” Ooh that blush- “When I think about being inside…” Ilya wrapped his arm around Shane’s waist when his boyfriend gave an involuntary shiver and placed his mug heavily on the counter. “I don’t get anything out of it. It feels wrong. It feels… Like it did with them. The women. I just… I don’t want it. I honestly don’t know if I’d even be able to get hard anymore…”
Cliff cleared his throat. “But the butt sex.”
Shane gave him a disgusted glare. “Fine. You want to hear about Rozanov fucking me? Well-”
Cliff reared back, waving his hands frantically in front of himself. “Oh fuck no, Roz is my bro! We are the broiest of bros!” Ilya snorted in amusement. “I’ve seen more than enough of Roz fucking people, I’m over it, I’m done, no more. I’ll leave imagining that to Hunter.” That earned him a slap over the back of the head from Carter. Good man. “Seriously. Happy to listen to your stories about any other man you’ve been dicked down by. Just not Roz.” He settled back in his chair and waited. Watching.
Shane just settled further into Ilya’s side and sipped slowly at his coffee.
Waiting.
Watching.
“Well?”
“You didn’t want to hear about Rozanov.”
“But… No.” Cliff eyed Ilya suspiciously. “Hollzy… Please tell me this fucker isn’t your one and only. Surely there were some nice little boys in Montreal for you to play with before you settled down with the biggest bastard in all of Boston.”
Ilya couldn’t help the feeling of smugness that bloomed in his chest. “Hollander has excellent taste, Marley.”
That earned him an elbow in the side. “Pretty sure it was Stockholm syndrome.” Ilya had heard Shane use the term in reference to their relationship enough that he didn’t need to ask for a translation. “And I’m sure that there were nice boys in Montreal. Ottawa. But my fucked-up brain saw Rozanov and decided- ‘yep, this one.’ And after that I never really… Looked. For anyone else.” He dipped his head down as if he felt he needed to hide, and Ilya felt his chest twinge in sympathy.
“No, Shane, do not look sad for this.” He grimaced as he wiped away the single tear that had escaped. “Never be ashamed for what you want, Hollander. You do not have to want different.”
Shane let out a watery laugh, resting his forehead against Ilya’s chest. “I think you’re about the only person who thinks that. I think I’m gonna spend the rest of my life justifying you.”
“Fuck, Roz.” They both startled, Ilya having completely forgotten the other three men who were staring at them as if they were some magical unicorn. “Your dick must be magic.”
That time it was Hunter who hit Cliff over the back of the head. “Stop being an ass.” The older man grunted as he leaned forward over the bench. “Though I agree. You two are like a fucking fairy tale of epic proportions. Bet the sex was great from the beginning too.” He may have said it sarcastically, but Shane’s little smile and Ilya’s grin had his expression falling. “No. Sex is never great the first time.”
There as silence. Then- “What kind of sex have you been having?” Both Carter and Marlow said at the same time.
Scott looked ready to throw down. “Oh, because you two idiots lasted more than five seconds and made your poor girlfriends come.” That had both of them sheepishly grinning, but they all turned back to Shane who was fiddling with the tip of the cord hanging from his hoodie, looking pensive. “Hollander?”
“It’s… No joke, but anal isn’t easy.” He said softly, directing the comment at Cliff and Carter. “It’s not really spontaneous. You have to plan. Be prepared. You can’t just switch it up whenever you want to so there’s always kinda a calculated air about it.” He shrugged. “Ilya may think he’s seducing me the second we get behind closed doors but half the time I’m already lubed up these days, and the rest I’d planned on getting railed a good 24 hours before.”
Ilya choked.
Cliff gaped.
Carter looked fascinated.
Scott curled into a ball and looked close to crying.
“And it wasn’t easy, in the beginning. It’s kinda like what I imagine it’s like for women, so much of sex for them is mental, being in the mood, trusting their partner not to hurt them and everything. It takes work, to relax. To make it feel good.” He looked over at Hunter, who’d dragged his head from his hands. “But it was. Great. We’d known each other for almost two years by the time we could make our schedules line up. I’d spent months thinking about it, it was all I could think about by the end and it was…” He shrugged and Ilya bent forward, kissing lightly at the back of his neck where that perfect flush met his hair. “Ilya made sure of it. Hands free and everything.”
“Was a very good trick.” Ilya whispered as he flicked his tongue over the nape of Shane’s neck.
“Aaaaaaaw.” Now Cliff looked like he was about to cry. “He’s your lobster.”
“What the fuck, Marlow?” Ilya spat out through a wave of confusion. “What is crustacean having to do with me being excellent at sex?”
Shane chuckled in his arms. “It’s a Friends reference, you haven’t seen it yet. It’s on the list.”
“Do not care.” Ilya leaned over the nuzzled his nose into the junction of Shane’s shoulder and neck, inhaling the slight smell of soap.  “What does it mean?” He could tell that Hollander was somewhat embarrassed form the way he tensed just a little, but not so much that Ilya felt he had to pull back. “Marley?”
“Mean’s you’re his person, Roz. That you guys are perfect together.”
Ilya cocked his head to one side. “Of course. But why is lobster involved?”
Scott shook his head in frustration. “Just ignore these idiots, Rozanov. You two just keep doing what you’re doing and we’ll all come to your secret wedding. We can have a double when I find some poor guy willing to put up with me.”
Vaughan froze and Scott seemed to realise what he’d said as every bit of colour vanished from his skin and he went very, very still.
If it had been Ilya he’d have spun it. He was good at spinning things. At making up excuses. Hunter wasn’t. Hunter was tired. And lonely. And Ilya imagined that he’d been hiding for so long that he didn’t even know how to lie about his sexuality anymore, having always avoided the subject until he and Shane had torpedoed that whole thing.
Hunter looked ready to bolt, face flushed with shame and locked on Vaughan’s expression of surprise.
He would have made it if his Hollander, his perfect, wonderful boyfriend hadn’t come around the counter and shoved his face into Hunter’s neck, seeming to envelop the taller, broader man in a secure hug, pinning Hunter’s arms to his side. It was only moments before Carter was wrapped around Hunter’s back and Marlow just wrapped the three of then up against his chest, squeezing them softly.
And Ilya. Ilya worried.
He worried about what would have happened to him and Hollander if Scott hadn’t seen them.
He worried about how he would have coped if he’d had to keep the best decision in his life, the best thing in his life such a secret that it came to eat at him.
He worried about Scott Hunter, alone in that fancy apartment in New York that looked like Shane’s old one- cold and cruel and so very lonely.
“Does it hurt you?” He asked softly. 
Hunter sniffed somewhere in the middle of the puppy pile, voice muffled against Carter’s chest. “I’m fine, Rozanov. I was fine and I am fine.”
“Like Shane was fine. And I was fine. Just because pain is not bruises does not mean is not hurting you, Hunter. But if seeing us is bad for you, we will stop. Be less… Us.”
Scott wriggled himself around until he could face Ilya and he noted that Vaughan had looped an arm around the shorter man’s shoulders, keeping him close. “Don’t you fucking dare, Rozanov. I’ve spent years hiding this shit, and I fucking hate it. Every instant of it. So be fucking sappy in front of me. I can take it.” He choked out a miserable laugh, sounding slightly hysterical. “God, if you two could manage this fucked up situation for years until I stumbled into it, maybe I’ve got a chance.”
Shane smiled softly, moving back to Ilya’s side. “If you’re holding out until you retire you’ve only got a few months until June.”
“Fuck you, Hollander.”
Ilya was so fucking in love.
Oops.
Oh well.
Ilya accepted his fate with grace regardless of the outcome and took Hollander’s seat, pulling the man back against his chest. “Do not worry, Hunter. One day we will find you a cute little man like Hollander to make you smoothies. I hope is better than Shane’s. Taste like grass.”
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  CARTER
 
Ilya Rozanov barging into their locker room- traumatic.
Ilya Rozanov forcefully stripping his best friend whilst Marlow held him back- possibly the most terrifying thing he’d ever experienced in his life.
Ilya Rozanov proceeding to dress his captain all the while talking about soup and drying his hair like you would an unruly child? And Scott just letting him do it? Carter was beginning to understand that he was missing a large part of the picture.
Ilya Rozanov driving them to his house in the suburbs for dinner? A once in a lifetime opportunity for digging up dirt Carter wasn’t going to pass up, and it wasn’t as if he was going to let Scott go alone, not after the game they’d had. Usually Scott would have spent the least amount of time possible at dinner and faked a headache before locking himself away in their room to watch replays of the game whilst Carter spent a good hour or two trying to pull him from his funk.
Ilya Rozanov being slammed up against a window with Shane Hollander’s tongue down his throat?
Carter was having the best fucking day ever.
No joke. A Stanley Cup would have nothing on how absolutely fucking awesome this was.
Because he wasn’t stupid.
Scott was, like, uber gay. First twenty rows of a Gaga concert gay. Should be in rainbow spandex gay. Hummed Les Misérables under his breath when he thought no one was listening gay.
He was also so deep in the closet that God himself couldn’t have dragged him out. Carter had watched for years as the man he’d come to call his best friend had stood on the outside of every social event, had avoided any and every attempt to set him up, take him out, get him laid with that same little self-depreciating grin that everyone took for shyness and discomfort on his bearded face.
Carter had suspected for a while that the man was somewhere on the ace spectrum- Carter’s old roommate had been.
Then Shane Hollander had gone and done a Calvin Klein campaign.
No man stared at a poster of Shane Hollander for that long and with that kinda stupid dazed look that men got when looking at the truly hot, unless they were seriously considering getting their dick out.
So yeah. He’d figured it out and in his own way he’d tried to protect and support the older man. He’d started to divert attention after Scott’s second or third refusal of the night, he’d joked around when one of the guys pulled up a photo of their cousins’ dog’s best friend who was apparently a big hockey fan. He’d sacrificed quiet nights with the team to divert unwanted female attention more than once, the perfect anti-wingman.
And that was why, though he felt kinda bad for poor Hollander who looked like he was about to pass out, the second thought he’d had was fucking finally. 
His best friend had gay buddies who apparently had more power than God.
And Marlow.
Who assured him that he wasn’t gay.
At least not completely.
Maybe 10%. Sometimes.
Man was a moron.
Not that he could say much. He knew f`ull well that straight men weren’t that interested in the actual specific mechanics of anal. Well, some were. Carter didn’t discriminate. But Marlow was, like, specifically interested. Weirdly specifically interested. And Carter’s gaydar hadn’t steered his wrong when he bothered to put it to use. Except maybe with Rozanov. That was a massive mindfuck.
Still, the whole night had been a rousing success- minus the quite frankly obscene noises Shane Hollander, Hockey’s Golden Boy, made whilst being railed into the bed by his supposed rival. The morning had gone even better, though he would have preferred Scott come out to him in a less accidental manner.
Their flight had been delayed by snow and they were stuck in Boston until the next morning, Rozanov more than happy to put them up instead of sending them back to what he called a truly subpar hotel. He’d shoved them towards the living room with coffee as he pulled up the latest Montreal game against Toronto and left them to themselves as he coaxed Hollander into an exhausted nap.
“How the fuck do people not pick up on this?” He whispered to Scott who was tucked into a mountain of throw pillows- Hollander’s- and a large, weighted blanket- Rozanov’s. The man still looked a little pasty, his toes dug under Carter’s thighs. Together they looked over to the opposite side of the large sectional where Rozanov was bent forward at the waist, scribbling furiously into a notebook as Hollander snored softly in his lap, head buried into the Russian’s stomach. Marlow had ended up on the floor at some point, stretching a stiff hamstring and had dozed off on Rozanov’s feet. “I mean… In retrospect that shit isn’t subtle.”
Scott just shrugged. “We’ve been fed the rivalry story from day one- we were told that the lingering gazes and taunts on the ice were aggression.” He huffed softly. “Who the fuck would have thought it was all foreplay.”
“Gross.” Carter took a sip of his coffee. “They’re sickening.”
“They’re idiots. They were idiots before I knew they were actually together and they’re even worse now. They’re running a gauntlet that’s going to end with their careers in the toilet. And for what? A year or two together before it burns out?”
Carter noted the way Rozanov’s shoulders stiffened and his pen stilled, despite the action still playing out on the screen- hat trick to Hollzy. “Pessimist.”
“Realist. How the fuck are they going to maintain any sort of relationship when they barely see each other? Rozanov doesn’t have the temperament or the patience and Hollander’s going to realise-”
“Stop.” Carter said softly, reaching under the blanket to grasp at Scott’s ankle. “Look, I get that you’ve been living like this for years and probably know more than I do about it but you can’t just say those sorts of things about their relationship because of your own opinions of it.” He slid down a little against his own cushions as Rozanov paused the game. “I don’t think you’re giving them enough credit, especially Hollander.”
“What do you mean?” Rozanov asked softly from a few metres away, hand carding gently through Hollander’s hair, the smaller man snuffling in his sleep.
Carter shrugged. “Ask anyone, ask Hollander, and they’ll tell you that hockey is first. It’s always first, for him. And yet he didn’t find a nice PT who was happy for a discrete dalliance. Didn’t meet some big, brawny daddy in a club. Didn’t follow the internet’s weirdo wishes and fuck Pike. He’s hot, Rozanov. He’s hot, and rich, and nice, so fucking nice and he could have any little gay guy he wanted if he just wanted to get laid. But he didn’t just go for any guy.”
He sat forward, realising now just how much Rozanov seemed to need to hear this. “Shane Hollander. Nineteen-year-old Shane Hollander decided he was going to ride the dick of the one and only person who could completely destroy his career if he had the inclination. And when he figured out you weren’t a terrible lay he spent the next four years chasing you down until you gave in to those big brown bottom eyes.” He leaned back, fiddling with Scott’s socked toes. “And you’re just as bad.
“Russia’s a shit storm, man, and Marlow says you’re bi- you’re Ilya fucking Rozanov-” Scott grunted in irritation. “Shut up, man. You’re Ilya Rozanov and you could have pretty much anyone who’s vaguely interested in sex and men. But you did it too. You stuck your dick in the most dangerous place possible and you just kept on doing it. If that’s not some love at first sight shit, I don’t know what is.”
Rozanov sat there in silence for a good few minutes, slowly turning back to the screen and pressing play.  They watched Hollander score yet another goal then slam Dallas Kent into the boards, Rozanov letting out a happy little groan whilst muttering something in Russian, making another note. “Is too fast…” He scribbled once again. “Weak backhand…”
“Kent’s backhand is fine.” Scott interjected.
Rozanov just shook his head, leaning his notebook on Hollander’s shoulder as he jotted down indecipherable Cyrillic. “No… Hollander. Has weak backhand. Is only weakness. And right ankle is sore.” He squinted at the paper. “Maybe less strong on play with Comeau, doesn’t trust.”
“Are you… Are you trying to figure out ways to beat your boyfriend?” Carter asked softly.
Rozanov looked at him as if he were an idiot. “Of course. Only thing better than fucking Hollander is beating him. Makes him very angry, sex is also angry.” Another scribble. “But is hard to beat. Do not tell him, but I think he is best in league.” He threw a glare in their direction. “Will know if you tell.”
Carter held up his hands in defeat. “My lips are sealed, man. About everything.”
“I know. If you say anything, will tell whole league you are gay for Hunter. Destroy you both” He flopped back against the couch, causing Hollander to grumble unhappily as his pillow shifted. “Prosti menya, moya Lyubov. Go back to sleep. Dream of nice things.” He looked up at the TV screen, a closeup of Hollander’s face, expressionless, teeth bared as Kent was hauled off the ice. “And when I play Toronto, I will break them for you.”
Carter shivered as Hollander scored again. Fuck was he glad he wasn’t ever going to stand between those two. He turned to Scott who just gave him a worried look.
So fucking glad.
 
ILYA
 
February 2015- Boston vs Toronto
 
Shane was going to be so proud of him. Two broken ribs and a fractured jaw.
Both completely and utterly legal. Not an instant in the penalty box the entire game.
He blew a kiss out into the audience, Boston fans as always screaming for blood, his team rallying around him as Barrett spat a tooth out onto the ice, red staining the snow.
Ilya Rozanov was having a wonderful game.
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      Chapter 9: Okay Fine. We'll Fix You.
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Scott Hunter is sad.
Ilya is sadder sometimes.
Carter wants to die.
Marlow is having the time of his freaking life.



    Chapter Notes

      First thing I’ll say is- sorry for those who noticed I’d started misspelling Rozanov. I’ve re-uploaded all the chapters with better spelling  Thanks Itskeeper!

Secondly- I’m gonna mess around with their backstories a little. Nothing to change the overall story, but I’m too lazy to sit there and make sure I line up little interactions here and there, so if that’s not yo cuppa tea, feel free to, well, skip the whole story I guess. Gotta get Marlow laid before 2020.

Thirdly- I’m apparently moving up the timeline by two years cause we collectively have no patience. So.

Fourthly- chapter length will do as it does- I just go with the vibes.

Also. Again, to the commenters, I love your little ideas, and suggestions, and what you want, and I shall take, and feed the algorithm of my brain, and present to you the roster:

Carter- the lone brain cell

Scott- depressed AF

Marlow- Himbo central

Ilya- down BAD

Shane- down WORSE

Hayden- susceptible to wifey pressure

Kip- so fucking Horny


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  HAYDEN
 
Montreal- April 2010
 
Hayden Pike remembered the first time he saw Shane Hollander on the ice in real life. He’d been nineteen, fresh off a holiday to Barcelona and sore as all fuck, staring at all of the other terrified rookies when this baby faced half-Japanese kid had floated onto the ice and started messing around with the pucks. Hayden had never seen anything like him, coming from a way too-white area of Canada, and unlike JJ beside him, he’d not spent hours staring at footage of the man who gazed across the ice with dark brown eyes, calm and composed and completely at home unlike the rest of them.
Shane Hollander. The number two draft pick.
He’d stuck out his hand, ready to be ignored- Hayden wasn’t anything special, the kinda player teams tended to toss around once they’d trained them up a little, trading here and there until they had a contingent of workhorses, as Hayden liked to think of himself. Steady, competent, all the nice safe words. Not like Hollander.
The kid had burst onto the scene at the age of sixteen, completely blowing the nearest competition out of the water, making it so that there wasn’t really time nor a place for the rest of the rookies that year to be considered, unless you counted Rozanov. The third pick? Hayden didn’t even remember his name.
To his surprise Shane had taken his hand and given him a shy smile, introducing himself. And Hayden? Hayden thought he was just the sweetest little thing he’d ever seen.
He’d never experienced cuteness aggression before but he’d the overwhelming urge to grab his baby-fat cheeks and squeeze, maybe sniff at that bouncy hair which just looked like it smelled amazing.
He really should have slept more the night before.
 
Montreal- July 2010
 
Hayden stared down at the magazine on the counter, trying his very best not to giggle as Shane bent over the blender, face bright red with embarrassment. “Oh buddy… This is…” He held up the cover. “This is hilarious.” He burst out laughing, unable to help it.
Of all the photos Shane had shown him, they’d chosen the one where the two of them had been hysterically giggling at each other for the full spread, leaving the more dramatic face-off for the cover. It was a thing of great beauty. “Man, how the hell did you get through all that without punching the guy?”
Shane shrugged sheepishly. “I kinda just ignored him.” He said softly, fiddling with the strings of his hoodie, both of them wrapped carefully in thick sewing thread by Hayden himself for a second round of chewing. “He was kind of an asshole, wasn’t hard.”
“Yeah, man, doesn’t surprise me. Don’t know why the hell a brand like CCM would want him. Have you heard about the chick in New York? All over the papers.”
Shane hummed lowly, turning away from Hayden. He immediately felt like an asshole. He’d figured out pretty quickly that Shane wasn’t super keen on talking about his personal life, let alone sex, not that either of them was having much of it. Hayden figured it came from his dad. He’d met David Hollander when he’d helped Hayden move into Shane’s Montreal apartment, Shane having offered his spare bedroom once he’d realised Hayden was still living with his parents.
It’d felt weird at first, to even consider the offer given they’d known each other for all of 24 hours, but once he’d seen Shane’s contract he’d taken full advantage of his new friend’s kindness. Holy shit that was a lot of zeroes. “Sorry, man.”
“It’s fine. Just not used to it.” He said shakily, taking a sip of the green kale-infused monstrosity. “I was thinking-”
“Hey, a few of the guys were thinking of going out tonight.” Hayden said quickly, trying to move past the awkwardness. “Little bar Grace says is pretty sweet with the team. Get you out of your shell a bit, let you loosen up around the other guys.” He’d seen Shane struggle to really connect to anyone but him over the last month- as if Shane had latched on like a baby bird and decided one friend was enough. “First game’s coming up, it’ll be good to be more comfortable with the guys we’re playing with.” Hayden said ‘we’, but he was more than aware he was going to be warming a bench for the next few months unless someone fucked up. He was okay with it.
“I’m not really-”
“Dude.” He reached over, grabbing at Shane’s sleeve. “I know you don’t really do the whole socialising thing but it’s a team sport. We gotta at least get you learning their names.” Hayden almost caved when those big round eyes looked up at him through wet lashes. “Dude. You gotta stop doing that. You know I’ll cave.”
That earned him an irritated huff. Little shit was way too used to getting his way. “Fine. One hour.”
“And one conversation for more than five minutes that isn’t with me.”
“…Okay.”
 
September 2010- Montreal
 
Hollander and Rozanov. They were nineteen and the press was making it sound like the fight of the century. He’d watched Shane become twitchier with each day they drew closer to the game and he could tell that his roommate was getting hit by it. Hard. As in refuse to turn on the TV or even look at a social medial site. He’d expressed his concern to Yuna and David via their group chat- dedicated solely to the care and feeding of Shane Hollander- and Shane had been whisked away by his parents to lunch as Hayden had gone through his pre-game routines, finally having been given a spot on the 3rd line whereas Shane was sitting pretty on the second- not to anyone’s surprise.
That’s why he was more than a little worried when the coaches on both sides gave in to the masses and shifted the lines, sending out Hollander and Rozanov, 24 and 81, to the centre.
It was a bloodbath from there.
He’d watched games with the Bears- they all had, hours and hours of footage in preparation.
They weren’t prepared at all.
Oh, they won. 1-0. But it wasn’t hockey. It was an hour-long game of keep away between the two rookies who seemed content to ignore anyone on the ice aside from each other, Rozanov’s massive frame crushing Shane’s smaller one against the boards, throwing Russian in his face, causing Shane’s jaw to clench each time they came together.
And Shane. His newly discovered best friend. Hayden wasn’t the only one sitting on the edge of his seat, watching as their rookie centre skated faster than all of the vets, ducking and weaving as if he was a figure skater, using his slighter form to his advantage as he forced himself through the Bear’s defence and scored to the deafening cheers of their home crowd.
He’d stopped then, as their team dragged him into a massive group hug, staring across the arena at Rozanov who spat on the ice, the massive Russian glaring straight back.
Maybe the press wasn’t so wrong.
 
January 2011- Montreal
 
Hayden sat on their couch, watching the show before the All-Stars game started, popcorn on his lap, giggling happily as Shane completely and utterly destroyed Rozanov’s record, swaying side to side as the camera followed his friend back to the bench, he and Rozanov tossing barbs back and forth until Shane started to ignore the asshole, speaking to Scott freaking Hunter instead.
Hayden had greeted his jetlagged roommate with a bro-hug as the exhausted man dropped his bags in the hallway, leaning against the wall, looking like he’d spent the entire last few days awake. “You all good, man?”
Shane seemed to snap himself out of whatever mood he’d been in because he directed a frankly blinding smile in Hayden’s direction before he tottered off unsteadily towards the kitchen, phone in hand.
Phone in hand.
Shane Hollander never had his phone in his hand. He was unfailingly polite, always dedicating his entire attention to Hayden when they were at home, to his conversation partners when he was out. His phone lived in his pocket, in his bag until he was alone or the interaction was over.
Oooooh what had happened in Nashville.
“Hey buddy?” Hayden asked knowingly. “Whatcha got there?”
Shane raised an eyebrow in questioning as he started to pull out ingredients for his disgusting omelettes. The phone sat beside him, screen unlocked, and Hayden caught a glimpse of a message chain. “Lily, eh? Have a fun weekend?”
The blush told him more than Shane’s stuttered excuses.
Oh, this was gonna be good.
 
February 2011- Montreal
 
It wasn’t good. Not really. Hayden hadn’t been the only one noticing Shane’s new phone habits. Turned out when you pretty much isolated yourself from your team’s social circles you became the sort of person people watched- Hayden had warned him so he didn’t really feel that bad when a few of the other rookies, and then the vets started to gently rib his friend, poking and prodding and trying to steal the now perpetually locked phone.
It wasn’t until he saw Shane after one of their games, sitting near completely curled up in his stall staring at the blank screen, shielding it protectively with his body, that he realised it may have gone a bit too far. “Hey, you okay there?”
It earned him a half-hearted nod and a hum in acknowledgement as the screen lit up, previews disabled, not even the name visible anymore. Hayden immediately felt like a dick. He sat himself down on the bench opposite Shane and rubbed his hands over his face. “I’m sorry, man, I’ll try and get the others to back off a bit.”
“it’s fine.” That was not Shane’s ‘fine’ tone. That was his ‘I am not fine at all but I’m going to pretend I am because I don’t want to rock the boat’ tone. “I’ll just leave it off at work”
What the fuck.
“Buddy… You do realise that you shouldn’t need to do that, right? If they’re making you feel uncomfortable, you can just tell them.”
“I have.” That was news to Hayden. He didn’t think Shane had it in him. “They just laughed. Said it was a rite of passage. ‘There’s no secrets in the locker room.’ Then they told me about their mistresses.” He knocked his head back against the wall of his cubby with a thunk. “It’s fine. It’s not a big deal.”
Hayden couldn’t help but think that maybe it was.
He was even more worried when Shane didn’t come home that night until three in the morning.
Three in the morning.
Shane Holander had never once in all the months of knowing him come home so late. And dishevelled. Hair a mess and jacket crinkled and shirt gaping a little around his neck.
Hayden almost had a heart attack at the thought of someone attacking his buddy.
Then he saw it.
The hickey.
Heart attack number two.
Shane said a quick goodnight, clearly trying to keep a smile off his face as he passed Hayden quickly to his bedroom, the smell of cigarette smoke just barely present around him.
And Hayden? He said nothing. He just curled himself up in a little ball in his shower and squealed silently, so fucking excited for his friend. And Lily. God, he hoped it was Lily.
 
March 2011- Montreal
 
Turns out that asking your teammates to stop harassing your best friend means you want to suck his cock.
Noted.
 
April 2011- Montreal
 
Turns out when you shove your teammate into a locker because he’d ‘jokingly’ threatened to sexually assault your best friend in the shower you get shoved onto the ground with enough force to bruise bones.
Also noted.
He didn’t tell Shane.
 
May 2011- Toronto
 
Hayden hadn’t really noticed it before, it had just never really clicked. He always roomed with Shane. He’d never minded it. He was fine with it. He preferred it. Shane was quiet, and polite, always carried snacks that he never ate, he was soft, and squishy, and he let Hayden fall asleep on his shoulder half way through movies.
It wasn’t until he’d actually paid attention instead of hanging at the back of the pack with Shane whilst keys were handed out that apparently rooming with him was supposed to be a punishment.
That some of the vets said things to the younger guys, things that had Hayden wanting to throw down for the first time off the ice.
If he’d asked Theriault to make them permanent roommates after that, it was between him and God.
Shane didn’t need to know.
 
June 2011- Tampa
 
The first time Hayden told Gagnon to go fuck himself was not long after he’d met Jackie.
 
September 2011- Montreal
 
The second time was just after the Two Towers memorial was opened.
And it wasn’t just Gagnon.
It was a hard time for them all.
 
December 2013- Montreal
 
He couldn’t parse the look on Shane’s face as he stared at the burning Rozanov effigy, shifting uncomfortably.
The look when that text came through? That one Hayden recognised.
Horror.
Panic.
And then… Oh God. Shane Hollander was horny. Now. In their locker room. Before their game with Boston where Ryan Price was going to flatten his tiny friend.
Hayden wished he was anywhere but standing next to his friend trying not to read message after message coming through on the glowing screen, each one sending Shane a darker shade of pink.
This was how Hayden Pike died. From second hand embarrassment.
 

 
Jackie had thrown him out of the house a full hour before he’d been supposed to meet Shane for breakfast so he’d spent a good half an hour starting at closed shop windows before he settled at the café they’d agreed on- the one that served the most awful vegan wannabe garbage that Shane forced himself to eat.
Because who the hell eats bird food willingly?! And it’s not like Hayden was unhealthy- he wasn’t! He probably weighed the exact same as Shane and didn’t starve himself half the time. Jackie had taken it upon herself to start developing a menu specifically for his best friend to entice him away from the steamed chicken, rice and bland vegetables Hayden had watched him eat until he’d moved in with his wonderful wife.
God, he loved his wife. He was now the wife guy.
“Hey, Hayden.”
Hayden looked up and choked on air.
He was wearing the clothes he’d left the arena in. Shane Hollander hadn’t even gone home before meeting Hayden for breakfast. “Hey buddy… Good night?”
“Um… Yeah? Same as always?” Even Shane’s confused look couldn’t detract from the fact that his best friend looked… Content. No. Content wasn’t a strong enough word. Shane looked as if he’d transcended the mortal state and was currently inhabiting Nirvana, not a single stress line or worry ridden frown in sight, body loose and relaxed, rugged up in his favourite blue hoodie and swaying slightly in his seat, and small smile tugging at his lips.
Wow. “Lily?”
“Huh?” Shane looked up from his phone, dazed.
Wow. There really wasn’t anything going on in that brain today.
“Was that Lily?”
“Oh… No. It was my mom.” Lie. “Brand deal.” Nope. “I’ll call her later.” No, you won’t.
Hayden tamped down the compulsion to push, to know. He forced down the little nagging bit of hurt, that his best friend didn’t trust him with this… Whatever it was. Jacks had given him a good smack the last time he’d bought it up- thoughtfully pointing out that Hayden didn’t actually know if this Lily was even Shane’s girlfriend, and she had a point. Shane hated going out, hated the puck bunnies that followed him around like flies, hated the way the guys talked about the women they were seeing. Hayden knew a lot of it was Shane’s intrinsic respect for women, driven into him from birth by the formidable Yuna, but over the years he’d figured that Shane was sitting somewhere on the undiagnosed autism spectrum, and he’d started to compensate accordingly, reading the books and asking the people and making his house with Jackie as Shane-friendly as possible, terrified of alienating the odd little creature that had latched onto him and stood beside him at his wedding.
And so he waited. Watched as Shane grinned down at his phone before placing it in his pocket, turning his full, formidable attention on Hayden.
He could wait.
He owed Shane that much.
 
June 2014- Montreal
 
Hayden may have been wrong about being able to wait.
He stared down at the message thread with his best friend the morning after and had the horrifying realisation that his friend was being held hostage by a nut job.
A nut job who now had his number.
But clearly that wasn’t the most important thing here even if he was about to have a heart attack.
Something had happened in Vegas at the awards that had nothing to do with trophies. At all.
Lily had texted him.
Lily had texted him. FROM SHANE’S PHONE.
Because his best friend was having a panic attack.
And Lily. Lily. Had talked him out of it.
Part of him wanted to worship the ground the woman walked on.
The rest of him still wanted to cut a bitch. But he wouldn’t. For his best friend he wouldn’t.
For Shane this was big. Like, really big. Big enough that even Jackie had noticed, distracted as she was by the twins.
That was why they were both standing at the bench, watching as Shane freaking glowed, all rosy and incandescently happy as he laid on his back on the rug, lifting Ruby- Jade, fuck-, up above his head, laughing delightedly as she gurgled around her pacifier, drooling on the oversized black t-shirt he was wearing.
“Lily?” Jackie whispered, pressing up against his side and looping their arms together.
“Yeah… I think so.”
“Try and get her number. We always need more WAGs.”
Hayden smiled. Shane had a G.
 
August 2014- Montreal
 
FUCKING NIGHTMARE FUEL
Pike
Pike
Pike
Pike
Pike
Can you leave me the fuck alone? 
No. 
Pike. 
What the fuck is this? 
Screenshot995.jpg
Shit. I’ve been looking for that. 
Is not answering question
What is it?
It’s Jackie’s
My wife’s
I know who lady Pike is 
Why is weird pink sparkly sex toy in Shane’s house Pike
TS NOT A SEX TOY! 
It’s for neck massages! 
Wait. Are you in Montreal? 
Many gold stars to worst Voyageur
Did not lose all brain cells through dick
Fuck you
Why are you going through Shane’s apartment without him 
I wonder. 
Maybe. 
Is because. 
HE IS WITH YOU PIKE! 
AM NOT SUXKING HIS DOCK BECAUSE WORSE VOYAGEUR IS ASSHOLE!!!!
WHO DOES NOT LET HIM COME HOME TO ME!
Oh. 
 
He looked up to where Shane had smooshed himself into the corner of the booth beside JJ, head down squinting at his phone. Another point towards the guy really needing glasses.
He immediately felt like an ass. After their win against Toronto he’d near dragged Shane out with the team to celebrate despite his stronger than usual protestations. It had been one of the rookies who’d finally won their stoic captain over, weaponizing his cute little pout and puppy dog eyes. Kid had looked at Shane like he was a God to be worshipped.
Now he felt like a dick.
 
Shit. Sorry. I didn’t even think of that. 
What a surprise. 
pike. 
Not using brain
Why the fuck does he even like you? Can you not. Just for once. Stop being a complete bitch? 
Maybe he likes me like his. 
Maybe you do too. 
You are just as boring as him
I bring spice to life
You bring violence
Yes
Also this
Shane’s life would be meh without his glorious lily 
Now you are blessed with lily too
Should be singing compliments
Praises
 
Those too
No. 
The saying
You are making fun of my English, pike? Did not know you are xenophobic too
What the fuck
I’m not xenophobic
I don’t even know what race you are! 
Am best Race
Canadian? 
…
…
Gross                           
 
January 2015- Montreal
 
NO.
piiiiike 
pike
Pike
Fish. 
Fishy
Here fishy fish fish
piiiiike
I swear to god  if we ever meet in person I will end you
I will wrap my hands around your throat and throttle you then chop up your body into tiny little pieces
Then I’ll melt it down in lye
And scoop you into ice cube trays
And throw you cube by cube to fish 
:-(
What do you want? 
Nothing. Will go away.,
Lily. 
Lily
Lily. 
Lily: 
I’m sorry. 
It’s been a shit day. 
I know. 
What do you mean you know? 
Shane tells me was very bad game. 
Oh. 
Yeah. It was pretty shit. 
Did you need something? 
Shane says you go home before he sees you. 
Third trimester. 
You are pregnant? 
I’m did not know this
Oh. I guess he didn’t tell you. 
Yeah. Jacks hasn’t been doing great.
It’s been a while since Shane visited
Pretty sure that’s your fault
)))))))
Is all mine.
 
Hayden stared down at his phone, at three in the morning on a Tuesday, the three words sending a sharp pain through his chest. Yeah. He was.
He was so fucking tired.
 
I know.
You win.
I always win Pike. 
Am the best. 
Yeah. I guess you are.
….
Fifteenth best player. 
Only fourteenth most stupid
 
Hayden turned his phone off. In the morning there wasn’t a single message.
That afternoon Arthur Pike was born a month premature, growth in the 3rd centile and Hayden didn’t know if he could do this.
 
February 2015- Montreal vs New York Away Game
 
They’d lost and Hayden honestly didn’t even know if he’d played, let alone who won.
He knew he was sore- he was always sore these days.
He knew his eyes were itchy, and dry, and red no matter how many drops Shane forced him to take.
He knew he was tired… So, so tired, the kind of tired that you go straight around to insomnia and…
Shane had gone out again. Hayden hadn’t even had a chance to ask if they could stay in tonight, his best friend running out of the room with a grin on his face as Hayden tried his best to choke out more than a word or two, his brain scrambled and hurting and he couldn’t remember the last time they’d just hung out together.
He stared down at his phone, missing the way Jackie used to text him after a game. It’d been a while since that had happened.
She was busy.
With his baby.
With Arthur.
He knew that.
He wanted to go home.
 
March 2015- Montreal vs Boston Away Game
 
Shane didn’t even come back to the room this time. Just left straight after the game, giving Hayden a perfunctory wave before hurrying into a large black uber.
 
THIEF
Piiiiiiiike
Pike
Why are you ignoring me little fish? I see you see my messages
I want picture of baby
Shane says is very cute baby
Piiiiike
Please
I want to see the baby
 
April 2015- Montreal vs Florida Away Game
 
He was getting there. Slowly. He was adapting, but to be fair he’d been distracted. A new baby, the twins in the terrible twos turning threes, Jackie’s recently diagnosed post-partum depression, he was run ragged and stressed and Shane could, overall, look after himself.
He’d shown that all too well recently.
That was why Hayden didn’t notice until he was near too late.
His best friend was pulling away.
And he didn’t know why.
Okay maybe he did.
And maybe it was kinda his fault but to be fair it had been almost a year since whatever happened in Vegas had resolutely stayed in Vegas, Shane not uttering a word about why he’d suddenly turned a new leaf, opened a new chapter, become less of a stick in the mud to the degree that he actually came out with the team every now and again. Joked with the new rookies. Smiled once in a blue moon.
Didn’t say a single thing when he’d look over to see Hayden’s chat with Lily open and more active than their own.
The problem with that was that the team took it to mean Shane’s personal life was fair game once now Hayden had stopped having the energy to police them.
They’d developed ‘Guess the Lily.’
Hayden hated it.
Hated the bets that passed back and forth behind Shane’s back, hated the accusations, the theories ranging all the way from affairs to male prostitutes, as if they couldn’t imagine their captain having a normal, run of the mill relationship, like there was something wrong with him. It had to be tawdry and dirty and Hayden hated it. 
He’d tried to compensate.
Fuck had he tried to compensate but he was so. Tired. He’d corner Drapeau after games, physically holding the giant goalie back when he tried to follow Shane into the showers, a mocking glint to his eyes.
He’d thrown a puck at Andropov’s face when he’d made a gesture behind Shane’s back.
He’d smacked JJ over the back of the head, far harder than was friendly the last time the word ‘faggot’ had passed his lips.
It wasn’t enough.
He was just one man.
So he’d tried it another way. He’d tried to show he was a good friend. A supportive friend. Nonjudgemental even though Lily was a pain in his ass the majority of the time, demanding picture after picture of Hayden’s baby, sending little mocking parcels of Bears merchandise just the right size every week or so. He’d asked if Shane wanted to bring her over for dinner when she was in town because she travelled for work. He’d once gathered up the courage, the day after Arthur had first smiled at him, gummy and rheumy and with a full belly- finally- to ask if he could give her number to Jacks, to add her to the WAG chat. Jackie had worn him down after weeks of begging, his wonderful wife just as tired as he was, desperately needing something, anything but their own lives to focus on.
Shane had pretended not to hear.
Like he thought Hayden was a moron.
It wasn’t the first time Shane had done that. He never used to. He used to let Hayden talk. Ask him to come over to watch a movie. Have a beer on the back deck.
Now he cut Hayden off at the pass, as if he didn’t want to make up an excuse to get out of whatever Hayden wanted to do.
He’d given up after that.
He didn’t know what else he could do.
He couldn’t even keep his son safe, what fucking use was he?
“Oi Hollander, sure that Lily of yours isn’t a ‘Liam?’” Comeau’s yell across the locker room yanked Hayden back from semiconsciousness and his eyes flickered tiredly to Shane, whose shoulders had stiffened under his padding. “Or you just bending over for a pegging, eh?”
In the past he would have put himself right there, right in front of his best friend.
He honestly didn’t know if his legs would hold him up anymore.
He had a baby.
A sick baby.
He couldn’t miss any more games.
He couldn’t get hurt like last time.
He leaned over and let his head rest against the wall of his stall, unable to look at Shane’s disappointed expression.
It was directed at him a lot these days.
Shane didn’t bounce back from the bullshit like he used to.
 

 
After that day Hayden was just like everyone else.
No more fond smiles.
No more letting Hayden pat him on the back.
Nothing.
It kinda sucked. A little bit. That he wasn’t worth anything now that he couldn’t get in the way anymore.
He tried, sometimes. But when every little bit of his energy went to just keeping himself upright and moving and on the first line and functioning just enough that Theriault only threatened to bench him once every other day there was only so much he could do.
Now Hayden could barely even protect himself, and Shane?
Maybe he’d never needed it in the first place.
Maybe Hayden had isolated himself from the majority of his team for nothing. 
Shane had always been polite. Non-confrontational. Amiable. Willing to let bygones be bygones. Never one to stir the proverbial pot. Hayden thought it was one of the reasons Shane had been named captain so early in his career, the fact that everyone got along with him and he got along with everyone.
Not anymore.
It was like a switch had been flipped and since the beginning of the season Shane had started to change. Little snaps here and there at a sexist or racist remark. A little chirp, reminding Patrice of his pregnant girlfriend. A slightly too firm tap on a rookie’s back when a joke went too far.
Most of the time it was taken well. Most of the time. But there were always going to be malcontents.
Patrice and Comeau, a few of the other vets had never been… They’d always harboured some resentment towards the rookie that had slotted so easily into their team and taken charge. They hated it when Shane started to call them on their bullshit, the snide comments, the borderline illegal hits on the ice. 
It wasn’t until he saw Shane flinch, fucking flinch when JJ, one of Shane’s closest friends brushed past him that Hayden realised that there was a very real problem.
He watched the way Comeau would check Shane against the boards with just enough force to rattle him, spitting something in his ear as he skated away. It was the way Patrice would let goals go in practice in front of Coach. How Couillard’s stick would hit just that bit harder against Shane’s skates, sending him off balance.
The worst part was that Shane knew. He knew, and he put up with it. Because he could fight against the words, but on the ice? On the ice the casual violence was part of the game, there was no way to differentiate accidental from deliberate and Hayden’s teammates were deliberate. They were playing the long game. They knew that Shane was too valuable to damage, but they could make sure he knew his meddling wasn’t welcome.
So yeah.
Without even realising Hayden had lost his best friend.
It was only a week later, staring down at his phone, looking at the last time he’d text Lily, that he realised the only other friend he’d thought he’d had wasn’t a friend at all.
He closed the chat.
Sat down on the cold, hard bed of their shared hotel room as Shane breathed softly in the darkness, and cried.
Silently.
He was getting good at that.
 

 
It was the buzzing that woke him. Incessant, his phone lighting up continually.
He rubbed his eyes, checking to see that Shane was still asleep. The still lump under the covers told him yes, as did the empty case of earplugs on the bedside table.
He sat up, eyes widening in fear as he saw the thirty-two messages from Jackie, the three missed calls. He threw himself out of his bed and fled to the balcony, already dialling as he shut the door behind him. His phone rang once before she picked up. “Jacks, what-”
“Did you read them?” His beautiful wife sounded hysterical, like she’d been crying. “Did you see the screenshots?”
“What, no-”
“Oh God, Hay- I fucked up, I’m so sorry!” Hayden pulled the phone from his ear, still able to hear Jackie’s sobs on the other end of the line as he scrolled through the unread messages to the top.
 
WAAAAAAAGS
Hi Lily!
Shaylee: Hi!
Alice: Oh my God, we’ve heard so much about you from the guys!
Lily: what is this
Oh my God, sorry, this is Jackie Pike, Hayden’s wife! Welcome to the Montreal WAGs 
Lily: how did you get number
Hayden!
 We’ve been wanting to talk to you for ages!
Jocelyn: This is so great! You’re Shane’s first WAG!
Lily: No. Am deleting number
 
Lily has left the chat.
 
Oh God.
Alice: What a bitch.
 
“Oh God.” Hayden whispered, sitting heavily on the rickety chair, the cold air doing nothing to stop the panicked sweat breaking out all over his body. “Oh fuck. Jacks, what- did you- did you go through my fucking phone?”! He wheezed out, staring at the screen as if it could solve the mystery. “Jackie, please tell me-”
“Hayden, I’m so sorry-”
“I gotta go.” He hung up. He hung up on his wife.
‘Ra-ra-Rasputin, Russia’s greatest love machine…’ 
Hayden turned back towards the room, watching in horror as Shane woke from a dead sleep, throwing himself across the bed in a near panic and grabbing at his phone.
He always slept with a do not disturb.
Hayden used to be the singular exception.
Apparently there was another.
Shane ripped out one ear plug and answered the call, chest heaving, eyes fluttering in the faint light of his phone.
Hayden couldn’t hear what he was saying but he knew the exact moment Shane realised what had happened.
He expected puppy dog eyes. He expected tears. He expected Shane to demand explanations. Hurt.
Instead Shane’s eyes narrowed in anger, lips curling into a sneer. He hung up, leaning across the bed and picking up the hotel phone. A minute later he gathered his toothbrush from the bathroom, grabbed his duffle, slipped his socked feet into sliders and left the room, dropping the key on the table inside the door.
He didn’t look at Hayden once.
He didn’t say a single word.
Hayden’s knees hit the ground.
Hard.
 
SCOTT
 
April 2015- Admirals vs Boston
 
The goal alarm went off.
Again.
And again.
Scott was exhausted. He’d been exhausted since the third period started. He’d been exhausted before the game started. He’d been exhausted since Shane had called at three in the morning, hysterical, after his best friend gave Rozanov’s burner number to his fucking wife. After every plan the two men had put in place it had been the man closest to Hollander who’d finally betrayed them.
It had turned into a full-on team video call, Scott on his couch, Rozanov already in New York in a hotel downtown with Marlow, the two men cuddled up in the same queen bed, Carter half-conscious in his kitchen so as to not wake his highflying lawyer girlfriend. It wasn’t until two hours later that Hollander collapsed into an exhausted sleep in the suite he’d hurriedly booked to get away from Pike, leaving the rest of them emotionally wrung out.
Kid didn’t deserve this shit. Not even Rozanov deserved this shit, the Russian curled up in a comatose ball against Marlow’s chest, the burner a smouldering wreck on the balcony, the sim snapped in half and burned. It had surprised Scott, how strong Rozanov’s reaction had been to his ‘little fish’s betrayal.’
That they’d all been up together was likely the only reason that the Admirals weren’t losing even worse. Not even Rozanov and Marlow could function at their best after the night they’d had and their teammates all seemed to realise that something was off in the first lines, neither side going as hard as they could have.
Scott was secretly thankful. He could admit that it had been a while since he’d last played to his best, the constant pressure and fear finally getting to him now that he had the opportunity to see what he could have had THE WHOLE TIME. Because despite the distance and the homophobia inherent in the NHL those two little menaces were making it work. Right in front of him. Under everyone’s noses. They were video chatting at two o’clock in the morning about their fucking problems and their friends, who knew about them, were helping. 
Scott was helping.
Scott was aware now and that made it a thousand times worse. He’d seen Hollander drag his half-conscious form across Rozanov’s disgustingly plush rug and completely cover the larger man’s bulk with his own, sinking into him like there was no place he’d rather be. He’d seen Rozanov cater to every single one of Hollander’s whims- shift this way, stop smoking, get rid of that beer it makes you smell weird, don’t touch my toothbrush, don’t kiss me you haven’t brushed your teeth on and on and on and Rozanov would just smile and hop to it. Shane Hollander walked Ilya Rozanov on a leash and the Russian Bear seemed to be just fine with it.
It Scott had tried harder, would it have been different for him? If he’d stayed with that first physio in Barcelona, with any of the countless offers in bars and clubs and gyms over the years was there a possibility that he may have found something like they had? Had his overwhelming, crippling fear of being discovered, having his career torpedoed before its time prevented him from experiencing any degree of happiness?
Why the fuck was he one bad call from a mental breakdown five minutes from the end of a fucking game?
“What is matter, Hunter, need nap?” Rozanov chirped happily as he sped past, back from his latest goal. “You look sad! You need hug?” Marlow cacked as he followed his captain back to their side of the ice and Scott shook his head angrily, forcing himself to get his head back in the game.
He knew they weren’t going to win- three goals in four minutes just wasn’t going to happen but letting Boston score again was unthinkable.
He skated back to centre, settling into the face-off against the Russian menace he’d seen sobbing into Marlow’s shirt half a day ago. “Fuck you, Rozanov.”
“Hmm, is always more fun when you are there!” The grinning man chirped back, ignoring the reprimand from the ref just before the puck dropped, Scott winning the face-off and passing straight to Carter who took off down the ice, Hunter stuck behind Rozanov’s bulk, shoving past the man. “Naaaaw, little Hunter is too slow to keep up? Knees too sore?”
Scott lashed out, smacking his stick against Rozanov’s pads. “Play the fucking game, you prick.”
“Yes, I have very big prick. Many women tell me so-”
“Rozanov-”
“Oh no.” Buzz. “We score again. Distracted, Hunter?”
Scott didn’t even think.
He just lunged.
Rozanov’s head snapped back, blood splattering down the front of his jersey and onto Scott’s knuckles, the larger man stumbling backwards in surprise and smacking into the boards, stick dropping to the ground.
An instant later Scott was sliding across the ice on his back, St. Simons ploughing into him at full force, shoulder low, straight into Scott’s already fragile ribs.
His ears were ringing, his helmet a few feet from his head, the ice bright in his eyes as he came back to his senses, gasping in a pained breath as he watched Marlow set Rozanov’s nose, the Russian crying out in pain as yet another bend was left in the cartilage.
Scott was a piece of shit.
He lay there for a few minutes as both teams vaulted off their benches, a massive brawl on centre ice as Carter skated to his side, hauling him upright.
He couldn’t bear the look of disappointment on his friend’s face, shaking off the gentle touch and removing himself from the ice. He was done.
 

 
The locker room was an odd mixture of jubilant- their captain had made Ilya Rozanov bleed- and complete devastation. Though that part may have been from Scott only. His teammates patted his bare shoulders one by one as they headed out to commiserate their 4-0 loss to the Bears, leaving him to his characteristic post-game silence except for Carter who collapsed in his towel on the bench opposite, cleaning out his ears with the edge of a face-washer. “You wanna tell me what the fuck that was?”
Scott huffed in irritation. “It’s fucking Rozanov, Vaughan, it’s the same as always-”
“Bullshit. You have never gone after Rozanov, not like that. You’re like Hollander but older. You don’t just go and punch players for what was, for Rozanov, a tame as hell game. Sorry to tell you this but you’re the problem here, Scott, and I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what the fuck is going on.”
Scott just shook his head and stood, pulling on a pair of joggers and a hoodie, not even bothering with a shower- he was sure his uber driver would have smelled far worse coming out of this stadium. “I’m going home.”
Carter snorted in amusement. “Don’t doubt it. See you in a few.”
Scott opened the door to the locker room and grimaced at the sound of fans still in the arena, the press still making menaces of themselves. His media manager had long since given up forcing Scott into the press room after losses- ‘Too fucking depressing, Hunter, not the greatest optics.’ That had been a real slap in the face.
He hurried down the darkened service corridors to the player parking lot’s pick-up zone- if three bays and a bench could be called that, given that they lived in New York, who the hell had a car?
A few moments later Carter joined him, bumping against his side and Scott forced himself to put up with the casual affection the other man had started throwing in his direction. He hated it. And also didn’t hate it.
He hated that he wanted it at all.
Fucking Hollanov. And fuck Marlow for putting that stupid name in their vocabulary.
His car pulled up and he patted Carter on the shoulder before pulling the back passenger side door open- no need to force his stink upon the poor man- and sat down just as the opposite door opened and Cliff Marlow squeezed himself into the middle seat as Rozanov handed the driver a quite frankly alarming amount of money for the inconvenience and squeezed in beside them, Carter taking the front seat. “What the fuck-”
Rozanov’s finger appeared between his eyes. “No. You have already made me angry today, you will be quiet.” Rozanov did indeed look pretty damn pissed off, smooshing himself against the window with an ice pack held against his face. Scott’s aim must have been off because the beginnings of a perfect shiner were starting to develop over his right eye.
Scott refused to speak to any of the other occupants of the car the entire half an hour home through post-game traffic. He was tired. He was sore. He was sweaty and gross and he was so fucking sad.
He was always sad these days.
The uber dropped them off with a private message through the app to Scott.
 
Do I need to call the cops?
 
Scott had just laughed miserably. “I wish I could get rid of them that easily.” He shut the door and trudged into his building, followed by his babysitters.
Probably wasn’t the worst idea given the sheer amount of vodka currently lying around his apartment.
“I’m gonna take a shower. Don’t break anything.”
 He left his teammate to watch over the idiot duo, spending a good half an hour drowning himself in near scalding water, head against the tiles as the heat worked much of the tension from his shoulders. Eventually he ran out of excuses and trudged into the living room, flopping back onto the couch and watching as the three men divvied up whatever pathetic leftovers still remained in his fridge- nope. They’d already ordered takeout.
God he was a shit host.
He turned away from the three men, content to sit there and stare out the windows over the city, not even slightly hungry after that shitstorm of a game. One of seven. Seven. He was already so damned tired.
Something shifted to his side and he turned to get a face full of blanket, Rozanov tucking him in like a child and handing him a glass of water. “Drink. Skin is all sad.” The Russian said with a smirk, attractive face marred by bruising and the swelling over his nose coming up beautifully.
Scott obliged as Rozanov pushed him forward, stuffing a few pillows behind his back, which was nice. “I don’t need you to mother me.” He said tiredly, handing back the glass and accepting the burrito, chewing mechanically, eating because he knew he had to, not because he wanted to. “And I’m not going to apologise.”
“Did not expect you to.” Rozanov squeezed out between a mouth full of rice and beans. “You are sad and depressed, Hunter, miserable lonely little old man in big rich apartment. I am also sad and depressed-”
“Bullshit, Rozanov, you and your perfect life- ”
“Hunter. Life is not perfect, as you say. My father has a mind that is rotting and may say wrong thing about why he hates me without thinking. I have Russian passport only and if we are discovered I could be deported to country that will put me in jail. Shane is stuck in city five hours away with friend who tries to out us and team that scare him every day and I cannot protect him. Man I want to have children with, Hunter, and I cannot even tell world he is mine.
“World does not only hate you, Hunter, does not even hate you as much as you hate yourself. I would know.” Rozanov sat on the low table in front of him, refusing to let Scott look away. “My mind is also not good, Hunter. Many bad thoughts, terrible thoughts, for many years. Is not gone now, but is better, with Shane.”
“Does he know?” Scott whispered, staring into those obnoxious blue eyes.
Rozanov nodded. “We do not only fuck, Hunter, not even I can fuck that much. We talk. He tells me of little Pikes and tiger mother, I tell him of wanting to walk in front of car every now and then.” Rozanov shrugged and a small, self-depreciating smile graced his European features. “Some times have been very bad, Hunter, probably will be bad in future. But Shane makes it better. So do you.” Scott’s jaw dropped in shock. “Do not be so surprised, old man. Was very alone for many years, lied to many people, was not good. Having people to talk to is better. You need to talk more. Cannot hold all hurt inside or will explode.” He made a soft explosion noise, mimicking the event with his hands. “If you do not want to talk to me, your emotional support Russian with latent suicidal tendencies, Vaughan is good man. Will listen to demented ramblings.”
Scott would have kicked him except the blanket was very warm and very heavy. Maybe Hollander was onto something there. In the kitchen Marlow and Carter had fallen silent, sitting side by side as they watched Scott being emotionally interrogated.
Fuck it.
“I hate you.”
“I know- I hate you too.”
“No… Rozanov, I hate what you represent. I hate that you’re so fucking happy even though clearly your life sucks even more than mine, I’ll take dead parents over abusive ones any day. I just… Fuck. Did I waste seven fucking years, almost a decade, feeling sorry for myself when-”
“No.” Rozanov near threw himself off the table and onto Scott’s lap, smothering him in an all-encompassing hug. “No. You did not waste anything.” He pulled back so that Scott could see the beginnings of tears in his eyes. “We are not normal, Shane and me. We are… Shane says there was one in million chance that stars aligned. That one wrong word would mean we are not together. We are… Statistics, outside?”
“Outlier?” Marlow called.
“Yes. We are outlier. Hunter, I found one of tiny number of gay hockey players, and if he was not bravest man I have ever met I would not have known. For men like us, is too dangerous to say yes to just any man. We cannot trust. Too many try to make money off us. NHL is cruel to us, and is so, so hard. You are surviving, Hunter, already this is very good thing.”
Scott stared up at the insane man sitting on his lap and tried to speak but instead he just collapsed against Rozanov’s chest, choking on a sob that became a muffled, tear stained wail against Rozanov’s shirt, clutching the man’s arms where they stayed around Scott’s neck, holding him together.
He didn’t register it when Carter and Marlow joined them, but the smell of rich hot chocolate- from deep within his misery stash- pulled him out of his slump, the handful of tissues welcome.
Rozanov’s shirt was toast.
He let himself be coaxed into swallowing the whole mug of the sweet concoction- because of course there was vodka- and then Rozanov was manhandling him across all of their laps, putting on the latest Montreal playoff game and falling into silence.
Scott slept.
 
CARTER
 
They’d left a far calmer but fairly sleepy Scott sprawled across the haphazard nest of pillows and quilts- the entire contents of Scott’s linen cupboard- that morning before Carter had ferried the two Boston players across town to their hotel, checking them out and dumping their shit in Scott’s spare room which was far less exciting than the couch apparently. Neither had seemed inclined to leave Scott alone after the outburst last night and weirdly enough not a single one of their teammates had objected to Carter absconding with them before their practice skate that morning, and the second playoff game the next night. Apparently Scott was far more well liked in Boston than he’d thought, because the Bear’s coach had just sighed and tucked back into his cereal.
Or maybe it was just that he had no idea how to say no to three enormous hockey players, one of whom looked ready to bite something.
“Carter.” His stride hitched in surprise, coming to a halt when he realised Rozanov was no longer following him, half a mile into his usual circuit.
“What?”
“My sense of spider is tingling.”
“I’m sorry, what?” Carter turned to the Russian menace whose gaze was locked on a smoothie shop across the street. “I’m not Hollander, I don’t have his ability to figure out what the fuck you’re getting at.”
Rozanov just ignored him, looking both ways before crossing the road, weaving between the parked cars.
Straw + Berry.
“Why are we going into a smoothie shop? Thought Russians drank vodka for breakfast.”
“Only on bad days…” Rozanov murmured as he pushed open the door, stepping inside.
A wave of cool air hit them and Carter shivered in his thin t-shirt, sweat congealing grossly on his skin. “Dude, what are we doing here? I don’t want a smoothie.”
Rozanov just pointed and suddenly they were sharing the same braincell.
A short man was seated on the stool at the counter, cap on backwards, dead asleep. He was slumped over the wooden surface, head pillowed on a stack of handtowels. From the position he was in it was difficult to see his body but his shoulders were massive, deltoids well defined under the short sleeves of his t-shirt, short black hair showed under the hideous cap and a strong nose was just visible.
Rozanov hummed, striding silently over to the counter and leaning down, resting his elbows on the slightly sticky surface if his nose crinkling in distaste was anything to go off and steepling his fingers in thought.
“Um… Hi?” Carter turned to the slight, dark-skinned woman who had appeared from the back room. “Can I help you… Fuck.” Carter liked her. “Kip!” She hissed, elbowing her companion who sat bolt upright in surprise, almost tumbling off the chair, catching himself on the counter.
For a few moments nobody moved. And then Rozanov smiled. 
Carter did not like that look one bit.
“Little smoothie man…” Rozanov looked down at the askew name tag. “Kip. Are you gay?”
‘Kip’s’ jaw dropped. His friend slapped a hand over her mouth. “Are you… Ilya Rozanov?”
Carter wanted to die. 
Rozanov just waved off the question. “Do not know who this is. Answer question.”
Expressive dark brown eyes widened in shock as he stared at Carter’s own bisexual chaos gremlin. “…Yes?”
Rozanov frowned. “Is not question. You are unsure? Because that is not useful.” Oh God. Oh God. Scott was going to kill them- Rozanov for getting them into this situation and Carter for letting him talk. “Spider tingle is telling me you are gay. Too hot to be straight. I have very gay friend, also very hot, I think he would like you to fuck him.”
“Kill me now.” Carter whispered, and opposite him the woman mouthed a frantic ‘Take me with you!’ As they watched a flustered Kip try to compute Ilya Rozanov. He didn’t blame him, he couldn’t compute the idiot and he had spent more than one night online with the man, listening to him shout in Russian as they played COD. “God, I beg you.”
“I… yes, I’m gay. But I’m not really looking-”
“I do not care. I will send him here soon. Will be very funny.”
“Funny.” Carter murmured in shock.
“Yes! Funny! Dinosaur with little smoothie man.” He turned back to Kip, smiling widely. “Good! Is plan!” He turned to the woman. “If smoothie boy does not like him or disappears after date you can call police. I am Cliff Marlow. And this is Shane Hollander.” He pointed to Carter.
“Umm… You do know this is New York, right?” Carter muttered under his breath as poor Kip just looked between them both, trying to figure out if he was getting Punk’d.
Carter felt like he was.
Rozanov happily grabbed Kip’s phone by his elbow and held it out. “You unlock, I give you number. You can call if he annoys you.”
“I… I don’t know what’s happening here.”
Rozanov just scoffed. “Is cute meeting.”
“A… Meet cute?”
“Yes! That!” Roz quickly typed out his number then sent the phone back across the counter. “Now-”
“You fucking bastards!” Oh good. Tweedledum had arrived. “Who the fuck runs that fast on a full stomach?!” Marlow was wheezing, red faced and miserable as he collapsed in the chair opposite the counter. “Never, ever, doing this… Huh.” Marlow took in Carter, standing there, looking horrified. The woman. Looking like she wanted popcorn. Kip, so very confused.
And Ilya Rozanov, gesturing violently with both arms towards the man.
Marlow’s eyes narrowed. He leaned forward, sweat dripping on the floor, loose muscle tee revealing his entire chest. The woman smirked. Kip looked. Definitely gay. “Yeah… I think that could work.”
“What the fuck is this?” Kip whined out and Carter felt for the guy. He really did.
“Look, I’m sorry man, these two are fucking idiots.” He shoved a grumbling Rozanov away from the counter. “Delete his number and ignore them. I’ll take whatever tastes the least like blueberries, Rozanov will have something with maple syrup and Marlow likes lychees. Weirdo.”
“Ain’t anything wrong with lychees.” Marlow slumped back in his chair, still struggling for breath.
“Carter is boring.” Rozanov settled next to Marlow, pausing to take a picture of the still stunned Kip, likely sending it to his menace of a boyfriend.
Carter wanted to die. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Sooooooo Hayden is an idiot. But a well meaning one. Shane is NOT IMPRESSED and his boys are even less so. Will get better. Eventually.

Kip was supposed to wait until 2017.

Kip is not waiting.

Is why I have half of the next chapter already written. Persistent lil twinkie.


  


      

  












      Chapter 10: Shane Hollander Is Done With Your Shit
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane Hollander is done with this shit.
Hayden is a whiny bitch who doesn't get it.
JJ is a bad friend.
Kip is still confused.
Scott wants to murder.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello again my peeps! Is time to continue onwards.

Now that Kip has arrived I'm going to have to reread Game Changers- just got the paper copy and I'm gonna annotate the hell out of it. Le sigh.

Timeline continues to be a rough guess, as is my knowledge of how hockey works.

For anyone worried about Montreal- who are a warning all of their own- don't worry. Only happiness and improved mental resilience in this story.

For anyone who was triggered by last chapter's mention of suicidal ideation- that's as bad as it's getting, and only Scott and Ilya get to joke about that shit. Everyone else takes it very seriously.

So many fandom pages and wiki articles have been searched...

Enjoy! And thank you for all the comments- I reads them all!
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  SHANE
 
May 2015- Admirals vs Montreal
 
Game two.
Two of seven.
The last series before the Stanley Cup finals.
The Admirals- after having sent Boston and his rather irate boyfriend with a bruised rib and broken nose home- were the final team left in the Eastern Conference before Shane had his first chance at the cup.
It was also their first overnight away game since he’d walked out on his best friend in Florida. And the last time he’d spoken to him.
Not that Hayden hadn’t tried. The morning after he’d waited for Shane in the lobby, clutching his bag and looking pale and wan, eyes sunken with massive dark circles. He’d been the last one aside from JJ waiting, the bus largely loaded and Shane just walked straight past, not even catching his eye. He’d heard JJ ask what the fuck was going on but hadn’t waited to hear the answer, sitting down beside Miikta who was on the phone and chatting happily in Russian to his girlfriend, discussing their succulent collection, for some reason. 
Miikta had fallen silent after a few moments and Shane had turned to find him staring at him as if seeing God. “You… You okay, Hollander?” The goalie asked, his accent far less pronounced than Ilya’s, having lived in America since he was a child. “Something wrong with Pike?”
“No.” Shane had said simply, before pulling out his headphones and his kindle. “He’s fine.”
“Um… Sure.”
 Once they were home the voicemails started- Shane would stare at them, each longer than the last.
He deleted them without listening. Each and every one.
The texts were just as numerous, coming through thick and constant, following the same trend until he blocked both Hayden and Jackie, who had been trying to contact him just as much as her husband.
He missed them. He missed the Sunday dinners he’d skipped. He missed the twins falling asleep on his chest whilst they watched a movie. He missed sitting on the back porch with Hayden as the other man sipped his IPA, a can of Shane’s favourite ginger ale in his hand, talking about everything and nothing whilst Shane sat and listened, interjecting if he felt it necessary.
He missed it all.
They’d also betrayed him in the worst way possible.
In the past he would have put it behind him. He would have let it go. God, before Vegas he wouldn’t have even reacted, he’d have just… Accepted. He’d have accepted anything from Hayden because Shane wasn’t stupid. Despite what Ilya might have said he wasn’t easy to live with and people he called friends were few and far between. Or they had been, at least. So he would have accepted the breach of trust. He would have accepted the fact that his best friend didn’t respect his privacy. He’d have accepted anything if it meant he got to keep one of his only two friends.
Except now he had his perfect boyfriend cursing Hayden out over video chat whenever Shane mentioned his name.
Now Scott was texting daily, checking in and making sure Shane hadn’t called out a hit without asking him first, offering to drive Hayden into the boards during their next game.
Carter hadn’t asked- he’d just done it during their home game, giving a subtle wink as he skated into the penalty box.
Cliff sent him porn links.
According to Ilya that was just a thing he did. That Shane could ignore them.
He ignored the first few.
The next six he took notes. And sent Cliff an internet ordered dildo. Because the man was an idiot. And sent links involving actual produce. He needed to talk to Scott.
So they were at a stalemate. Hayden had gone from apologetic to a weird, half delirious sort of panicked when Shane refused to even give him the opportunity to explain, earn his forgiveness and Shane? Shane wasn’t in the mood to deal with it. Any of it. He had a Cup to win and a boyfriend to convince to come to his cottage this year. Last year had been a bust- he’d still been sorting out his house and had barely spent any time in Ottawa that summer, dividing his time between Montreal and Boston whenever he and Ilya could make time.
This year would be different.
Shane was pulled from his planning as the plane’s wheels hit the tarmac, jolting him in his seat. The seatbelt sign flicked off as they were taxied to the gate and he started to gather his things, bumping his elbow against JJ who was still snoring away in the middle seat, Hayden on the other side.
He’d felt sorry for JJ the first few days. The French-Canadian had been confused as anything since the first morning, unable to get either Shane or Hayden to explain the reason for their temporary falling out. He’d ended up becoming the middle man- relaying messaged that couldn’t be sent over the team’s chat, making sure everyone knew where everyone should be and generally just trying to be a good friend.
To Hayden.
Because Hayden was visible. And verbal. And willing to if not reveal anything, then hint. Obfuscate. Blame.
Shane didn’t say anything.
So of course it was Shane’s fault.
Even if Hayden denied it, blaming himself to JJ’s face. No, Shane Hollander, lovely, kind and sweet and patient little Shane Hollander who was never unpleasant to anyone was being mean to his best friend, wasn’t letting him apologise.
Shane fucking hated them both.
And the rest of the team? Oh, the rest of the team was having an absolute party with Shane’s misery.
The Great Breakup of 2015.
The end of the ‘Shayden’ Era.
It went on and on, Comeau and Patrice telling them to fuck and make up, JJ whining that he was tired of being in the middle of the drama, Miitka and their singular Russian speaking rookie hypothesising reasons for the conflict, each one worse than the next, cruder and more humiliating. Shane was so fucking sick and so very tired of being blamed for the change in the team dynamics, so tired of Theriault telling him get his shit together when he wasn’t the fucking problem. He hadn’t changed. He still skated as he had, passed as he had, scored as he had. Why couldn’t the rest of them just leave him alone?
He switched his phone off airplane mode and grimaced as six calls came in- one after the other, all exactly thirty minutes apart.
And a single message from ‘Lily.’
 
If you do not win, will not come to Montreal! Cliff says good incentive.
 
Well. His boyfriend was stuck in Boston until tonight, his entire team hosting a séance in Marlow’s backyard to pray for the downfall of the Voyageurs to the might of the Admirals. Shane would be insulted if Ilya hadn’t shown him the small, crocheted effigy of Scott Hunter on his bedside table stuck with pins. Apparently their goalie was crafty on flights.
He really did have the best boyfriend. An unhinged one, yes. But his.
He noted that the next call was due and put his headphones back in as he followed the rest of the team into the terminal. “I’m pretty sure you calling me this close to a game could be classed as harassment. Or emotional assault.”
“Fuck off, Hollander. You guys just landed?” Hunter sounded winded, likely post his frankly insane morning run- not even Shane was that insane the morning before a game. 
“Yeah, picking up gear then heading over to the hotel.” He waited patiently by the baggage carousel, slightly off to the side from the rest of his team. “Gonna try and get a nap in.” He pulled his gear over his shoulder and headed towards the bus bays. “Did Lily ask you to call?”
“Believe it or not, kid, I like talking to you just fine without your menace of a Russian guard dog putting me up to it.”
“Oh, that Hollzy?” Shane smiled at Carter’s voice in the background. “Say hey from me, and we’re gonna beat them into the ice!”
Shane laughed softly as he took a seat at the front of the bus, sitting his duffel pointedly on the seat beside him. He really wasn’t in the mood today. “Keep dreaming. If it wasn’t Lily, then why the six calls?”
“Oh. I was going to see if you wanted to stay at my place instead of the hotel. I know it’s your first time away with Pike, you’ve got set rooms, right?”
Shane winced, not particularly happy to be reminded of his situation. “Yeah, but Coach has us on lockdown. I’ll just deal, we’re flying out first thing in the morning, so it won’t matter if I don’t sleep well.”
“Hollander-”
“It’s nice of you to ask, though. I’ll be fine. See you tonight.” He grimaced at how terse that sounded but Hunter just hummed in understanding before hanging up, leaving Shane to stare out the window whilst the rest of the team boarded, the gentle hum of voices getting drowned out by the music from his phone and the revving of the engines as they headed into the city.
 

 
He managed to get to the room before Hayden and set his duffel on the bed beside the bathroom and adjacent the door. He didn’t unpack except for his earplugs and sleeping mask. His phone he placed in his hoodie pocket. He was drawing the curtains for his customary pre-away-game nap when Hayden slunk into the room, cap still on, shoulders up around his ears as if he expected Shane to start yelling at him.
It sent a sharp pain through his chest, the thought that his friend, who he’d thought knew him better than anyone, barely knew him at all.
He shook his head, pulling back the covers of the bed, removing his hoodie and pulling the soft silicone earplugs out of their case, long since past the point of embarrassment when it came to getting actual sleep during the day. He left it to the rookies to rawdog sleep.
“Shane-”
“Can this wait?” He interjected before Hayden could continue, looking at his best friend for the first time since that night. “We have a game in a few hours and I want-”
“No.” Hayden cut him off aggressively, throwing his bag on the ground, the violence of the action causing Shane to flinch in surprise, earplugs tumbling onto the quilt. “No, this can’t wait, Shane, this is fucking the whole team-”
That had Shane bristling in frustration. “The whole team? I’m not the one that made this a whole team issue, I haven’t treated you any differently, it’s you who-”
“What. The. Fuck. You haven’t treated me differently?! You’ve barely spoken to me off the ice if you could avoid it!” Hayden shouted and Shane hoped that the walls here were better than Nashville. “Everyone’s noticed!”
“Because you haven’t shut up about it!” Shane couldn’t help but yell back, heartrate starting to pick up as the stress of the whole thing finally started to get to him, just before the most important game of the season so far. “You haven’t left me alone! You could have just shut up and let me think and instead I haven’t had a moment where you’re not trying to talk to me! Of course they’d notice!”
Hayden threw his cap onto the bed, running his hands through his hair in stress. “Of course I haven’t shut up about it, I’ve been trying to apologise! To explain! And you’ve just been running away every damn time! Damn it, Shane, I get that you don’t do emotions like the rest of us but that doesn’t mean you get to treat me like shit for one fucking mistake!”
Don’t do emotions.
Shane didn’t do emotions.
Shane’s jaw clenched. He pushed back the quilt and stood up, his mouth curling into a rictus of rage as he smacked his palm into Hayden’s chest, sending him back a few steps in his shock. “One fucking mistake? Rozanov’s right, Pike, you really are a fucking idiot.” 
Hayden looked like he’d been slapped in the face.
“You knew. You knew I was keeping her a secret for a reason and what did you do? You fucked us over. You fucked me over, Hayden. I thought I could trust you. After a year of being treated as fucking less by my team, my friends, the people I’m supposed to rely on I thought I could at least feel safe with you.” He hissed out, forcing himself into Hayden’s space. “I thought you had my back, Hayden. I thought you’d wait until I felt ready. Instead we’re here. And I can’t even fucking look at you because I feel so fucking stupid for thinking you saw me as anything else than another one of your kids, unable to make a decision for myself so you had to push it.” He turned on his heel, ignoring the tears collecting in Hayden’s eyes. “Go call your wife, Hayden. Me and my lack of emotions are going to sleep.”
He was done.
 

 
Shane channelled the emotions he apparently didn’t have into a concentrated dose of rage and the Admirals felt it. He had no patience for the games his teammates apparently thought were appropriate in the fucking play-offs, running himself ragged to cover for their obvious deficits.
Theriault saw it too. The older man looked Shane in the eye when he came off the ice barely able to breathe after a seven minute shift and checked in every 30 seconds until Shane nodded in return, going back over the boards.
His team eventually pulled themselves together and they were 2-0 at the beginning of the third period though Theriault wasn’t happy- and for once Shane wasn’t the one being yelled at. “Fucking Hollander is the only one pulling his weight here, and he’s lugging all your dead corpses along with him!” Probably the nicest thing Coach had said about him in months. “Get it the hell together!”
There was a sharp rap and Shane whipped his head to the side to see Scott tapping at the glass with his stick, a concerned look on his face. Shane just shook his head and went back to retaping his stick, taking a deep breath before he went over the boards, back to the centre of the ice.
He bent down.
 

 
Shane was so tired. 
3-1.
He should have been able to stop that goal. He would have, if his own fucking teammate hadn’t tripped him into the boards in front of the Admiral’s bench just in time for Scott to grab the puck and put one past Miitka, ending the game.
He’d dropped his stick and it lay on the ice between his skates, his gloves gripped the worn wood as he clenched his eyes shut, steeling himself against the humiliation as his teammates passed him, snickering.
He pushed himself back, retrieving his stick and moving to centre ice for the formalities, sniffing away the urge to tear up.
Good game.
Good game.
Good pass.
Good game.
Next time.
“Bit clumsy there, Hollander.” Carter said with a laugh as he shook Shane’s hand and Shane flinched, causing the taller man to pause, Scott bumping gently into his back.
“Whatever.”
“Leave the poor kid alone.” Hunter said with a laugh, bumping Shane on the shoulder fondly.
“Fuck you, Hunter.”
“Careful, Hollander, you’re starting to sound like him.” Scott murmured, just loud enough for him to hear. A joke between friends.
Shane froze in the middle of the ice, Hunter’s hand still in his. He blinked furiously, already feeling the telltale prickling in his eyes and he gasped around the tightness in his chest, the fear, the-
“Shit, kid.” Hunter’s sweaty hand grasped the back of his head and dragged him face forward into the larger man’s chest. He saw Carter grab the back of Scott’s jersey out of the corner of his eye, towing them both back to the Admiral’s bench. Their backup goalie, Tommy Andersson looked close to stroking out as Scott manhandled him onto the bench in the middle of the players of the losing team, Carter pressing into his other side. “I know, kid. I know.”
Shane just bent over his own knees, trying to make himself smaller, to avoid the looks of disdain he knew were coming from his own team, just a few feet away on the other side of the glass. “Get yourself together and then we’re getting you out of here.”
“Hollander! What the fuck are you doing?!” Theriault’s dulcet tones had Shane flinching in his seat, automatically sitting bolt upright and turning to the furious man, eyes near bulging out of his head. “Get your ass back over here or I swear-”
“If you want him to respect your orders, maybe you should stop your players disrespecting the singular reason you just won that game.”
Shane wasn’t the only person shocked at the man coming to his defence. Coach Harv Murdock, an imposing 6’2’’ of All American Aggression stood with his arms crossed over his still impressive chest, popping a piece of purple chewing gum, dark skin contrasting against Theriault’s sickly looking sheen. “We all saw that winger shove him into the boards.” He turned his back on the Voyageurs’ bench. “Clean your house, Theriault, we don’t want to win like that.”
Shane’s coach scoffed angrily and stomped away and Shane could only hope he’d take the words on board.
He hoped. But he wasn’t hopeful.
“Get the kid out of here, Hunter, before he gets tears on my bench. I’m too old for this shit.” Shane felt a hand around his elbow and soon he was being shoved towards the away team’s dressing room, both Carter and Scott watching him carefully as he told them he’d be fine. That he’d just grab his things and be out in a second.
The instant he stepped into the room silence fell and he knew it wouldn’t be a second. From the way Scott settled his shoulder against the cinderblocks opposite the door he sensed the same.
The door closed behind him and Shane eyed his team. The men he’d spent six years with. The men he’d once trusted to back his plays. To protect him. And aside from Hayden and JJ each one of them just turned away, and JJ was more interested in his skates than the incoming conflict.
Shane felt so fucking alone.
Comeau let out an aggressive click from the side of his mouth as he eyed the door. “What’s your boyfriend doing out there, Hollander? Ready for a rendezvous?”
“Nah, lookit them- both’d be bottoms. Ain’t no way Hollzy here could keep it up long enough to dick Hunter down, you seen the size of him?” Patrice said slyly, as if it was funny. 
Shane’s jaw dropped in shock.
“What the fuck, guys!” Hayden shouted, standing from where he’d been half stripped out of his gear. “In what world is it okay to speak to him like that! This is your captain, who scored two fucking goals and won us the game tonight! What the hell is wrong with you?!”
“Maybe if the little faggot acted like a captain once in a while instead of bending over for you, Pike-”
“Oh fuck you, Gagnon-”
Shane stiffened as he picked up on the Russian from the side, Miitka laughing to himself as he ripped the tape from his stick. “This, kid, is the slow and steady downfall of the great-”
“Go fuck yourself, Miitka.” Shane spat out in furious Russian, completely and utterly done with the night. “This fucking team can go and fuck yourselves.” He threw down his stick and began to shuck his gear straight into his bag, not caring about his usual ritual of cleaning off the ice and sweat.
There was a stunned silence, punctuated only by Shane’s angrily throwing gear into his stall. He was incredibly glad he’d bought everything from the hotel. He would sacrifice a wet toothbrush and a towel.
“You… Speak Russian.” The rookie said softly, shamefaced. “Since when?”
Shane paused. Lied. Because they deserved it. “Since I realised multiple members of this team spoke it. I learned because you’re my team. You’re my friends.” He chuckled meanly. “Because I thought it would be nice to be able to speak to you in your own language. I thought it would be helpful.” He forced out as he shoved his hoodie over his compression gear, throwing his suit bag over his arm. “Tell coach I’m flying back later.”
He turned to the door when it opened, almost hitting him. Theriault and Marcel stepped into the locker room and it looked like Coach had sucked on a lemon. He took in Shane, pissed and about to flee, and then cast his gaze over the rest of the team. “This shit stops now.”
Both men stepped into the room, forcing Shane to take a step to the side. “I’m not joking. This shit- the way you’ve been treating Hollander. It stops now. I don’t give half a shit about what you think about the kid, I don’t care if you hate his guts but it’s going to stop. Now.”
“It’s already all-over social media- a trip by his own teammate that ended up in a goal against us? We’re spinning it as an accident, but it can’t happen again.” Marcel said firmly, tapping away at his phone.
Theriault nodded. “Add to that the fact that this fucking team abandoned their captain on the ice to be taken care of by the fucking opposing team? That I had their fucking coach reprimanding me?! For not reigning you fuckwits in?!” Shane pressed back into the lockers behind him as Theriault started screaming at his team, shocked at the somewhat show of support. “I expect fucking better from you all.” Theriault waited until he had grudging assents from each of his players before nodding. “We’re going to win this. And then we’re going to win the cup. Hollander can’t do it alone. And that’s what he’s doing right now. None of you is indispensable at this point except him so fucking watch it. I will bench you if I see shit like that on the ice again.” He turned and left with Marcel, and Shane just followed.
Carter was waiting outside with Scott, both men dressed but unshowered and they wordlessly ushered Shane out of the arena and into an Uber, Shane’s bag in Carter’s hand, Scott’s arm around his shoulders. His phone started buzzing again. He’d noticed it during Theriault’s speech but had ignored it.
He knew it was Ilya.
He wasn’t ready to talk to him.
It wasn’t until the car pulled away that Scott asked if he was going to answer as he and Carter bracketed him between their larger frames, shepherding him into the building. Shane just shook his head silently. Scott reached over and took his phone from his hand, accepting the call. “Hey. No, yeah, we’ve got him. It was a fucking mess.” Scott shifted the phone to his shoulder, taking out his keys. “I think he’ll be okay- we snapped him out of it pretty quickly. And from all the screaming I think Theriault reamed out the team for their bullshit. Yeah. It’s a testament to your boy’s talent that Montreal didn’t just collapse and die tonight.”
“I don’t know what the fuck they’re thinking.” Carter said loudly as he steered Shane straight towards the guest bathroom, Scott following. “What team just decides to fucking implode this close to the cup?”
Scott hummed in agreement as he left the room, coming back a few moments later with several towels. “Yeah, we’ll get him settled then see if he’s up to calling you. I think he’s just… He looks tired.”
Shane didn’t even care that they were talking about him as if he weren’t there. He was tired. And drained. And kinda wishing he really did lack emotions like Hayden had said. It would have made tonight far easier.
They left him alone and he slowly stripped and showered, the warmth of the water beating back the dissociation and he stepped out of the bathroom carrying his bag, fresh and clean. Carter had left in the meantime, his girlfriend waiting at home but Scott handed him a diet-approved sandwich and sat him down on the couch to eat.
He was safe and asleep before he took the first bite.
 
KIP
 
June 2015- New York
 
“I still reckon it’ll happen, it hasn’t been that long.” Maria said as she cleaned out the blender, throwing Kip a sly look. “I mean- come on. Are you telling me you don’t want Ilya fucking Rozanov to send some sexy Russian your way?”
“Bitch please, can you imagine the sort of friends Rozanov has? They’re probably in the mafia or don’t even speak English. Or just plain old stupid. And I have standards. Some.” Kip hit the blender’s button, sending a mixture of ice and fruit whirring around the quiet of the shop. It was far too early for the morning rush to come around and wasn’t as if their absent owner ever cared if they sampled the goods. This time, it was strawberry lychee- Cliff Marlow was onto something there.
“That or it’s some disgustingly hot hockey player- Oh. Imagine it. Shane. Hollander.” They groaned in sync, Kip immediately picturing the wet t-shirt ad for ginger ale he’d seen not long ago. “I bet he’d be so sweet in bed.”
“I seriously doubt Rozanov wanted to set a random smoothie guy up with his archrival. Plus, can you imagine it? Dating someone who’s involved in one of the most homophobic sports in the world? I’d be jumping straight back into the closet for the next decade if I wanted anything more than a quick roll in the hay.” He poured his breakfast and shoved a straw through the hole, sipping happily. “Though…” He grinned wickedly over at Maria. “Scott Hunter.”
“Oh gurl!”
“Would jump in closet and bolt the door shut as long as he let me lick those abs-”
“I know!” Marie shrieked, throwing her hands up in the air. “Did you see that fucking Tom Ford ad! It was more skin than shirt and- Oh.” Her eyes widened and Kip turned to the front of the store.
“Oh my god.” He whispered, as he watched the epitome of male perfection drag yet another epitome of male perfection- a taller one- into his shop.
Kip squeaked.
Marie straight up sat down and started fanning herself with a menu.
Shane Hollander looked up at the menu board, sweat dripping off his hair and onto his shirt, the soaked compression garment clinging to his defined abs, shorts tight and hemline high enough that Kip could see every bulging quad.
Freckles.
Shane Hollander had freckles.
Oh God.
“Oh my God.”
“Um… Hi?”
Kip turned very, very slowly. He peeled his eyes away from Hollander despite the fact that his gaze was probably safer there, with the cute little straight man.
But before him stood Scott Hunter.
And the man deserved to be worshipped.
Preferably on Kip’s knees.
“Oh my God.” He needed to think of more words.
Fortunately Hollander seemed engrossed in the menu, sitting at the counter to peruse the options and ignoring Kip’s idiocy.
Hunter did not. Instead he locked eyes- perfect, rich, dark brown eyes- with Kip and smiled. A giant, wide, perfectly arranged white teeth smile that caused the skin around his eyes to crinkle, the skin at his cheeks to go rosy. “Um. Hi?” Oh thank God, Kip wasn’t the only socially inept idiot here. Not that he usually was. But oh God. “What’s good?”
What’s good.
What did Kip sell again?
Luckily Maria seemed to realise that his brain had turned to mush and took over, pushing him over until he was directly opposite Scott freaking Hunter and pointing to the menu. “We can get you anything you want here. Anything.” She elbowed Kip in the side. “Anything at all.” She said, and Kip winced as he heard her trying to hide her laughter. He averted his eyes from the glory that was Scott Hunter for a second and caught Hollander’s eyes.
Holy fuck.
He felt like he was staring at an all-knowing deity.
Because Shane Hollander. Captain of the Montreal Voyageurs. Currently three up in the playoffs. Was slowly looking between Scott Hunter. And Kip. And smirking. Knowingly. Then he went back to his menu and Kip was so confused. 
“Um… Okay? Do you have any recommendations?”
Kip gave himself whiplash he answered so fast. “Blue Moon Over Brooklyn!” He shouted out. And hated himself. “Um. It’s my favourite.” He finished with a nervous smile, pointing up to the giant menu above his head. “If you like blueberries.” Kip. You are a moron.
Scott Hunter just smiled at him. “Sounds good.” You sound good. “I’ll have one of those. Hollander?”
Hollander sat down the menu. “Can I make a custom?”
“Um… Sure?” Kip shifted over to the computer. “Shoot.”
By the end of it all three of them looked vaguely nauseous.
Shane Hollander was a monster. A hot monster. But a monster that Kip had no interest in any longer.
Marie sorted out Hollander’s kale and spinach monstrosity whilst he measured out ingredients for Hunter’s smoothie, throwing quick glances back at the man who was one second deep in conversation with his fellow captain and the next watching Kip, seeming perfectly happy to just stand there. In his exercise gear. Sculpted chest just there. In front of Kip’s eyes.  
The world was cruel.
Kip felt like a complete and utter loser. “Um… I think it’s better with banana? If you’re interested?”
Scott went to answer but Hollander got there first. “He likes bananas.” He said softly, taking a swig of the nuclear waste Maria had just handed him. “Favourite fruit.”
And Scott Hunter.
Scott Hunter blushed.
Kip was a little bit in love. For this man he would spend the rest of eternity in the closet.
Oh God Kip was pathetic. The most pathetic.
Fantasising a shared closet with Scott freaking Hunter of all people. He needed to get laid. Find a nice gay guy and rail him into the nearest wall.
Hunter would be strong enough to hold him up-
“That’ll be $8.75.” He forced out between mental breakdowns, sliding the ATM machine across the counter for Hunter to tap his card, eyes widening at the frankly monumental tip. “Um, I think you made a mistake-”
“Nah.” Scott grinned as he showed Kip the black card. “Hollander’s paying.” He flipped the card to the other captain who just smiled that same content smile he always seemed to show to the press, accepting the card with those hockey player reflexes and slipping it into his pocket.
Hunter picked up his smoothie and walked away with a little wave which Kip returned, sad to see him go. And also not. That ass. That was America’s ass right there. And he’d seen Rozanov from the same angle.
Hollander however paused at the door and a different kind of smile graced his features, one that had Kip feeling… Not worried. Disturbed, to a degree. It was also scarily familiar. “See you, smoothie boy.” And he held up his phone.
To a picture.
Of Kip. A very hungover Kip.
Smoothie boy.
Smoothie boy. 
Hollander’s wave turned into a subtle brush of his fingers over his lips as he exited the shop.
“Oh my God.”
“Gurl.”
“Oh my God.”
“Gurl!” Maria shrieked, jumping up and down in her glee. Honestly? Kip would have joined her if he wasn’t frozen where he stood, trying to come to terms with the fact that Ilya Rozanov. Captain of the Bears.
Had sent Shane Hollander. Captain of the Montreal Voyageurs. His nemesis.
To orchestrate a meet cute.
For Kip. Lowly smoothie-boy and gym junkie, college graduate with no prospects. And Scott Hunter. Who was self-explanatory.
“This is either the best day of my life or the worst.” He whispered, terrified. Because what if this wasn’t a dream? What if there was even the tiniest chance that Scott Hunter was Rozanov’s hot gay friend. What if Hunter came back? What if he asked?
“Are you overthinking this?” Maria pressed herself against his side, resting her head on his shoulder. “Because I think you shouldn’t.”
Kip shook himself out of it. “Yeah… I guess so. Probably just a joke- Ow!” He rubbed his head where Maria had slapped him. “What the hell was that for?”
His friend just sighed, shaking her head. “Babe. I meant that you should just go for it. Ride that cowboy. Fuck that seriously repressed little hockey player. Become queen WAG of the Admirals.” She leaned in closer. “Fuck Scott Hunter, Kip. Do it for every straight woman who ever thought she stood a chance. Do it for me.”
“You’re insane.”
“Probably. But seriously. What’s the problem?”
“Um, maybe that he didn’t show a single bit of interest-”
“Bullshit.”
“That I would actually be shoving myself back in the closet if I didn’t want to out him-”
“True.”
“That I’d never be able to be seen with him in public, that our relationship would be a series of one-night stands and I don’t want that?”
“Or he wins the Stanley Cup and makes out with you centre ice?”
“Now you’re being delusional.”
Maria laughed. “Bitch please. You’re already picking out which of his jerseys you want to wear to the next game.”
No he wasn’t.
He already had Vaughan’s.
Fuck. He needed to think. 
 
SHANE
 
They’d won.
They’d won. 
They were a single series from the Cup and his boyfriend was in mother. Fucking. Russia.
Russia.
Shane should be getting dicked down in celebration of his quite frankly amazing last game and instead he’s sitting here. In his bed. Alone. In the dark.
Boyfriendless.
“When did I become so spoiled?” He called into the darkness of his bedroom, and surprise, surprise! No one answered. He hated this. He hated that he’d gotten to used to Ilya just being… There. Available. All the time. That not having him was now… Unsettling. “You survived years of barely seeing him, you can survive a few more weeks.”
Because it was going to be weeks.
Almost a month.
Which hadn’t been the fucking plan!
Shane groaned in frustration. Horny frustration. Adrenalin fuelled horny frustration. His mind was full of sex and he was half-hard and he was stuck here, in his warm, comfortable house whilst his boyfriend was stuck hours away in a country he could be arrested in. He flopped back against his mountain of pillows, groaning into Ilya’s in irritation.
This sucked.
Inwardly he cursed the game for being so fucking good, his team pulling their fingers out of their asses and just doing what he told them.
He cursed Ilya for not being here.
He cursed Alexei Rozanov for calling Ilya whilst he’d been with Shane in Montreal- where he should still be- and dragging him back to Russia.
He cursed Ilya’s dying father- which he was allowed to do because he hated the man, dying or not.
Ilya refused to hate him.
That was okay. Shane was more than happy to do it for him.
They were good like that. Between the two of them they could hate a lot of people.
And so the next morning his miserable, reluctant boyfriend had repacked his bags and set off for the airport, looking as if it was the last place he wanted to be going. He’d landed and gone straight to his father’s apartment and found a neglected old man and spent the next days desperately trying to sort out the thousands of problems that had cropped up in his absence, all the while being blamed for everything by his piece of shit brother.
They’d barely had time to talk. Between the eight hour or so time difference, Shane’s practices, spending time with his parents, Ilya’s myriad of social engagements, appointments, family dinners it was a call here and there and mountains of quick one- or two-word text messages letting the other know they were okay, and alive.
Shane missed him so damn much. He missed the way his bed was always warm, so warm he didn’t need socks to sleep. He missed the smell of coffee in the morning- not that he drank it, but what it represented. The shirtless mountain of a main sitting at his counter, separating whites from yolks, adding frozen berries to Shane’s smoothies, frying up low-fat turkey bacon with a fond smile.
He missed the way he didn’t need to do anything but press himself against Ilya’s back to have the man turning off the hob, putting the bacon in the fridge and dropping to his knees, Shane’s cock in his mouth and Ilya’s fingers in his ass until he was gasping and his legs couldn’t hold him up anymore.
God, he missed the sex.
‘Ra-ra-Rasputin, Russia’s greatest love machine…’
Shane threw himself across the bed, ripping his phone from the charger and picking up the call.
He was an idiot.
“Hey.” He said softly, an involuntary smile causing his dry lips to ache as his boyfriend’s face appeared on his screen. “I missed you.”
Ilya’s soft voice filtered through the distance, accent deeper than usual after spending so much time around native speakers. “I have missed you too, my cute little freckled Canadian. There are no freckles in Russia, I hate this.”
Shane’s smile dropped from his face as he took in his boyfriend. “Ilya… Are you okay? You look terrible.”
Ilya huffed in amusement. “Here I am, calling boyfriend in middle of night to congratulate on win and beautiful goal, and instead he tells me I am ugly. You are cruel, Hollander.” He could tell Ilya wasn’t serious, there was far too much fondness in his tone but Shane stood by it. He looked so tired.
“You know you’re hot, Rozanov, even when you look like you’re about to drop dead. Which you do. You’re way too pale for zombie to look good.”
Ilya threw up his hands as the camera spun, eventually righting itself to show- oh. Shirtless Ilya. Shirtless and wet and straight from the shower, curls flat and dripping down his neck and- his boyfriend was talking. “Now you are saying I look like death. Hollander, you flatter me badly.” 
“Then stop looking like you’re one missed sleep from falling into a coma.” He sat up, putting on his glasses to see the screen easier, smirking in Ilya’s eyes widened and he drew the phone closer to his face, reaching out to touch the screen. “Seriously. I’ve missed you. When are you coming home?”
Ilya’s mouth twitched and it was like a massive weight had dropped onto his shoulders, causing him to slump over into the bedding. “I do not know. My father, he is more stubborn than even me. Refuses to go into home of nurses. Insists will stay at home. Says he is fine. But is not.
“Cannot remember medications- has very high blood pressure and could have stroke alone. No one to find him. Apartment was dusty, and food everywhere, rotting in fridge, nothing to eat. Alexei says he comes to clean, uses money I sent to hire nurse to care, but is lying. I worry will die and no one will know until I threaten my brother. Is… Is hopeless, Hollander. I can do nothing.” 
“Oh Ilya…” Shane forced back tears at his boyfriend’s plight. “I’m so sorry. I wish there was something I could do-”
“You are already doing it, my Shane, you are light at end of very shitty day and I do not know what I would do without you. I do not know if I could survive this without you. So many years I accepted what they told me as truth. Broken. Useless. Lazy. Faggot. I thought maybe was true. Parts of it. No, do not cry, my Shane, too many tears already.”
Shane huffed out a laugh, wiping at his cheeks. “Fuck you, Rozanov.”
Ilya groaned, flopping over onto his back, chest heaving out a sigh. “I wish, Hollander, all I think about at night are your perfect lips around my cock, how tight and hot your ass is, the sounds you make, Hollander, the sounds! They haunt me.” He rolled back onto his side. “And those slutty little glasses, you drive me insane! Why do you wear when I cannot touch you.”
“You could.” Shane said with a shrug. “Somewhat.” He trailed his hand down over his t-shirt, cupping at the front of his joggers where his cock was already hardening, rubbing softly and closing his eyes against the sensations. “If you wanted.”
His boyfriend blushed. 
It was the most beautiful thing he’d seen in days. “Oh Hollander… Every man would wish he was me if they knew how perfect you are.” He said softly, worshipfully. “Take off your clothes, Shane.”
He shuddered, a near pavlovian response to the particular way Ilya said his name. He grabbed a pillow, setting it at a diagonal with his phone propped against it, well versed in exactly which angles made him look the best- he was Shane fucking Hollander, he wasn’t going to have mediocre phone sex. 
His shirt ended up thrown onto the ground and he rose up onto his knees, pushing his joggers down until they rested around his thighs, restraining them. His cock was fully hard now, sensitive against the warm air of the bedroom and Shane looked over into the camera, grinning at the look of naked desperation that met him, Ilya’s hand already wrapped around his impressive erection, as it should be. “I had an interesting morning, did you know?” He said slowly, drawing his hand down his neck, pushing back his hair, making sure his glasses were steady on his nose.
“You did?” Ilya’s voice was strained, eyes locked on his. “Will you tell me now?”
Shane gasped as his thumb brushed over his nipple, peaked with arousal, then the other. He let his head drop back, knowing that Ilya loved the sight of his neck bared, all for him. The perfect place to bite. Not that he ever did. But one day. One day Shane would walk into his locker room covered in love bites and he wouldn’t care one whit. “Hmm… I think I will. I think I deserve a reward.” He traced his fingers along his ribs, a feather light touch, teasing himself as much as the younger man. “I visited a certain smoothie shop.”
Ilya chuckled as he bucked his hips into his hand, biting down on his lip. “You did?”
“Mhm. Smoothie boy.” He opened his eyes, humour in his voice. “It was us but a hundred times worse.” Ilya laughed uproarishly on the other end of the line and Shane felt his heart jump in his chest at the sound. “I live in a constant state of second-hand embarrassment but it was awful, Ilya. Scott started hyperventilating the instant we got out the door.” 
“And smoothie boy?”
“Looked like he was about to start drooling.”
“That is-” Ilya’s breath hitched and Shane groaned as he watched his boyfriend cup his balls, rolling them in his giant palm, legs wide so that Shane could see everything, the way his thighs shivered, his abs contracting, his hand working over his cock, red and angry in the warm light. Perfection embodied. Shane’s. “Hollander, stop talking about Hunter when I am trying to come.”
Shane snickered as he ran his nails up his thighs under Ilya’s watchful gaze, the fingers of one hand dancing over the head of his cock, already dripping precome down his shaft, swiping up the mess and using it to ease the movement. His other hand, almost on its own came to rest over his right pec, digging into the muscle and squeezing.
“I have never told you how much I love that.” Ilya’s words sent a shiver up his spine and Shane’s eyes fell closed, losing himself in the moment as he imagined Ilya’s hands instead of his own, his boyfriend pressed close to his back. “I love that you are mine. That you are only mine. That you touch your cock like I have taught you- you move your fingers the same way I do.” Shane gasped. “The way you touch those magnificent tits- is how I touched you that first night. Always the right. Then the left.”
Shane’s hand gathered speed, the lube in his bedside table forgotten as another bead of precome eased his way, stripping violently at his cock, the sound obscene in the quiet of his house, only rivalled by the sheer eroticism of Ilya’s movements thousands of miles away. “The way you suck my cock exactly the way I suck yours- always needing to learn the best.” Ilya made a choking sound and Shane forced open his eyes in time to see his back arch off the bed, legs splayed akimbo as ropes of come landed on his chest, his pillows, his chin. Ilya turned to look at him, his finger swiping at the mess, bringing it to his perfect lips. “Every meaningful sexual experience you have ever had, Shane Hollander. Is mine.”
“Ilya!” Shane gasped as he collapsed forward onto one hand, his other catching the mess of his release as he came, shuddering, broken, wishing so much that he wasn’t alone.
Soon.
There was nothing but their harsh breathing for a good minute. If Ilya was home he would have eased Shane upright, laid him back and slowly stretched out his aching legs, fetched a towel, cleaned him up.
Offered him a snack.
Kissed his forehead goodnight.
Curled up behind him.
Shane was so fucking spoiled.
“God, I wish you were here, Ilya.” He uttered softly before he forced himself into sitting, groaning in pain as blood rushed back to his feet, grabbing a Boston jersey from Ilya’s side of the closet and heading into the bathroom to wash his hands.
“I wish I was.” He heard from the bedroom. “Hmm…. Hunter is calling on the skype.” 
Shane threw the washer in the bathroom sink and returned to his bed, burrowing under the quilts. “Leave me on in the background? I want to fall asleep with you tonight.”
“Of course, my Shane.” 
 
SCOTT
 
Scott stared at his laptop. And he stared at the ceiling. And then he stared at his laptop again. He sighed. And then he did something he had never wanted to in his entire life.
He video called Ilya Rozanov.
“Why you call me, Hunter? Finally decided to ask for help with shitty hockey playing?”
“Why the fuck are you naked?” Was the first thing that came out his mouth and he winced. “Sorry.”
“Is okay. Close eyes” And with that Rozanov stood, and Scott was hit with a full-frontal view before it was covered by a pair of underwear. “You did not close eyes.”
“Fuck you Rozanov. I deserve a fucking distraction after the day I’ve had. Your boyfriend is a fucking menace.”
Rozanov chuckled as he crawled back into bed. “No need to be cranky, dinosaur. What do you want if not tips to win cup? Eh, either way my Shane will still beat you.”
Scott took a deep breath, letting it out slowly before he effectively lost all self-respect. “I need to know how you went from chirping out hotel room numbers in public to having hockey’s golden boy Shane Hollander staring at you as if you invented ice hockey.”
There was silence for a moment then- “What the fuck! I do not!”
Scott groaned as Shane Hollander’s voice- clearly on a call- came through his speakers. “I hate my life.” He flopped back onto his bed, staring out the window. “You really do, Hollander. You’ve got fucking ‘heart eyes’ every time he’s in the same city. The same thought.” Hollander mumbled something in Russian that had Rozanov grinning. “So how did you do it, Rozanov. How did you. Biggest asshole in the entire league. Get Shane Hollander. The league’s most beloved sleep paralysis demon. To sleep with you.”
It started as a strange wheezing noise, but it developed into all out roaring laughter and Scott watched as Rozanov went crashing out of his bed, landing heavily on the floor. “Fucking moron.”
“You’re not helping your case there, Hollander.”
“What case? Marlow’s shown me pictures complete with little cartoon hearts. I’m fucked.”
“At least you’re self-aware.” Scott acknowledged, watching as Rozanov crawled back off the floor, waiting out the Russian’s mirth because to be honest he understood it, even if he didn’t like it. Yes. He, Scott Hunter. ONLY THREE YEARS OLDER than the little shits on the other end of the call, was asking Ilya Rozanov for advice on his love life. Whilst his boyfriend listened.
He regretted every choice that had led him to this point.
Or he would have.
If he’d ever been given a choice. Which he hadn’t.
If he had he’d likely be bottom deep in a bottle of cheap scotch instead of nursing a single glass of expensive Russian vodka, covered in a weighted blanket and engaging in voluntarily humiliation.
It took Rozanov a few minutes to get himself under control and by that point Scott was seriously debating hanging up but really. Couldn’t get worse than this. “Are you done?”
Rozanov cackled. “For now. But am sure will find something else to laugh at. So. Tell me, Hunter, why have you come to Ilya, your fairy gaymother.” Another chuckle.
Scott huffed irritatedly. “Damn it, Rozanov, do you think this is fucking easy for me? You’re literally the only person I can talk to about this and simultaneously the last person I want to. Can you just shut up and listen.”
“I am zipped, Hunter. Proceed.”
“I met someone.” He’d meant to keep it bare bones. He’d meant to leave it at that. “I think he’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen Hollander naked.”
“Everyone has seen Hollander naked. Is nothing special.”
“Ilya!”
“Is true, moy lyubov, you are very shameless in showers. Makes me jealous I have never been on same team. Would likely get hard-”
“Rozanov! I swear to God if you ever want see me naked again-”
“Can you two please shut up!” Scott shouted, and really. Why was he always the adult? No wonder everyone believed the rivalry bullshit. “Can I get on with the damned story?”
Rozanov settled cross legged and leaned forward. “Proceed.”
And so Scott did. He talked about Kip’s smile. How cute he was all flustered. The way his shirt had pulled against his biceps. The way he licked his lips when Scott had leant closer to the counter. Hollander and fucking bananas which had Rozanov looking all glazed eyes and vaguely horny. How proud he was of himself for not making a complete and utter fool of himself. Rozanov seemed to be treating the entire situation like a bedtime story.
“And then you had a panic attack in the alley next door.”
“Fucking hell, Hollander!” Scott may have forgotten he was listening. “Do you have to tell this asshole everything?!”
“To be fair I already told him.”
“Is true. He tells me everything. Makes me happy in miserable wet Russian summer.”
“Whatever.” Scott finished. “So what the hell am I supposed to do when I’m so deep in the fucking closet I can see Narnia? I don’t even know if he’s interested. Or gay for that matter.”
“He’s gay.”
“He’s gay.”
“No offence, you two don’t have the best gaydars-”
“Bullshit, Hunter. I have best gaydar. I find Hollander, and you, and Marley and Carter and short little smoothie man-”
“Ex-fucking-cuse me?” In the background Hollander started laughing. “What do you mean you… Rozanov. Please tell me you didn’t scout me out a fucking boyfriend?!”
The giant Russian just shrugged in that smug way of his. “This is bad thing?” He asked. “I do not think so. Marley liked him. Carter I do not know, was muttering about dying. Shane thought was cute.”
Oh God. “Oh my God, Rozanov, does Kip know? That you were planning this?”
“Of course. Told him was looking for boyfriend for hot gay friend! Is fine. No names. If you do not want cute smoothie boy will not be problem.”
“Go fuck yourself, Rozanov.”
“No, I fuck Hollander.”
Scott leaned over, forcing back the… He didn’t even know what he was feeling, just that it made him feel close to another panic attack, and he hadn’t had one of those in a while. “I can’t believe you… Do I even get a choice in this?”
“Of course you do. You don’t have to ever walk into that place again, it’s not your regular route and New York is huge. Kip will probably just assume Ilya was fucking with him. Wouldn’t be the most unlikely of situations.”
“Fuck you, Hollander.”
“I’m taken.”
Scott watched Rozanov shift on the other end of the call, burrowing further under yet another of his weighted blankets. “Hunter, you have very cute, sweet, gay little smoothie boy who you want to fuck. Who clearly wants to fuck you. But you cannot muster up balls to stick tongue down throat. I see.” He hummed thoughtfully. “I do not know how to help.”
“What the fuck do you mean you don’t know how to help? You’re the one who set me up and Kip and Hollander are basically the same person! We’re the same person! Why the fuck can’t you help me?”
“We are not the same person!” Hollander shouted, and Scott rolled his eyes.
Rozanov chuckled that damned smug chuckle again. “Oh no, Hunter. He is right. You too are caught in the Hollander Effect.” He giggled softly. “No, no. You see, deep down, problem is that your cute little smoothie boy is nice boy. Good boy. Sweet and sexy and likes vanilla ice cream.” Rozanov leaned into the screen and a near feral grin broke out on his face. “You think Hollander is same because he wants you to think that. But Shane Hollander is even bigger asshole than me.”
Scott snorted in amusement. “Bullshit.”
“Oh no.” Rozanov shook his head seriously. “I am asshole on outside. Shane is asshole on inside. Hides it. Uses it for own pleasure.” That grin returned. “Like Vegas.”
Scott had a horrible feeling he was going to regret asking. “What about Vegas.”
Rozanov settled back on his couch. “You remember when you were pouring sad story about alcoholism and bad hockey, whining about sad man being alone and gay, da?” 
Scott clenched his teeth, realizing that Hollander had told Rozanov about what he had thought was a very personal conversation. “He told you.”
“Was there. Hollander was all nice and warm and cuddled and giggling when he pretended to be sad. Pretended that 1221 was beginning. Angry that you call me mean things.” He smirked knowingly. “He likes secrets. Is tricky. Sneaky. Reveals for greatest effect years later. Like when he invites you to wedding.” He suddenly leaned in, causing Scott to rear back instinctively. “But I will tell you truth, Hunter, and you will see that what worked on Hollander will not work for your Kip. Because you said Shane sounds like me? Oh no.” The grin was terrifyingly smug. “I learn English from him.”
Which meant that Shane Hollander was responsible for the biggest menace on the ice.
Fuck that little shit.
“You can’t be serious. Hollander!” He called through the screen. “Please tell me this is bullshit.”
There was a suspiciously long silence. “… No comment.”
Scott closed his eyes and prayed for salvation as Rozanov chortled into his glass. “The two of you are awful. You deserve each other.”
Rozanov nodded. “Of course. Shane deserves best, and I am best!”
“Shut up, Ilya.”
“Shut up both of you.” Unable to hold back his interest, Scott nodded. “Alright. Tell me.”
Rozanov smiled, sitting back and picking up a glass by his bed. “Okey. Begins in Saskatchewan, 2008.”
“2008-”
“Shh, Hunter. Is my story. I am smoking in cold, snow, and tiny little kitten with cute freckles tells me I am amazing, and to go smoke in snowbank. I tell him to go fuck himself.” Scott groaned. “No! Is true!  I was baby, and other baby want to shake hands. Seventeen.” Rozanov looked into the distance like he was reliving a fond memory. “Then tiny little hockey player beats me and I want to fuck him instead.
“So I make plan. Is very good plan. Full of smaller plans. And other plans to side. I lie out giant map of all ways I must dirty golden boy of Canada. And then we meet at draft and I win. Which is bad for plan, because cranky Hollander is not sexy.” The expression on Rozanov’s face indicated he no longer believed that. “I am annoyed, and so I go to gym in middle of night. Find Hollander punishing himself on running thing. Is annoying. And so I beat him again.” Of course he had.
“And then what. He yells at you, you yell at him, end up fucking on the floor?”
Rozanov’s eyebrow itched up in irritation. “Is my story, Hunter, shoosh.” Scott mimed locking his lips. “No. Floor of gym is gross, Hollander would never fuck on gym floor unless in own house. No. End up sitting across, not touching. And I am thinking, like you, of all ways to seduce pretty little thing without him screaming I assault him. Which would be very much bad. And so to think, I take a drink. And he is watching me.” Rozanov’s expression turned downright filthy. “Does your boy watch you like he wants to rip off your clothes and fuck you there on the smoothie counter?”
His mouth dropped open in shock. “Uh… No?”
“Eh, kinda?” Hollander interjected. “Except maybe it was more he wanted to worship at your altar. Or marry you.”
Rozanov nodded knowingly. “You see? Would not work on your Kip. Hollander has ‘fuck me’ eyes. Marlow teaches me this. Is begging me to fuck him. He watches my throat, my lips, my cock, and then he runs away to jerk off to me.”
“I fucking doubt it.”
“I wish it wasn’t true.”
“Yes, he tells me this later.” Scott hated how blasé Rozanov sounded as he described a scenario Scott would have paid a year’s salary to be in. Not with Hollander, per se, but to have a man be so unashamedly into him, to not have to work so fucking hard for what so many other people took for granted. Rozanov continued whilst Scott battled his inner misery. “I tear up plans. No need for plans. In one year we do ad for CCM. He did not punch me on ice, so I follow him into shower-”
“Pretty sure that could be argued as sexual assault, Rozanov.”
“-And I think will do conversation. No big matter. And then Hollander licks pretty pink lips whilst staring at my cock and getting hard. So I grab my cock-”
“Please dear god stop.”
“That was what Hollander said. And then he gives me room number and sucks my brain out through my dick. I do not think jerking off in front of him would work for your Kip. Not hygienic in smoothie place, hm?” 
“I want to die.”
“Of old age, da? In a year or so?”
Scott shoved his head in his hands. “Fuck, Hollander. I kinda wanna salute you for somehow being both the most closeted naïve little shit in existence and simultaneously being such a shameless slut that you locked down the perfect man at the age of seventeen.”
“Thanks… I guess?”
He looked up at Rozanov who was beaming. Fucking beaming. “What.”
“You think I am perfect.”
“I think you’re fucking annoying, Rozanov, and have no idea what Hollander sees in you.”
“He thinks I am delight. Also loves my giant cock.” 
“Ilya!”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    And next time on our non-scheduled broadcast we have:

Hayden becoming self-aware.
Ilya's family being THE WORST.

THE COTTAGE. Because I have no chill. Murder kittens. Phone calls with people NOT Hayden.

It's all moving fast from here.

I sees you then :-)


  


      

  












      Chapter 11: Collectively, They Have No Chill
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which:
Hayden starts to grow the fuck up.
Ilya has a no good very bad day and runs a lot.
The dinosaur support club has a collective panic attack.
Kip... Still confused. But now also horny.
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Note 2: I'll probs keep on doing minor edits as I catch my own mistakes too! I will save them for update days and do all at once.

Thank you for your amazing comments that keep me from crippling exam induced misery!
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  HAYDEN
 
June 2015- Montreal
 
Ruby was screaming.
She hadn’t stopped screaming for the last thirty minutes.
Because Jade wanted to play with her Barbie.
Usually Hayden would have put himself in the middle of it. He’d have consoled here. Patted a head there. Negotiated. Fixed. He always fixed.
“Hayden, can you please deal with them?” Jackie asked softly, walking past the couch where he sat, carrying a load of washing in her arms. “They’ve been going for hours.”
“Not hours.” Hayden muttered before he forced himself to his feet, walking forward to the two girls. He bent down and snatched the toy out from their hands. “Neither of you deserve this until you can agree to share.” He stood up, throwing the toy on top of the fridge in full view of his two children. “Find something else to play with.”
Sunday. It was Sunday. He was here. At home. Alone.
Usually Shane would have already taken the girls out to the local park. He and Jackie would have taken advantage of the time alone. They’d be sitting out the back eating lunch.
He and Jackie had barely spoken since Florida. They sure as hell hadn’t had sex.
He’d barely been able to look at her. He loved her. But he couldn’t look at her.
He hated himself for it. He hated that he blamed her. He hated that she’d gone against everything she’d known about Shane, about himself, without second thought. Just trampled over years of friendship, love and trust, leaving Hayden behind to pick up the pieces.  
He should have locked his fucking phone.
And now Shane was alone and hurting because of his stupidity.
He hated that Jackie tried to justify it. That she was just trying to support him. That it justified her trampling over the only boundary Shane had ever put in place.
That Hayden should never have held such a secret from her, like Shane’s life was just another thing they shared.
Hayden honestly didn’t know if they’d ever be able to come back from this.
He didn’t know if Shane wanted to.
Hayden had watched as his best friend was slammed into the boards by his own team’s doing. He’d watched as Hunter and Vaughan had led his captain off the ice, comforting him like Hayden had wished he could.
“Hayden?” He shrugged Jackie’s hand off and walked outside.
 
ILYA
 
June 2015- Moscow
 
He stood in front of the TV in his apartment, the HDMI cable from his laptop streaming the final game of the series onto the screen.
Tears ran down his face and he sobbed into his hands as Shane lifted the cup, so fucking proud of his boyfriend.
So angry that he wasn’t there.
So angry that Hunter, and Vaughan, and Marley had all been shown on the screens wearing Hollander jerseys, cheering for him. Down on the ice, drawing him into a group hug that had the commentators screaming about sportsmanship whilst his own team stood to the side in their own celebrations, Pike awkwardly between the two groups hands twitching, looking like a lost little fish.
Angry because even if he’d been there, he would have had to hold back.
Maybe it was better this way.
He was torn from his complicated mood as his phone buzzed. Again. And again. And again. He’d turned the ringer off days ago once his brother had gotten it into his head that Ilya would be willing to fund the upkeep on his father’s apartment, instead of selling to fund the institution Ilya had recommended.
He checked the messages.
 
DINOSAUR SUPPORT GROUP
Marley: The bastards didn’t say a single fucking word to him, Roz. 
Three goals. 
A fucking hat trick in the cup final and aside from Pike they barely stuck around long enough to get the pictures. 
He needs to get the fuck out of this team.
Vaughan: I don’t tend to agree with anything out of Marlow’s mouth. But I’m agreeing.
Dinosaur: How long is left on his contract?
 
Ilya moaned miserably, collapsing onto his bed. His boyfriend was alone with enemies and there was nothing he could do, only hope that his friends would keep him safe.
 
Is too long. Unless rest of contract is waived will be in Montreal for years.
You will stay with him tonight? Make sure they do not hurt him?
Marley: You got it brother. Hollzy’s not keen to stay out long, Pike’s looking like a little bitch and a few of the other ones are shifty as fuck.
Vaughan: How the fuck is he able to deal with this toxic shit, Roz? He’s like, the nicest guy in the whole league, why the hell are they such dicks to him? What did he do to trigger this?
Hollander does not like racists. 
Or homophobes. 
His team has many. 
Did not used to say anything, too scared, but now is less scared. 
Wants to be better. Team does not like this.
Dinosaur: Doesn’t help that he’s not got the stereotypical hockey player attitude. 
Anyone who doesn’t want to throw down on the ice is immediately put in the category of gay-adjacent.
You are using many large words, Hunter. Simple.
Dinosaur: They think he’s gay, Rozanov. Because he gives a shit.
 
Hunter wasn’t wrong. His Shane cared too much about people who did not deserve his care. His team who, whilst they played to his orders, fled the locker room before he’d come back from press. His team that no longer invited him to lunches and dinners and holiday celebrations. Who did the bare minimum to ensure Shane continued to function.
He hated them.
Again, his phone went off. Except this time it was a call. His father. “Papa. Are you alright?”
“Where are you Ilyushka, you are late for our dinner.”
“I was watching-”
“You are lazy, my son. I expect you here within the hour. Alexei and his wife will be here soon and I expect your presence. Do not disappoint me.” The call dropped and Ilya had to force his fingers to relax, to not throw his phone at the wall and book a flight home.
He changed out of his pyjamas, donning his characteristic black, pulling on the leather jacket he’d stollen from Shane’s closet the night before he’d left. It still smelled of his cologne and Ilya had taken to stroking the soft fabric each time he left the house, wearing the slightly too small jacket, shirts he’d pilfered, sleeping in the Canada Juniors jersey that Shane had given him voluntarily. His boyfriend liked to see him in it. Just it.
The car ride over was silent, the taxi driver fixed on the road ahead, nothing like the friendly chatting he’d grown used to in Boston.
Stepping into his father’s apartment he felt the weight of the situation fall on his shoulders. Every little bit of the happiness he had felt at Shane’s victory fell silent in his head and he shut away his emotions, donning the cloak of apathy that had served him well for years in his father’s home. He inhaled deeply, the smell of stale cigarettes and alcohol causing him to wince.
He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a cigarette.
The last time he’d been blackout drunk.
“Ilyushka.” His father’s hand landed on his shoulder and he turned slowly.
His father had once stood taller than he, shoulders broader, eyes bright blue. He had been larger than life and Ilya had spent years in fear of his temper, inevitably triggered at each disappointment.
He didn’t know if it was simply time that had reduced the man in his eyes or his illness but either way as Ilya stood in front of him he felt no lingering respect. Just pity. “Papa. You are well?”
“Why would I not be?” Spindly fingers tightened around his arm and pulled him steadily into the dining room. “You are late. Already your brother is here. We have much to discuss.” Ilya didn’t doubt that it would be the same discussion as the night before. And the night before that. “I have invited some of my old colleagues also, from the offices.”
A wave of fear overtook Ilya’s entire body and he paused. His father turned back to look at him, sallow cheeks pulling in as his lips pursed. “Papa. Do you think that this is a good idea? These are family matters.”
“You have made it more than that, Ilyushka, with your stubbornness. You refuse to help our family and I require assistance in making you see that your duties here are being neglected.” His father swayed slightly as he turned to left, heading towards the old dining room. When last Ilya had seen it, it had been littered with papers and the refuse of his father’s wandering mind, his desperate attempts to bring himself back to a time he remembered.
Now the lamps were lit around the edge of the room, bathing the entire space in sepia tones. It was still dark enough that it was possible to ignore the tattered fabric of the curtains, the fading of the carpet, the scratches on the table. It had been years since his father had entertained and it was clear in the way the candlelight glinted on the tarnished silver, the mismatched plates, the plastic serving dishes here and there holding the rich catered food.
His father sat at the head of the table and Ilya recognised several ministers of state, former military commanders, high ranking police operatives standing around the edges of the room. His brother sat to his father’s right hand, Ilya’s niece absent, her mother a shadow of herself at Alexei’s side. He offered her a slight smile that she did not return, turning away. Polina was nowhere to be seen.
Ilya steeled himself, taking in the possible exits- the door to the kitchen which led straight to the fire escape. The windows, leading to a large balcony that connected with the empty apartment next door. And the front door. Currently clear.
Ilya didn’t speak, instead taking his customary seat halfway down the table to the left. Removed. Safe.
His father’s lip curled up into a sneer. “Already you separate yourself from your family. Why do you sit so far away?”
Ilya flinched. Around the room all eyes turned to fall on him. “Papa, this is the seat you have always preferred me to take.” He said gently, smile wavering. “You see? Already it is set for me.” He held up the placard with his name on it. His father’s gaze faltered for a moment and the look of confusion flickered into being.
This would not end well.
He didn’t remove Shane’s jacket.
He didn’t tuck in his chair.
His phone was recording.
“Yes. I remember.” His father said, picking up his glass. “You do not need to remind me, Ilya.” He turned away to whisper in Alexei’s ear.
Ilya sat still as the table slowly filled with men who could easily send him to jail should his father lapse. Should he forget that a deviant son was something to hate in private, not in public. Should he forget that others would look upon Grigori Rozanov unfavourably if Ilya should come to light.
He pushed his hands between his thighs to still their trembling, keeping his eyes respectfully averted towards the ground, speaking only when spoken to and answering with the fewest possible words. It was hockey, mainly. Why his team had failed to secure the cup. His father’s disappointment. Why was he not returning to play in Russia as his father wished him to.
Was he ashamed of his country?
Was he ashamed of his father?
He answered them all. Yes. Sir. No. Sir. I am deeply ashamed of my actions on the ice. I earn far too much money to return to Russia.
I love my father.
I love and respect my elder brother.
No, I am not seeing anyone.
Please, show me a picture your daughter. Yes, she is very beautiful. Will make a lovely wife one day.
Peace remained until the second course was bought out. Perhaps the words Alexei whispered in their father’s ears was the cause. Perhaps it was that Ilya had not yet misspoke, perhaps it was his father’s own hatred that triggered the outburst, as Ilya spoke of his life in Boston. “Boston this and Boston that! America! My son refuses to think of his roots, refuses to support his family! He earns millions every year and wastes it all on partying and women! It is a disgrace! After all that we have sacrificed to see him succeed!” His father shouted, banging his fork on the table, causing the glasses to rattle. He pointed his steak knife in Ilya’s direction, causing him to shrink back in his seat, behind Alexei’s own superior. “Did I tell you! He wishes to sell this apartment from under me! His own father!”
Ilya cringed. “Papa, perhaps we should speak in private?” He asked carefully, pushing away his untouched plate. “I know that you do not wish to burden our esteemed colleagues-”
“You will not shame me!” His father threw his knife and Ilya exclaimed in fear, almost tripping over his chair as he threw himself back, the knife just missing as it flew past his head, embedding in the wall behind him. Around him Grigori’s dinner guests started to shift away, eyes widening in shock as his father rounded the table more swiftly than Ilya had seen him move in years. “You seek to see me institutionalised! Believe that I cannot think for myself! You would abandon me for your whores in America, abandon your family!” His hand shot out and grabbed tight around Ilya’s throat, pushing him back against the wall, his head smacking against the wooden panelling. “Little fa-”
“Papa!” Ilya shouted, and the volume seemed to snap his father out of his state of anger.
Until it didn’t.
He hadn’t expected it.
He didn’t know to dodge.
It was fear that moved him, causing him to shift at the last moment, the knife shearing across his cheek instead of into it, causing him to cry out in distress as blood ran in rivulets down his cheek, into his shirt, soaking down his chest.
He shoved his father back involuntarily, the man stumbling back into Alexei who caught him, his brother’s expression one of fury.
Ilya bought his hand up to his cheek, hissing as his fingers felt raw flesh, staring wildly around the room, concentrating on those who had been closest to him.
Their expressions said it all.
They had heard.
Ilya ran.
 

 
He didn’t wait for a taxi. It was a ten-minute run at a dead sprint to his apartment and Ilya was fast when he needed to be.
It wasn’t overly late and he drew more than a few expressions of alarm as he ran across roads and parks, gasping for breath, Shane’s jacket in his sweaty hand, unwilling to damage it with the blood still running down his face.
He didn’t stop until the door was locked securely behind him.
He didn’t stop until he had his wallet, phone, charger, laptop and all of Shane’s clothes in his carry-on.
He swallowed heavily around the all-encompassing fear trying to force its way up his throat. He peeked through the curtain. No lights. No sirens. Not yet. 
He had to leave the apartment.
He’d taken everything that mattered back to Boston last year.
He strode through the front door, striding past the doorman. “He is leaving now, Minister. Would you like me to ask him to wait?”
Ilya ran.
He called the first number he saw.
“Roz? Didn’t expect you to call-”
“When is next flight out of Russia?!” He gasped out as he flagged down a taxi two miles from the apartment.
“What? Rozanov-”
“Find me the next fucking flight, Marlow!” He pulled his phone down from his ear, trying to get past the byzantine firewalls, his reception was already terrible in this area of town, his hands barely functional. “I need to leave Moscow tonight.”
To his credit Marlow didn’t ask. He just did. Ilya could hear celebrations in the background, music that fell silent as Cliff stepped outside. He left his best friend to work, knowing there was nothing he could do to hurry him further than his clear panic did.
“There’s one in an hour. Roz, you’re scaring me. Do I need to get Hollzy?” 
“No!” Ilya shouted, startling the driver who threw a very Russian scowl under over his shoulder. “Book it. Any seat I do not care. I will text you passport. I will get there.”
“Roz-”
“Now, Marlow. I will text when on plane. Do not tell Hollander. He will only panic. He deserves to celebrate win.”
“He won’t be the only one, Roz. What the fuck’s happening over there?” 
“I will text. Stay with Shane.” He terminated the call.
Ilya winced as he bumped his cheek against the phone, a fresh pulse of blood dropping off his chin. He had nothing to staunch it with. He’d left everything behind he didn’t absolutely need and his driver seemed content to leave him to bleed.
It would stop eventually.
It always did.
He half expected the police to be waiting but the airport was silent aside from the usual hum of late-night passengers catching the last flight. He checked the boards, comparing them to the ticket Marlow had sent, pulling Shane’s hoodie over his head, masking the increasing mess down his chest.
He hurried to his gate, his lack of luggage for once a boon as he was ushered through, his passport photo opening doors that might have otherwise been long closed.
The first-class seat was private, a partition dividing him from the next empty seat. Peering around as he stowed his bag in the overhead compartment he noted that he was the only first-class passenger and that suited him just fine.
He waved away the steward who nonetheless returned a few moments later with a concerned frown, carrying a warm towel, and a small first aid kit.
Ilya stared at the collection of items. Looked up at the older, grey-haired man. Took them.
And promptly burst into tears.
 

 
Between an hour of hacking, terror filled sobs and the nice old man placing a neat row of butterfly strips along his cheek Ilya forgot to text Marlow.
It was only then that he was told that the Wi-Fi was down.
And so he waited.
 

 
It wasn’t until they landed in Dubai that Ilya’s phone switched off airplane mode and all hell broke loose. “Traitor.” Ilya murmured in Russian as thirty-two voicemails came through, each and every one becoming more and more heartbreakingly panicked as Shane slowly lost all reason, the final voicemail little more than hysterical sobs.
Ilya Rozanov had never hated himself more than he did at that moment.
Still, he didn’t hesitate to place the video call and an instant later Hunter’s haggard features filled his screen. “Gross. Is too early for old man.” The hoarseness of his voice- the first time he’d spoken since he’d run from his father’s home- had Hunter pausing in what was likely to be a rant of epic proportions.
“Fuck, Rozanov, are you okay?” He said softly, and Ilya watched as the scenery changed to Shane’s kitchen. “We’ve been fucking terrified all night, what the hell happened?”
Ilya shrugged, wincing as the stiff fabric of his shirt pulled on his skin. “I walked into door.” He forced out, accompanying the lie with a wobbly smile that had Hunter looking like he was about to cry. “Is okay. I am out. I will never return to Russia again.” His voice hitched at the end and he rubbed at his eyes, itchy and red from lack of sleep and intermittently sobbing into a pillow the entire flight. Thinking of his mother’s grave that he would never see again. His niece, who would grow up with only her father’s bastardised stories of her uncle.
His father. Who had betrayed him in the worse way possible. “Is Shane alright?”
“No, he’s not fucking alright. None of us are fucking alright. Do you have any idea what that did to us? We… God damn it, Ilya, we thought you were dead!” Scott whisper shouted, biting at his lip as tears started to fall from his eyes. “You absolute bastard, you were supposed to let Marlow know-”
“Had breakdown. Bad one.”  Ilya interrupted him, wanting him to know. “By time was able to think was too late, could not send. I am sorry. Did not mean to hurt you all.”
Hunter just shook his head. “It’s fine… Just don’t do it again. Pretty sure by the end Hollander was picturing your plane in pieces in some eastern European backwater.”
“Where is he? I want… I want to see him. If he will let me.”
“Pretty sure he’ll let you do whatever the fuck you want with him, Rozanov, as long as you’re on your way home.” The phone was picked up again and Hunter walked past the empty guest rooms, up the stairs into the master where a singular lump existed in the middle of the massive bed. Scott pulled down a corner of the quilt to reveal Shane curled up against Marlow’s chest, Vaughan pressed against his back, all three men looking completely exhausted. “We slept in shifts, to make sure we didn’t miss you calling.” Hunter murmured as he bent over, shaking Shane’s shoulder. “Hollander. Wake up.”
Ilya let out a sob as those perfect eyes fluttered open, fighting against his eyelashes that must have dried shut in the night. His freckles were standing out against his pale skin and Ilya would never forgive himself. “Oh Shane.” He whispered, and it must have come through the speaker because Hollander was sitting bolt upright, snatching his phone from Hunter’s grip, eyes wild and panicked.
“Ilya?” He gasped out before breaking into heartbroken wails, the phone dropping and someone scrabbling to retrieve it as Cliff’s voice hovered in the background. Ilya watched as his boyfriend was crushed into Marley’s chest, the giant forward curling his boyfriend into a tiny ball in his lap, rocking him softly.
“Well, that could have gone worse.” Carter appeared in the edge of the frame, pressing up against Marlow’s side, rubbing at his eyes. “You had us worried, Rozanov. You owe all of us, especially Hollander, one hell of an explanation.”
Ilya watched as his boyfriend turned to mush in Cliff’s grip, slumping down until he was more liquid than man. “Demented father called me faggot in front of high-ranking members of government, tried to stab me, then I run from Russia. Is not long story.”
It really wasn’t.
It wasn’t even a good one.
“You… You were stabbed?” Cliff whispered in shock. Beside him Carter’s eyes were bulging out of his head and Hunter’s hand was trembling.
And Shane.
His poor Shane.
He had never heard such a broken sound. As if someone had ripped out Ilya’s heart in front of him. Ilya never wanted to hear it again. “Oh Hollander, I am so sorry. I never wanted this to happen to you. I didn’t want you to know until I was home. I wanted to be with you when I told you.” He said softly, slipping into Russian when his sleep deprived brain couldn’t manage English.
Shane’s entire body uncoiled like a snake, throwing himself at the phone, tearstained face fully visible. “Fuck you, you piece of shit!” He yelled, loud enough that Ilya winced against his headphones, decreasing the phone volume. Because of course his perfect Shane could scream in Russian. “You told to lie! I am not fuck friend, Ilya, I am boyfriend! And you did not call me! I would never give shit about cup when man I am in love with is dying in middle of Moscow!” He wiped his hand violently across his face, sleeve catching most of the mess. He sobbed into the fabric of what Ilya realised was one of his own sweaters, soft and worn and warm. “Do you think I survive losing you? I would have died, Ilya. And no one would know why.” He finished with a distraught whisper, fingers caressing the screen.
Ilya surreptitiously wiped the tears from his own eyes, ignoring the strange looks he was getting in the passenger lounge, even tucked into the corner as he was. “Every thought I had was of returning to you, Shane Hollander. I would have dragged myself back to your side. I would never leave you, my love, if there was a chance.”
In the background there was a massive sniffle and Shane shifted the phone to show Marlow’s watery smile. “I didn’t understand a word of that, but I think it was beautiful.”
Ilya laughed at his best friend’s antics. “I believe that Hollander just confessed his love to me whilst threatening to kill himself if I die first.”
That earned him a round of laughter, but Shane’s expression didn’t change. Ilya didn’t ever want it to change. “I love you, Shane Hollander.”
“You’d fucking better. Get your ass back to Canada you asshole.”
“Yes, my captain.”
 

 
It was Marlow who picked him up at Montreal airport.
They drove for exactly one minute before stopping by a café and a moment later Shane was ensconced safely in his lap, seatbelt wrapping around the two of them as his beloved boyfriend proceeded to have a panic attack the entire three hours it took Marlow to drive them to the cottage, Shane unwilling to risk Ilya escaping his grasp and therefore seeking to isolate them both until his controlling little hockey player could make sense of the world again.
At first Ilya tried to talk Shane out of it as he had in Vegas but he quickly realised that there was no calming him and all he could do was try to hold his boyfriend through it, stroking his back, his hair, wiping away the sporadic bursts of tears, crushing him to his chest until his arms were aching, his legs numb.
Around him their friends just rode in silence. Carter had a book out that he was barely looking at, feeding Marlow chips. Hunter sat in the middle seat beside Ilya, supporting half of Shane’s body weight once Ilya started to fidget in something akin to pain. Cliff was stiff and silent in the driver’s seat, eyes locked on the road aside from the occasional glimpse in the rearview mirror. Soft classical music played over Shane’s rapid but manageable breaths.
When the cottage first came into view the only thing Ilya noticed was that it was not a fucking cottage. A cottage was small. Quaint. Roses in the garden and a trickling brook.
This was a mini mansion on a lake. 
Once he was out of the car and Shane was in his arms he noticed near nothing else until they were in the giant, double headed shower and Shane was scrubbing the blood from his torso which led to Shane sobbing helplessly against his chest and they ended up collapsed together on the tiled floor as the hot water beat down against them, unwilling and unable to move until Scott came to retrieve them, worried about the lack of yelling.
That led to three grown men carrying two naked grown men out of the bathroom, stuffing them into clothes and tucking them into bed in the late afternoon, electronic blinds sliding down and covering them in the safety of darkness.
The sound of movement, the smell of something cooking on the other side of the bedroom door was enough to send ‘safe’ signals to Ilya’s misfiring brain and he started to relax after almost an entire day of fevered travelling. Beside him Shane was pressed up so close against his chest that his befuddled brain honestly couldn’t figure out where his own limbs were attached and the comforting smell of his hair had him slipping into the sleep of the truly exhausted.
 
HAYDEN
 
Shane didn’t need him anymore. 
He slammed straight into Cliff Marlow’s broad back as he went to hug Shane the instant he could force his way through the crowd to his side, Marlow throwing a look of abject disgust over his shoulder as Hayden stumbled backwards, already fucked ankle twisting under his weight, collapsing against the boards as Shane was enveloped into a hug by Hunter.
He called out to him, following the little group until Hunter told him to fuck off, leaving him standing at centre ice, tired and hurt and alone, Jackie and the girls still in the stands.
His best friend was done with him. 
He stared down at the ice, scuffed and scarred and rubbed at his eyes with filthy, sweat stained hands before turning and skating back to the tunnel.
He needed this to be over. 
He needed to not see Shane surrounded by his new friends. Better friends. Rich and famous and kind and draped all over him, Shane reacting to their ribbing and physical contact with a readiness and enthusiasm he’d never shown with Hayden.
He needed to not see Shane accepting the bowl of chips Marlow handed him, the full-strength beer Vaughan placed in his hand, the sticky date pudding Hunter fed him spoon by spoon of as the night progressed, the three giant men forming an impenetrable wall around him.
He caught his best friend at the door to the bathroom. He hadn’t been trying.
“Sha-”
He’d never seen him look like that. Like he’d rather be anywhere else in the world other than in this sticky, stinking corridor with Hayden Pike. “Can you just let me enjoy this?” Hayden flinched back against the wall as Shane pushed past him, not letting him get a single word out.
He washed the beer off his hands.
Called a cab.
Went home.
Picked up Arthur from his bassinet and hugged his son as he cried.
He didn’t know if he could do this.
 
SHANE
 
June 2015- The Cottage
 
The first thing Shane did when he woke was slowly and meticulously pull his brain back into working order.
The second thing he did was take stock.
Cottage. He didn’t drive himself. Therefore it was real.
Darkness. He hadn’t lowered the blinds. Therefore it was real.
No socks on his feet. He only did that when Ilya was with him. Therefore it was real.
Large Russian octopus who was bleeding through his butterfly strips. He never dreamed of Ilya injured. Never. Therefore it was real.
It was that last one that sent a wave of relief through his body and he reached up to prod at the apple of Ilya’s cheek, feeling the soft give of uninjured flesh.
I love you, Shane Hollander. 
He couldn’t help the grin that slowly broke out on his face, his eyes watering in happiness as he pushed his face into Ilya’s shirt, inhaling soap and a hint of sweat, inevitable when they’d spent hours trapped under blankets and near glued together.
I love you, Shane Hollander. 
Shane didn’t think he’d ever been so terrified when Marlow had raced back into the club, pushing past Shane’s irate teammates in his rush to reach where Scott and Carter had been sitting on either side of him, trying their best to distract him from the fact that his teammates hadn’t said a single word to him all night.
He had just won them the Cup and they refused to talk to him.
His first Cup. For a team that hated him.
He’d been onto his second glass of water when Marlow appeared, panic written across his face and they’d been moving, and the way that Marlow looked at him?
Ilya.
Something was wrong with Ilya.
 What had happened next was a massive blur of irritation, then anger, then crying, and screaming and then… Silence. It he never regained those memories he’d be a happy man.
I love you, Shane Hollander. 
He was happy now. He was so. Fucking. Happy. His boyfriend was broken, battered and bruised, bleeding in more ways than one, holding onto his composure for dear life and one step from joining Shane in yet another panic attack.
But he was here.
Safe.
In Shane’s bed.
With Shane.
At the Cottage. As he should have been from the beginning.
He shifted slightly as the door opened a sliver and Carter poked his head in, smiling when he saw at least one of them was awake. “Hey. We’ve been checking every few hours to see if you’d moved. Congrats. You win.”
“I don’t know if I’d call this a win.” Shane murmured as Ilya shifted against him, stretching out his long limbs as he woke, working through a whole-body shudder-fest. “Hey.”
Ilya bent down and laid a fond kiss on his nose. “Good morning, my little crustacean.”
“Good morning to you.” Shane caught those perfect lips in a soft kiss before nuzzling against the soft, warm skin of his cheek. “How are you feeling?”
“Like I have not eaten in two days. How long did we sleep?”
“A good eighteen hours straight.” Carter said from the doorway. “I came to see if you were up to lunch. Scott and Marlow have spent most of the morning getting you guys set for the next few weeks so there’s plenty of food. We didn’t feel right fucking off before we were sure you were okay.”
Ilya nodded, his curls rubbing against Shane’s neck. “I wish to eat horse.” He started to wriggle out from under the cocoon of blankets, pulling Shane along by the waist.
He was perfectly content to go.
The day was overcast and Shane was irrationally irritated with the weather- he’d always wanted Ilya’s first experience of the cottage to be on a bright, sunny day where the windows threw rainbows across the floor, the trees were bright verdant green, a gentle breeze moved across the back porch.
Instead it looked like it was going to storm.
Perhaps that was not a terrible thing. It certainly fit his mood.
Marlow threw himself off the couch and glommed onto Ilya the moment he saw him, not talking, just lifting the man bodily off the ground in an all-encompassing, relieved embrace, pulling Shane along by Ilya’s hand. Soon they were all seated on the couch and silent, chewing on stacked sandwiches- Shane didn’t even bother to ask if that was real bacon. He hoped it was real bacon. Ilya deserved real bacon.
“Your brother called this morning.” Scott suddenly said, holding up Ilya’s phone. “We thought of waking you, but… Marlow answered, we thought it would be best. To find out what happened after. If we needed to do anything with… Russia. We’re sorry if we overstepped.”
Shane’s hiccup turned into a sob and he sat his sandwich down, turning into Ilya’s shoulder. “Fuck you people and giving me fucking standards.” His voice was muffled but at least Carter understood because he laughed into his food. “Fuck that Pike guy.”
“No. We do not fuck Pikes. Too much risk of babies. Only you will have my babies.” Scott choked. Carter sighed. Marlow was struggling to breathe.
“Pretty sure that’s not how it works, Rozanov.”
“Is ok. Am patient. Will keep trying.” He wriggled his shoulder. “Eat, Hollander. Too small.” He looked up to Scott. “What did Alexei want?”
“Said you’d won. Your father’s actions backfired on him and he was deemed a risk to himself by too many people. Alexei is going to sell his apartment and place him in a nursing home.” Ilya let out a relieved sound, eyes closing as he nodded to himself. “He also said that they didn’t hear it. ‘What you were worried about.’ They were so intent on making sure your father didn’t choke you to death they weren’t paying much attention to what he was saying. But…”
“What?” Shane asked, already worried. “But what?”
“He said you should never return to Russia. That your father could no longer be trusted to keep your secret. I’m sorry, man.”
To Shane’s surprise Ilya just shrugged. “Is okay. There is nothing left in Russia worth me leaving my Shane.”
“Aaaaaw.”
“Fuck off, Marley. Get out of cottage, want to sleep then fuck my boyfriend.”
Hunter stood. “We are now overstaying our welcome. Everyone out.”
It took a surprisingly short amount of time for the three men to pile back into Ilya’s SUV back to Montreal, leaving them with Shane’s car which Scott had retrieved that morning, as well as a frankly ridiculous number of groceries. “Do they expect us to get snowed in?” Shane asked as he and Ilya- well, really just Shane- worked to put away the bags and bags of fresh produce, staples and far too much chocolate to be safely consumed.
Ilya had abandoned him after he’d discovered the jar of vegemite. To Shane’s horror the man had scooped out an entire tablespoon and was happily licking it like a cat as he wandered around the cottage, exploring Shane’s home.
He looked so fucking content. Shane settled at the counter with a glass of orange juice, watching his boyfriend potter around, poking and prodding and shifting, wrapped contentedly in Shane’s Canada fleece against the sudden chill the light rain had bought in.
“Everything is awesome.” The love of his life murmured to himself. “Windows? Awesome to fuck against. Big beds? Awesome for snuggling.” He opened one of the draws of the coffee table. “Ah, excellent. Good vodka.” He crossed to the windows, squinting as the rain started to thunder down, thundering against the roof. “Lake to skate on in winter.”
“In summer I like to sit out on the porch and light the fire.” Ilya turned back to him. A nasty bruise was spreading out from the cut, dark purple and angry but it was nothing compared to the stark imprint of Grigori Rozanov’s hand wrapped around his neck.
Shane usually loved Ilya’s bruises. He often caused them. When he didn’t he would kiss them, lick them, bite them, worry them with his teeth until they were a reminder of them, not those who hurt his boyfriend.
Shane couldn’t bring himself to touch Ilya’s neck.
It felt… Wrong. Dirty.
The thought of pressing his lips against such a stark reminder of Ilya’s fragile mortality was straight up nauseating and he knew his perfect boyfriend understood from the way he’d go to rub at it and stop, an unsettled look crossing those stunning features.
 When it was gone Shane would leave another bite mark. Permanent. Like the last one. It had taken him months to come to terms with leaving a permanent mark on his boyfriend, but this time.
This time it would mean something far different. A claim.
Ilya hadn’t minded, with the last one. It had been an accident.
But this was permanent now.
Well, in Shane’s mind it had been permanent for a while now- it had been months since he’d even considered living without Ilya Rozanov chirping in his ear each morning.
He smiled over at his boyfriend, elbow deep in Shane’s suitcase searching for something to put on his feet.
I love you, Shane Hollander. 
Now Shane had blanket permission to warn off every puck bunny who came anywhere near his disgustingly hot boyfriend. Maybe a tattoo… He was sure Ilya would be amenable… He seemed the sort of man who’d enjoy having Shane’s name tattooed over his ass…
One day.
“Hollander?” He was pulled from his daydream to find Ilya standing in front of him, holding a pair of underwear. “These are mine. You also steal underwear?”
Shane smirked in his direction. “Are you saying you don’t?”
“I am saying freak for freak, Hollander.” He pulled down the waistband of his adidas joggers, revealing a pair of white Calvin Kleins. Ilya Rozanov didn’t do white. “Now. Take off your clothes. Get on knees in front of fancy fireplace on soft Alpaca rug and I will fuck you until you moan like whore. Da?”
“Da.”
 
CARTER
 
July 2015- New York
 
Carter didn’t want to be here. At all.
In fact, he could think of about a thousand places he would rather be.
Siberia in winter was one of them.
Between the net and Ilya Rozanov was another.
Anywhere near Hollander and Rozanov after a particularly violent game. For either of them. They made Bets. Provisos. Agreements. It was horrifying. Not the gay thing, no. But the sheer number of times Rozanov had told them. In detail. The sounds Hollander made. How far his legs could bend. The sounds. Again. 
Was like seeing your kid on a stripper pole.
So yes. Carter didn’t want to be here. But when Scott had asked him to come on his run he hadn’t thought twice. When Scott had turned him off his regular route and towards a certain smoothie shop. Well. Carter had thoughts about this.
Scott was his best friend. That was a fact of life. He spent more time with Scott Hunter then with his girlfriend- something she was starting to notice. Another fact of life was that Scott had no game. Zero. In retrospect Carter had spent years watching Scott Hunter try and fail to flirt. It looked something like an awkward teenager trying to ask a girl out to prom. Even if the recipient was clearly gay. Clearly. Scott just… It’s like he forgot how to talk. Forgot he was smokin’ hot and earned more in a year than a lot would earn in a decade.
Carter supposed the lack of self-esteem factored in their heavily. Rozanov had been surprisingly insightful when he’d bought that up on the way home from meeting Kip for the first time, comparing Scott to Hollander’s inability to believe that he actually warranted caring about if it didn’t pertain to hockey which was… It had hit hard, and he’d never been more grateful to have walked into Shane Hollander glomming onto his rival.
So Carter walked into the smoothie shop, both happy and downright miserable that the little smoothie boy Kip was present, as well as his stunning sidekick Maria. He took a deep breath. Fucking showtime. “Morning.”
Kip, who’d been gawping at Scott- particularly at his chest area which… God, what a fucking pigeon- snapped to attention, remembering that other people existed. “Oh. Carter. Hi.” He smiled nervously, eyes darting between the blender in his hand, Scott’s chest and Carter.
He decided to give the poor kid a break. “Yeah, I’ll get that lychee thing you made for Marlow last time- man’s still raving about it.”
That seemed to snap Kip out of it because he seemed mildly disgusted. “Really? It wasn’t that good.”
Carter just shrugged. “Pretty sure he saw God. Or maybe it was just the sugar hitting his non-existent neurons.” In the background Maria choked on her laughter, breaking the sexually charged tension. “Either way lychee me up, my man. Scott?” He elbowed his best friend in the ribs. His best friend who looked about to vomit. A disaster. His best friend was a fucking disaster. “Dude, get it together. It’s a smoothie, not a zombie apocalypse. I have faith in you.”
“Fuck you, Vaughan.” Scott mustered up the will to order some blueberry monstrosity. With extra banana.
A disaster. 
Smoothie boy puttered around, taking way more time than required to measure out his ingredients, sneaking peeks at Scott- who was doing the exact same thing and how the hell Scott was managing to be so awkward over what was definitely a sure thing Carter didn’t know. “I’m… Um, sorry about the playoffs. You guys played really well. We watched at my friend’s apartment.” The kid slipped, sending a scoopful of ice onto the counter. “Shit, sorry- too late to get tickets.”
Carter called the group chat. If he had to sit through this so did the others. He immediately muted the idiot brigade.
Scott nodded, awkwardly leaning against the counter. Man did countless modelling gigs and now couldn’t muster up the ability to stand up straight. “Montreal were on fire this year, we didn’t have much of a chance against them.”
“Yeah, Hollander played like a demon- I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone move that fast. No wonder he’s the second-best player in the league.” Kip handed over some blue concoction that had Carter gagging internally with a ‘fuck me please’ smile.
Scott laughed self-depreciatingly. Carter was horrified. How was he not getting this.  “Ah. Another Rozanov fan.”
“Not, not really.” That. That there was a flirty smile. That was a fucking hip thrust.  One hundred percent. 
Carter prayed. Prayed that his best friend would pick up what smoothie boy was putting down.
He did not.
Carter could only imagine the carnage on the muted group chat.
“There were a hell of a lot of good players out there this year, it was a hard series all round.”
Scott hunter, ladies and gentlemen. Complete and utter dumbass.
“Um… yeah. A few.” Oh no. Abort. Smoothie boy was about to talk himself out of this. Because his friend. Was an idiot. “Well, hopefully we see you next season? You guys usually scatter far and wide after the finals, right?”
Scott. Why are you looking like a kicked puppy? This is your fucking fault.
Carter took a deep breath. It was time. He was going to channel his inner Hollanov.
He unpressed the mute button.
Immediately a gale of hysterical laughter ran through the shop and Kip, Scott and Maria all turned to the phone. Rozanov was cackling with glee, Hollander was demanding to know if he’d been that bad and Marlow. Marlow sounded like a braying donkey.
Carter turned to Kip. “I’m so sorry, my best friend is a moron. What time do you get off work?”
“Um… five?”
“Excellent.” Carter grabbed a pen and started scribbling on the back of a menu. “When you’re done, Scott would like you to come here at seven. Left penthouse suite. Code 5978. He makes a mean chicken parma if you’re into that.” He stood, sliding the menu over and grabbing the back of Scott’s t-shirt. “And to be very clear, since you’re both idiots. If you accept. Yes. This is a date.”
The phone in his hands rang with cheers, one congratulations, and Carter just sighed, already tugging a stunned Scott backwards behind him. “All of you. Pathetic.”
“Tell the little smoothie boy to call me!” Roz shouted, and Carter sighed.
“You’re not on mute, you fuckwit. Tell him yourself.”
Hollander was already apologising, Marlow sounded close to wetting himself and Carter just sighed. Again. What the hell else was he supposed to do.
“Call me, little smoothie boy! Hunter is orphan, must threaten you for him!” 
“Oh my god.” Kip whimpered. Carter would have been worried except the kid looked like he was about to start crying. In happiness. Damn Rozanov and his hunches, this could actually work.
Scott didn’t even mange a goodbye wave, just a weird gurgling noise. “You’re fucking welcome you human disaster.” Carter growled as he dragged Hunter back in the direction of his apartment. “Stop struggling. You’re gonna go home and do whatever it is you lot do to get ready for a date. Maybe clean up all the vodka bottles.” The last Carter had seen Scott had put tasteless food dye in twenty of so of them, using them as light diffusers. Rozanov had been both horrified and delighted.
“Oh my God he’s going to think I’m an alcoholic.”
“Don’t really think he’d care, Scott. Dude looked ravenous.”
“He didn’t-”
“Shut up, Hunter, trim up that beard. You’ve got a boy to seduce.”
 
KIP
 
July 2015- New York
 
Kip was kinda… unsure of this. Not unsure of if he wanted to go- his teeth were clean, he was wearing his sluttiest jeans, his shirt was only just buttoned over his chest and his hair was soft and shiny. If there as even the slightest chance he was going he was going… But.
He’d left it to the last minute, a few seconds before he was about to walk out the door and to the train, to call the dreaded number. He pressed dial.
It rang. Twice.
“What?” Asked an aggressively Russian voice. 
“Um… This is Kip?”
“IT IS KIP! It is Hunters little smoothie boy!” Kip flinched in surprise as the call cut out. A few seconds later a FaceTime call popped up and Kip took a deep, steadying breath before accepting.
Shane Hollander’s face appeared. Kip choked. Loudly.
“Are you ok, kid?” His father shouted from the kitchen, sounding concerned.
“No, fine, just- surprised!” Kip shouted back before he ducked back into his room, locking the door before he finally looked at the screen again. It looked like the phone had been dropped because all Kip could see was the ceiling. What he could hear, however, he was beginning to understand would earn a journalist awards.
“Will you fucking- I swear to god, Rozanov, if you scare that kid away-” Kip was older than them both!
“I will not scare him! Okay, maybe only a little. But. Have to!” 
“No, you don’t have to, you can just explain-”
“Uh, guys?”
Silence. “Oops.”
Hollander once again appeared and the phone was sat in a low table opposite a comfortable looking couch. In the background were a vaguely familiar set of panelled walls and windows. “Oh, is that the cottage? Wow. I saw that documentary, the place looked beautiful.”
Hollanders face lit up in a proud smile. “Yeah, it’s pretty-”
“Quiet, Hollander.” Rozanov hand appeared out of nowhere and shoved the smaller man to the side, sending him careening on the floor with a surprised ‘oof’. “Yes, cottage is nice, is fucking mansion. Canadians. Now, smoothie boy.” 
“Kip.”
“Yes, smoothie boy-”
“No, my name is Kip. Well not really. It’s Christopher. Grady.”
The top of Hollanders head appeared on the screen, the man having settled in the floor in between Rozanov’s legs. “He knows- we looked you up. NYU, right?” Someone was going to order a hit on him. Goodbye dad. “He has a thing about nicknames. Ignore him.”
“No, ignore boring hockey player, I must threaten you!”
“Ilya, I swear to god I’ll dump you at the airport right now-” 
“You will not. I am delight.”
“He’s really not. Look-” 
“What are your intentions with our Hunter?”
Suddenly the mood turned serious. Kip could understand why. He’d spent the last two hours hurtling through the underbelly of the NHL and its homophobia and it was… horrifying. He understood how much the two men in front of him were risking, just sitting as close as they were- Hollander’s shoulder resting against the inside of Rozanov’s thigh. “Look, I can’t understand it all. I’m not there. I don’t play like you guys do… But I think I understand some of it. I get the risk you were all talking. So does Maria.”
“We know. Carter got her number after they met you both.” Hollander said. 
“Would have thrown random gay at you if you turned out to be dick.” Rozanov leaned back and ran a hand through his riotous curls- they looked like he’d been running his hands through them for hours.
“Oh, well… Thanks for doing a background check on me? Before asking me out for your… friend?”
“Hunter is not friend, is dinosaur.” Rozanov flinched as the back of Hollander’s hand slapped dangerously high on this thigh. “Fine. Is blubbering baby we have decided to look after.” 
“Ignore the idiot. Yes. Scott is a friend. A friend who’s been alone for a long time, Kip. He’s so affection starved that he lets Ilya hug him. From what Carter knows he’s been single his entire career and that’s why we need you to be really, really upfront with what you want from him. To the point of bluntness. We’re taking a risk on you, hoping that you’re capable of keeping a secret but… Please don’t lead him on.”
“You are allowed to change mind.” Rozanov interjected quietly. “To fuck is easy. Simple. To date a man in hockey is… Hard. You must trust very few people. Even family can hurt by accident.” Hollander’s hand reached up to grab Rozanov’s, their fingers entwining right in front of Kip’s eyes. History in the making.
So sue him. A good half of the articles he’d read mentioned the two men in front of him. This was like the epitome of an enemies to lovers and he was there for it.
How was this his life right now?
“We know you’re out.” Hollander interrupted his musings quietly. “But he can’t be. Not now, at least. The league is…” 
“Is dangerous, Christopher Grady.” 
“Aren’t there rules-”
“Rules and regulations mean nothing when you’re in a locker room with nineteen other men you can’t trust and there are no cameras.” Hollander spat out, looking away from the camera. “You’re right, you can’t understand it unless you’re in it, but not everyone is as tolerant or supportive as your friends. The vast majority aren’t and some are straight up one beer or a bad skate from committing a hate crime.” He sounded… Distraught by the end and Kip found himself realising that that this was a whole other world he just didn’t comprehend. It opened up possibilities but also closed a whole lot. There would be no walking through his favourite art galleries hand in hand. No romantic candlelit dinners outside secure apartments. No casual days in the park, double dates where people could see them… Would he even be allowed into the hospital room if something happened?
From their expressions, he imagined they’d gone through exactly the same thought process as he had. “Are you… are you okay?”
Hollander shrugged sadly. "Not really. But it could be worse. Turns out my team just doesn’t really like me when I’m not wallowing in self-loathing.” 
“Hollander with spine is Hollander shaped problem. Puts up with far less shit than usual.”
“Yeah…” Kip thought back to the Montreal vs Admirals game he’d watched after he’d first met the hockey players. “They tripped you. In the play-offs.”
“Yeah… Some teams are tolerant. Others aren’t. Even when there’s nothing confirmed. But it helps. Having people to talk to. Before Ilya I had no one and now I have actual friends that give a shit.”
“And that’s what you’re trying to do here. Give a shit.”
Hollander nodded. “Every time he looks at us it’s like he’s one step from convincing himself he’s going to spend the rest of his life miserable and alone. Even if all you ever have is a friends-with-benefits type thing at least he’s going to have a chance to look at what his life might be after hockey.”
Kip nodded slowly, slumping down against his door to the floor. “And if… if he wanted more?”
Rozanov snickered into his hand. “Little smoothie boy- let me make clear. Scott Hunter is sponge of desperation. Will never tell you this but if you are not dick he will lesbian Uhaul you. You should take bag with important things because will ask you to move in tonight.” 
“I think that’s a bit of an overreaction.” Kip looked at Hollander who had progressed to sitting down on the couch, legs over Rozanov’s. The guy seemed to be the voice of reason between the two but he also looked… Guilty?
“Look. Scott called Ilya after he met you and it was a fucking mess. Like, worse than me, mess. And I was really-”
“Desperate and in love at first sight.”
“Must you put it like that?” 
“Yes. You were pathetic, Hollander. Needy. Very unattractive.” 
Hollander rolled his eyes. “Ignore him. He’s an imbecile.”
“I do not know word but I know tone. I am not im-bee-cile, I am delight.”
From the look on Hollanders face, Kip figured he knew that. “Anyway. What I’m trying to get out is that Scott’s probably going to throw himself at you from an emotional point of view. He liked you before he even knew about Ilya’s plan so it’s not like this is a blind date.”
“Should you really be telling me this? Isn’t a betrayal of trust?”
“Pretty sure he expects this. And yes, we need to tell you this because we recognise that there is a significant power differential here, even if you want to ignore it. We want you to know you have the choice to walk away tonight. To walk away now. Scott will be fine, you’re not on his regular running route anyway.” Hollander finished with a kind smile. Kip could see why he was number one hottest year after year. At least 40%… 30% was that personality. The earnestness.
Rozanov blew an obnoxious raspberry. “You say this like little smoothie boy is not imagining fucking Hunter on big giant bed right now.” 
Kip’s jaw dropped and he hated the fact that he was blushing from head to toe right now. “Um… I don’t really think that’s how it’ll go down.”
“Why? You do not like to top?” Rozanov gave him a disparaging look. “Disappointing. Hollander, I have failed. Abort. We must find someone willing to fuck old dinosaur.”
Kip threw himself to his feet. “No! I do. Like to top. It’s great. But… why the fuck am I telling you people this?!”
“Because there are no secrets in dinosaur support group.” 
“I wish he was lying but there’s really  no filter here. We share. A lot. If you stick around you’ll get used to it. I think between the five of us there’s about four group chats, and one is dedicated to Pornhub links.” Hollander sounded long-suffering but Kip noticed he made of effort to claim he wasn’t a part of each and every one of those chats.
“Fine.” Kip forced out. “Look. It’s just… It’s Scott Hunter, okay? He’s like, a foot taller than I am, heavy enough to crush me by accident and has the kind of muscles a bodybuilder would envy. I’m pretty sure he’s got no interest in being dicked down by me.”
“I need to leave.” Rozanov stood and vanished.
Hollander just dropped his head into his hands. “Oh my god I hate him.”
“Pretty sure you don’t.”
“Pretty sure I really, really do. He’s probably calling Marlow right now and laughing about this.” He gave Kip a wan smile. “I’m really good at hating him.” He threw his head back and collapsed into the couch. “Look, Kip. If you’re down for it? Trust me that he’s down for it.” 
“Why do I feel like I’m some period drama heroine being set up by her scheming relatives to marry a rich aristocrat?”
“Because you are. Sort of. Does it bother you?” 
“Hollander-”
“Shane.”
“… Shane. I’m having dinner with the hottest man I’ve ever seen in my life tonight. No matter if I end up kidnapped or murdered, if I get laid I’m counting it as a win.”
“We wouldn’t murder you.” Hollander fiddled with the string of his hoodie, putting one of the hard ends in his mouth, not really paying attention to the phone anymore. “Ilya’s Russian. He has connections. But he won’t hurt you.”
Kip stiffened, like a rabbit sensing danger he couldn’t quite define.
“Ruin you a little, maybe.” With a flicker of a menacing grin Hollander reached forward and the call cut off.
“Oh my god.”
A few minutes later, once Kip’s heart rate was something akin to normal, multiple texts came through from a series of unknown numbers.
 
DINOSAUR SUPPORT GROUP WITHOUT DINOSAUR
 
Fuck the sad out of him, smoothie boy!- Marlow
I’m so sorry- Vaughan
Rozanov: Is hot when murderous, yes?
Enjoy your night!- Shane
 
“This is going to be the best night of my life. Or the worst.”
 

 
“I’m. Oh. Wow.”
Scott looked down at his grey joggers and plain white t-shirt, long, narrow feet in Nike slides. “Shit. I kinda didn’t think you’d actually come. I can go change.” He said nervously.
“No!” Kip held his hands up and continued standing awkwardly in the corridor. “You look fine. Great. It’s just. I spent the whole ride over here reading articles about how great you are and seeing you standing there made me realise that I’m on a date. With Scott Hunter. Which is a hell of a head fuck.” He slapped his hand over his mouth. “Sorry.” Scott Hunter. Stupidly hot Scott Hunter. Just looked at him. And Kip didn’t think he’d ever seen a man so delighted to hear him ramble. “Wow. Why the fuck did you think I wouldn’t come?”
“Because you were manhandled into the situation by a Russian nightmare, his black cat dickmatised boyfriend, his dumbass best friend and Carter. Who I think just thought it was safer to go along with it all?”
Kip smiled fondly. “Yeah, your friends are kinda… weird.” Kip stepped into the apartment.
“My friends are idiots who could have outed me to a closet homophobe. Weird is the nicest thing I have to say about them.”
“Well to be fair- I kinda thought it was a joke until Hollander threatened me if I was so much as mean to you. A really mean joke, but I wouldn’t have told anyone either way…”
Scott went still. “Hollander… Threatened you. Not Rozanov.”
“Um, yeah? It’s. It’s not like I’m actually going to do something that makes them- are you okay?”
“No, I’m not okay-” He was already pulling out his phone.
“Hey, you don’t need to-” The look on Scott’s face said that he really, really did.
Kip was a little bit in love.
And so fucking horny.
He floated happily after Scott, eyes wide as they moved into the living room, toeing off his shoes and digging his toes into the beautiful gold and black rug in front of the large leather sectional.
Scott continued to mutter in the background as Kip walked around the room, reading the labels on the trophies, the medals in the frames on the walls, running his fingers over the obscenely expensive vodka bottles lined up along the windowsill- Kyle would kill just to sample one of them.
“Finally. Have you no fucking shame, Hollander? You don’t get to threaten him-”
“Scott. I’m dating Ilya Rozanov. In what universe do I have- stop that- shame?” 
 
SHANE
 
“Fucking- no. Ilya, no.” He hit the mute button and smacked his boyfriend on the top of his head like a misbehaving dog. “I swear to God, if you don’t stop-”
Bright blue eyes, wide and innocent- bullshit they were innocent- looked up at him from the floor where Ilya Rozanov knelt between Shane’s open thighs. “Hmmm. I don’t think is what you want.” He purred fondly, his voice still just that side of hoarse after several days of sucking cock like the true champion he was.
“I’m not hard.” He gasped as Ilya verified just that, sliding his hand up Shane’s thigh, under the Rozanov jersey which happened to be the only thing he was wearing.
“I know. Is miracle. Like seeing end of rainbow. Shane Hollander, not hard when my mouth is this close to dick.” He bit gently at the inside of Shane’s knee. “I make you deal, hm? If you get hard-”
“I won’t get hard.” Shane was entirely convinced of this.
He was three orgasms into Ilya’s all-day fuck-fest and he was not getting hard for at least another few hours.
Ilya grinned like he’d won and Shane had an awful, awful feeling. “Remember your colours, Holl. An. Der. Da?”
Shane thought about it.
For a good portion of a second.
Then he smirked.
He hit the mute button.
“Hey guys, sorry. Rozanov was being an absolute cunt. You were yelling at me- um, oh my God what the fuck.” He hit the mute button.
 
SCOTT 
 
Scott was a proud gay man.
Very proud.
Very gay.
Very single. Which meant so much porn.
So he recognised, all too well, the sounds of someone getting fingered to within an inch of their life.
He recognised those sounds whilst standing in the middle of his living room with his date. Κip. His first date. And they were-
Kip pressed into his side, staring at the blank screen of his phone. Small mercies it wasn’t a video call. “Are they…?”
“One hundred percent.”
“Fucking hell- did you coat them in fucking crack, Rozanov?!”
“Should we tell Hollander he’s not muted?”
“I… Guess?” Scott’s eyes widened as the pace of Rozanov’s movements increased, the slick sound of lube against skin growing louder.
“That is enthusiastic.”
“Oh fuck, fuck- Ilya, yes, oh God your mouth!”
A dark chuckle resonated through the speaker and Scott felt his knees go week. Kip reached up to grab at his wrist, eyes wide, pupils blown as they met Scott’s.
They both looked back to the blank screen.
“Pull my hair, Hollander. Fuck my face. Beg me to let you come.”
“Oh God I can’t- Ilya- I oh fuck, I’m so fucking sore I can’t- not again. Ah!” Hollander cried out, high pitched and desperate and Rozanov let out a choking noise and Scott was just imagining the scene, Hollander’s hand gripping tight into those messy curls, forced onto Hollander’s impressive cock- because yes, Scott had looked. What self-respecting queer man wouldn’t?
“Oh my God am I the worst person for finding that hot?” Kip whispered straight into Scott’s ear and Scott let out an embarrassing choked noise.
“Fuck these idiots- if you want privacy don’t fuck when you’re on the phone.” He unmuted his own phone. “Hollander, you’re not on mute.”
There was silence as Rozanov stilled. “Oh my God.” 
For a moment Scott forgot who he was on a call with. Then there was a distinctly Russian chuckle.
“Ilya, fucking, don’t-” There was the sound of a struggle, muffled laughter and then someone fell off a couch and hit the ground, the phone apparently sliding along the ground. “God damn it you asshole, let me- fuck! Oh God, Ilya- please, they’re- Ilya!”
Another Russian chuckle. Then a hoarse voice. “Remember your colours, Hollander.” 
Scott waited.
Hollander said nothing.
Zip, zero, zilch.
Ilya Rozanov let out dark little chuckle. “New kink unlocked.” He muttered.
Scott and Kip looked at each other. Then the phone. And proceeded to do the right thing.
Nothing.
“Oh fuUCK!” Hollander screamed and Rozanov proceeded to give the loudest, sloppiest, filthiest blowjob Scott had ever heard, violent, messy, there was the sound of slapping, Hollander’s moans and keens rising in pitch and volume and the things he was saying, asking for, Rozanov’s fingers, his tongue, his throat-
Rozanov was going to town.
“Is Rozanov playing some weird version of sex bingo?” Kip asked and Scott remembered he wasn’t muted when Rozanov let out a delighted laugh, Hollander a humiliated moan as he came, screaming Rozanov’s name.
And then it was over.
There was the sound of two bodies collapsing onto floorboards.
And then Hollander started laughing. Hysterically. Rozanov right there with him but sounding far more delighted.
“You two are a walking fucking disaster.” Scott forced out between deep, calming breaths, reaching down to adjust himself in his pants. He very much regretted forgoing underwear post shower.
“I know!”  Hollander yelled between fits of laughter.
“Hope you enjoyed the show!” Scott could picture the delighted grin on Rozanov’s face.
“You’re a fucking asshole, Rozanov.”
“No, Hollander. I am delight.” One of them disconnected the call.
Beside him Kip shifted somewhat awkwardly, running his hands over the legs of his jeans. “Ok. So. That happened.”
Scott had spent so much time around Hollanov and Marlow that that wasn’t even the weirdest thing he’d heard. Or seen. But Kip? This was… “Oh my god I am so, so sorry. I should have hung up.”
“Why?” Scott watched as Kip ran his tongue over bitten lips, unable to miss the way Kip’s hand was resting too close to his crotch to be accidental.
Scott tried to shake himself out of the sex stupor the call had clearly put him in. “Um, so. Dinner? Or…” He winced at his sheer awkwardness. Maybe he was the disaster.
“Or. I choose or. I want to know what your abs taste like.”
Perhaps not.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    And for our next chappie because I couldn't fit it in this one:

Murder kitten is murderous.
Dinosaur club unite in Ottawa.
Hayden gets yelled at.
And Kip... Less confused. But also why does he need a suit?


  


      

  












      Chapter 12: Only Happiness in This Cottage
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which:
Ilya Rosanov eats a bug.
Shane Hollander decides boyfriends are for the lame.
Kip accidentally gives Scott a heart attack.
Ilya's dick pics bring people together.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello my wonderful peeps! We’re getting up there in terms of words and I don’t really have the kinda social media that lets you interact with me, so I wanted to hit up some of the questions and concerns I’ve seen more than once in your WONDERFUL COMMENTS. Most of these issues would have been addressed in future chapters, but as you may have guessed I don’t like waiting for things...

First thing is- this is a whole lotta crack. Is it unrealistic? Well, yeah. Romance novels usually are.

Second thing- will Hayden ever redeem himself?
Short answer- yes.
Long answer- it’s a lot more complex than that and it will take time but I’m a fan of emotionally mature, complex Pike as opposed to- many babies, loves wife, average hockey player. I like depth in my Pikes. He will get there. And hopefully you will love him.

Third thing- did the dinosaur support club essentially do the same thing as Pikes?
Short answer- no. Not in my world. You will see why.
Long answer- this is an AU. This is a what if. This is a-
-What would Skip become if they weren’t terrified of the world and miserable when they weren’t boning because of Scott’s insecurity?
-What would Kip do if Ilya annoyed him into taking $50,000 for his student loans because ’American student loans are stupid, little smoothie boy.’ If you do not take I will pay.
-Who would Shane have become if he wasn’t completely and utterly alone and what lengths will he go to protect those he cares about aaaand
-AUTISM, bitches. What if Shane does things. And says things. Things that in his head make sense because he understands them in a certain way. But other people don’t. What if he has friends that kinda just get it? And humour him? And EDUCATE GENTLY BECAUSE WE DO NOT JUDGE THE MENTAL HEALTH IN THE DINOSAUR SUPPORT CLUB.
-Ilya has the best gaydar in the universe and coupled with the fact that he’s a genius just does things without thinking and trusts things will work out.
-What if Marlow’s glass closet is giant and he doesn’t even realise he’s in one? Because who DIDN’T see that coming. Queer for everyone here.
-What if Carter was straight. And met a nice lady. Pretty lady. I don't know who Gloria is.

Fourth THING- when is Shane getting the fuck out of Montreal?
Short answer- Not any time soon. But that’s ok. Because baby has spine now. And emotional support blow jobs.
Long answer that’s not really long- I waits for the Centaurs. I waits for Hayes. And Haas. And Bood. And Troy. And planes. But sooner and I have already written that scene. Made me giggle. You may have it one day.

 

Now on to story :-)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  KIP
 
July 2015- New York
 
Kip stared up at textured ceiling of Scott’s bedroom, fingers running through the soft hairs of the arm that was securely around his waist, Scott’s body half on top of his as the man tickled at Kip’s ribs, silent and sated. “Okay. I have to tell you something.”
“That sounds ominous.” Scott’s voice was slightly hoarse and the memories that invoked sent shivers up Kip’s spine. He felt the smug smile against his shoulder.
“I don’t think it is? It’s just that… When I called Rozanov before coming here they… Told me things. About you. Things that if my friends told anyone without my permission I wouldn’t really be… Friends with them. Anymore. So I don’t really know what to do here.”
“Ah.” Scott rolled back onto his side and Kip’s eyes were immediately bought back to those perfect pecs, right in front of him. Focus. Eyes on face. Face that looked… Worried. Shit. “Yeah, I guess a shovel talk’s not-”
“It wasn’t really a shovel talk. Well, it was. At the end. But I kinda felt like they were…” He cleared his throat nervously because there was a very real chance he was about to get shown the door. “Warning me away? Or at least telling me things about you that might make most people… Uncomfortable?”
“Oh.” And why did Scott Hunter, he who possessed magic hands and magic dick look… Relieved? “Yeah, I’m not surprised. They don’t really have what polite company would call limits. The problem is that they’re a mixture of incredibly intelligent, cripplingly paranoid, unfailingly loyal… Idiots. But that’s mainly Marlow. I don’t know how Rozanov puts up with him.”
“Carter’s the intelligent one?” Kip asked with a smile, giving in and running his hand through the perfect amount of chest hair in front of him.
“Carter is loyal. As much as I hate to say it Ilya Rozanov is disgustingly intelligent- and incredibly perceptive with a gaydar that could function as a NASA class satellite. He knew exactly what he was walking into. And Hollander? The kid has at least three lawyers on retainers and plans within plans within plans that account for every single eventuality then contingencies that involve bundling us all up in a private plane and fleeing to Japan. I’m pretty sure he talked to my financial guy because I’m now investing in ginger ale and seeing disturbingly good returns on the real estate I didn’t know I owned.”
Scott propped himself up on his elbow, head in hand, looking down at him seriously. “So am I surprised that they went behind my back and told you my deepest darkest secrets that they somehow found out? No. Do I think that they actually took a second to think how it would affect me? I do. Because sure. We could have waited until I was fucking you to discuss my occasionally crippling loneliness, but now I don’t have to and you’re here despite it.”
Kip nodded slowly. “Yeah. I am. You lot are really weird.”
“Weird doesn’t even begin to cover it and I am so fucking glad I can tell you this because Carter’s become desensitised and I feel like I’m the only sane one left. I’m pretty sure Hollander’s got anxiety coming out of his ears- really well controlled through sheer force of will and years of Rozanov-involving coping methods, sure, but definitely non-medicated severe anxiety that he can’t tell anyone about because the NHL is a piece of shit and we won’t even get into the real well managed autism.”
Kip struggled to pull his jaw up off the bed. If his friends… What was wrong with these people? He as a complete stranger! “You… You people have no boundaries.”
Scott shrugged. “Trauma bonding. Rozanov was almost arrested and jailed in Russia not long after I met you, Hollander’s best friend almost outed them because he and his wife thought it would be fun, not to mention the fact that I’m pretty sure his entire team actively hates him, Carter’s a serial monogamist who freaks out every time the word marriage comes up and runs to the hills, and Marlow… Pretty sure his closet is glass. And enormous. And he doesn’t know he’s in it. And if they didn’t tell you I’m prone to bouts of misery induced alcoholism and so terrified of being alone that I’m close to buying Rozanov one of those fancy cars he loves so much and that Hollander wants him to sell you sure as hell do now.”
“You’re buying a car… Why?”
A grin overtook Scott’s features and Kip fucking swooned it was so pretty. He let out a pathetic little whine. “To be honest I kinda wanted to kidnap you the moment I saw you, so…I mean, you’re still in my bed, so in my world view everything’s… Fine? Which I know is weird.”
“Really weird. Like, millionaire squad abducts college graduate and threatens him-”
“To be fair-”
“Not done. You’re also telling me things a complete stranger should never know about incredibly famous people. Which personally I think is a really bad idea.”
Scott seemed to take that in. He nodded. Wrapped Kip back in his arms. Yawned. “No one would believe you.” He forced out through his wide-open mouth before settling his head on top of Kip’s. “Rozanov and Hollander fucking? They’d never be that stupid. Scott Hunter? Gay? Hell no, have you seen how hard he hits on the ice? Autistic? No, he’s focused.” He let out a huff of laugher, ruffling Kip’s short curls. “We’ve been at this a while. If they didn’t want you to know you wouldn’t be here in the first place.”
“And the threatening?”
“I doubt Hollander actually has concrete plans for that… I mean, it’s Hollander. His idea of threatening innocent people is more along the lines of a strongly worded reprimand- a ‘keep your kid in line or I’ll be very unhappy.’
“Really? Because he sounded pretty serious.”
“Shane Hollander is physically incapable of violence unless it’s on the ice or involves Ilya Rozanov. And even then I’m pretty sure it’s mainly sexual.”
“So what you’re saying is that I have been inducted into a house of horrors.”
“You could see it that way, but I think there’s worse things in life than having friends like them. You may not have seen it then, but it wasn’t just me they were trying to protect. Sleeping with an NHL player isn’t easy- all of my previous hookups have been near completely anonymous and never more than a night. Even if more was an option I doubt they would have wanted it because this is hard, Kip. Not just for our partners but for us. Hollander and Rozanov are straight up insane for even contemplating being in a relationship but there’s no stopping them… They’re paving the way for the rest of us, believe it or not.
“And they’re not completely stupid- they’re aware that this whole situation from the outside is pretty fucked up, and it’s why they made it very clear you could leave. It’s not like they would have come after you.”
“You’re not worried I felt obliged-”
“Did you?”
Kip thought about the best way to answer the question without sounding like a complete and utter idiot. “Look. You’re really, really hot. Just ask Maria. I was willing to choose you over Hollander. Shane Hollander. Number one sexiest man in the NHL. I felt the opposite of obliged.” He looked out the window for a moment before turning back, gathering his thoughts. “Still… I don’t know, Scott… This is all… Weird. I know I’ve said it way too many times already and Elena is probably going to tell me I’m an idiot for agreeing to any part of this situation but…”
“But you’ve been Hollanov’d.”
“What the fuck is a Hollanov?”
“Marlow. Hollander slash Rozanov. Like Brangelina.”
“Oh my God.”
“Yeah. But seriously. We were all fairly normal before we found out about them. I honestly think my IQ has dropped about twenty points, I got added to a good six group chats, one of which is entirely porn recommendations that even Hollander posts in, he calls me in the middle of the night asking me to explain why his mother looked at him weird the other day, Rozanov just turns up on my doorstep with takeout and weighted blankets- don’t look at me like that, they’re fucking great. I think he imports then from somewhere.”
“You like it.”
“A year ago not a single person knew I was gay. I hadn’t gotten laid in years. I spent holidays alone. I sure as hell wouldn’t have been in the stands watching Montreal win the cup.” He fell off into a pensive silence and Kip let him, unable to figure out how to continue a conversation that had completely shifted his world view.
He’d known that there would be things he didn’t understand about Scott’s world- it was a given. Even the sheer difference in their socioeconomic statuses would have been enough to make most sane non-gold diggers in his position run for the hills… But if Kip was honest, that wasn’t the problem.
The problem was that he’d been hoping that Hollander and Rozanov had been over-exaggerating. The difficulties.
Was he stupid even considering this?
Was he stupid for considering considering? It’d been hours. Hours. And here he was lying in bed wondering if he wanted to be added to a group chat that gave porn recommendations. 
Because whilst he sure hadn’t made it explicit, Scott wasn’t telling all this to someone he wanted a one-night stand with.
Did Kip want more?
This was too much.
There was a soft, recurring chirp of a cicada from the floor beside the bed and Kip frowned before remembering his alarm. “Let me grab that.” He leaned over onto the floor, pulling the phone from his discarded pants and winced. “Shit, last train in twenty minutes.”
He’d set it before he’d left home.
He’d set it to give himself a way out.
Did he want a way out?
Did Scott even want him to stay? Was he completely misreading the situation and he was the only one wanting more?
He pushed himself up and out of Scott’s strong grip, leaning over the edge of the bed to reach for his underwear. “Um… I guess I should get going?” He presented it as a question even though-
Fuck.
He didn’t want to go.
Guess he’d answered his own question. He’d skipped straight past ‘considering’ and ended up in ‘already mentally committed to taking whatever Scott Hunter was willing to give.’
“Oh.” Kip wasn’t stupid, he sure as hell wasn’t deaf and he’d clearly spent far too long having his life-altering revelation. He turned back to find Scott looking at him with a carefully neutral expression on his handsome features, hand still reaching out over where Kip had laid. “Yeah. Sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you- the trains around here tend to run weird times this time of night, I’ll call you a car.”
His voice, previously filled with a myriad of emotions, most of them happy was... Kip wanted to say tired. Resigned. He watched as Scott rolled over, pushing the blankets back from his naked form and grabbing a robe off the back of the bedroom door, draping it over his shoulders as he headed back towards the living room. “Sorry- not the greatest date you’ve ever had, I bet. Didn’t even feed you.”
“Wait-” He didn’t wait.
Kip frowned worriedly as he quickly followed Scott into the kitchen area in nothing but his underwear, watching as the older man quickly packed several containers of breaded chicken, pre-cooked pasta and a sauce that even cooled smelled amazing.  “You made dinner?” He asked softly, as Scott packed the reuseable containers into a cloth bag. “Thought you said you didn’t think I’d come?”
Scott just shrugged, not turning around as he placed the bag on the bench. “Can’t a guy hope?” He replied sheepishly, pulling his phone from the robe then hesitating. “If… If you don’t want me to know your address I have cash, too. You can order the car. You don’t have to tell me where you live.” Finally he turned and gave Kip an exhausted little grimace masquerading as a smile.
Kip suddenly realised that Hollander and Rozanov had been very, very wrong. He didn’t think Scott would have been okay if he hadn’t come. At all.
He reached out and took Scott’s phone, placing it on the bench as he stepped forward, untying the front of the robe and pressing himself against the taller man’s frame, arms wrapping around his waist. “I don’t mind. You can order me a cab in the morning.”
Scott stiffened against him in what Kip assumed was surprise. “You… You don’t need to stay.” He paused, and Kip felt the man’s hands fluttering over his back, as if unsure if he was allowed to touch. “I’m sorry, I’m not really great at this. I know this is a lot and you shouldn’t feel like you need-”
“I was warned.” Kip shifted back a little so that he could look up at those disgustingly beautiful eyes, smiling sheepishly. “I think you may have been too distracted by my bumbling charm to notice, but I dropped a bag at your front door.”
Oh.
There was that look again. Like Kip was the best thing Scott Hunter had ever seen. “When do you need to head to work?”
“Um… Not for another two days?”
“Stay?”
Kip’s jaw dropped in shock. “Oh my God you are going to lesbian U-Haul me.”
“What the fuck-”
 
SHANE
 
August 2015- The Cottage
 
Shane Hollander was having what he liked to call a perfect day.
There’d been a few. He’d lived a good life. The day he was chosen for the prospect Cup team. Other days that didn’t involve Ilya Rozanov.
Many other days.
Shane paused, halfway through chopping up a cucumber, the rest of the salad ingredients lined up neatly beside him. Surely there were other days.
He refused to believe that every single positive moment of his life since he was seventeen was reliant on the existence of an asshole Russian who was currently lying face down in the grass outside, shirtless and perfect and relaxed in the shade as the soft murmuring of insects lulled him into sleep. Ilya had lived in Boston for most of his time in the States, grass wasn’t the most common occurrence in the city and even Ilya’s house was more cement and glass than nature.
Ilya loved the Cottage.
After he’d recovered from his ‘Russian Adventure’, as his boyfriend liked to unironically call it, Ilya had relaxed. He’d turned off his phone after sending a single message to Svetlana and conversed with their friends solely through Shane’s phone. He’d not turned on the TV once. The radio was silent. His boyfriend had completely immersed himself in the Cottage and its surrounds, stealing Shane’s swimming trunks and spending hours each day in the lake, chasing fish and bugs and retrieving countless small shiny stones that he’d present to Shane like a proud crow, lining them up on the picnic blanket in a neat row where Shane reclined with a book in the shade.
Shane fucking loved his boyfriend.
Shane also loved additions to his preexisting collection of shiny rocks.
He even loved it when Ilya had slung him over his shoulder and thrown him off the dock into the water, laughing all the while until he was laid out on the sun-warmed wood, breathless and gasping and praying that his distant neighbours weren’t listening particularly hard for bird calls.
He had supposed, as Ilya lay contentedly between his legs, throat fluttering around his cock, that some of the noises he’d been making could have sounded like bird calls.
Ilya, for some odd reason, also loved grass. Not just grass, leaves, too. He’d stop and stare at every different flower he found when they were walking around the lake. He’d take pictures on Shane’s phone, loving the ones with bees. He spent hours each day near comatose in the grass, rolling around like a large dog, ending up with little itchy bites on his skin that Shane would patiently rub ointments into each night, accepting the discomfort with minimal complaining.
Above all, Shane had realised that Ilya loved him. 
In retrospect Ilya had loved him for a very long time. He’d just decided to start showing it.
Ilya refused to get up in the morning if Shane was still asleep. After the first time Shane had woken in a panic to find him missing, racing through the cottage until he found his boyfriend reclined on the patio furniture, he’d insisted that it was no trouble for him to remain in bed. He’d started to leave a book beside the bed to keep himself busy, letting Shane curl around him happily until he felt like facing the day.
Ilya adhered to his diet but not only that, he made it… Bearable? He didn’t just complain about how tasteless it was, how the texture was terrible like Shane’s teammates used to, he spent hours with Shane’s laptop researching more palatable options, ordering daily grocery deliveries with Shane’s credit card, standing beside Shane, poking and prodding him around the kitchen as they learned to cook together.
Ilya had donated half of Shane’s clothes.
More than half of his towels and blankets.
Most of his pillowcases.
All of his socks.
Because apparently he winced. A lot. And so his wonderful, perfect, disgustingly hot boyfriend had rolled up his Alpaca Rug, laid it out in the shade and dumped Shane on top of it whilst he cleared out the Cottage of everything Shane apparently hated to touch.
He spent hours online spending frankly obscene amounts of money on replacing everything he’d donated, brands that Shane had never seen before, all in colours he knew he’d like, patterns that were soothing to his eyes.
Except underwear.
One of every colour of the rainbow.
Shane loved them.
He loved his boyfriend.
Ilya also left him alone, which he loved the most.
Shane was an open book, in some ways. He knew that. When he was happy he was happy. When he was embarrassed he turned red like a tomato. When he was sad every single micro expression screamed his misery.
His mother hovered, trying to fix things and sending him spiralling into a maelstrom of guilt for taking up her time.
His father was even more awkward than Shane and would sit far too close and be far too kind, murmuring softly about this and that until his brain was so full of nonsense thoughts that it took him days to sort himself out.
JJ got annoyed. He tried to hide it. But the little twitch beside his eye. The soft huff as he would walk away. How he’d groan as Shane cancelled a little plan because the thought of leaving his house and interacting with people was unbearable gave him away.
Hayden had just ignored it. Wilfully. Just kept on treating Shane as normal. And sometimes that was exactly what he needed. Of all of his family and friends, Hayden had gotten it right most often- even if it was by blunt force.
He missed his best friend.
He started cutting again.
Ilya. Ilya could tell Shane’s mood from a single glance. After all, Shane was his favourite subject.
Ilya would kiss the top of his head and ask what he wanted.
And then he’d do it.
If Shane wanted to be held tightly in silence, he’d pop on a podcast and do it. For hours. Just let Shane reorder his thoughts in his boyfriend’s lap.
If Shane wanted to be left alone Ilya would leave him with a bottle of water, a blanket and a box of shacks- carefully curated and all German- and go for a run. A swim. A nap. He’d leave the vicinity so that Shane couldn’t hear him and leave him in blessed silence.
If Shane wanted to be distracted, he’d read to him, always in Russian, always from one of his favourite fantasy novels. He loved the Lord of the Rings. Shane understood most of what he was saying, but the effort of trying to translate on the go was enough to snap him out of most of his funks. Ilya also loved video games, needlessly violent ones with loud explosions and lots of yelling. One might think Shane’s overstimulated brain might shirk at the thought of that much noise but as always, his brain seemed to find anything Ilya Rozanov did soothing and he’d happily lay for hours with his ear against the man’s belly, enraptured by the sounds of laughter and yelling that caused it to shift under his ear.
If Shane wanted to be fucked until he couldn’t think? Well, that was Ilya’s favourite type of anxious Shane to deal with.
Maybe it wasn’t so terrible that all of his perfect days but one involved the perfect man who’d shifted onto his back and was smiling lazily at the soft, fluffy clouds that raced across the sky.
The man who Shane had almost lost to Russia.
Shane refused to lose him.
He continued to cut, the rhythmic movements of the knife against the wooden cutting board soothing. Tomato. Lettuce, wet. Olives. Not his favourite.
He checked the recipe, blindly following the instructions for the burgers Ilya had requested. Lean turkey mince. Eggs. No yolk. Maybe one. Fuck it, with all the fucking they were doing extra protein wasn’t the worst decision.
Outside the sun was starting to hit the horizon and Ilya’s eyes opened the instant Shane stepped onto the patio, firing up the grill.
He watched him silently, eyes intent on Shane’s every movement and he felt his cheeks warm, eyes locked on the sizzling meat, a smile slowly forcing its way onto his face as he threw what he thought were subtle looks in Ilya’s direction, only to be caught each and every time.
Shane refused to lose him.
 Ilya pressed a kiss against the back of his neck, wrapping long arms around Shane’s waist. “Why are you making so many?”
“You say that like you don’t eat like a pig.” Shane murmured as he stared down at the eight patties. “Six are yours.”
Ilya hummed, nuzzling under the collar of his shirt. “If I eat all, will be too fat to fuck you tonight.” He pointed out as Shane flipped the burgers, reaching over to toast the buns. “You do not want this.”
“Cute that you think we’ll be having sex tonight.” Burger on Bun. Cheese. Tomato. Lettuce. Sauce. Bun. “I can barely walk, and tomorrow you wanted to go trail hiking. Unless-”
“I chose other option. All day sex marathon.”
“We did that yesterday. And the day before that.” He turned, handing Ilya the plate of four finished burgers, the rest already placed in a plastic container to cool before the fridge.
“You say like is bad time, Hollander.” They sat down at the patio table, touching all the way from shoulder to toes. “Have spent years of very little sex. Must catch up.”
Shan couldn’t really refute that. Not was he complaining. “Your coach is going to kill you if you decondition.”
“And your coach will not?”
“I won’t decondition.” Shane threw a smirk in his direction before turning to his food.
They ate in silence sipping Ilya’s favourite IPA and eventually Shane lit the brazier, flames sending little pops of embers into the air. The insects chirped and buzzed in the late summer warmth and moths darted in and out of the heat, occasionally flying too close and catching alight, falling into the flames. It was peaceful, and soon Shane’s eyes were sliding shut. He slumped down in his seat, resting his head against the soft blanket covering the cushions, Ilya stretching out across his lap, curls tangling around Shane’s fingers, soft with the use of the products Shane had found online.
A loon’s mating call echoed across the lake and Shane choked in shock as Ilya sat bolt upright, eyes wide with fear as he stared around in panic. “A fucking wolf! That was a fucking wolf! Why the fuck is there a wolf?” He pressed himself closer to Shane’s side, grasping at his hand.
And Shane.
Shane.
Who loved this man beyond reason.
Who would burn down the world to keep him safe.
Laughed. Loudly. And openly. “It’s a loon!” He forced out between trying to breathe, giggling against Ilya’s side.
“You are a fucking loon! That was wolf!”
Shane chuckled, placing a fingertip on Ilya’s chin and turning him to face him. “Ilya. It’s a bird. Like a duck.”
Ilya looked at him like he was an idiot. “Hollander. I realise many orgasms sends your brain useless but birds do not make this sound.” His aristocratic nose was wrinkled in distaste, mouth curled into a cute scowl and Shane just wanted to grab the embers from the fire and smash them into his own eyes because he couldn’t bear to look at his wonderfully cranky face.
He stood, pulling Ilya with him and walked past the fire, down towards the lake through the long grasses, years of walking through similar grasses as a child at his parent’s cottage making him confident.
And his perfect boyfriend followed him. No hesitation. Towards the wolves.
They stopped at the edge of the lake, water lapping against the soles of their sliders. Shane lifted his hands to his mouth, forming a tunnel and imitating the previous call, embellishing with a seemingly inhuman trill.
Ilya stilled.
A few hundred metres to the left the loon returned the call, a hauntingly beautiful, soft, slow call.
Shane dropped his hands and turned to the taller man, smiling softly. Serenely. “It was a mating call.” He said softly, wrapping his arms around Ilya’s waist and resting his chin on his chest, watching as he looked out over the water towards where slight shadows were gliding silently across the horizon, the calls continuing to drop in volume as the birds retreated.
“What did you say?” Ilya asked, fingers kneading at the back of Shane’s shirt.
“Get the fuck off my lawn.”
Ilya tipped his head back and led out a single, booming guffaw before burying his face in Shane’s hair, his smile obvious. “Very protective, my Shane.”
“Can’t let that bird steal you. Who knows- he may have been your type.”
“No, my type is short, boring Canadian hockey players with shitty backhand.”
“My backhand is just fine, Rozanov.”
“But everything else is much better, so seems shittier. Maybe would be number one best player if were not so bad.” He said it far too fondly for Shane to bother getting his hackles up- it was getting harder by the day, if he was honest with himself. He was sure that once the real world started to slip back in they’d fall into the old, comfortable routines of the chirping and the annoyances and the poking and prodding for weaknesses… But for now, he was happy.
Shane refused to lose him.
And so he made a decision.
He stepped back.
Ilyas blue eyes were shining in the moonlight, long neck arched back as he inhaled the fresh, grass-scented air, love bites clustered under his right ear, the remnants of teeth right over his Adam’s apple. To Shane he had never looked more breathtaking.
“Ilya…”
His boyfriend hummed, turned, and his eyes locked on Shane’s face, darting between his lips, his freckles, and settling on his eyes.
“If you were anyone else I wouldn’t have hesitated.”
Ilya frowned. “Hesitate to what?”
“I would have been on one knee the instant you stepped off the plane from Russia.”
Shane waited in silence, waited for Ilya to realise the significance of his words. He could see it, in the minute shifting of muscles, the microexpressions as Ilya filtered the sentence through English, Russian, back into English. He knew he’d understood when tears flooded his eyes.
He knew he’d understood. He just wasn’t prepared for the look of absolute devastation “No, no, I’m sorry, why are you-”
“You are cruel man, Shane Hollander, to tempt me with what we cannot have.” Ilya sounded like the words were tearing his throat to ribbons, hoarse and distraught. 
Shane didn’t even wipe away the tears streaming down his own cheeks, dripping onto his shirt, messy and raw and emotional. “I’m tired of living in agony alone.”
“It has always been agony for me.”
 

 
Ilya usually lay facing away in his sleep- it had taken some time after his return from Russia for Shane to be comfortable allowing any separation, clutching tight as if his unconscious mind was afraid the other may be torn away.
They both slept better separate. Ilya overheated easily and Shane tended to end up towards one side of the bed, dragging his boyfriend with him until he was unable to sprawl as he preferred- whoever thought love was defined by clinging in bed had never slept with a hockey player who skated in his sleep.
Tonight it had taken hours for Ilya to fall asleep, the constant leak of tears down both of their faces leaving them miserable and exhausted as they were forced to come to terms with the trajectory of their relationship.
With the fact that everyone they knew would live with their partners, be married, have children before they were even able to acknowledge their relationship in public.
With the fact that Shane would have to wait years to give Ilya the ring he’d ordered the first time Ilya had first choked on a bug whilst laughing at Shane.
He’d ordered it from Jens Hansen. He thought Ilya would appreciate it.
Ilya had eventually slipped into unconsciousness, hand resting on Shane’s chest over his heart, face buried into the pillow, breaths congested.
Shane couldn’t sleep.
That was fine.
He was busy.
His laptop glowed faintly in front of him, thin, dense lines of text flashing in front of his eyes. He didn’t understand half of it. He would have asked Ilya hours ago but whilst his boyfriend was improving his English in terms of reading, if Shane, a native speaker couldn’t understand this, he didn’t have much hope Ilya could scramble through it. Shane was well aware that his brain was wired for hockey and very little else- he was second to none on the ice.
His boyfriend?
Ilya Rozanov was smart. Not just smart, sometimes Shane actually wondered at his IQ because he seemed to know everything. Shane’s mind was a steel trap for anything related to hockey but Ilya took it one step further. He was pretty sure his boyfriend was a genius and he hated that he couldn’t parade him in front of the fuckwits who insisted he was a meat-headed wall of muscle.
It certainly helped that Shane was Ilya’s favourite topic.
Not even Ilya could understand this, though- half in English, the other half in French, all dense legalese Shane should really get a lawyer to look at.
An immigration lawyer.
Because whilst Ilya was safe, here, in Canada right now, they flew over the border far too often and a Russian passport? Too risky.
An American passport? No. Just no. Shane had standards, he was not spending the rest of his life with an American.
They were retiring in Ottawa.
The plan had to be perfect. Foolproof. Shane Hollander did not like risks, especially not those pertaining to the blonde in the bed beside him, creamy skin all on show with the constellation of moles along his spine and ribs, hair fluffy and clean and smelling like Shane. The soft movement of his breaths had Shane’s eyes watering and he shut the laptop, throwing the room into darkness but for the weak light of the moon shining through the open windows. He plastered himself over Ilya’s back, wriggling until their legs were entwined and his hand rested, contorted, against Ilya’s soft belly.
He’d almost lost this and he wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.
Shane refused.
 

 
Ilya had refused point blank to leave the bed. He was comfortable, and warm, and the birds were chirping outside the windows and he was halfway through The Name of The Wind and he was not. Leaving. The. Bed. Until at least midday. “And what will you do if I’m not back?” Shane asked as he lay on his belly between Ilya’s spread thighs, nipping at the tense skin with his teeth, his lips, hands firm on his iliac spines, keeping him pinned to the mattress. He leaned forward, running his tongue up his length, eyes closing as the taste of him registered, kissing the tip as another drop of precome dripped onto that wonderfully taut six-pack.
Ilya’s hand tightened in his hair, the other stroking lazily at his cock when Shane shifted back down. “I think- ah- I will snoop. Is very good word. I will- oh yes Hollander- I will open all cupboards. Pull out all little secret things boring hockey players collect. I think have not explored under- FUCK!”
Shane chucked around Ilya’s length, taking him down to the back of his throat and swallowing. Again.
And again.
And again.
Until his boyfriend a puddle of lax muscles under his hands, cock soft against his hip, tongue in Shane’s mouth as he stroked his cock, Shane whimpering, glad to be distracted by- and to distract- the man below him.
Eventually Shane forced himself to get up, leaving his boyfriend behind with a quick kiss before he got distracted yet again and set the GPS for a lawyer’s office in Ottawa.
Mary Stein. Immigration. Excellent reviews.
Shane had a plan. He liked plans. The original plan had been American citizenship- not Shane’s favourite but Ilya hadn’t minded the idea. He was well on the way to permanent residency after living in Boston for so many years…
The problem was his father. Each day Ilya came closer to this father’s mind faltering and revealing what he shouldn’t. They had no plans to come out until after retirement but if Grigori Rozanov fucked that up America was the last place Shane wanted his boyfriend to be stuck if given an option.
So another plan was required. Each day the Russian passport that allowed him to cross borders became more like a leash and it worried Shane. It worried Ilya, given the way he had been pouring over dense documents in Russian that Shane couldn’t yet translate, all stamped with official government seals.
The offices were in a nondescript building in the centre of the city, on the seventh floor. On the corner. He was early so he picked up a coffee, his sunglasses and cap- a Boston Bears one that Ilya had gifted him as a joke- causing people more often than not to look away.
Ottawa was a terrible team, but they had fucking standards here.
Shane himself felt a little dirty.
The receptionist led him into a pleasantly beige office with instructions to wait and wait Shane did, for the ten minutes until his appointment began and then he had a heart attack.
Vegas 2014. 
Clearly the encounter had been memorable because the middle-aged woman who had once sat in the seat beside him on a plane back to Montreal stood in the door, staring at him in surprise which soon morphed into a kindly smile. “Mr. Hollander.”
“Um… Ms. Stein?” He was one wrong word from a panic attack but he was going to keep it. The fuck. Together. He counted to ten slowly, then back in Russian, then once again except it was Ilya’s voice in his head singing ‘Do Rei Me.’
“Yes… But given I’ve seen someone’s genitals I believe you can call me Mary.” Brown eyes watched him carefully as she made her way around the desk, looking sharp in red Louboutins, a black suit, black hair carefully styled into a sedate bun.
Her nails were long, French tip, and Shane focused on them as she settled in her seat, fingers interlocking on the surface of the desk. “I’m really sorry about that, it was completely inappropriate-”
“Perhaps, but I was nosy.” She leaned over the desk on her elbows, pearly white teeth showing through her genial smile. “I know your lawyer, Mr. Hollander, you’re like most hockey players, interested in contracts and investments. So why are you here, in my office, in Ottawa when you live in Montreal, asking about immigration law? As far as I’m aware your entire family is Canadian.”
“We are… And it’s not really for me.” He pulled his hands from his pockets, settling them in his lap, concentrating more on not picking at his nails than the conversation. “I have… A friend. He has a family member who’s… Sick. Who talks.” Her expression became one of sympathy. “He’s Russian.” He could see the instant she connected the dots. “He got out. Last time. But he’s not a dual citizen. And he lives in America.”
“And you are looking into American citizenship?” She snorted in amusement as Shane gave what he hoped was a ‘are you fucking kidding me’ glare. “I see. So not American.”
“No.”
“Any particular reason?”
“I refuse to marry an American.”
Her eyes widened in surprise as Shane realised what he’d just said.
To a complete stranger.
In a public office.
Fuck it. “I need to know the quickest way he could obtain Canadian citizenship if it all went to shit.”
“Asylum.”
“Would require them knowing why. This isn’t an option, nor is it currently an emergency as long as he’s not forced to leave the country or extradited out.”
Silence.
“So time isn’t a factor.”
“It may become one. He needs to travel across borders for work and he’ll go stir crazy if he can’t, though money isn’t a problem.”
“I can’t imagine it would be.” She sat back, steepling her fingers under her chin and Shane waited. “Mr. Hollander… You’re not stupid, despite the general opinion of hockey players and their cousin the concussion. I am also incredibly expensive so how about we cut to the chase. If your parter isn’t willing to claim asylum, American citizenship despite living there, and is willing to risk the possible years of awaiting Canadian-”
“Yes.”
“Then the actual question you should ask is how likely is the Canadian government to refuse emergency asylum to a Canadian national’s husband, if that husband is already applying for citizenship the slow way.”
Yes.
Yes.
Because Shane Hollander was going to marry the asshole currently snooping through the boxes under his bed.
He was going to marry him.
Because if it was the choice between Ilya Rozanov and hockey, he’d choose his future fucking husband over the ice every. Single. Time.
Hell, he was rich enough they could build their own fucking rink, zombie apocalypse be damned.
Mary nodded, clearly reading his expression. “Alright. Then your second question is how likely someone is to find out about your marriage.”
“Yes. The press-”
“The press look for what they think exists, Mr. Hollander, and your personal life very much does not. You are not a part of contentious practices, no woman is coming to claim your love-child, you are refreshingly scandal-free and have built a career upon the principle of being unproblematic and dare I say near aromantic.”
Shane nodded. “I looked it up- unless they have a legitimate reason to obtain the paperwork it should be completely confidential.”
“Yes. That being said paperwork changes hands, and hands are not NDA’d. You would need to minimise the risk. As few hands as possible, through the correct channels. Paperwork still needs to be filed but we can do it safely.”
The world seemed to tilt on its axis and Shane shook his head slightly as his vision shook, clenching his eyes shut.
He could have this.
If he wanted it. He could have it.
It was possible. 
It was permanent.
“Mr. Hollander.” Shane’s head snapped up to the touch on the back of his wrist, Mary on her heels beside him, looking concerned. “Are you alright?”
“Um, sorry about that.” He shrugged, unable to stop the stupid grin. He must have looked insane. “Sorry. I’m just… I think I’m getting married. I…” He hated the fact that he was starting to cry but he couldn’t make himself stop, and he accepted the box of tissues as Mary moved back to her desk. “I didn’t think I’d get that.”
“Well I’m sure if you’d tried you could have found a lovely young man or woman who’s far less problematic-”
“I really couldn’t.” He said with a shrug. “It’s Rozanov or nothing, I guess.”
There was a massive clattering as Mary slipped, missing her chair and ending up on the floor. Shane scrambled to help her and instead found himself being dragged onto the ground beside her.
Her face was pale.
She looked horrified. 
“But...” She whimpered. Whimpered. “He’s such an asshole.” She whispered. “The biggest asshole in the world. He’s really just the worst you’re joking, aren’t you?” She grasped his hands, hard, eyes pleading. “Please tell me you’re joking. The sheer amount of chaos this would cause if it got out-”
He just smiled. “I think he’s kinda perfect.”
She looked vaguely nauseous. “Truly? Rozanov? Perfect?” She shook her head in disbelief. “This is truly the end of times. If your team knew-”
“My team doesn’t get to decide who I marry.” He said firmly, sounding far more confident than he felt.
She looked as if he’d just ruined her entire month. “This is the worst day of my life.” She grumbled, allowing him to help her to her feet, dusting off her pants. “Boston Bears. The Captain of the fucking Boston Bears. Marrying Ottowa’s first son. Absolute fucking nightmare.” Ah. Not a hockey fan. A hockey fan. “I think I’m going to throw up.”
“I wish I thought most people would react like that.”
That had her halting in her rant and she gave a sympathetic grimace. “I suppose I could have taken it far worse. I’m guessing no one knows?”
Shane gave a sheepish shrug as he sat back down. “It’ll be small. If we do it. I’ll need to find someone willing to-”
“I know a pair who officiated a lot of the early marriages when the legislation went through. One works in government, he can get your paperwork sorted.” Shane felt his heart start to calm- huh. He hadn’t even realised it had been racing until he tasted the sour adrenaline at the back of his tongue. “When do you want to do this?”
A year ago. “When are they available?”
A resolute nod. “Give me a second.” She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts.
Shane was excited. 
Shane, like a fifteen-year-old girl was miles away at the cottage picturing under which tree he was going to get married. He was picturing the way in which the light at dusk- because of course it would be dusk- would play against Ilya’s cheekbones. The way his cheeks would form into rosy apples as he smiled down at Shane, how his voice would sound as-
“Dad? Hi. I have a couple, an adorably gay one that wants to get married tomorrow. Can you guys make it?” Mary sat the phone down in between them and Shane frowned, noting it was on speaker.
“That’s a little last minute?” The man’s voice was soft, French accented, quiet and kind, reminiscent of Shane’s own father.
David Hollander. Yuna. His parents.
He’d never imagined being able to get married. He’d never pictured his father standing beside him at the venue his mother would have forced upon him for ‘optics.’
He’d never imagined them with him.
He didn’t want them with him.
He was an awful son.
His parents were going to miss the most important day of his life and he… He didn’t care.
He loved them.
But he didn’t want them there.
He didn’t want the questions. The accusations.
‘Did he force you into this?’
‘Are you sure?’
‘There are other men, better men.’
‘I don’t think you’re thinking about the repercussions this will have you your career.’
No.
He didn’t want them to make it all about them. About the breach of trust. His mother would cry. He knew she would. She’d cry because she’d feel guilty. Like he hadn’t felt safe with her. Like she hadn’t let him be himself.
His father would sit there looking like a kicked puppy, morose in his acceptance, always supportive as his wife aired the grievances he felt in ways he couldn’t.
This was going to be the happiest day of his life.
So he was going to be selfish.
So fucking selfish. 
And he didn’t care. His soon to be fiancé and very rapidly husband- his phone buzzed. Two notifications. One a postal notification. The other- “Shit.”
 
ASSHOLE
You have package Hollander.
What do you buy that is from New Zealand?’
DO NOT OPEN THAT FUCKING PACKAGE ROZANOV
I SWEAR TO GOD I WILL DRIVE YOU BACK TO BOSTON!
No you won’t. 
I am delight 
Is light. 
Expensive- boring hockey player got insurance.
Fragile.
Fine. Open it. Ruin the surprise.
Is for me?
Okay. I leave.
‘Hurry up and come home. Want to fuck you in grass.
I see little bubbles- will put blanket down first.
 
Shane looked up to find his newest lawyer looking down at him with an amused look. “Tomorrow afternoon?”
“Late. Six? You can all stay for dinner after?”
“Sweetie, why does that man sound like my favourite hockey player, Shane Hollander?”
“Um… Hi?”
“Mary Stein you take me off speaker right now or there will be no wedding-” The call cut off and Mary placed the phone to her ear as she pushed a folder of papers towards Shane. He flipped it open. Smiled. Accepted the pen. Started to write.
The papers sat near completely filled out on the car seat next to him the entire way home. He barely remembered putting his signature on the documents, just that it was done and there was black ink smudged against the side of his hand, his shirt, where he’d clutched the pen so hard it had snapped.
He felt numb.
Like every part of his body was about to jump out of its skin.
Like sensation was pressing against each and every nerve until he reached a new level of feeling.
His head was reeling and all he could think about was the colour apricot.
He probably shouldn’t have been driving in that state but it wasn’t like he was going to drag Ilya out of the house to retrieve him just because he was so ecstatic that he couldn’t make his body function.
He was getting married.
He’d never even considered it as a possibility. He’d never particularly wanted to. When his friends… Friend. Teammates. Had spoken about it, it had sounded awful.
Why did the majority of men genuinely seem to hate their wives? Whilst his parents had always seemed to genuinely care about each other, they were very much the minority in Shane’s experience, and it hadn’t exactly inclined him to go out and find a wife.
The old ball and chain.
The nagging voice in their phones stopping them from going out and partying.
The bitch that withheld sex for reasons unknown.
The whore that made them do chores when all they wanted to do was relax and play video games.
The mothers of their fucking children asking for nothing more than their husbands to be faithful, supportive and loving.
In Shane’s mind, the barest of human decency.
In Ilya’s actions, nothing more than the role he played daily without thought, treating Shane as if he was the most perfect thing in his life. A true partner.
Perhaps most men just hated women- or maybe that was just the Voyageurs. Minus Hayden- no matter how bad a friend Hayden was Shane would never call him a bad husband.
So marriage. Not a delightful prospect in Shane’s limited experience.
But here he was. Driving five above the speed limit to get back to his soon to be fiancé five minutes earlier.
Five minutes wasn’t that much in the grand scheme of things.
He lifted his foot off the accelerator. An hour. He had an hour to plan the most perfect proposal anyone had ever experienced.
He could do it.
 
ILYA
 
Ilya Rozanov was having the best fucking day. 
The absolute best day. 
This morning he’d woken up to his cock being sucked.
Best day.
He’d then spent the morning tucked up in Shane’s needlessly enormous bed, ensconced in fine cotton and goose feathers.
Also best day.
Shifting to the couch with his coke and favourite sandwich ingredients whilst his boyfriend left him to fend for himself, giving him free range of Shane’s cottage?
Very much best day.
And now Shane’s car was pulling up into the drive, which meant the best day just became better. Ilya’s life was always better when he had his angry kitten in front of him.
The car door opened almost violently, as if Shane had shoved it open with all of his weight and Ilya stilled where he stood just a few steps from the front door, watching his boyfriend through the windows.
Shane rounded the car and Ilya felt his heart stutter in his chest at the look of anger? No. Fear? Maybe a little. Hatred? Ilya didn’t think he’d done anything to warrant being hated today, and this sure as hell didn’t look like a joke. 
His boyfriend almost ran up the stairs, wrenching open the door, panting.
Was Ilya about to die?
“Marry me!” Shane shouted, shoving a pile of papers into Ilya’s chest. “You’re going to marry me. Now.”
Ilya frowned in confusion. And then looked down. Fancy looking papers. A bit worse for wear. Inky. “What?”
Shane scowled in his direction, pale as a ghost and shivering, arms coming to wrap around himself. “I think I was pretty clear. I want you to marry me. Now.”
Ilya started to shuffle through the papers. “Why you ask me to marry you when looking like want to murder everyone from here to Boston?” He asked softly, seeing Shane’s signatures already in place. He was getting married. He looked up at his fiancé, cocking his head to the side and putting on his most irritating smile.
“What? I don’t look like I want to murder anyone-”
“You look like angry kitten, ready to tear eyes out. I am scared-”
“Fuck you, Rozanov, I’m not a fucking-”
“Very angry kitten, sharp claws. Not sure I want to marry such violent person.” He walked towards Shane who looked about ready to pass out. “Why you ask like this? Very un. Ro. Man. Tic. I think. Is not very good proposal.”
“Oh fuck off, since when have you been romantic-”
“Lies! I am very romantic! I buy you pretty things, call you nice names, fuck you so well-”
“You jerked off in a shower in front of me! And ghosted me for six months! You don’t have a romantic bone in your body!”
“Bones are too strong for romance.” He leaned forward, pecking a kiss on Shane’s red little nose. “Heart is squishy. Did not even get nice ring-” He stumbled forward as Shane vanished to the side, hurrying to the kitchen. “What the fuck? Hollander?”
He hurried after him, watching as Shane dove for the small box sitting on the kitchen bench, right next to Ilya’s coffee and the remnants of his breakfast. He’d spent a good twenty minutes staring and shaking and debating opening it, even though he knew Shane would murder him.
His fiancé- because in what world would Ilya say no once he was properly asked- tore at the tape with his bare hands, biting at it with his teeth like a rabid dog when his short nails failed, tearing into the box until-
That was a ring box.
That was a box that Ilya had in his bedside draw in Boston. 
And now Shane had one.
His fiancé was perfect. 
Shane turned with the small, circular wooden box cradled in his hands, biting his lip, eyes teary as if he were scared. As if he actually thought Ilya would ever say no to him, as if Ilya had not spent nights lying awake imagining this day, though he’d expected to be the one doing the asking.
This was better.
This was the best day of his life.
“Ilya.”
“Yes.”
“Will you marry me?” His voice wavered at the end and he thrust the box in Ilya’s direction, his opposite arm wrapped around his stomach, fingers clenched around his shirt, looking as if he was about to drop the box and run.
Ilya approached his boring little hockey player, careful not to startle. He reached out and placed a firm grasp around Shane’s wrist first to steady him, pulling him in ever so slowly until his side was resting against Ilya’s chest, slipping his arm around his waist and forcing his fingers to release. He pressed a kiss into his sweaty hair, feeling the heat radiating off his body. So terrified.
“If you had been any other man, Shane Hollander, would have married you in Vegas. Crumpled suits, a ring won at casino. Scott Hunter as witness.” Shane laughed wetly at his side. “Would have not given choice. Would have paraded in front of entire NHL- ‘Look at pretty thing I have. All Mine.’” He turned Shane in his arms, kissing his forehead. “Would have put pictures everywhere. Would have rubbed in faces that very best hockey player wanted to marry me.”
Shane let out a little hiccup and the ring was bouncing on the ground, the wooden case split at the joint, Shane’s arms gripping around the back of his neck and Ilya bent slightly, looping his arms around his thighs and picking him up, Shane’s legs wrapping around his hips as if they belonged there.
Too fucking right they belonged there.
Since the day he’d first opened them to let Ilya touch him they’d belonged there.
Since the day he’d shook Ilya’s hand twice in a gross parking lot in bumfuck Canada they’d belonged there.
Everything Shane Hollander had ever been and ever would be now belonged to Ilya fucking Rozanov and he wasn’t going to fuck this up.
He spun, setting his fiancé on the marble countertop, hands coming up to envelop the smaller man’s face in his grip, slotting their mouths together in a mess of smiles and teeth and tongues, Shane’s heels on the small of his back pulling him in closer, both of them as hard as rock.
Ilya had zero patience.
He reached down and grabbed the back of Hollander’s shorts, yanking them down unceremoniously, bringing Shane’s ass over the edge of the bench with the movement, causing him to fall backwards, head hanging over the opposite edge. “Fuck yes, Ilya-”
“Am going to fuck you until you scream my name, Hollander.” Ilya grit out through his teeth as he pushed his own shorts and underwear around his thighs, not even bothering with his shirt as he pushed Shane’s legs, bound by this clothes, up around his head.
Shane laughed under him, happy and content and amused, handing Ilya the bottle of lube sitting in the fruit bowl. “I always scream your name.”
Ilya chuckled as he slicked himself up, spread Shane’s cheeks and pressed inside, groaning as the tight, hot walls enveloped his cock, having fucked his perfect fiancé so often over the last weeks that all it took was Shane to relax for a moment and he was sinking to depth, Shane already pushing back against him, hands locked behind his knees.
Perfect.
It was fast, and brutal, and Shane was screaming his name in seconds instead of minutes, shoulders pressed into the cool stone, back arching, cock dribbling so much pearly white fluid what Ilya reached up and swiped it onto his fingers, using it to ease the way when the lube dried around Shane’s rim.
It was filthy, and wonderful, and they were sweating so much Shane was constantly having to scrabble for purchase and Ilya’s feet had started to slip against the floor, almost sending him to the ground.
But they persevered.
They persevered until Shane’s voice was hoarse, devolving into little hitches of his breath, breathy moans and nails ripping at Ilya’s back.
They persevered until Ilya’s arms gave out and he collapsed against Shane’s front, pressing against the smaller man’s cock and sending them both catapulting straight into orgasm, clutching at each other so tight that neither could breathe until it was over, Ilya’s head aching with a pressure headache, the room spinning around and around and around and-
“Oh my God. How the fuck do you keep on getting better?” Shane forced out breathily, reaching a hand up to wipe at the sweat dripping down Ilya’s chin onto Shane’s chest.
And people wondered why he had an ego when Canada’s golden boy said things like that.
“I have most excellent partner.” He said with a smile, forcing himself upright as his cock slipped free, his cum dripping down the side of the bench and onto the floor.
Absolute. Best. Fucking. Day.
 

 
Ilya Rozanov was engaged. Engaged. He was engaged to Shane Hollander. Shane Hollander who had bought him the One Ring. 10 carat solid gold. Inscribed. 
Shane had retrieved the broken box as they’d limped together into the bedroom, placing the ring on Ilya’s finger as they’d taken a slow, lazy, blowjob filled shower, Ilya using his fingers to coax his spend from his fiancé- couldn’t have him all messy, could we?
They’d wrapped each other up in hideous tartan bath robes- hideous but perhaps Ilya’s favourite purchase yet for the way that Shane just seemed to melt into his- and he’d set Shane on the couch with his reams of paperwork whilst he retrieved them a snack.
Nothing could ruin this day.
Not even stupid Canadian wolf birds that would not shut up, probably complaining about the rain.
Not even the fact that it hadn’t stopped raining since that morning.
Not even the fact that his boyfriend- fiancé- best day ever- was sitting on the couch looking at a picture album with a sad little look on his face.
Okay. Maybe that was a problem.
He threw himself down next to his fiancé. Still the best. “You are boring Canadian hockey player, not sad one. Why you are looking like I kill your cat instead of ecstatic you get to spend rest of life with me.”
“I don’t have a cat. And that was already the plan.” Shane replied softly, distractedly, running gentle fingers over one of the pictures. “He was supposed to be here.” He whispered, and Ilya leaned over, settling his chin on Shane’s shoulder. “That was the plan. I was his best man. He was supposed to be mine.”
“Thought that only best friends were supposed to be best men.” Ilya said sullenly, flicking Shane’s finger where it sat on Pike’s face. “This is not good friend.”
“No… He’s not. But I thought he was.”
“Have higher standards now. Only third to fifth best hockey players now. And smoothie boy.”
Shane looked a bit taken aback. “Wait, you think we should ask Kip to come?”
“Of course! Hunter would not ask me to wedding without you. So smoothie boy must come.”
“Ilya. Kip has been with Scott for weeks. And now we’re inviting him to our super-secret last-minute wedding?”
“Yes.”
“Why.”
“Because in twenty years do you want Hunter to look all sad and alone in photos? No. You want his boy to be there.”
Shane was now looking at him as if he was an idiot. That was a very common look. “Explain.”
Ilya sighed and then slumped back against the couch, bringing Shane with him, curling his muscular form up against his chest into a tiny little ball. So cute. “What do I need to explain?”
“How do you know Scott’s going to marry the guy he’s just met.”
“I do not.”
“You just said-”
“I did not say he will marry him. No, I say that Kip makes Hunter happy, and you want happy photos. No sad photos on wedding day.” Shane went to reach for the album and Ilya lashed out his foot, sending the heavy book falling to the ground. “No. No Pikes to make you sad. Only nice friends.”
Shane didn’t say anything, just sighed softly and tucked his head under Ilya’s chin, perfectly content in his arms. “We’re getting married tomorrow.”
Best. Fucking. Decade. He tried very hard to sound calm. “Then we will call friends today. Will take time for flights.” Soft hair tickled against his neck as Shane nodded. “I think Hunter will stand beside you, if you ask.” He proposed softly, though deep down he knew that Shane didn’t want that. “What do you want to do, moy lyubov?” A small sniffle echoed through the room and Ilya felt his chest constrict. He hated to see Shane distressed. He needed to fix this.
There was a clicking noise and the fridge started to hum in the background. Outside the rain continued to hit steadily against the roof, dripping down the large window panes in rivulets. The day had been lazy and quiet and maybe it was time. “Shane, do you want him to be here?” He did his best to keep any of the judgement he felt out of his tone, knowing that this was already going to be a difficult enough conversation without his opinions being a factor.
It took Shane a good five minutes to reply and Ilya was more than happy to let him have the time. “Is it stupid?” He whispered against Ilya’s chest, tightening his arms around his waist. “He just… I was so angry, Ilya. He tried to talk to me and I told him to go away and I haven’t heard from him since and I just… I needed time. I wanted to figure out how I felt, I just wanted him to stop pushing and he just left.”
Ilya had seen the messages.
In the five minutes it took him to wipe the burner and destroy the sim thirty-two messages had come through. He’d left them unopened, far too angry to even consider giving them the time of day as Shane had a breakdown over the phone.
Shane’s phone had looked much the same in the beginning. Message after message from Pike, Lady Pike- though those were far fewer.
And then nothing.
The night of the cup there was one last message.
 
HAYDEN
Okay. I get it.
I’ll stop. 
I’m sorry. 
 
Then nothing. Not single message or call after what looked like years of steady contact, his fiancé and Pike sending more messages in a month than he and Marley did in a year. Good mornings. Plans for runs. Random questions about types of flooring. Beers. Three AM existential crises about otters and their rocks. So many pictures of Pike’s kids.
The singular reason he hadn’t blocked the man on Shane’s behalf was the fact that Shane had been the one that had stopped replying first. In the last month before their falling out Shane’s replies had grown shorter and less frequent whilst Pike’s had taken on an air of mild hysteria, something he’d noticed in his own messages with the man.
So yes. Perhaps Ilya was being… Cautious.
He doubted he needed to be but.
Never hurt.
“He left, my Shane, but you have maybe not been the best of friends either.” Shane’s head whipped up, expression one of insult. “You know this, yes? You have been very busy with excellent boyfriend, were not paying much attention to the little fish, made him very jealous.” He booped his snoot. “Maybe made him not so smart.”
“Ilya… Are you actually defending Hayden Pike?” His tone was incredulous, expression one of genuine disbelief. “You hate him!”
“If hated him would not have always answered questions about you, hmm?” He drew his fiancé in closer. “He was trying to be good friend, Shane, but was also very scared of team too. You are Shane Hollander, yes? Best in team, second best in league, team cannot win without you. Pike is just Pike, boring and bad at hockey but was trying very hard to make team less shit for you.”
“What are you talking about?”
Oh no.
Ilya cocked his head to the side, watching Shane’s expression carefully. “You do not know what he does for you?”
Shane shook his head slowly in the negative.
Oh no.
Ilya groaned softly, leaning forward to press their foreheads together. “Shane. Love of my life. I think we have to invite Hayden Pike to wedding.” He groaned as Shane huffed into his hair. “I think maybe you should let him talk to you, yes?”
“But why?” Shane asked softly, hands carding through Ilya’s curls. “What he did-”
“Have feeling that maybe we were wrong, moy lyubov.” He knew Shane’s look of horror was mirrored on his own face. “I do not know Pike this well, but I think that maybe should have read messages before I broke phone.”
Shane turned slightly, slipping into his lap, legs spread along the length of the couch. It had taken Ilya an embarrassingly long time to realise that his little Canadian was very different. Sometimes Shane’s mind worked at the speed of light- it was like there wasn’t a delay at all. But other times. Other times his fiancé would sit in silence for hours, ruminating upon a problem or working his way through a scenario in a way Ilya just couldn’t understand. Not that it really mattered. All Shane needed during these times was quiet, calm and more often than not a giant Russian pillow. He’d press his ear to Ilya’s chest like he was doing now, using the steady rhythm as a metronome for his thoughts.
Ilya thought it was beautiful.
“I… I don’t know if he’d even pick up my calls anymore.” He whispered against Ilya’s shirt.
“I think that is a very silly thing to think, kotenok. He will pick up phone.” Ilya placed a soft kiss against Shane’s hair. “I will get others from airport, no? You will give me home of Pike, and I will ask. Then if says no, will maybe hurt less.”
Shane nodded.
Ilya was on a mother fucking quest.
But first.
 
CLIFF
 
Cliff was tired.
He’d had a long, boring night.
A long, boring night in which he’d spent a good three hours at a club trying to hook up and failed. Epically. Over and over again.
Not because of lack of options. No. But because he looked at every woman and pictured marrying her.
Pictured their kids together.
Wondered how they’d confess their love.
He was infected. He wanted a relationship. 
Fucking Hollanov. Fucking Skip. Fucking Carter.
Marlow wanted a cute girlfriend to snuggle. Marlow wanted his very own Hollander. Or Roz. He’d never minded a snarky bitch.
His existential crisis had led to a sleepless night and now he was sitting in his pyjamas watching Roz jump on Hollander’s couch in a dressing gown whilst his long-suffering boyfriend sipped his ginger ale contentedly through a straw, bouncing along.
“Marley!” Roz collapsed onto his knees, peering happily into the camera. “I am taken man!” He shouted enthusiastically, waving his hands around on the screen, looking vaguely manic.
“Um… Hate to tell you this buddy, but you’ve been taken for a while.”
Roz huffed in frustration. “No, himbo, I am taken!” And he thrust something shiny in Cliff’s face.
The One Ring.
The One Ring was in Cliff’s face.
The One Ring was on Roz’s finger. 
Cliff shot to his feet, “No.”
“Yes!”
“Fucking no, Roz!”
“YES!”
“Fuck yes!” Cliff screamed, likely waking his neighbours.
“FUCK YES!”
“You’re getting married!”
“I am getting married!”
“To the hottest hockey player in the league!”
“To the best hockey player in the league!”
Cliff collapsed onto his couch and started bouncing as Roz went off on a monologue, detailing Hollander’s perfect proposal, and perfect ring, and perfect freckles.
And Cliff sat. And listened. And fucking cried because this was amazing. His best friend was getting married to the best guy and- “You will watch, yes? Need witness! And you will be best man! Will invite Carter and Scott and little smoothie boy!”
Cliff was best man.
This was the best day of his life.
“Wait. The smoothie boy?”
“The smoothie boy! Do you know the smoothie boy?!”
“Who lives on Drury Lane!”
 
CARTER
 
The house was quiet. It’d been years since he’d last come home and found it empty.
Liz was gone.
He wished he could say he was surprised. He wished he could say he’d tried to stop her.
He wished he could say he particularly cared but they’d been falling apart for the last few months, her more interested in work than spending time with him on the rare occasions he was at home, and he spending as much time as possible away from said home to avoid the silence, to the degree that he was spending more time in Scott’s guest room than he was in his own bed.
Big mistake.
Holy fuck.
He could have lived several lifetimes without knowing what Scott Hunter looked like bent over his couch being reamed to high heaven when he went to get a glass of water.
In the olden days he would have run, eyes covered, screaming apologies.
This time he took a tasteful waist-up shot and sent it to the group before saluting Kip and heading back to sleep.
The little shit had just winked.
Carter fully approved of the smoothie boy.
So now he sat alone. In his empty apartment. Looking at the dusty spaces where her books used to sit, the empty cupboards, no sheets on his bed and fuck he was pathetic. He needed to call Rozanov for linen recommendations. He fucking loved the shit at the cottage.
He looked around.
He was going to Scott’s.
Kip could keep it in his pants for a few hours. And he had great earphones now.
They all did.
‘Ra ra Rasputin-’ Fucker.
“Carter!”
“Why do you sound drunk?”
“I am drunk! Drunk on love! Book flight, I am getting-”
“We are, asshole!”
“We are getting married! You will come to cottage and will stand with Hunter and smoothie boy! Will make photos symmetrical! Shane says must wear pretty suit. Not black.”
What the ever-loving fuck. “Rozanov, is this a joke? Because it’s a pretty shitty one.” He heard a scuffle then Hollander’s voice came over the speaker.
“Unfortunately I’ve experienced temporary insanity and have decided to legally settle. Tomorrow at six.”
“Noooooo not settle- I am above weight!”
“I swear to God, Rozanov-”
 
SCOTT
 
“Yesyesyesyes fuck, right there!” Scott groaned as Kip’s cock brushed over his prostate, shifting his leg, widening his hips and sinking closer to the bed, face buried into the pillows as Kip pressed down on his lower back, sending him into an exaggerated arch that had his nipples brushing the covers. “Oh God- yesyes, faster!” He yelled, Kip groaning into his hair, teeth teasing at the side of his neck.
‘Ra Ra Rasputin, Russia’s greatest love machine-’ “You have got to be fucking kidding me!”
Behind him Kip started to giggle, which sent all manner of interesting sensations through his body.
Scott decided to ignore it, grabbing Kip’s hand and wrapping it around his cock. “I swear to God if you stop-”
“In what world am I going to stop?” He replied breathily, bracing his feet on the rucked up sheets and finding his rhythm again- ‘Ra Ra Rasputin, Russia’s-’ “Is he going to stop?” Kip asked with a giggle as he reached over Scott’s body- oh fuck that was a hell of an angle- and grabbed the phone off the nightstand, Rozanov’s name stark on the screen. “Want me to answer?”
“Can you fuck me at the same time?” Scott bit back without thinking and winced as Kip stilled. “Shit, sorry- forget I said that.”
The phone dropped beside his head and his eyes widened. “Hello Hunter.”
Ilya Rozanov had a sixth sense. He had to. Because that was his ‘I know what you’re doing right now’ voice.
He gasped as Kip’s hands settled back on his hips and he gave a leisurely thrust, shifting Scott’s entire body towards the phone. “Rozanov. What the fuck do you want?” He forced out between clenched teeth as he watched Kip smirk in the mirror hanging from his wardrobe door. God he was hot. Those arms.
“Have called bad time, Hunter?”
“Oh fuck off, you know you’ve called at a bad time, what is it?”
Rozanov chortled down the line and Scott heard a very Hollander coded sigh in the background. “You have little smoothie boy? Good. You will get on plane to Ottawa in morning. You will witness wedding.”
They both stilled. Scott pushed himself up on his knees, pressing back into Kip’s lap, the man’s arms settling around his waist. “I swear to God, Rozanov, if you’re fucking with me-”
“Why you all say this! Is not so surprising that Hollander wants to lock me down!”
“Becau- because you’re a moron, Rozanov.” Scott gasped as Kip’s fingers whispered along the head of his cock, causing him to tighten involuntarily around his length.
Amazing. 
“Personally, I think he’s a delight.”
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    Chapter Summary

    In which I had planned a wedding of hilarity and fluff. Instead in this chapter you will get:
1.	No sex.
2.	A taste of Svetlana
3.	Kip having zero patience
4.	Hayden saying fuck a lot



    Chapter Notes

      Well hello my peeps. I have returned.

And why, you ask, it is at the nth hour?

Because these motherfucking characters are in my head and will not cooperate with my plans and so I’ve rewritten this chapter about 20 times.
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  SVETLANA
 
Ilyushka was missing.
He was never missing.
From the time they’d met it had never been more than a few days between his replies and now?
Now Svetlana was looking down at her phone for the thousandth time, scowling as the little blue tick refused to appear. Message after message left delivered, never read. His phone was lost or dead or on do not disturb and there was no one she could contact to find him.
For not the first time since he’d fled Russia Svetlana cursed herself for refusing his teammates’ contacts, years of seeking to avoid the dirty little hockey player fingers she’d assumed would be nothing but a nuisance coming to bite her in the ass.
Shame on her for assuming the worst of them.
Then again, she’d also assumed that he would never treat her like every other woman to pass through his life, fleeting and pathetic and disposable, so maybe she should be reevaluating her life choices.
Or maybe not.
She was Svetlana Vetrova.
She was not to be ignored. Especially not by Ilya fucking Rozanov.  
She sighed frustratedly, pushing her unrestrained hair back from her face as she hauled her suitcase from the baggage carousel. Beside her some middle-aged fatty with a kid in each hand asked if she needed help.
As if she would let the snot covered hands touch her luggage. American idiots.
The handle on her luggage clicked satisfyingly into place and she stalked through the airport, the heels of her boots clicking along the linoleum in the quiet of the morning, Ilya’s number ringing through again and again and again, her own voice echoing through the tiny speaker as she hit his message bank. 
She was annoyed.
More than annoyed she was worried.
Ilyushka had fled Russia like the dogs of war were on his heels to the murmurs of more than one prominent official, if her father’s contacts were to be believed. Whilst Ilya was not so popular in Russia as a hockey player he was still known and for several weeks pictures of a bleeding and terrified Ilya Rozanov had been appearing in Russian media as he hurried through SVO wearing a hoodie that was very clearly not his.
She’d received a single message not a day after he’d left the country and nothing since.
 
ILYUSHKA
I am home with Jane. I am okay. Will call when I am better
 
Fuck you, Rozanov.
If the Russian would not come to Svetlana, she would hunt the bastard down herself. She would have done so immediately if her father had not required her presence in Russia to soothe the ruffled feathers around her Ilyushka’s departure, to assist him in removing Rozanov senior from his home. Every second she’d been forced to delay her departure had been like a knife through her chest and each night she’d trawled through the news, looking for any sign of him, at home or in Moscow.
Nothing.
But he would not escape her wrath for much longer. 
The taxi rank was bustling and she rolled her eyes at the inefficiency of American transport, pushing her way to the front of the line, very few willing to object to a woman who looked like she was going important places in a hurry. Her father had taught her that one.
A taxi pulled up in front of her, disgorging a harried man in exercise gear, a cap and dark sunglasses, tanned skin covered in rough black stubble, a well-worn duffle over his shoulder.
Cliff Marlow.
Cliff Marlow carrying a suit and a bag from the little Russian grocery store just around the corner from Ilya’s apartment.
Cliff Marlow heading towards the Ottawa gate. 
Her eyes narrowed.
She shut the taxi door.
She turned to the main desk.
 
ILYA
 
He’d turned his phone on for the first time since he’d returned from Russia and gazed in horror as he was inundated with texts, calls, hundreds of them. He immediately handed it to Shane, letting his fiancé delete everything indiscriminately. Not today. He would fix everything tomorrow. He was busy. 
The iPhone was handed back to him ten minutes later with a neat list of tasks in the notes app and Ilya was sent on his way with one of Shane’s less disgusting smoothies, a kiss that lasted a good twenty minutes and ended in Ilya needing to change his pants, and instructions to avoid any and all trouble whilst picking up their friends from the airport.
Sometimes Ilya wasn’t sure if his husb- fiancé, really knew him at all.
He always found trouble.
He hummed his way from the cabin to Ottawa, 1989 booming through the speakers of Shane’s SUV, windows down and the wind running through his hair, unable to concentrate on anything but the fact that he was getting married today.
Married. 
Today Shane Hollander would tell their friends that he was going to keep Ilya for the rest of his life. Today he would be irrevocably claimed by the man he’d loved for years now. Today they would sign a simple piece of paper that would bind them for life because whilst Shane did sometimes selectively ignore Ilya’s finer talents, his fiancé was not stupid- he knew divorce would not be an option.
Which meant that finally.
Finally. 
Shane Hollander was his.
“All mine.” Ilya murmured as the city came into view, the airport visible in the distance. “My own. My precious.” He giggled happily to himself, twining the ring on his finger absently.
The perfect choice by his perfect husband. To be. To be. No one would think a movie prop to be a symbol of their commitment. He could wear it whenever he wanted.
He never wanted to take it off again.
He parked deep within the basement levels of the long-term parking structure in a corner by the back next to a loud air-conditioning unit that blew hot, humid air in his face. He was early- no matter how many times he drove through Ottawa he’d never once managed to figure out the traffic, but better early than late.
Plus he was distracted. Project Hail Mary. He liked the little alien.
It was a good half an hour until he heard several voices coming towards the car and his eyes flickered to the rearview mirror. He smiled.
It was the little smoothie boy who appeared first, dressed all nice and cozy in a pair of Hunter’s joggers which were far too long and what looked like one of Carter’s hoodies, stretched around his impressive chest. He was smiling around a far more appetising smoothie than Ilya’s own and towing a carry on, a suit bag over his shoulder. 
Yes. He was very happy as to how the little smoothie boy was working out.
Hunter was next and like the old man he was he was dressed to the nines in the most cliched disguise Ilya had ever seen- near all black, forwards cap, dark sunglasses and an actual mask.
Ilya was friends with an idiot.
Vaughan was the only sane one, in Ilya’s mind, except now he was doubting it because the man was wearing a Hollander Montreal jersey.
In Ottawa.
God, was he the sane one? Disgusting. He rejected the notion entirely.
He let out a low whistle from where he stood in the open driver’s side door, causing all three men to turn in his direction.
For a moment none of them moved and then Hunter and Vaughan were running and Ilya found himself engulfed in what was perhaps the most violent hug he’d ever experienced.
Oh.
He liked this.
He had friends. Real, actual friends and they were happy for him.
He couldn’t hold back the delighted laughter as he returned their embrace, jumping a little in his excitement. “You have come!” He exclaimed, placing giant, sloppy kisses on both of their cheeks. “You are here to see me get married!” His voice cracked at the end but he didn’t care. He was getting fucking married today!
“Um… Hi?”
“Little smoothie boy!” Ilya exclaimed, reaching around Hunter and snagging a sleeve, pulling Kip into the hug between Carter and Scott, squishing them all to his front. “Thought you would maybe be too scared to come!”
Kip’s face fell into a nervous smile as Ilya released them all. “Well to be honest I didn’t think I was actually invited at first, but Scott said it would be fine?” He asked, trailing off awkwardly.
Ilya just scoffed, grabbing at their bags and opening the boot. “I want nice pictures to put on fireplace. If Hunter is all cranky thinking about you in New York, will make shitty photos.” He slammed the boot. “You will make Hunter smile, look less ugly.”
“Fuck you, Rozanov.”
“Nonono Hunter. I am one man man now. Married.”
“He’s still got time to run.” Hunter said with a grin as he pulled smoothie boy into his side, the smaller man fitting under his arm perfectly, cute little dimples on show as he smiled up at Hunter, eyes crinkling in happiness.
So cute. Ilya really was the best friend. “Shane will not run. Have spent too much time chasing each other. Time to stop.” Carter let out a happy sigh in the background. “I have snacks, while we wait for Marley”
They settled themselves on the low retaining wall that divided the parking structure from a utilities room, Scott standing between Kip’s legs as Ilya distributed the breakfast wraps he’d obtained on the drive there, buttering them up whilst they waited because.
After all.
Ilya was on a quest. 
As evidenced by the address already queued in the GPS.
It wasn’t too long a wait until the last of their party rounded the corner and Ilya threw himself off the wall and into his best friends arms much the way Hollander often threw himself at Ilya, giggling like an excited schoolboy as Cliff spun him around in circles, the giant man bearing his weight easily as he carried him back to the car.
Ilya was so fucking happy.
Fuck you, crippling depression his therapist insisted he had. Not today.
“I’m getting married today!” He yelled into the near empty parking structure, honestly not caring if anyone heard.
“Yeah, you are!” Cliff replied as he set him back in his feet, accepting the wrap Carter handed him, tearing it open with his teeth. “Fuck, I’m starving. Food on the plane was shitty and it was way too early to be having breakfast on the way to the airport.”
“So sorry that last minute wedding got in way of beauty sleep, Marlow. Can go home if you want.” Ilya said sarcastically as he started to shoo them all into the SUV, carefully arranging the suit bags on the back seat beside Vaughan who looked this close to falling asleep against the window.
Cliff took pride of place in the front seat. “Fuck no, man- didn’t think this day would ever come, no way in hell I’m missing this! Gonna take so many fucking photos and one day you’re gonna let me upload each and every sappy shot of you crying onto the web and the entire world will know just how whipped you are.”
Ilya frowned as he looked over his shoulder, throwing the SUV into reverse. “This does not sound good, whipped- fuck!”
He slammed on the brakes as a woman stepped out in front of the reversing SUV and he stared, horrified, as she shifted her weight, put one hand on her hip and crooked her finger. “I am going to die. Tell Hollander would have spent rest of life annoying him.” He muttered.
“Oh my God the bitch followed me!” Cliff whimpered as Ilya opened the door, slipping out of the car and stopping in front of Svetlana Vetrova, dressed head to foot in designer, looking distinctly unimpressed.
Silence.
“Ilyushka.”
Fuck. She was not happy. “Sveta.”
He yelped as her hand lashed out, punching his arm. “No, you do not get to ‘Sveta’ me, Ilya Rozanov!” And then to his surprise she threw herself forward into his startled arms, enveloping him in a hug that was just south to the border of desperate, slipping into familiar Russian. “You made me so worried and when I couldn’t leave Moscow to find you…” He yelped as she pinched at his waist. “You are never allowed to do that to me again!” She yelled, wiping at the tears that had escaped her eyes, smudging her eyeliner.
Ilya immediately hated himself. “I am sorry, Sveta… I was not thinking. It was… I was so scared. If I hadn’t been able to get out-”
“I know. I forced it all out of Alexei. I think that even he was surprised at what happened-”
“I do not wish to speak of him. Of them.” Ilya shook his head. “Not today. They have no place here. Not now. And maybe not ever again.”
Svetlana’s eyes widened in confusion, then slowly understanding. “You won’t go back. You have truly left Russia.”
Ilya nodded. “Yes.” He said firmly, slipping back into English. “There is nothing left for me now but my mother’s grave, and perhaps it is time to leave that too.” A throat cleared behind him, and they both turned to see Cliff leaning out of the window with Ilya’s phone in his hand.
“Sorry to break up the fun but your phone’s blowing up, Roz- might wanna answer that.” He chuckled at the look of adoration Ilya wasn’t unable to keep off his face as he hurried over, taking his phone to find a long stream of messages coming through, offering the most wonderful of insights into his husb- fiancé- fuck it. His husband’s tortured little mind.
He was already married in his soul.
 
TOMATO
I swear to God, Rozanov, if you’re smoking right now I’m going to divorce you on principle.
Can you divorce someone before you’re even married?
Fuck.
We’re getting married. 
My face hurts I can’t stop smiling like an idiot.
This is what you do to me- I can’t even fucking eat because I keep drooling all over the place.
Should I wear the black suit or the navy?
I’ve also got a maroon one- is it maroon? I’m not sure if you’d call it that maybe it’s more red?
Should we have gotten flowers? Will no flowers make the photos look boring?
Should we have gotten a photographer? I know you said Marlow has a camera but I don’t want to make him do all the work…
You are idiot, my Shane. 
You refuse to kiss if smoking- your kisses are my favourite things. 
Except for your ass. Is very nice ass. 
And freckles. Maybe they are favourite. 
You will wear red suit- I will wear navy. Will look nice together at night.
Flowers make you sneeze. Do not want snot on suit.
Marley will murder if you take away job- will also get very drunk if no task given. Is good for him. Bored very quickly at parties.
 
His thumbs paused over the keypad and he looked up at Svetlana who stood in front of him with her head cocked, large suitcase by her side. For so long she had been all that he’d had, and so many times over the last year he’d wanted to tell her everything, to have that simple, uncompromising, unwavering support she’d always shown him. Maybe if she hadn’t reacted to ‘Jane’ like she had he would have… He looked back down to his phone.
 
I have friends but… Sveta followed Marlow from Boston. 
Do I send her back?’
You said she didn’t like ‘Jane’
Do you think she’ll be okay with us?
I think is smart enough that would not say too much if was not
You want her here, don’t you?
She is very good friend, like Marly but better dressed
Does she have the lback dress she wore in that picture you showed me? With the gold jewellery?
 
Ilya Rozanov sobbed.
Loudly.
Pathetically.
He couldn’t stop.
A moment later Cliff was grabbing his phone, scrolling rapidly. “Aaaaaaw. You two are so fucking cute.” He grabbed his shoulders and pulled him into a hug. “Pull yourself together, Roz- can’t have you looking like shit in the photos.”
Svetlana stepped forward, looking concerned. “Are you alright? It is your Jane, correct? Has she said something to you? Is something wrong?”
Ilya let out a pathetic little laugh as he accepted the handkerchief Kip thrust at him, the three New Yorkers having abandoned all pretence of given them privacy, half hanging out the windows.
He was just.
So.
Damned.
Happy.
He loved his husband.
“Yes it is my Jane. But no. Nothing is wrong. Everything is very right.” He snuffed disgustingly, shoving the handkerchief into his pocket and grabbing Svetlana’s hand, ignoring her disgusted nose twitch. “My Jane wants to meet you. Wants you to come with us today.”
Sveta’s expression morphed into one of pleasure, then became unsure. “Are you sure? Does she know who I am?”
Ilya nodded, understanding her question. “Yes. My Jane has seen many pictures. Knows that you are very beautiful woman who has sucked my cock many times.” That earned him a slap over the side of his head. “Knows that you have stayed in my house, and my bed. Knows that you cook me pelmeni and that you love hockey as much as they do.” He stepped closer, cupping her cheek with his hand and rubbing his thumb over her cheek. “Knows that I love you. And that you love me.”
“And she is not jealous?”
Ilya shook his head. “No. Because he has seen pictures and knows that he is even more beautiful. Because he has spent years learning how to suck my cock just the way I like it. Because his home is my home and his borscht is without compare. He knows that I would burn world down to be with him.”
“Oh Ilyushka. You are in love.”
Ilya returned her teary smile. “Very much. He is best thing and also worst thing that has every happened in my life and today I am going to marry him.”
He watched as Sveta’s eyes widened in surprise then consternation as her thoughts reordered. “You… You are getting married. To Jane.” She said softly, eyes raking over the three hockey players and one smoothie boy who stood behind Ilya. “They know this man who made you so sad.”
Hunter snorted inelegantly. “Sad. Sure.”
Svetlana shook her head firmly. “No. I saw Ilyushka after Vegas last year. Jane was not good for him then and he has not told me of her since then.” She eyed the four men carefully. “And now I think I know why.” She turned back to Ilya. “Your Jane is a hockey player, da?”
He nodded slowly. “Yes. He is. And you are wrong. He makes me happiest have ever been, Sveta, and I want you to be a part of us.” He cocked his head towards the idiots. “Even if as collective is very dumb.”
He ignored the outrage behind him and watched Sveta’s expression morph into something he didn’t recognise. “You are sure. About him. He has made you hide, and lie to me-”
“No. Never. Have not lied to you.” He spat out quickly, grabbing at her long, thin fingers. “No, Sveta, is not why I did not tell you, you are…” He struggled for the words. “You are family, yes? Last of it. You are most important. If you had… If you had hated him. Like others do. Hated him for me. Was scared you would have made me choose.” He sniffed. “Because will always choose him and did not want to lose you.”
“Oh Ilyushka.” She exhaled as she pulled him into a fierce hug, crushing him to her chest. “I would never have made you choose, even if you were marrying Shane Hollander himself I would have supported you.” She giggled in his arms. “May have tried to steal him from you though.”
“Good thing Hollzy’s super gay then, eh?” Mayley interjected, grabbing the back of Ilya’s sweater and starting to pull him backwards towards the car. “Come on, shit to do and I refuse to be the one responsible for making us late.”
In his arms Svetlana had gone very still. “Hollander. Is gay.”
Ilya’s grin had the men behind him groaning. “Is very gay.”
“You are marrying Shane Hollander.”
“Oh no- he is marrying me.”
“O, Bozhe.”
“God has nothing to do with this. Maybe Satan.” Hunter mumbled as Ilya started to poke and prod Svetlana into the back seat of the SUV with Carter who looked at her as if she was the scariest thing he’d ever seen, going so far as to shove himself into the furthest corner of his seat.
“Aaw, Hunter, you are learning Russian for me!” Ilya called out happily as he slid into the front seat, messages from Shane continuing to pour through.
“How the fuck else am I supposed to chirp back?”
“Ah. You are dedicated. Like Hollander.” His perfect, perfect husband.
Quest.
He had a quest.
He couldn’t be distracted by soft hair and adoring smiles and ‘genetic’ and kisses that made his stomach turn up in knots and how perfect he was because he understood. Understood that Ilya wanted his last friend from Russia with him.
He would get the Pike.
His Shane would not be alone, even if Ilya wanted to mount Pike’s head on his mantlepiece.
Ilya would not fail.
 

 
The house was… Boring. And not in the good way. No. Pike’s house was big. White. Grey roof tiles. Boring columns out the front, just like the ten on either side, all up and down the boring street and it was just… Not boring, maybe. Shane was boring. With his lists and diets and the way he still folded his clothes before sex unless Ilya threw them so far away his horny little husband got distracted by Ilya’s cock, dropping to his knees just as easily as he did the first time.
Ilya was a very lucky man.
But back to Pike.
Pike’s house was as blah as the man that lived inside it.
Hopefully the man was home.
As if the Hockey gods were listening to Ilya’s prayers the front door opened and Jackie Pike stepped out the front door with two small girls, Pike exiting soon after carrying a third child in a carrier, bundling his many children into the car and waving them away.
Time to catch a fishie. “You will all wait here.”
Marley snorted.
Scott gave him the Elrond approved eyebrow of doom, as if Ilya was a child who required minding.
Kip got out of the car the instant the front door closed, looking like a man on a mission.
Carter followed him.
Sveta looked at him like he was an idiot.
Little smoothie boy was already knocking on the door.
He was going to fit in just fine. 
The crazy was strong in that one.
They hurried up the front path as a group, reaching the front door just as it opened, Hayden Pike looking supremely confused and then angry as soon as he spotted Ilya in the crowd. “What the fuck- Rozanov, why the hell are you at my hou-”
“Hello Pike!” Ilya called out in what he thought was a non-threatening tone but clearly Pike didn’t take it that way because his eyes widened in fear, taking in the group behind him and recoiled, attempting to slam the door shut which would have succeeded if smoothie boy hadn’t slammed his shoulder into the wood, Pike crying out as he was bounced backwards by the force.
Ilya really liked that smoothie boy.
He ushered the others inside past him, stepping over Pike who was sprawled on the floor, clutching his reddened face and gaping like the fish he was, yelping in distress as Marlow and Carter took one arm each, yanking him to his feet and frog-marching him to the large sectional in front of the TV. They shoved Pike down in the middle and Ilya sat himself down on the large coffee table opposite, the rest of his friends settling around Pike.
Except for smoothie boy. Kip sat himself down next to Ilya, accepting the bag of peas from Scott who had apparently devolved to raiding freezers.
Ilya really was having the best time.
And he hadn’t even had to hit anyone. His husband would be so proud.
Pike in the meantime seemed to have gotten over his shock and was now heading towards apoplectic rage if his expression and rapidly reddening face was any indicator. His eyes were darting around the couch as he drew back, like he wanted to protect himself from further harm. “If you’re looking for Shane he’s not here.” He spat out sullenly, wincing as the movement tugged on the bruise.
Ilya cocked his head to the side. “Why you think we are here for Hollander?” He asked, genuinely curious.
“Why the fuck else would you be here? We don’t have a fucking beef, Rozanov-” Beside him Kip let out an amused chuckle that Pike immediately locked in on. “Who the fuck are you? And why the fuck did you hit me?”
Little smoothie boy, champion of depressed hockey players just smiled, all dimples and angelic features. “Pretty sure I hit the door.” He handed Pike the bag of peas. “Would you rather I have left it to Scott or Rozanov?”
Pike’s jaw was somewhere down with the dust and Barbies. “What the fuck are you talking about? And that didn’t explain who you are!”
“Oh!” Kip chirped happily. “I’m Scott’s boyfriend!”
As one every head in the room swivelled to Hunter who was just returning from the kitchen carrying a six-pack of beer and a glass of water. Ilya waited for fear, betrayal, but wasn’t really surprised when all Hunter did was look completely and utterly besotted, as if his smoothie boy was the best thing he’d ever seen.
Ilya was very familiar with that expression. He’d woken up to it every morning since he’d returned from Russia.
So lucky.  He grinned and did a little happy wriggle in place. He loved his husband so much.
“Is it too early to ask you to marry me?” Hunter asked as he handed Kip one of the beers and settled on the adjacent couch, Kip happily moving over to settle in hip lap. If Ilya wasn’t happily married- to be married- whatever- he would steal that precious little smoothie boy.
Ilya clearly had excellent taste.
Maybe Shane would like to watch one day.
“What the fuck is happening here?” Pike whispered and IIya was pulled back to the quest at hand, sliding forward slightly on the table, his movement causing Pike’s eyes to lock on his. The man looked terrified.
That didn’t made Ilya feel as good as he thought it would.
Ugh. He was feeling sorry for Pike. 
Ilya rested his elbows on knees and steepled his fingers, resting his chin gently on their apex. “Hayden Pike.” He said softly, and the lingering shifting around them fell silent. “I have bone to pick with you.
“You see, I am very smart. Very… Perceptive. I see many things. Unlike Hollander can read people very well. And I do not like to be proved wrong, especially when it is Hollander who gets to gloat.” Pike’s throat shifted as he swallowed heavily and Ilya handed over the glass of water Hunter had left beside him. “You proved me wrong, Pike. I said you were good friend. But you are not good friend-”
“You have no fucking idea- no fucking right-” Pike interjected, pushing himself forward until he was standing, looming over Ilya.
Hah.
Little fishie trying to loom.
Ilya didn’t need to stand to loom. He was Ilya fucking Rozanov and he was defending his husband and he could loom from right where he was.
So he just shrugged calmly, perfectly content to crane his neck back, looking up at Pike’s aggravated expression. “I have right, Pike. When Hollander calls me crying in middle of night because best friend has hurt him, I have right. When I watch game against Detroit and you ignore him at end and he cries after, I have right. When against Buffalo you miss pass because do not want to look at him and you lose and team blames him, I have right. When he wins you nice, shiny cup and you do not even congratulate, I have right.” He stood and Pike stumbled back, knees hitting the couch, falling back onto his ass, eyes locked on Ilya as if he was some sort of prey animal. “Everything that concerns Hollander is my right, Pike. You have hurt him. And you keep hurting him. We are here to make that stop.”
For a few moments Pike seemed to be struggling internally but he eventually spoke, soft and regretful. “I tried-”
“You did not try hard enough-”
“How the fuck could I have fucking tried harder!” In an instant Pike was on his feet, shoving a palm into Ilya’s chest, the movement surprising him enough that he fell back into the table. “She’s my fucking wife! I can’t fucking lock her out of my fucking phone and don’t fucking tell me I didn’t try! I didn’t fucking ignore him in Detroit I was fucking half concussed! And don’t fucking talk to me about the cup because I’m half fucking Marlow’s size and he made it very fucking clear I wasn’t welcome!” Ilya watched as Pike swayed on his feet, his eyes going… Fuzzy, for a moment before he forced himself to focus, going quiet. “Did he tell you that? That I didn’t try?”
He sounded like he was about to cry.
Ilya found himself taken aback and he did. Not. Like. That.
“It’s not just the game that’s the problem, Pike.” Scott said from his spot under Kip, one hand sitting comfortably on the man’s thigh. “And I think you know it. Even before you fucked up, you’re the fucking A, how have you let your team treat him like they have? Do you actually think Hollander would let a slight against Jackie go? That he’d let the team get away with calling you even a fraction of what they call him?” Pike’s face turned ashen, and then lost all expression.
Ilya had a bad feeling about this.
“When was the last time you actually defended him, Pike, actively defended him. Not a few pathetic words after the fact. Stood in front of him and prevented him from hurting.”
Ilya expected anger. He expected Pike to explode. To defend himself.
He knew he could.
He knew more than the others. Knew Pike had tried his best.
Knew Pike hated his team just as much as Shane did.
That’s why it was so terrifying when Pike just… Collapsed. Not physically, just… He recognised that look. Shane and Pike had spent so many years together that they shared it.
Pike had given up.
He didn’t even look up. Just sat back down, calm and quiet and stared at his feet. “Okay.” He murmured softly, running a hand through his limp hair, so different from the pictures on Shane’s mantlepiece. “Okay. You win.” The others seemed to be catching on to the fact that something was really, very wrong with Hayden Pike.
Marley shot him a concerned look over Pike’s shoulder and Ilya nodded slightly before leaning forward. “Pike-”
“How nice it must be, to be universally loved with an unproblematic team, Hunter.” He turned to Ilya. “And you, the biggest asshole in the league who doesn’t give a shit about what people think of him. It’s fine for you. If everyone hates you. It’s your brand.
“But Shane? Shane’s had to fucking work for it. He’s spent years cultivating his reputation as a good man. He’s spent years learning to talk to people so that they’re comfortable around him, years making sure everyone likes him, being the sort of Captain that people can come to no matter the problem. He’s been safe, then fucking something happened and he’s got a giant target on his back and there’s nothing I can do-”
“You could have not given wife number!” Ilya shouted, finally getting to the crux of the matter, unable to hold back his anger. “He told you. For years. That did not want people to know. But you did anyway. Why?” Pike’s jaw dropped in shock, as if he hadn’t expected them to know about ‘Lily.’ “I do not understand, Pike. I told Hollander that you were good friend. You keep lists of things that hurt him. You put little baby Pikes in lap to stop panic attacks. You feed him bird food. But I think now you are not friend. You are mother. Treat him like child, not friend. Think you know better.”
“I… Is that what he told you?” The look of complete and utter devastation on Pike’s handsome face had Ilya’s chest clenching uncomfortably and he fought down the complete and all encompassing urge to bundle the man up and shove him under a heavy blanket. “That I told her? That I gave it to her?” The man let out a hiccup before laughing, a horrible, self-depreciating laugh. “God, is that what he thinks of me? After half a decade of friendship he thinks that of me?!” He buried his face in his hands and Ilya watched as Shane’s best friend completely fell apart.
He flicked his gaze to Hunter- nominally the wisest of them given his ancient status but the man looked more terrified than Ilya felt and he realised that he.
Ilya Rozanov.
Emotional constipate.
Was going to have to be the adult.
He missed his fucking husband.
Who would likely have been worse off given Shane’s less than stellar emotional stability when it came to Pike.
He slid forward on the table and reached out, placing his hand on the top of Pike’s head. “Now Pike. No crying. Will make you look all shitty for pictures.” Pike’s reply was something akin to the sound of a half-blocked sink finally unsticking. “That is not helpful, little-” He cut himself off, wincing. “Come, Hollander is getting married today-”
“What?!” Pike wheezed out, hands dropping, sitting up straight, bright blue eyes widening in shock. “No he’s not- he’s not fucking…” He trailed off, looking a mixture of pensive and angry. “Lily. He’s marrying Lily.” He looked up at Ilya. “He’s fucking eloping with a woman none of us have ever met-”
Ilya held up a hand to stop the no doubt self-righteous rant that was about to ensue. “Shoosh.” He placed a finger on Pike’s lips, startling him into silence. “You are cranky, and tired, and look like death and probably hungry.” He removed his finger, and assuming that Pike and Hollander shared the same off switch, booped his snoot.
Success. Very good little fish.
Pike settled back into the cushions, looking dazed and confused. Such a cute little fish.
“I think you are both… What is word for saving boat, Marley?”
“Salvageable, idiot.”
“Da. Salvageable. I think you and Hollander need to talk. Both of you, I think, are very dumb because you didn’t give Lady Pike Lily’s number, did you?” Slowly, very slowly, Hayden Pike shook his head. “Very good. I will lock you in closet together, yes?”
Pike nodded, again very slowly. He rotated his jaw. “Why is Scott Hunter on my couch?”
“Is back up best man if I have to kill you. Up up.” He grabbed Pike’s arms and hauled him upright, grunting when the man stumbled, most of his weight ending up against his side. “You need to eat more, Pike.”
“Fuck off, Rozanov.”
“You are very mean. Naughty little fish.”
He bit the inside of his mouth as Pike’s eyes widened then narrowed suspiciously. “You know Lily.”
Marley snorted in the background as Ilya started to drag Pike towards what he assumed was the bedrooms, pulling him up the stairs with an arm around his disturbingly thin waist given how far they were from playoffs. Shane had put on a delightful layer of fat over the last few weeks but he could feel Pike’s ribs through his thin t-shirt. “Yes Pike, I know Lily.” He pushed open the door to the master, based on the proximity to the room with the bunkbed and shoved Pike down onto the end of the bed.
Pike’s watery eyes followed him and to Ilya, it looked like the smaller man’s heart was breaking behind the tears. “You know her. You know her and I don’t. Why?” He whispered.
And Ilya.
Ilya just shrugged.
“Because Lily is not her, Pike.” He said simply. “Because he is safe, with friends. They both are. Because he was scared you would look at him differently if you knew. Because if ‘Lily’ had been dragged out of closet would have pulled your best friend too and you have seen how League treats us.”
He knew he was taking a risk here. He knew that there was a chance- no matter how small- that everything he thought he knew about Pike was wrong. That tomorrow they’d wake up and be splashed over the internet, cheap cannon fodder in the off-season.
It was why he’d asked Shane’s permission to out them both before they’d slept last night. His husband had thought about it the entire time he was brushing his teeth, eventually nodding.
Pike looked like Ilya had hit him with a frying pan. “Shane’s… Gay?” He asked slowly, watching as Ilya started to rifle through a disturbingly barren and fashionless closet.
“Very gay. Super gay. Allergic to women.” Ilya stated matter of factly, Sveta laughing as she followed them into the room, the rest of Dinosaur Support Group trooping after her. “Thinks they are evil and smell terrible.” Pike looked like his world was being turned upside down and inside out. “Is this problem, Pike?” Ilya allowed a sliver of menace to enter his tone, an excellent idea as Pike was soon shaking his head vehemently.
“No, of course fucking not, Rozanov- what kind of person-”
“Homophobic one.” Ilya shrugged. “Did not think you were but had to be sure.” Boop. “Good job, are not shit head.”
“I’d never be shitty about this, Rozanov. Never.” Good. He looked serious. “God, I can’t even imagine what he’s been thinking… What-” He looked up. “He told you?”
Ilya nodded happily. “Tells me many things. Gossip together about Hunter’s abs.”
Hunter snorted. “You do not.”
Ilya turned to him. “You are dinosaur, Hunter, but very hot. Little smoothie boy agrees. Would have fucked you if he did not want to.”
Hunter looked shocked.
Then horrified.
Then at least a bit turned on.
What a missed opportunity. He turned back to Pike. “I like both. Hunter is also super gay. Smoothie boy is normal gay.”
“Straight.” Marlow and Carter called out from the back of the room, raising their hands as if in kindergarten.
Ilya nodded. “Carter and Marlow are straight but tingly.”
“Oi-”
“Shoosh!” He reached out with his socked toe, poking at Pike’s knee. “So you know now. Hollander is having secret gay elopement with sexy husband Lily. You are invited because you are not shit head. Others do not know that you protect him, try to keep safe from team that hates. You are very small and useless, yes, like sand from beach that gets stuck in toes and makes floor of Porsche gross but still good at protecting Shane from fans who spread rumours. You are both very good at making self-small, like tiny kitten, all alone. Maybe can do better with friends.” He smiled, a cruel, cruel smile. “If not, will steal him for Boston. Nicer winters. Less boring.”
 
HAYDEN
 
Scott Hunter was in his bedroom. Scott Hunter was in his closet. His fucking boyfriend, an art history major from New York was sitting on his bed, on Jackie’s side, sipping on a can of Shane’s ginger ale as Hunter pulled shirt after shirt after suit from his modest collection, shaking his head at each one as if judging Hayden’s fashion choices.
He wished this was the strangest scene in his house right now.
He left the clearly in love and gay Scott Hunter to his boyfriend and Hayden’s wardrobe and traversed the stairs back to the living room where the singular woman in the group was lounging with a glass of Hayden’s expensive scotch, Rozanov’s head in her lap, her hand in his hair as they had what looked like was a very serious conversation in Russian.
He jumped in surprise as Marlow appeared beside his elbow, handing him a bag of frozen corn. “It’s been a while since they’ve seen each other. Svetlana was in Russia when Roz got out-”
“Got out?”
Marlow hummed. “Yeah. His dad’s got late-stage dementia from what Roz’s said. Said some things that the government isn’t too fond of when he was there beginning of summer… He’s going to try and get Canadian residency, his passport’s a problem.”
Hayden frowned, looking up at the taller man. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because Roz won’t. And here at the Dinosaur Support Group we tend to let people avoid their own difficult conversations. Which is why I’ll say this. You’re going to see things today, Pike. And you can’t tell anyone about them.”
“Jackie-”
“Your wife could have destroyed Hollander’s career, Pike, so forgive me if I don’t trust her ability to keep a secret. To be honest, I don’t even trust yours.” Hayden couldn’t really refute that and just took the corn, hissing as the freezing cold condensation hit his skin. “Maybe face away from the camera with that side.”
“Camera… I can’t believe he’s getting fucking married. Who the fuck just up and decides to get married without telling anyone.” He muttered more to himself than anyone in particular, picturing Shane and some random dude walking down an aisle surrounded by pink flowers.
Bullshit. Yuna wouldn’t allow anything that tacky. “Where are Yuna and David? How do they feel about all this?”
Marlow shrugged but Hayden noticed that Rozanov had paused in his conversation, turning to face them. “This is it, Pikey. Everyone in on the secret. I don’t know what’s going on with Hollander’s parents but as far as I know he hasn’t told them anything.”
Red flags.
Red flags everywhere.
“Who the fuck is Lily that Shane’s so ashamed of him he can’t even tell his parents!” He yelled, high pitched and pathetic, panicking because- was his best friend in an abusive relationship? Was he being forced into this? Was it a visa situation? Did Hayden need to call Yuna and JJ and David and mount a rescue?
He was distracted from his panic by Rozanov prowling through his living room like a giant jungle cat, all loose limbs and a terrifying confidence that Hayden could never hope to emulate. “Stop panicking. Is complicated.” He brushed past Hayden into the kitchen, gathering up the used bottles and throwing them into the recycling.
Ilya Rozanov. Captain of the Boston Bears. Was in his kitchen. Tidying. 
“But… You don’t just get fucking engaged and married a few months later. Shane doesn’t do that. The guy refuses to get McDonalds because he can’t guarantee the quality of the oil and you expect me to believe he’s getting married. To a man that apparently his parents, who he loves, have never even met!” Hayden felt his legs start to give out and Marlow chuckled as he near picked him up and shoved him onto one of the stools by the bench. He was hyperventilating. This was…
“Who the fuck is this guy?!” He whispered to himself. This man who had appeared on Shane’s phone screen for years, who’d texted him from a hotel room in Vegas whilst his best friend was having a panic attack of epic proportions, who’d seemingly turned Shane’s life upside down and completely displaced Hayden from his side.
Who’d called him little fish.
Little fish. 
Who’d been nice to him.
Who had given him updates on Shane when his best friend stopped replying to his messages.
Who had asked about Arthur more than Shane had. 
Who clearly understood that since Vegas Shane wasn’t safe in Montreal. That before 2014 he’d been as content as he could be as an autistic man in a less than progressive team and that had changed.
Before Vegas Shane never used to listen to the chirps in the locker room, never used to care, he’d just keep his head down and work and wince.
God, he used to wince so often.
Before Vegas Shane would have just taken it. Comeau’s snide remarks about his captaincy. The way Drapeau and Miity would let in goals during training just to spite him, the way that the rookies, following the larger, louder personalities would check him just a little bit harder than Hayden, trip him more often, leave bruises.  
Before Vegas Shane would have come to him about it.
But.
Hayden had thought his best friend was straight. He’d known it like he’d known himself. He’d watched women flit around Shane for years, laughed at his awkwardness, secretly glad that there wasn’t anything to come between them, to stop Shane’s Sunday afternoon visits, to stop the way that he’d sometimes fall asleep on Hayden’s shoulder, warm and soft and content, fingers finally stilling.
It had all been a lie of epic proportions. Their entire friendship. Start to finish.
Oh he didn’t give a shit that Shane was gay, but… Had he said something that told Shane he couldn’t confide in Hayden? He wasn’t homophobic- he knew that for a fact, as strongly as he knew he loved his children- so what had it been? “Maybe I’m just a piece of shit.” He whispered as Rozanov passed by, placing a cup of tea in front of him. “Has he always thought that of me? That I’d… That I’d hate him for this?” He looked up at the glacial blue eyes of Ilya Rozanov and hoped that he wouldn’t be found wanting yet again.
His nose twitched as Rozanov poked it, again, as if Hayden was a misbehaving kitten. “Both of you. Very stupid. Stop thinking, little fish, does not work with tiny brain.”
Yes. Hayden was very stupid.
He was also sleep deprived and cold and tired and yes, hungry.
He also wasn’t a complete moron, despite what people thought about him.
So he’d tolerate the fact that he was surrounded by enemy players who had invaded his house and his kitchen and his bed and were currently deciding on a suit for him to wear to his best friend’s wedding. 
He’d tolerate the fact that a man he’d once respected, Scott fucking Hunter, was parading his cute little boyfriend around Hayden’s house, the shorter apparently stuck to his back as the hockey player held up a pink, floral print shirt to Rozanov’s nod.
He’d tolerate the fact that he should have been at the cottage with his best friend yelling at caterers and florists and he wasn’t. The Yuna should have been managing the whole situation like a pro and David should have been happily sitting under a tree with the New Yorker but they weren’t.
He’d tolerate the fact that his best friend was at the Cottage alone. Likely stressing about alcoholic wine brands and if the catering would follow his diet and if his suit as fitting properly his hair lying just the way he liked it his…
Thank fuck Jackie was at the park with the kids.
“Not the blue one. I am in blue. The green one.”
The green one. A dark moss green that he’d bought because Shane told him he found it relaxing. Hunter was stuffing a tie into the pocket of his joggers. “We ready to go?” The captain of the Admirals asked and as one the invaders started to move, cleaning and shifting and settling and his loungeroom looked tidier than when they’d turned up.
Hunter turned to face him. “Text your wife, tell her-”
“Go fuck yourself, Hunter.” Hayden said, pushing past the man and his fucking boyfriend as headed to the front door, ripping his suit bag from the man’s stunned hands. “Seriously. Just don’t fucking talk to me.”
“Pike-”
He ignored him, sending a quick text to Jackie that she’d likely ignore until the last possible moment, which was less painful than her just ignoring his call like she had been recently.
He climbed into the very back seat of the large SUV which he recognised as Shane’s and reached under the seat, pulling out the blanket he knew his best friend kept there for emergencies, spreading it out over his lap as he steadfastly ignored the weird look Rozanov was giving him, disturbingly perceptive gaze roaming between Hayden and Hunter who’d settled into the middle row.
So yeah. Hayden was a moron.
But even a moron knew that if his best friend had to marry someone, it’d better as fuck be someone worthy of his little hockey worshipping ass.
In retrospect it was always going to be Ilya fucking Rozanov.
 

 
He’d never been to the cottage. Shane had finished it in 2014 and Hayden had never been there. Even before their falling out Shane had never indicated that he’d had any interest in inviting members of the team to Ottawa and how had he not noticed it? They never went to Shane’s apartment anymore even though it was the closest to the arena, not since long before Theriault had put his foot down with the team. It had been months since his teammates had shown any interest in Shane’s life outside hockey unless they were mocking him about Lily and Hayden- Hayden had thought that he had. Shown interest. He’d thought he was a good friend. But he’d never even asked to come here. Hayden had missed months of summer, pre-season, years, and Hayden had never asked. Just dragged his autistic, overstimulated best friend into the chaos of his own home because it was convenient for him.
Maybe he was a piece of shit.
The highway blurred outside, what he thought was a Lord of the Rings soundtrack playing softly through the stereo and he laid his head against the window, the woman in the seat beside him throwing glances every now and again, her very Slavic expression giving nothing away. “Ilyushka tells me you are the fifteenth best hockey player in Montreal.” She said softly, dark eyes boring straight into his soul. Her accent was softer than Rozanov’s, her English better. “I’ve always wondered why a player like Hollander decided to be friends with you.”
Hayden winced then shrugged. “I think I was just the first person who said hello.” He said miserably, turning back to the countryside. “Pretty sure I was just convenient.”
In the row in front of them Carter turned around- Hayden was still in shock that Shane had managed to get the C and A of the Admirals to turn up to his secret wedding. “That’s not what Hollzy said.” He wriggled a little, Kip shifting further into Hunter’s space. He felt sorry for the little guy, being stuck between two mountains of muscle. “Hollzy pretty much went through your entire friendship that night, says you were the only one that didn’t look like a dick.”
“High praise for me.”
“I dunno- for all his inability to figure out what the fuck people are feeling, Hollander seems to have a pretty good feel on vibes.” Vibes. 
“That’s why I’m here.” Kip’s dimples were prominent as he grinned at Hunter who looked pathetically in love. “Hollander was the final hurdle.”
Hayden had no idea what the fuck was going on. If there as an internal swear jar it’d be filled three times over. “And how long have the two of you been together?”
“Three weeks.” The two men said in unison and what the fuck.
What the fuck.
“Three weeks. I’ve known Shane since 2010 and I’ve been kidnapped into his wedding, but you’re invited three weeks into dating some random hockey player I thought Shane barely knew.”
Kip shrugged, burrowing further into Hunter’s side. “From your mouth to God’s ears, man.”
Hayden hated today.
Hayden hated everything and everyone in this car.
Hayden hated Shane right now.
Who he was going to meet in- fuck, turn-off- ten minutes. In ten minutes he was going to have to stand there and figure out what the fuck to say to a man he’d almost outed.
To the fucking Russian he’d almost outed.
Because again. Not moron. Hayden could fucking google and the repercussions of what he’d allowed to happen hadn’t yet stopped reverberating around his pounding skull. Gulags. Executions. People just straight up vanishing from their homes.
Hayden could have had a hand in the love of Shane’s life- gross- being fucking deported.
Lily.
He could honestly picture either of the idiots coming up with that. He’d pay to know what Shane was in Rozanov’s phone- something stupid like ‘Jane’… It was definitely Jane.
What sort of expression was he supposed to have? Was he supposed to look surprised? How did one look surprised when they’re too tired to feel much of anything anymore? He doubted they’d be fooled by a fake gasp.
Maybe he could just smile?
He’d probably start crying, so maybe not the best idea.
God, this sucked.
The cottage came into view and holy fucking shit. “That is not a cottage. That is a holiday house on steroids. That is a fucking mini mansion on a lake that a millionaire would build for his mistress.”
Beside Marlow in the passenger seat Rozanov flailed and turned on his seat, pointing at Hayden. “YES!” He near screamed, startling Vaughan out of his nap. “This! Exactly! Is not cottage!” Marlow pulled the SUV to a stop, a distinct lack of hustle and bustle oddly settling Hayden’s nerves. “Cottage should be quaint. Looked up word. Small and cute. This is glass filled monstrosity. If hailstorms will die. Would not protect from nuclear bomb.”
Russians were weird.
The car slowly emptied and Hayden crawled out behind Hunter, the rest of them milling around to grab bags and suitcases and suits and then there he was.
The front door opened and Shane appeared.
He looked so… Pretty. It wasn’t the first time Hayden had thought so, but this was…
He looked healthy. The gaunt appearance of his cheeks that had plagued him through the playoffs was gone and the colour was back in his skin. His hair was slightly longer than usual, pushed back carelessly off his face and he was dressed casually, a giant oversized Bears hoodie over shorts, bare feet.
He was smiling. Hayden hadn’t seen him smile like that in… God, years. When was the last time his best friend had looked that happy?
He watched as Shane’s eyes swept over the group then stopped. It was like Shane’s entire body melted- every bit of tension just fell away and he seemed to float over to where Rozanov was standing, eyes intent on the giant Russian and-
God.
Hayden felt like his chest was about to tear in two, his eyes immediately starting to water. He watched as Rozanov’s hand immediately, without faltering, came up to cup Shane’s cheek, thumb tracing his freckles, severe mouth folding into a fond smile as Shane went onto his tiptoes, both arms around Rozanov’s waist as they shared an embrace that was more smile than kiss, intimate, fond and well-practiced in the way that they shifted their weight, heads tilting to fit together.
This wasn’t something new.
This wasn’t the way you embraced a friend needing PR, or a fuck-buddy.
This was how he touched Jackie. This was how he touched the woman he loved.
Ilya Rozanov was the love of Shane Hollander’s life and Hayden had missed it.
He’d missed all of it.
He’d almost ruined it. 
Something had happened between them in Vegas and he’d missed everything since then and it was all his fault. He could have been standing with Hunter, who grabbed Shane out of Rozanov’s arms and lifted him off his feet, squeezing him like he wanted him to pop, calling him ‘kid.’ He could have been Vaughan, attacking Shane with kisses, ruffling his hair. He could have been Marlow who had found a professional-looking camera somewhere and was darting around taking photos, phone in his other hand recording.
He could have been Christopher Grady. Boyfriend of three weeks. Kip, who had absolutely no compunctions against throwing himself at Hayden’s best friend, the two shorter men giggling, dancing in place, murmuring into each other’s ears until Shane looked up and saw him.
His eyes widened in shock.
Hayden didn’t move.
He thought he’d been okay with it.
The Rozanov of it all.
And weirdly enough he was.
But Shane hadn’t told him anything.
Shane hadn’t even given him the opportunity to be happy for him. To know the man he loved.
Instead he’d let him think, for years, that Hayden was obliged to hate Ilya Rozanov, just like the rest of them. It’d been exhausting. Against Hayden’s entire personality. But he’d done it.
For nothing.
Shane had lied to him. By omission, more often than not.
But he had.
And right now, standing here, humiliated and suddenly so fucking alone Hayden hated him for it.
He watched as Shane slowly disentangled himself from Hunter’s giant arms and toddled unsteadily towards him, stopping just a few feet away looking anxious, eyes darting around Hayden’s face like he was looking for answers, fingers tugging at the hem of the hoodie emblazoned with his future husband’s logo. “You came.” He eventually said softly, unable to meet Hayden’s eyes. “I wasn’t sure if you would.”
Hayden looked over to where four massive hockey players were eyeing him like they were one misstep from squishing him into the ground.
He didn’t care. He schooled his features into careful neutrality. “Did you actually think I would have hurt him if I’d known?” He asked softly, throwing the words at his best friend with as much malice as he could. “It may have been your choice to tell me, but this is your fault.” He couldn’t even make himself care that his best friend- fuck, did he even want to call him that anymore- teared up and took a step back, straight into Hunter’s arms.
Not Rozanov’s.
Because Ilya Rozanov was currently being restrained like a rabid dog, snarling between Carter and Marlow who’d let his camera fall to his chest, whispering furiously into Rozanov’s ear.
Hayden didn’t care anymore. He’d already been knocked out once today, what was a few more times for good measure. It’d been cathartic.
Shane was clutching at Hunter’s shirt like it was a lifeline.
Rozanov just looked… Disappointed. Like he’d expected better from Hayden.
He’d expected more from himself too.
He’d expected more from Shane. “One sentence, Shane. You could have said one thing. If you’d given me the slightest explanation I would’ve locked. My fucking. Phone. I wouldn’t stopped talking to him. I would have and I fucking did respect your fucking boundaries but I’m not a fucking psychic. I can’t protect something I don’t know needs it.” He shook his head in disappointment. “I’m not the only shitty friend here, or I wouldn’t have spent years hating Rozanov for no good fucking reason.” He huffed out a depressed laugh. “God… Why the fuck did you even keep me around? Was it funny? Keeping me in the dark?” He ignored the way Shane gasped in pain, eyes fixated on the ground, the dust from the gravel covering his boots.
“I get it, I fucked up. I wanted you to be happy and I wasn’t careful enough. But this? Shane I don’t give a shit that you’re gay. I really don’t.” He finally met Shane’s terrified gaze. “I don’t even give a shit that it’s Rozanov- guy’s hockey incarnate, if you were ever gonna end up with a guy it was gonna be him.” Because Hayden wasn’t fucking blind- the asshole was hot as fuck, had the skills to back up his ego, and Shane had been obsessed with him since day one. “But right now all I’m getting is that I was never going to be a part of this. Hunter’s boyfriend of three fucking weeks is here, Shane, and I didn’t even get to know who you were marrying until you were throwing yourself on him and I don’t know if you thought it’d be funny, or he did but…” He trailed off, angry, miserable and fighting back tears. “Fuck, Shane- I didn’t deserve this either.”
He turned.
The lake looked nice this time of day.
He walked away.
 
CARTER
 
He watched as Pike’s expression slowly shut down, the man hunching down over himself, shoulders drawing in, expressive eyes growing shiny with tears, his voice hoarse and hitching as he fought back sobs.
He watched as he walked away, arms tight around his chest.
He watched as Rozanov enveloped his fiancé in his giant arms, Shane shaking near uncontrollably as he watched Pike walk away without looking back, tears streaming down his face as he started to hyperventilate, Roz whispering Russian in his ear, compressing the smaller man against his chest like a giant weighted blanket.
Carter watched as one by one each of them came to realise what Shane had.
Pike had been right.
Perhaps Carter was the one who acknowledged it first. He’d felt exactly the same for those first few moments after Scott had come out. The self-hated that had flickered across Pike’s face, the self-doubt that he’d ever been a good enough friend to Shane, the devastation when he realised that a whole host of other people had been given the opportunity to be there instead of him through no fault of his own… That they’d been able to give Shane something he’d never been able to replicate no matter how hard he’d tried… Carter had felt it too. Hated that Hollander and Rozanov had given Scott a home. Somewhere safe to collapse and mourn the life he could’ve had if he’d not chosen hockey.
It had changed now, of course. Sure, Hollanov were still there in the background but New York was a hike and they couldn’t turn up on Scott’s doorstep every time he was in a mood. And if Carter found himself on Scott’s couch with the older man’s socked feet in his lap once or twice a week? If he spent more time in his guest room than his own house? He had that. Pike had nothing. 
Carter turned to Rozanov. “I think you guys should head inside, get him showered and into bed. You’ve still got a few hours. We’ll take care of the caterers and furniture.” He turned to Pike’s distant form. “I’m gonna go take care of that.”
Shane sniffed disgustingly into Rozanov’s hoodie as the giant Russian swept him into a bridal carry. “Please don’t-”
“I won’t hurt him, Hollander. Believe it or not I kinda get it.” He said sadly, patting Scott on the shoulder reassuringly as he passed him, following the crushed grass down to the lake’s edge where Pike sat on the edge of the dock, feet dangling over the edge, elbows on knees, sobbing silently.
He’d seen more men crying in the last few months than in the rest of his life combined.
He took a deep, steadying breath before settling beside the man who barely seemed to notice his presence, flinching in surprise when Carter bumped their shoulders together. The shorter man didn’t say anything, just ran long fingers through his already messy brown hair, wincing in the sunlight, sunglasses likely still in the car. “I get it. When I found out it was… Honestly, at first it was traumatising- Hollander appeared out of nowhere and climbed Roz like a tree. And then Scott? My best friend. For years. I still wonder why I wasn’t good enough to be told. It hurts. But you’ve gotta understand that- by and large because Shane’s kinda a little shit and Rozanov just compounds that by existing- they never set out to hurt us. None of us were really told, we just stumbled on them. And Scott.
“I also get the whole Rozanov thing. I didn’t understand them at first. The asshole targets Shane on the ice more than anyone else, he’s fractured ribs, cheekbones, given Hollander more ankle injuries than I can count, he mocks him incessantly every time he sees him until Shane’s barely keeping it together and we’ve spent years convinced they hated each other.” He sighed. “It’s fucking foreplay to them, Pike. All of it. The hits, the chirps, the goals, the wins and losses are all a giant sexual tally-” Pike blanched beside him, fascinating. “Yeah. Fucking ridiculous. Anyone who’s ever laid a bet on Montreal vs Boston has had a bet on who’s calling the shots in bed that night.”
“The Rozanov thing is the easiest thing to understand.”
The had Carter pulling up short. “What?”
“The Rozanov thing. Why do you think it’s such a hard thing to understand?” Pike genuinely seemed confused, tear swollen eyes all glistening and bright in the late afternoon sun. “I mean, it’s Shane.”
“I’m not getting it.”
Pike clearly thought he was an idiot. He and Hollander shared that particular expression. “It’s Shane. And Rozanov. It’s two plus two equals four.”
“Clearly the rest of us got six, man, because-”
“If they were straight and with women Rozanov would be marrying some Saudi princess and Shane would be with Rose Landry or something. But they’re not.” Pike swatted a fly from his arm. “Neither is gonna settle for anything less than the best. Why’s it so weird that they’d want each other?”
Well when you put it like that. “So you don’t have an issue with it?”
“Do I wish Shane hadn’t attached himself to the most dangerous man in the NHL? Yes. Do I think he could do better in a romantic partner? Fuck yes.” He threw his head back, staring up at the sun like it was personally insulting it. “But that’s not what Shane needs.”
“Not following.”
“It’s Shane fucking Hollander. He doesn’t need some cute, emotionally stable guy to sit at home and wait for him, especially not post Vegas. He needs someone who’s going to snap the neck of everyone who looks at him twice, who’ll challenge him and rail him into the mattress when he gets stuck in his head.”
Whooooooooah. “Bold if you to assume Hollander’s the bottom.”
Pike shot him an unimpressed glare before returning to the sun. Man was pale. “Sure. Because those eyes of his scream top.” He rubbed his fists in his eyes before sighing heavily. “Fuck, dude. Today is killing me.”
“Yeah, man. I can see that.” He pet at Pike’s knee, the man flicking at his hand. “I’m sorry about how we handled it.”
“Yeah… We. Your Dinosaur Support Group. That you’re all in.” Pike sniffed, rubbing at his nose. “I get it. I do. Secrets. But did any of you once think about the fact that Shane is all I have?” He said self-depreciatingly. Carter rubbed at his chest. That was some fanfiction level angst. “JJ’s Shane’s friend and a pretty shit one at that, our entire team hates me just as much as they do Shane and as much as I love Jackie she’s my wife first and foremost and has her own life. For years I’ve had Shane and now I find out that you’ve all been sitting here, together, for all I know laughing at how fucking stupid I was, thinking that I actually had the right to meet the person he loved? God forbid I try to break into your little club, eh?”
“That’s not what happened, Pike-”
“Sure. It’s not like he cancelled our new years plans to be with you all. It’s not like he stopped spending any time with me on away games so he could be on his phone in a freezing cold stairwell. Even before I fucked up- and I know I fucked up, you don’t need to tell me again- I was becoming less and less important to him… What every guy dreads, losing his best friend to some girl but now I find out it’s because he just didn’t want me around? Why the fuck am I even here, man?” He ended with a pathetic cry, clenching his eyes shut tight.
Fucking Hollanov.
He was feeling sorry for Hayden Pike. 
Carter flopped over onto his back, bending his knees, resting his arm over his eyes to shield them from the afternoon sun. Around them the water lapped gently against the pylons, insects chirped in the adjacent grasses. A loon called in the distance. “You know, I had excuses ready. Explanations. But honestly? I think everyone’s fucked up here.” He doubted that either Hollander or Rozanov would disagree, if he’d been reading their expressions right. “You might actually be most innocent one, man.”
Pike turned to him, those bright blue eyes all watery and pathetic. “I would never have told anyone if I’d known.”
Shot straight to the heart. “You wouldn’t be here if we thought you would.”
“My phone-”
“You really didn’t let her do it?” Carter asked softly, watching the man’s reactions carefully. The silence that followed was telling. “Look- I’m sorry. We all thought… Fuck, man, we thought you thought it was a joke. Funny. Adding Rozanov to that chat. We thought you didn’t care and fuck were we angry.”
“It wasn’t my fault.” Pike whispered into his knees, occasional tears running down his cheeks. “I swear, if I’d known what she was planning I… It’s Shane, Vaughan. Irrespective of who he was protecting I never would have done it.”
Carter exhaled heavily before texting the group. “Yeah. I think we’re getting that.” He locked his phone and shoved it into his pocket. “It’s not a green card marriage, you know that, right?” Maybe not. “They can’t be together if Rozanov’s in prison, Pike, but it doesn’t mean they love each other any less. The marriage is going to give Ilya an extra level of protection if they’re found out but neither of them- neither they nor Scott, really, have any intention of coming out whilst they’re still on the roster. They’re at the heights of their careers and this could ruin them all-”
“Jackie would never-”
“But she did, Hayden. Are you actually going to tell me that given the opportunity she wouldn’t have shared that number far and wide with the best of intentions? Shane says she’s a wonderful woman, that she’d keep their secrets, but a well-meaning slip here or there to a homophobic husband and it’d all come crashing down and we’re not willing to risk it.” He peeked out under his elbow to see Pike nodding sadly. “I’m sorry, for what it’s worth. Your wife seems nice.”
“Yeah… Can you… Can you tell me about them?” He asked softly. “Are they… Lily predates me.”
Fuck. Man sounded fucking terrified. “Yeah, Pike. You’ll see it later, but the ring Hollander gave him isn’t cheap, and sure as hell isn’t overnight delivery. I’ve seen Rozanov spend hours on the phone to Hollander when it’s been weeks since they’ve seen each other. They’re on a plane the instant they’re even near each other’s city. Rozanov has essentially given up his entire family and ties to Russia to be with him… Honestly, they’re disgustingly perfect together.”
A watery huff of laughter. “He’s never smiled more, you know? At Lily. Glued to his phone. Giggling in the middle of the night. Highschool crush level of adorable.”
“Kinda what it is, if you think about it. ’08, Pike. That’s when they met.” He watched in fascination as Pike’s expression changed from fascination to… Devastation?
Well fuck.
“Pike.”
“Don’t.”
“Pike-”
“I swear to God, Carter, if you say one more fucking word I’ll drown you under this fucking dock.” Pike whispered furiously, flushing bright red down to where his neck disappeared under his t-shirt. Carter believed him.
So he covered his eyes again. Lay in the sun. And waited for Hayden Pike to compose himself. “I get it, man.”
“Carter, I said shut it-”
“Give me your number.”
“What?”
Carter dug around in his pocket and handed Pike his phone. “We can have our own support group. ‘Jilted Best Friends.’ Cause no way in hell are you ever going to measure up to Ilya fucking Rozanov. Just like Kip Grady-”
“Three fucking weeks-”
“Scott was pining for weeks-”
“Fucking lesbian.”
“Hah!  Exactly!”  He pushed himself upright. “Scott’s this close from asking him to move in with him. It’s gonna be a nightmare when Kip tells him no.”
“Why would he tell him no?”
Carter turned. Slowly. “Seriously? It’s been three weeks, Pike. You don’t move in with a guy you barely know after three weeks.”
“I moved in with Shane after a day, so I wouldn’t know.”
Carter snorted in amusement. “God, if you ever get over the fact that Roz stole your bff you two are gonna get on like a house on fire.” He loved the look of horror on Pike’s face. “You think you’re gonna be okay to head back up?”
“Yeah… It’s just gonna take time, I think, to get used to it. I thought… I thought that Lil- Rozanov. I thought Rozanov was doing something to him. Making him change but… He’s more like he was in the beginning. He hid it, but… There’s so much more life to him now.
“It’s like he was suppressing every instinct he had, making himself small. Unnoticeable. Harmless. Because it’s the only fucking way he could survive. It’s like now he doesn’t give a shit anymore. Showing a fucking personality aside from the one the media and his mom gave him.
“It’s not gonna be easy and I hate that I made it even harder for him. Tucking in his head when he suffers a fucking hate crime on the ice. Having to monitor everything he says, does, having alerts on his phone for every single time he’s mentioned in the media, hoping and praying that it’s not something that’ll out him. Flinching every time someone hugs him because he’s terrified it’ll be a punch- and knowing our team it may be. He’s analysing every back slap, every step into the locker room… They’re going to spend the next decade of their lives hiding everything important about themselves.”
“Yeah… But I reckon the only way they could have escaped the other was if a plane fucking crashed and one died and I’d bet you the other wouldn’t have much of a reason to keep going. This is the man Hollander’s so desperately in love with that he’ll risk the both of them being outed if it means keeping him safe.”
“Ilya Rozanov.”
“Ilya fucking Rozanov, mate.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Now. I know that many of you are veterans in the yaoi/fujoshi world. I myself am. And so when you get to the end you will see exactly where Carter and Hayden want to take this.

You will also see that I’m leaving myself some plausible deniability if the penguins in my brain release me from the madness.
But.
If we do go down this rabbit hole I guarantee you that:
1.	No one is dying to facilitate the madness
2.	No one is going to suddenly become a raging homophobe
3.	Is this happens it will be slow. And gentle. And realistic within the bounds of the characters and their original storylines in Our Lord and Saviour Rachel Reid’s masterpiece

So. Buckle up, bitches, and prepare for some light angst.

Wedding and sex next time. I promise. Too many words already.


  


      

  












      Chapter 14: Ilya Was Not Expecting That.
  


    Chapter Summary

    So….. This did not go as planned.

As you know by now I have zero ability to control these characters. Once I start writing it all goes to shit. Sometimes I wonder if it would have been better to write the entire thing all at once and then post it… but then it never would have been written at all :-)

Now. The first apology.
I wanted wedding this chapter.
It didn’t happen.
So many words already.

Second apology. I told Svetlana that everyone was loving how she was such a good friend and more supportive than Hayden and she just said I’m Russian Hold My Beer and went for full nuclear implosion. So yeah. I was not expecting this but my fingies demanded it, brain types what magical spirits tell me to.

Third apology. I told Hayden that he was going to have a slow and steady improvement in status and he would one day be Shane’s friend again. Hayden said fuck you I’m gonna cry and my giant Disney Princess eyes are going to make everyone love me. I’m also sleep deprived and depressed so leave me alone.

So. Enjoy a chapter of misery.



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  SVETLANA
 
Something was very wrong here.
The thought had first appeared when she’d spotted Scott Hunter peeking out of the SUV, a complete stranger beside him, utterly aware of Ilya’s secret- the secret he’d begged her to keep for years.
It had only gotten worse when she heard the words Shane Hollander in relation to the man her friend had been fucking on and off for the better part of half a decade.
Jane. 
She’d watched the way this Jane had toyed with Ilya’s affections, sending him spiralling from ecstatic to dejected to depressed within the space of a day, the way he’d alternate between diving for his phone to destroying it, seven phones over the course of six months at one point.
She had done her best to support him. She had answered his questions. She’d tried to help him understand why Jane responded the way she did, to translate the complicated English into their far simpler language.
She’d watched the aftermath of Vegas.
Svetlana had never been so terrified in her life, the day she had walked into Ilya’s Boston apartment and found him sitting on his couch, staring at his phone in the darkness. Documents scattered over the table in front of him. Property brochures. Agents. Linen samples. Paint swatches. A good seventeen articles on autism, ADHD, OCD, anxiety disorders. A picture of a ring with engraving on the outside.
Svetlana had listened for hours as he poured his heart out about his Jane. How he had hurt her. How he was scared he would hurt her again. How she had cried as she asked Ilya to forgo others- to forgo Svetlana, even if not by name. Svetlana had scowled, unseen by her friend as he described all the things he was doing to make this man comfortable in his life, all of the things he was going to change about his world, about himself. Without hesitation.
This man, who would leave her Ilyushka to stew in the darkness as he chose a home based on what he thought he would like, as he cried himself to sleep on his couch to the thought that he would never be good enough for them, that he feared he wouldn’t survive losing him if he decided he wasn’t enough.
She had picked up the pieces. Picked up the bottles and the cups as Ilya’s phone kept up a steady cadence of cute little kitten noises, the texts concentrated in the morning, evening, as if Jane could go the entire day without thinking of him.
It had taken over a week but Ilya had survived the initial plunge into monogamy and during that time he’d sold half of his car collection, bought a house far too large and too light for him, and quit smoking.
Her Ilya had quit smoking. Like that. He didn’t accompany her outside anymore in clubs, claiming that his wardrobe still smelled like cigarettes and his Jane didn’t like it.
Jane had been in his apartment.
Jane, who was so ashamed of her wonderful Ilya that Svetlana had never met her.
She watched as Ilya turned down woman after woman after woman, letting them touch him until it became sexual, never touching more than was strictly required, kind words of discouragement as he slipped away into the night, his diet coke in hand, ignoring the drinks Svetlana kept on ordering out of habit, leaving them untouched more often than not.
And if she tried. Once. For old time’s sake. And he just looked at her sadly, as if she were the one losing part of herself- well, it was just between the two of them.
And then Russia the first.
She knew Ilya had mixed feelings about returning home each summer. She knew that it was becoming harder each time to force himself into a position of weakness with his father, his brother, their country. It was why she always accompanied him without second thought, picking up the late-night calls and meeting in seedy bars, in hotel rooms…
But not this time.
She was waiting, that first night. It was always the worst one. Being home. She was dressed, purse packed, heels waiting by the door.
Nothing.
Nothing the next night.
Days passed.
Then he called, asking if she wanted lunch.
Lunch. 
She said yes.
He looked… She hated herself, just for a moment. For thinking that he looked too good. Too healthy. Like he’d been sleeping. He never slept for the first week, always waking with nightmares. In the past she hadn’t slept either, letting him lay his head in her lap as she carded her fingers through his hair, sharing stories of Boston, of hockey, anything to distract them both.
But he looked well.
His phone buzzed in little fits and starts throughout the hour he had deigned to grace her with his presence. Spates of notifications, all from Jane. Despite the time difference.  It must have been the middle of the night.
He left her with a smile, paying the bill as he swanned out of the restaurant.
Two nights later he left Russia without her.
Without her. 
For Jane.
She had refused to follow him and spent several miserable weeks alone.
She hated that Jane made him selfish, but life continued on.
As it did.
And her friend continued to change.
It has started, in retrospect, long ago but it wasn’t until she peered over Ilya’s shoulder just before Christmas and saw the name Dinosaur appear on his phone screen that it had clicked. There was only one man Ilya would ever call that.
She’d picked up the unlocked phone, swiping it open and selecting the chat thread, eyes narrowing in confusion as she saw months of memes and film recommendations and chirps and fond little anecdotes. Ilya was friends with Scott Hunter.
Not only that.
No.
Cliff Marlow. 
Whilst Ilya had always been friends with his teammates they had never been close. They were the backup singers to charismatic Russians, existing in the background like white noise as he paid attention to her, fawning for her attention. Cliff Marlow, whilst possibly the one Ilya was closest to, had nonetheless been inconsequential in her mind.
It seemed that she was about to be supplanted.
Their chats were… Domestic. They teed up times to play video games. They were at each other’s homes, together more often than not between away games, rooming together on the road despite not needing to, arguing over who was bringing the skin care routine this time, who was bringing the toothpaste, could they borrow a sweater it was too cold, should I shave tonight, do you have my toenail clippers, did you see what Hunter did the other day, have you seen that fucking goal of Hollander’s?
And Jane.
He knew Jane.
Ilya had returned before she could open that chat and she cursed herself for wasting time on the others, promising to do better the next time the precious device was in her grasp.
Then came New Year’s.
They always spent New Year’s together at the hottest, newest club in town. Almost every year since they’d started sleeping together they’d spent New Years Day in bed, watching Russian drama reruns, smoking until their lips stung, drunk as skunks until January 2nd.
She’d been waiting.
Not a single message.
She’d caved and asked the morning of December 31st, as she’d never had to do before, about Ilya’s plans. 
He was in New York.
He bid her happy hunting.
He didn’t even realise that she’d been waiting for him. Years of tradition and it hadn’t even crossed his mind that it would matter to her. He sounded so happy, carefree, like he had not a care in the world.
He was slowly pulling away from her and she hadn’t even noticed. Her best friend didn’t even think of her-
No. That was unfair. He thought about her all the time. But she wasn’t number one anymore in his speed dial. Her chat wasn’t at the top of the list. His plans didn’t exclusively revolve around her.
It was a bitter pill to swallow.
And then they watched Shane Hollander break down on the ice.
They watched Scott Hunter lead him around like a sad duckling.
And Ilya didn’t laugh once. Around him his teammates were hooting, hollering, rejoicing at the downfall of their captain’s hated rival.
Her friend was contemplating murder. From the deep, subvocal growl in Marlow’s chest beside her she doubted he’d be alone in disposing of the body.
In retrospect she had been a fool not to recognise it, that look. It was one Ilya had thrown her way over and over again. Protectiveness.
Shane Hollander. 
He’d spent the next several hours on the phone. She heard Scott Hunter’s name. Marlow was in the room with him. Ilya’s world was expanding and whilst she hadn’t been excluded… She played a different role now.
And then Russia. 
Again. 
It was always Russia.
It was the end of Russia, for him.
And perhaps for her.
Because he hadn’t come to her. For her. Hadn’t considered that his association with her may damage her reputation.
Put her in danger.
His only thought had been to get to his Jane.
Shane Hollander. 
Ilya had looked happy. Happier than she had ever seen him, really, when he revealed his secret.
Jane. 
Svetlana had lied. Said she was happy. Kissed his grinning face.
She was terrified for him.
The thought that something was wrong had solidified as she followed Ilya into Hayden Pike’s home. As she listened, half understanding, half inferring, to the reason for the Voyageur’s dyscohesive play at the end of the season, overshadowing their cup win.
The thought had turned into an all-encompassing feeling as they’d piled into the SUV Svetlana hadn’t even known Ilya knew how to drive and she watched Pike collapse into an exhausted sleep, seemingly a willing, or perhaps uncaring part in the play.
She’d stood there and watched as Shane Hollander threw himself at Ilya as if he was the only man in the world capable of holding him together.
She’d stood there and listened as Hayden Pike had voiced her own concerns.
And she waited for Ilya to explain it all.
She prayed he would.
She prayed that he had a reason.
If he didn’t, she would not let this happen.
She loved him too much for that.
 
ILYA
 
Their group moved as one giant sloth-like beast, slowly and carefully and completely and utterly stunned.
That wasn’t what was supposed to happen.
Ilya had pictured it the instant Pike had opened his front door- they’d kidnap him, he’d be repentant and he’d sit nice and quiet in the back, out of sight out of mind but there, so that one day when he was less of a piece of shit he’d not feel so guilty for missing the most important day of Ilya’s life.
Turned out Pike was the victim here.
Turned out his little fish at a spine. Ilya did not approve.
Okay maybe he approved of it a little.
A lot.
Fuck Pike and his pathetic little spine ruining all of Ilya’s plans.
Him and his soft swoopy hair.
“I feel kinda bad for smacking him with the door now.” He heard Kip mutter to the side, the little smoothie boy looking guilty.
“Probably would have kicked door down if you had not.” Ilya muttered as they closed the front door, the cool of the air conditioner washing over them.
The dishwasher was running.
Svetlana was looking around with a less than impressed glare- she would like Shane’s house far more.
Shane was breathing heavily, hands pressed against the wall, head resting between them, shoulders heaving as he struggled to calm himself.
No. This wasn’t how Ilya had expected the afternoon to proceed.
No one said anything as he covered Shane’s back with his body, nuzzling his face into his neck, arms circling around his chest, constricting.
Hard.
“Breathe, Hollander.” He murmured into his ear, pressing a soft kiss to the underside of his jaw. “Just breathe. He has not gone anywhere. Carter will stop from jumping into lake.” Shane took a deep, shuddering breath. “That is very good. Now another one. You cannot be blue for photos, my suit is blue.”
His husband choked out a laugh. “Vain bastard.”
Ilya just shrugged, waiting as the movement of Shane’s chest became more regular, easing and increasing the pressure of his arms. “I am very hot. Is lots of work.”
“I’ve seen your curl routine, bastard, I know.”
Ilya hummed in acknowledgement. “Your skin, my hair, between us we make single beautiful creature.” He hauled his husband back into his arms and walked them both towards the kitchen, one arm looped around Shane’s chest, the other reaching for a glass of water which Marlow handily passed him. “Thank you.”
Marley nodded slowly. “Guess I wasn’t the only one not expecting that… Kinda didn’t expect Pike to fight back.”
Shane snorted grossly, phlegm stuck in his throat. “He’s got twin girls and a wife that runs over him on a daily basis- he was never going to go down without a fight… I just didn’t… I just thought that he was going to say sorry. Justify himself, I didn’t…” He looked up at him and Ilya’s heart broke for his poor little hockey player. “Is this my fault?”
“No, Hollander, is not your fault.” Ilya said softly, grimacing when Shane gave him an unimpressed look. “Fine, is not only your fault. Is also mine a little. So used to hiding everything, then suddenly people are knowing and we forget that some do not. Some that maybe should have told. Like Pike. And Sveta”
“You weren’t sure.”
“Is terrible hockey player-”
“No.” Shane interjected firmly, placing a hand against Ilya’s neck. “No. I mean you weren’t sure it was his fault. Even from the beginning. You were talking to him, all the time, you never said he was planning something, or pushing. You liked it. Talking to him.”
Ilya’s nose twitched as he tried to decide how to answer what was essentially a question. Damn his cute little husband for being so perceptive. He led Shane over to the couch, settling down beside Svetlana, pulling Shane into his side. “Maybe yes. Maybe no. Was little bit unsure. Pike has been…” He rocked his hand from side to side. “Little like ground in earthquake. Not steady. For while now. Thought maybe had forgotten was big secret.”
“Oh… I didn’t… I didn’t know.”
“You have been very stressed, and very busy with excellent boyfriend. Did not notice Pike was sad little fish.” He pressed a kiss to the side of his husband’s head. “Was watching, just in case. Until end.” He cocked his head to the side. “You tell me very little of him, hmm? He is your little secret, only one you keep from me. Like he is your little pet and you do not want me to steal- Ow!”
Shane wacked him in the side indignantly. “Hayden is not a pet, asshole. And I’ve told you plenty of things about him.”
“Um… Sorry to break it to you Hollzy but you really haven’t.” Marlow pointed out, and Ilya nodded frantically in his direction, happy to have a comrade in arms when arguing with his husband. “Kids, mediocre hockey player, feeds you. That’s pretty much it. I know more about Boiziau’s video game obsession and teeth brushing habits than Pike.”
“Really, really blue eyes.” Scott interjected. “But you may have been complaining about that one.”
“Entire league knows about kids, so does not count.” Ilya pointed out as he settled down further into the soft cushions, “I tell you much more about Marlow, even about Sveta than you say of the Pike. He is yours only.”
Their phones went off.
Shane looked down. Gulped audibly.
 “I need to talk to him. Now.”
 
SHANE
 
Two o’clock.
The officiant would be arriving at six.
Four hours.
He could… He could fix this.
He had to.
There was a pain in his foot. He looked down. He’d forgotten his shoes. He turned back to the cottage only to find Ilya standing behind him, a pair of boat shoes in his hand. “You do not need to do this.” His fiancé said softly, bending down, placing Shane’s hand on his shoulder. “Not today.” He leaned forward, kissing Shane’s hipbone over his shorts.
Shane reached down as he stepped into the shoes, running his hand through Ilya’s curls. Multifaceted blue eyes gazed up at him steadily, concerned. “I know.” He replied as Ilya stood, kissing his cheek softly. “I know I don’t. But I want to. I really want to.” He nodded to himself, throwing a glance over his shoulder to the dock where he could see Carter’s head, Hayden’s feet over the edge of the decking. “Keep the others busy for a bit?”
“Will break out good vodka.”
“Can we please not have a cliched drunk wedding?” Shane asked with a small, nervous smile as he turned to the lake, Ilya’s chuckle chasing him like a reassuring ghost.
A soft breeze ruffled through the long, bright green grass as he trudged down the path, warm and comforting. The temperature had already started to drop and it wouldn’t be unbearable once they were in their suits. Hopefully. He rounded the corner and let out a soft whine as he saw Carter take his phone back from Hayden, ruffling the younger man’s hair, Hayden looking…
He looked like shit.
It was new to Shane. He’d never seen Hayden less than content in his presence, smiling and happy and talking about a kid or Jackie or hockey or Shane, seemingly constantly delighted with the world.
His eyes were red, puffy, his cheeks blotchy. His hair was a mess, like he’d just pulled off a helmet. He’d sweated through the back of his t-shirt and looked uncomfortable in the heat, the sun still beating down on the dock. He was wincing, angling his face away from the light. His sunglasses were in Shane’s hand, having retrieved them from the ground when Hayden had run off, his cap still back in the cottage with the rest of the man’s luggage. Ilya hadn’t moved it yet, just leaving it on the kitchen bench unlike the others’, already divided between the guest rooms.
He silently stepped out from the tree line and like a sixth sense Hayden’s head snapped up, bright blue eyes bleary and squinting in the harsh sunlight, causing Shane to wince in sympathy. “Um… Hey.” He said softly, both of his hands sliding into his pockets in a vain attempt to stop himself fidgeting.
“Should I head back up?” Carter asked, already standing and brushing off his shorts, far better dressed for the weather than Hayden.
“Um, yeah? Scott’s about to commit murder if Marlow steals another tart and Ilya has realised that Kip no self-control so he’s trying to stop him from egging them on before something gets broken.”
“So you want me to sit on Scott. Got it.” Carter said with a happy bounce in his step, slapping Shane on the back with enough force to send him a few steps forward, skipping up the track at a near sprint, leaving them alone.
Alone.
For the last three months they hadn’t been.
Alone.
Not really.
Not in any meaningful way. Shane had done his best to avoid Hayden, rolling over in his bed to face the wall, ear plugs, headphones, anything to stop him from having to interact with him.
Shane had missed him so damn much. Apparently Hayden had missed him too.
They were a fucking mess.
“I wanted you here.” He forced out, twisting his fingers together in front of him as he looked down at Hayden, the man covering his eyes with his hands. Shane handed over the sunglasses. “I… I didn’t send Ilya there to fuck with you, I didn’t think you’d answer my calls-”
“I have a new baby and my wife is in therapy for postpartum depression, my brother-in-law is living with us because we’re barely coping. I haven’t been answering anyone’s calls, Shane, my phone lives on do not disturb to stop it from waking Arthur but for you and Jackie. It’s set for you and Jackie to get through but you didn’t call. Just a few pathetic little messages once you didn’t have to see me in person anymore compared to the hundreds I sent you- the dozens after you asked me to leave you alone and I was expected to know you suddenly wanted to talk to me?” He sounded angry, and Shane shifted back a little, cringing internally. “Hundreds of messages. Not a single reply. But of course Shane Hollander must be acknowledged.” He shook his head, refusing to look at Shane. “I wasn’t asking for a heart to heart but it would have been nice to know if our friendship was over before you sent your fucking guard dog and his besties to slam a door in my face. Awesome. Just awesome. Love that for you, buddy.”
“I didn’t ask them to hurt you.” Shane whispered.
“I know you didn’t, but you sure as hell didn’t ask them not to. They thought it was hilarious. Your fiancé was having the time of his life and I haven’t slept in three days and now I get to explain to my wife that I walked into a fucking door.” Shane couldn’t help but stare at the ugly bruise that was coming up over Hayden’s cheekbone. It looked painful, red and ugly.
“They… We got caught up in-”
“The moment? Nice.” For the first time Hayden looked up at him. “Are we even now? Was it a tit for tat? I get a mild concussion, Rozanov gets a new phone number?” Hayden gestured at his face.
“You don’t have a conc-”
“Well forgive me for saying this but you weren’t there, Shane, you weren’t the one blacking out on the floor. Suppose I should be grateful it’s off season and I’m barely on my phone anyway. Maybe you should educate Hunter’s boyfriend in the fine art of not knocking your opponents out for a laugh.”
Hayden turned back out over the water and Shane rubbed at his sternum, his heart constricting in his chest. “I’m sorry.”
Hayden shrugged. “Not much we can do about it now. You think I’m a homophobic piece of shit, your fiancé thinks I’m a homophobic piece of shit, your friends think I’m a homophobic piece of shit, pretty sure Jackie thinks I’m a piece of shit at the moment- I think I’m a piece of shit… It’s fine, Shane. It’s all fine. I’m here. I’m thankful you let me be here. I’ll stand at the back so you don’t need to look at me, I’ll stay away from Marlow so I’m not in the photos, I’ll do whatever you want. Whatever you need. And when you want me to leave I’ll go and I’ll answer your calls and when my head stops spinning I’ll answer your messages and when you can’t reach your actual friends I’ll be grateful for whatever scrap of attention you’re willing to leave me with. Sound good?”
Shane sniffed. Wiped at the tears collecting in the corners of his eyes. “Hayden-”
“No, Shane. Look. I’m sorry for what I said. Back there. You didn’t have to tell me jack shit. You never did. I get it. It wasn’t my business. I was convenient. I was nice enough. I was the punching bag between you and Comeau and Patrice and the others. I was useful. I get it.
“I’m the idiot here, thinking we were more. But it’s fine. All fine.” He trailed off, sighing heavily. “I’m sorry I don’t have a better suit. Moths got in the wardrobe, hit my tux. But if you’re okay with it, it’d be nice if I could have a photo. With you. You can keep it here. I won’t take it home with me.” His hands were shaking in his lap and Shane didn’t know how to fix this. He never knew how to fix things like this. Ilya just… He just compensated for Shane’s deficits. He fixed himself, just poking and prodding Shane into the spaces he needed him to fill easy as breathing, Hayden… Shane had never needed to fix Hayden, the man had never needed it before now.
Hayden fixed him.
Now he was standing on his dock in shorts and boat shoes and Hayden was sitting there hating himself because Shane had never been able to trust him enough to reveal anything. “Hay… I’m sorry. I just… You have no idea how hard it was, hiding everything. I felt that if I told anyone, even you… With your perfect wife and perfect kids, your perfectly straight life-”
“Pretty sure they call that bi-erasure, buddy.”
Shane’s brain shuddered to a half. Suddenly. Painfully. “What?”
He felt sick.
Hayden just shrugged. Like it was nothing. Like coming out was nothing to him. Like asking for scrambled eggs over poached. Shane had struggled for years and Hayden just came out and said it. “You… You’re bi?”
“Pretty much. I haven’t looked into it extensively, not like you have, but yeah.” He ran his hands through his hair, eyes dead as he picked at the seam of his t-shirt.
“You… how can you just say that?” Shane felt his chest constrict painfully at the thought of coming out. “It’s-”
“Pretty sure if there was ever a safe space to come out in it’d be here, buddy. Straights are the minority for once.”
“But… You never said anything. Not once!” Shane couldn’t help but feel hurt. Angry.
“Why would I?”
“Why? Because I’ve been fucking alone, Hayden!” Shane shouted taking a step back, barely able to look at him. “Fuck! Why the fuck would you keep this from me?”
Hayden scrambled to his feet, looking just as pissed off as Shane felt. “Excuse me? Why would I- Shane! Why the fuck would I have told you?! Who the fuck goes around just shouting their sexuality from the rooftops if it’s irrelevant?! I was fucking terrified you’d start freaking out on me! Just like you were! We were living together! We saw each other naked every day, showered together, I’ve seen more of your dick than I have mine! I am intimately acquainted with each fucking freckle on your ass to the degree I’d probably give Rozanov a run for his money!”
That was enough to snap Shane out of his fugue state. “He counts them.” He blurted out, mind immediately going to the last instance where Ilya had done just that, biting each prominent freckle-
“Sixteen.”
Shane’s face went red. Not just normal red, like the casual teasing red. Red. “Oh my God, Hay- why the fuck are you staring that hard at my ass?!” He shrieked, and he was surprised that no one had come to find them they were making so much noise.
Hayden just threw his hands up in the air exasperatedly. “Why the fuck do you think! You get changed in front of me! Every day! And you’re always facing away! What the fuck else am I going to stare at?! I get bored!”
Shane’s ass was a fucking fidget toy.
“I hate everything about this situation.” Shane moaned into his hands. “Sixteen fucking freckles.”
“That are regularly countable.”
“Please don’t ever say this in front of Ilya.”
“I’m not stupid, Shane, I don’t want to die.” Hayden flopped back onto the decking, shaking his head. "How the fuck is my gaydar so broken that I didn't clock you? Or any of these fucking morons? And how the fuck did you get your hands on Rozanov?” He looked up at Shane, bright blue eyes widening in interest. “You gotta tell me, buddy- you’re not exactly…”
“Hot?”
“Fuck off, you know you’re hot, all those magazines can’t be wrong. You just… You don’t seem his type.”
“A slut?”
“Well, yeah.”
“I spent way too much time staring at his dick.”
Hayden’s head smacked back against the dock and he groaned unhappily. “You two fucking deserve each other, man. Batshit crazy as each other.” Shane just shrugged. “Just sit down, man, you’re making me nervous and I think this conversation is way overdue.” He patted the wood beside him and Shane just.
Grabbed him.
By the collar.
Dragged him onto the grass.
Like a fucking dog.
“It’s way too hot and I don’t wanna get sunburned for the pictures.” He said as he sat down next to Hayden, close enough that they were pressed together along their sides. Like they used to be. “So?”
Hayden rubbed at his still-blotchy face. “Fuck. Okay. So I get why you didn’t tell me about Lily. And why you freaked out when Jacks stole the number. It would have been a massive deal no matter who they were. I get it. She thought it would be nice. Funny. It wasn’t. And I get that whatever fucked up thing our friendship was is over now. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt to know you didn’t trust me. Or that you thought I was like the rest of them. The team. Because I’m not. I hid it when every girlfriend I told before Jackie assumed I was going to cheat on her with a guy- with you, honestly. They fucking hated you, man.” He bumped his shoulder into Shane’s. “You were always at media after games so you missed the rest most of the time. The first time we hugged after a goal they were wolf-whistling in the locker room. When we moved in together it was months, months, Shane, of the team making comments, called me a cocksucker, a faggot, a queer, every name under the sun-”
“I didn’t know-”
“I made sure you didn’t. You didn’t need to know-”
“I was your friend-”
“I think we’ve already established neither of us has been a very good one, buddy, but it hurts that you think I just let it happen- that you told other people I just let it happen. That you thought I didn’t spend years trying to bear the brunt of the shit they threw at us. You had enough to deal with and I was a far easier target than you were, far easier to get rid of if I stepped out of line.”
“What the fuck does that mean? I could have handled it!”
“Look, man, we both know you have a touch of the ‘tism-”
Shane reached over and pinched him, causing Hayden to yelp and rub at his thigh. “I don’t have a touch, I was fucking bathed in autism, if Ilya’s to be believed. And my therapist.”
“Yeah well, you weren’t always so well adjusted, Shane, and I was worried dealing with all that along with the expectations the team were putting on you was going to be too much. Plus it was easier once I had Jackie, they backed off after a year or so of accusing her of being a beard. And yeah, she knows. Doesn’t really care. I’d like to think that if there’d actually been someone, like you have, that I would have told you. I’d hope I would have but I get why you didn’t… I… I’ve been with both. Before Jacks. But nothing serious.”
I’ve been with both. 
Both. 
Hayden was still talking but Shane’s head was spinning and he needed to sit the fuck down.
He was already sitting down.
“Aaaaand there we go.” Shane felt a hand in his hair and Hayden tipped him over, snapping him out of his hyperventilation and settling his head in his lap, Hayden’s legs straightening out to give him space, Shane’s hand reaching up to grab the material of his trousers, now strained by grass. “Do I need to get Rozanov?” Hayden let out a depressed chuckle above him, fingers still running through Shane’s hair as they had in the past. “How is this my life, the Demon of Boston is your emotional support teddy bear.”
Shane giggled hysterically, rubbing his cheek against the comfortingly soft fabric. “Oh my god this is the worst.”
Under him Hayden stiffened and he started to wriggle his way out from under him. “Shit, sorry, I didn’t mean-”
“How the fuck did I not notice you bringing men home?”
Hayden snorted and Shane made his arms work enough to turn himself around to face the man who looked down at Shane like he was an idiot. “You do realise what you just asked me, Mr ‘I’m Gonna Fuck My Archrival Non-stop for Seven Years in Secret’, yeah? If you could hide it there’s no reason I couldn’t. No one fucking notices me, buddy, I was a third line winger whose only claim to fame was that you knew my name. I was just another guy with brown hair in a club or a pub and the only guy I ever actually fucked wanted nothing to do with me the morning after. Threw me out without even asking my name. Women were an option and they were far easier.”
“You sound like Ilya.”
“Gross. Don’t ever say that again.” He sighed heavily, reclining back on his hands as Shane stared up at the leafy canopy above them. “Seriously, man? I get it, he’s hot as fuck but is that really enough to put up with his personality? I mean, I could learn to ignore a whole lot but-”
Shane flailed a hand to the side, slapping at Hayden’s chest. “Shut up. He’s great.”
“Oh, he’s great. That’s reassuring. Russia’s Greatest Love Machine is great, God, how did I not figure it from the fucking ringtone-”
“Hayden.”
“No, no, I’m sure that great is just fine-”
“Hayden!” Shane pushed himself up, rolling over to wack Hayden around the head, the asshole laughing as he covered his face with his arms.
“I guess I could put up with great if he was actually packing those nine inches-”
“Oh my God, shut up!” Shane squeaked. 
He squeaked. 
Hayden froze. Sat up. “No. No. He doesn’t get the looks. And the skills. And Shane fucking Hollander. And a fucking nine-inch dick. Please tell me the world isn’t that fucking cruel.” Shane’s expression must have said it all. Hayden suddenly looked worried. He looked down at Shane. “Buddy… You’re fucking tiny. Does it actually fit?”
“Oh my God! Hayden!”
 
MARLOW
 
Carter looked wrung out, like someone had shoved him in the dryer, turned up the heat and he’d gotten all tangled up with a pair of stockings. “Pretty sure Pike’s either gonna flee back to Montreal or you’re gonna have to share your bed tonight, Roz, because those two looked one good hug from refusing to let the other go for the next twenty-four hours.” He said exhaustedly, accepting Scott’s glass of water and collapsing onto the lounge. “I never thought I’d genuinely feel sorry for Hayden Pike but he’s like a sad little kitten-”
“No, Hollander is sad kitten, Pike is sad fish.”
Carter shook his head. “Sorry to tell you this dude, but those were some sad kitten eyes, enough to rival Hollander’s.” Rozanov groaned from where he was slumped over the back of the couch, kicking his feet petulantly against the ground. “We were kinda dicks to the poor guy.”
“Doesn’t mean he didn’t deserve it.” Scott said as he settled down beside Kip, pulling the smaller man onto his lap. Sickening. Contagious. Now Cliff wanted a Kip. He watched as Hunter reached out and grabbed the one of Carter’s belt loops, pulling him in closer, the tall, lanky forward barely noticing as he shuffled along, further from Cliff’s side until Kip’s feet were resting on his lap.
Cliff wanted feet on his lap. He wanted the One Ring on his finger and someone nice and warm and tasty to come home to. He snapped a picture of the three men, earning him a finger from Hunter. “Don’t worry, I’ll leave the drives all here after backing them up.” He had his laptop in his bag for that exact reason, as well as several external hard drives.
He was a man on a mission. One day this shit was gonna be a documentary and he was gonna be front and centre. No blurry red eyes from Cliff Marlow.
To that end he turned the camera around for a selfie.
He’d always enjoyed photography, less as something to do during the off season and more as the thing he’d given up the instant he’d learned just how much money NHL players made over their careers, God willing it wasn’t cut short by injury. Every hockey player he knew seemed to ignore the fact that they would one day have to retire- bad juju to think of the future, he supposed- but Cliff had never been particularly terrified of the great ‘R’ word, and now that Hollander had gotten his cute little mitts into Cliff’s investment portfolio he could spend the rest of his working life following birds around the Northern Hemisphere if he wanted to. Become a wedding photographer. Teach kids how to put on skates. Find a hot wife and become a house husband. He’d always wanted to learn how to bake.
Roz would become a model. Or an actor. Those cheekbones of his didn’t deserve to be hidden from the world once he wasn’t punching people on camera.
“I do not understand why Hollander wants him here.” Svetlana said as Roz slithered along the couch like a snake into her lap, wrapping an arm around her tiny waist. “You have said he was dangerous?”
Ilya blew a raspberry. Kip giggled. Hunter dropped his head onto the back of the couch and Carter was staring at his neck like he was seeing God for the first time.
Roz and his fucking tingles making Cliff see things.
Cliff turned back to the window- one of the many- and craned his neck over to try and see down to the lake. Nothing but trees.
“Why the fuck are you staring that hard at my ass?!” Cliff flinched as Hollander’s dulcet tones echoed up from the water. 
He watched as Ilya sat up slowly. Frowned. Turned to the windows. Looked. Huffed. “Because is excellent ass.” He muttered before flopping back down on his front, seemingly content to let his fiancé and Pike yell it out.
“I would pay through the nose to be so secure in a relationship.” Hunter muttered irritatedly, slumping in his seat so that he had the reach to nudge Rozanov in the shin. Kip huffed in annoyance and shifted off his lap, squeezing down between Hunter and Carter, half on top of the other man. Carter didn’t seem to mind the intrusion on his space, too busy patting Scott on the head like a dog, eyes intent on the window.
“Has taken many years to be secure, Hunter. You have seen only end of very long and very shitty journey. At beginning was sure that he would leave me for more convenient man. Little smoothie boy of his own. Never said he wanted me to stop sleeping with others. Was sad.” He lifted his hand above his head and the ring glinted in the sunlight. That very specific Hollander-induced grin appeared. “Now is all mine. Pike can stare at ass, cannot touch unless I say he can.”
“Which will be never?” Kip asked softly. Little smoothie boy was such a cute little thing, not that he was particularly little. Those shoulders, those biceps- he bet Scott had taken full advantage of those biceps. Hunter kept on touching them, running his fingers up and down his legs, curling their fingers together, it was like he was bestowing upon him every little bit of affection he’d been holding in for years.
Cliff hated him a little.
“Maybe. Or maybe one day I will let him touch if he is very good boy. Is very bad hockey player but is not stupid. Would appreciate Hollander’s ass. Whole world should appreciate his ass.”
What the effing fuck. “Um… Roz? Pretty sure Pike has no interest-”
“Pike is jealous little bitch. No one is so mean and cranky about losing friend unless secretly in love with friend.”
“Pretty sure Pike’s married. Happily.” Oh, so now Hunter was paying attention. “And also very straight.”
“You have shitty gaydar, Hunter.” Ilya was distracted from whatever fresh hell he was about to inflict upon them by the sound of footsteps on stone and his face lit up as he bolted, ripping open the patio door.
For a moment Cliff felt sorry for Svetlana who was left rubbing at her leg, a casualty to Roz’s enthusiasm. Roz had always maintained that they were friends first and foremost, any arrangement other than that had been one of convenience, friendship, comrades in each other’s arms. 
For Roz at least.
Cliff had often wondered if maybe she had at one point hoped for more. Or that they had been more. Roz had always made a habit of taking people’s words as law, using it against them if needed and he could imagine the man simply ignoring any non-implicit signs that she had wanted anything other than a convenient fuck, defaulting to their official arrangement.
Roz was lucky as fuck Hollander was a persistent little shit.
Cliff probably would have done the same if he’d had Shane Hollander waiting in the wings with his doe eyes, soft lips, fuckable ass and the kind of stare that would have anyone touching what was his turning to dust at his skate-wearing feet.
Shane Hollander was fucking terrifying, and it wasn’t just him noticing it, the league was experiencing little tidbits of it and they were not. Happy. 
Cliff was torn from his musings as Ilya sighed heavily. “Shane. You are attached to giant fish.” He said matter-of-factly, looking down at where Hollzy’s hand seemed to be welded around Pike’s wrist, as if completely unwilling to let him go. “You will have to let go to get changed.”
Hollander just looked down. And up. “Jealous?” He asked with a little smug grin.
What. A. Little. Shit.
They were perfect together.
“Would be jealous except tonight will have my dick in your mouth and Pike will go back to spawn and Lady Pike.”
To Cliff’s surprise, both Pike and Hollander looked unhappy at that. “Why is he going home?”  Hollander asked petulantly, grip tightening to the point that he was sure Pike would end up with a bruise. “Did Jackie call?”
“No…” Ilya looked down at the hands again. Then sighed. “Hate when Carter is right.” He grumbled before catching Hollander’s other hand and leading him towards the bedroom. “Need to shower. Too much crying. All sticky.” Hollander was nodding. “Can take pet Pike if want, but plan to fuck you before wedding for good luck.”
“Nope, nope, nope. I love you buddy, but I am a one woman kinda guy.” Pike wrenched himself free as Hollander was dragged away and retreated to the emptiest corner of the kitchen, right next to the fridge, far away from the rest of them. His eyes were darting around the room, checking the exits, wincing as he pulled on the bruising flesh of his cheek. He looked like shit. “I’ll just stay here, nice and quiet.” And he did just that, slipping further away until he was sitting in the hallway by the front door, curing down into a ball with his phone in his hand, avoiding Cliff’s glare by shoving his face into his drawn-up knees.
Small, depressed kitten.
Fuuuuuuuck. 
“You need something to eat, Pike?”
“No.”
“You drank anything since we grabbed you?”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re going to need to get changed.”
“I’ll shower once they’re out.”
“Pike-”
“it’s fine.” He peeked over his crossed arms at Cliff, expression guarded. “I’m not going to fuck this up, I’m not going to ruin your fun, I’m not going to object, I’m not going to do anything. You can stop worrying about me.”
They’d broken Pike.
Hollzy would not be impressed.
Groaning as he did, Cliff searched through the giant freezer for an ice pack, pulled out a bottle of coke- who the hell used glass bottles of coke anymore? Only the best for Hollzy’s boy he supposed- and shoved them at Pike who flinched back in surprise, bumping his face against his arm and crying out in pain. Shit, Cliff hoped Kip hadn’t broken something. “That looks like shit.”
“Feels like shit.” Pike laid his face down on the ice pack and looked like he was about to fall asleep.
“Ah ah, look at me.” Pike scowled but acquiesced to Cliff’s quick concussion check- they both knew the process. “Maybe a mild one, but dude… You’re out of it.”
“You try having a colicky baby and we’ll see how much sleep you get, Marlow. Either leave me the fuck alone or show me where I can find a fucking bed, this is the best nap I’m going to take for the next twelve months.”
Cliff thought of the three guest rooms downstairs, already taken over by bags and boxes and suits freshly steamed and dresses hung up in windows. He didn’t think any of the others would be okay with Pike taking their bed, he didn’t even feel comfortable right now. “Come on, I’m sure Hollzy won’t mind if you collapsed in his room for a bit.” He helped Pike to his feet and led him to the master bathroom, the shower still running in the background, soft moans filtering through the heavy wooden door.
Pike didn’t even seem to notice, just fumbled around with the remote Cliff hadn’t noticed for a few moments before the shutters started to drop, toeing off his shoes and laying them beside the door, his shirt and pants folded and organised neatly on the top of the hamper by the bathroom.
Cliff watched as the smaller man took his icepack and wrapped it in a shirt he’d pulled from the dresser, laying it down on one of the pillows before he crawled between the quilt and upper sheet, seeming to melt into the mattress. There was a thump against glass and a long, protracted moan.
Pike was already asleep.
 
ILYA
 
Why the fuck was there a Pike in his bed?
 
SHANE
 
Why the fuck was Hayden in his bed?
He reached back, grasping at Ilya’s wet forearm. “Ilya-”
“I am seeing this. Who put him-”
“Oh, hey guys.” Cliff stuck his head around the corner. “Sorry- guy looked like he was about to collapse. I’m pretty sure he’s at least a little bit concussed and I didn’t want him sleeping in the corridor.”
Ilya stepped around the bed, dropping his towel and grabbing a pair of underwear from Shane’s dresser. “You could not put him in guest room?”
“Do you actually trust Scott or Carter around him? Or Kip? Guy seems to have decided little Hollzy here is worth risking assault charges for and I’m pretty sure we don’t want Pike dead. Figured this was the safest place to leave him. Didn’t expect him to strip and burrow in.” He pointed to where Hayden’s clothes were neatly folded.
Ilya leaned over the bed, huffing in amusement. “Follows Hollander’s rules. No outside clothes in bed.” He sat down right next to Hayden, the smaller man not even stirring as Ilya pulled on his socks. “You should take nap, Shane.”
Shane paused in towelling his hair. “Huh?”
“Has been shit day. You have spent most of it crying. I do not want puffy eyes in my photos. One day will be on front of paper, need you to look pretty pretty.” He stood, both hands cupping Shane’s cheeks, pressing a soft, sweet kiss to his lips. “You curl up here with pet Pike until lawyer turns up with official person.” He started to push Shane towards the bed but Shane hesitated.
“Ilya… He’s…” He winced, looking down at Hayden’s face, resting on the ice pack. “He’s bi, Ilya.” He looked back up at his fiancé. “Hayden’s bisexual. I… We both missed things. About each other. But… Are you okay? With that?” He trailed off nervously, fingers trailing absently up and down Ilya’s bare chest. “He’s not… It’s not me, he loves Jackie but…” He didn’t want to do it. But he would. He was so fucking down bad for his husband that he’d walk away. Walk away right now, friendship over, but he didn’t want to. 
He didn’t want to.
Ilya leaned down, pressing a kiss to the tip of his nose. “That is biphobia, my cute little Canadian hockey player. If you do not think Pike is cheater of Lady Pike, you can snuggle him. Like cute little kitten with fish toy.”
Shane loved his husband. So fucking much. “You’re amazing.” He ran his arms around Ilya’s neck, lilting onto his tip toes and running his tongue along his lips, smiling happily when they opened, Ilya leaning into the kiss. “So fucking amazing.”
“I know this. Most amazing.” He handed Shane a pair of shorts. “Sleep, my precious.”
“I’m not a ring.”
“Still my precious.”
“I don’t even have a ring.”
“If you did not decide to elope today, would have had time to get-”
“Ummmmm….” Both men turned to see Cliff standing by the door. Still standing. “I may have paid a visit to Roz’s place.”
Ilya’s eyes widened in delight. “You did!”
“I did. It’s in my bags.” Shane was suddenly abandoned as Ilya grabbed Cliff around his waist, throwing the giant man over his shoulders, hurrying towards the guest rooms in a cloud of laughter. Shane just decided Ilya had been right and shut the bedroom door, dropping his towel, pulling on his shorts and slipping under the covers beside Hayden, the other man grumbling before curling into a tighter ball.
Shane was out in seconds.
 
SCOTT
 
Scott watched as the bedroom door closed on Hollander’s towelled form, Rozanov and Marlow disappearing down the stairs to the lower level of the cottage in search of a ‘precious.’
He wished he didn’t know what they were talking about.
Beside him Kip had pulled out his phone and was snapping photos- of the ceiling, the kitchen, the windows, Carter, Scott- and Scott watched as each and every one was carefully tucked away into a password protected folder without Scott even having to ask. On his other side Carter had slumped over, his face smooshed into the plush couch cushions that Scott recognised from Rozanov’s apartment. And his apartment. Apparently Hollander bred cushions for fun.
Svetlana stood, riotous curls bouncing around her delicate features, dark eyes narrowing as she eyed the bedroom door. “Ilyushka trusts that one too much.”
“Who, Hollander?” Scott asked as she passed him, making her way into the kitchen and digging through the pre-delivered trays of food, all able to be left out on the bench without spoiling.
“No, the Pike.” It was odd, hearing a less severe version of Rozanov’s accent in a woman’s tone. She rifled under the foil and returned with a handful of grapes, popping each one into her glass of vodka like a very weird cocktail. Kip made a disgusted little noise in the back of his throat before turning back to Instagram. “Ilya is foolish to trust him with his bride.”
Scott huffed in amusement. “I doubt Hollander would appreciate you calling him that.”
“Then perhaps Ilya should not have been telling me of his ‘Jane’ for years on end.” She pointed out. “Still he has not told me what the Pike did to deserve your anger and it is starting to irritate me given that the little smoothie boy knows and I have been at Ilyushka’s side for far longer than he.” Her dark red nail polish shone against the expensive prisms of the glass tumbler. She frowned slightly into the liquid before throwing it back like a shot and Scott was explicitly reminded of her Russian heritage. “I do not mean offence to you, smoothie boy, I am sure you are very nice but I have gone from thinking Ilya despises Hollander to seeing him wish to marry him and I want answers. Ilya will have little time to tell me soon and I wish to know.”
“Is very short story, really.” They all turned to find Rozanov standing with Marlow in the doorway, hands wrapped around a small wooden box. “Very sexy man meets cute kitten, kitten wants to fuck, flee Russia, now we get married for me to be citizen!” He reached into Svetlana’s glass, retrieving a grape. “Is same as any other love story for- what is American thing, is card with colour.”
“Green card.” Scott said softly, watching as Svetlana’s expression flickered to angry and back at Rozanov’s flippant explanation.
“You have never once seemed inclined to marry, Ilya, I think I deserve an explanation.” Svetlana patted the couch beside her. “Come. I want to understand, before I allow this to happen.”
Rozanov chuckled but did what she said. “Is cute you think I would let you stop. Hollander would chop off head and throw body in lake before letting anyone stop him from marrying me.”
“That is very sweet, Ilyushka, but it doesn’t mean I’m not concerned. I watched picture after picture of you running from Russia and I worry that you are doing this for the wrong reasons. Hollander too. Very few in this industry do not know of the great love between Hollander his parents- and yet they are not here. I wish to know why.”
In his lap Kip- who likely didn’t know this stilled. Carter pushed himself forward, clearly interested in the answer.
Scott had thought about it.
He hated that he’d done it, but he had.
He didn’t want to be a cynic. He didn’t want to think that something as important as marriage was being used just to keep Rozanov out of a Russian prison if everything went to shit…
But the timing.
 “Do you truly think I would do this? Marry most difficult man in all of hockey just to stay out of Russia? Could stay in Boston forever, become American. Much easier.” Rozanov leaned back, arm along the top of the couch, relaxed like Scott rarely saw him, perfectly content in Hollander’s cottage. “Ring, too. Ordered months ago. No, while very convenient am not marrying Hollander because is easy. Am marrying because want to spend rest of life with fussy little Canadian Hockey player. Want fluffy dog with him. Giant fat cat. Maybe children, I do not know, he likes the Pike spawn.
“Was happiest I have ever been, when he asks me. Was so nervous, ran in door and threw box at me. Very cute.” Ah, the Hollander grin. Scott smiled. Thank fuck for that.
Svetlana nodded slowly. “I see… But Ilyushka. Are you sure this is what he wants?” That had Rozanov flinching in place, Marlow’s hand immediately coming to rest on his knee. The Russian woman winced in discomfort as she took on Rozanov’s expression but pressed onwards. “I can see that you think you love him very much but you have said he was nervous even to propose. And was likely also scared when you left Russia. Are you sure he isn’t just caught up in the moment? You know that I would help you if you needed it, Ilyushka. You should not have to marry a man I have never met, who you have said is boring.”
Rozanov fiddled with his wedding ring as he answered, deep in thought. Scott thought he sounded a little sad. “Boring… Is very boring, yes. In morning I wake up to boring book on beside table and boring husband snoring on shoulder. Then I have boring breakfast that is exactly right number of calories with no sugar and too green to be normal. Sometimes after I will go for run in boring trees. Sometimes I lie in boring grass and do nothing for hours. Sometimes I find puzzles in Hollander’s giant storage room and do them. Sometimes I rearrange pantry.” A soft, gentle smile graced his features, making him look younger than he already was. “You may think is sad but I think that I will be very happy, being boring with him. I do not need the excitement anymore. I do not need the loud clubs and the girls and the smoking and drinking. Now I have him.”
“But it is not right, to only have one thing that is important to you. Your entire life cannot revolve around one man.” She said it as if she was talking to a child. If Scott had said something so blatantly patronising Rozanov would have already thrown a pillow at his face. He supposed it was a testament to his respect for the woman that he was hearing her out. “To do this will only cause resentment as you leave behind everything you used to care about for him.”
To Scott’s surprise, Rozanov just shook his head. “You do not understand, Sveta. He is the only thing I have ever truly cared about. From the very beginning. Since I was baby and saw him at Junior’s. With his beautiful freckles and weak backhand. I go out because I must, Sveta. I drink because is what Russians do. I hate him on ice because is expected. I do not want to do these things anymore. I want to go back to hotel room early and facetime husband. I want to spend summers here, with enough food to not have to ever leave until pre-season, snuggling on couch and watching stupid Canadian wolf birds scream at nothing. I do not want him to ever go away. I do not want to ever go away.”
Svetlana seemed to gather herself, as if preparing to go to war. “Ilyushka. I do not wish to ruin this but you are my closest, dearest and longest friend. I would never want you to think that this is your only option, to force yourself, or even Hollander, into a shotgun wedding for the wrong reasons. I would marry you before that, I could give you American citizenship.” Scott choked on a gasp and beside him Carter’s fingers dug into his thigh, as if stopping him from throwing himself at the woman.
He was close to doing just that.
“Do not do this if it is not for the right reasons, please. A wedding where there are only a few friends, no family as if you are scared they would be ashamed of your happiness, it is not right.” 
Rozanov just sat there, staring at his feet, shoulders hunched over as if trying to hide from her words. Scott fought down the urge to go over and comfort him but he knew it wouldn’t be well received. He wondered if those were points Rozanov had bought up to himself. If he was thinking them for the first time Scott couldn’t even imagine what he was feeling.
There was a click of a door opening and they turned to the bedroom to find Shane Hollander standing there. Canada’s Golden Boy.  Polite, and sweet, and kind, and non-violent Shane Hollander.
Scott was honestly sure there was about to be a murder.
“You’re a guest in my house, Svetlana.” His usually amiable tone was gone, flat and harsh as he crossed the floor rapidly, placing himself between Svetlana and Rozanov, who was looking up at Hollander as if he was God himself. “I let you come here because he loves you, and I thought you deserved to know about us.” He spat our harshly, looking up at the slightly taller woman. “But if you’re going to keep spouting bullshit like you know anything about our relationship then I’ll drive you back to the fucking airport myself.” He reached down and placed his hand on the back of Rozanov’s neck, the larger man leaning into his side with a relieved sigh, Scott catching the edges of tears as his face buried into Hollander’s belly. “Come on, I’m pretty sure you’re the one who needs a nap right now.”
“Nooooo do I have to share with Pike?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll stay in the middle. The Great Wall of Shane.”
“I do not know what this is.” Rozanov grumbled as he wrapped himself around his fiancé, Hollander shuffling them away from Svetlana without a second look.
“Hollander!” Svetlana shifted, as if to follow them.
Hollander didn’t even pause. “Unless it’s an apology I don’t care!” He called, the last few words muffled by the door as he unapologetically told the woman to fuck off.
It was times like these that Scott really got it. How they worked. That unwavering support that he’d been craving his entire adult life. The inability to see the other in pain.
“It wasn’t Roz’s fault. Hollander’s parents not being here.” Cliff suddenly said, eyeing Svetlana with far less fondness than before. “His dad is fine, but his mum… Roz has said a few things, over the last year. Things she’s said. Endorsements that she’s pushed, even though Hollzy’s not wanted to do them. It’s caused tension. Especially the ones that aren’t overly friendly to the alphabet soup of sexuality. She’s also had things to say about the way he’s been playing, asking him to tone it down…
“She’s his manager, agent, everything wrapped into one and it’s been putting a strain on their relationship for a while now, enough that Hollander’s looking into changing agents. He hasn’t broached the subject with her, so I’d appreciate it if this didn’t leave here.” He ran his hand over his stubble, skin rasping against rough hair in the awkward silence. “Look. I like you, Svetlana. You’ve been there for Roz for years, long before I knew anything about Hollander but you can’t just say shit like that. Hollzy was right- you don’t know anything about their relationship-”
The woman scoffed angrily. “Oh- so you’ll reprimand me for caring, but you will let Pike go?”
“Pike’s only mistake was not changing the password on his phone, Svetlana. Something we didn’t realise until now.” Carter pointed out quickly, already coming to the defence of the man who Scott suspected was his new friend. “He didn’t stand in front of Roz and try to invalidate his entire relationship- a relationship that, from what I’ve seen, is a hell of a lot stronger than most. You pared down an epic love story to a fucking immigration case and then offered to marry a man who’s clearly happily engaged.” He finished bluntly, almost sneering at the Russian. Scott had honestly never seen Carter in such a state, the normally affable man happy to let bygones be bygones. “What did you actually think he’d do? Give up the man he’s been in love with since ’08 and be with you?”
Svetlana looked vaguely disgusted. “No, I would never-”
“Then what? Have them cancel the wedding, we all go home, everything’s just fine? Did you actually expect their relationship would survive something like that?”
Her mouth gaped open like a fish and Scott felt just a little sorry for her. Only a little bit. “I… I do not know what I thought.”
“Didn’t think you did. I think it’d be a good idea if we all did a Pike and took a nap.” He stood up, pulling Scott and Kip with him. “Marlow, I’m calling for a fucking cuddle puddle in Scott’s room.”
What the fuck.
“Excellent idea, old chap.” Marlow stood, clapping Carter’s shoulder and grabbing Kip’s arm, the two men shoving them towards the stairs, away from the woman who had collapsed to sitting, staring at the polished wooden floorboards, a slight quiver causing her to wrap her arms around her chest.
The last thing he saw was the look of self-loathing that crossed her features.
He was more than familiar with that expression.
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      Chapter 15: Ilya. No.
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which:
There is a wedding.
Scott has a sex tape.
Ilya gets a pet fish.



    Chapter Notes

      So… I’ve read all of your comments and there are some strong opinions.

Firstly, the OOC- well yeah, that’s how fanfiction works, if I wanted to keep them in character I’d just read the book again. I want them healthy and happy and together and unhinged so sue me. They were more canon at the beginning and now they’re barely hanging on because they’re not miserable and hiding. To be fair they'll probably calm down a bit when they're not al squished together.

Secondly I’m glad most of you like Hayden and Svetlana. I rewrote them twenty times or so but I was really happy with it.

Thirdly- those of you saying Svetlana’s writing comes across misogynistic.
Guys.
She’s been there for two tiny bits of a chapter.
This chapter was originally one giant chapter so give me a fucking second.

Are you forgetting that she and Hayden haven’t been gently introduced to chaos- Cliff and Scott and Carter were introduced to normal Hollanov, Hayden and Sveta have been dropped straight into a wedding of dinosaur loving cult leaders, so their reactions aren’t normal, they’re stressed and panicked because what the fuck.

And I can say this because I had this happen to me, and whilst I’m not in a fanfiction Svetlana’s thoughts were running through my head but I was in public so I didn’t scream it at the engaged idiot. I blow raspberry at you for saying my feelings are misogynistic and invalid.

Also she WAS invited into Shane’s home otherwise she’d be standing the fuck outside in an airport in Ottawa. She’s not a vampire, she doesn’t need an explicit invite into the house.

Clearly I have opinions here.

Fourthly- I’m also sorry for those of you who didn’t like where Jackie/Hayden are heading but given there are stories out there where they kill her off in the background for convenience I think I’m allowed to take artistic licence. I think this chapter will make it clearer where things will eventually end up but we’re 100,000 words in and nowhere near finished so bear with me. This will be slow.

Fifthly- To the people who have mentioned Ilya sharing Shane- don’t worry, in my mind he never really will… Ilya Rozanov doesn’t share. He doesn’t need to. Do they have kinks? Well obviously, but that ain’t sharing. That’s saying- look at the pretty thing you can’t touch. Am I not glorious to have caught such a pretty thing.

 

Now.

I have tried my best with the wedding to straddle the line of realism and crack cocaine and spent a long time deciding on whose POV it would be from. In the end I just wanted someone who was happy and had no inner thoughts about it. Or at all. So enjoy Cliff ‘No Brain Cell Today’ Marlow. The others are just along for the ride and I hope you are too!

Mary will pop up again with her weirdo dads- who remind me of the Klopeks from The ‘Burbs- if you haven’t watched it. Watch it. It’s insane and I love it.

And lastly- the smut. Honestly? Came out of fucking nowhere and I ran with it because I saw a random fic that I never read that said what if Ryan was one of Scott’s old flings but I haven’t read his book and so this happened and you will not make me regret it and its unrealistic but.

Why not.

Enjoy!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  HAYDEN
 
His head wasn’t spinning anymore.
That was the first thing he thought as he swam back into consciousness.
The second thing was that his thoughts were dead. Everything was vaguely muffled, the confusing jumble of the chronically sleep deprived who finally had a second to rest and came back worse for it.
The last time he’d started rocking a pillow, thinking it was his son.
The time before that he’d stood there, staring at a dirty plate for half an hour before his mother had gently taken the plate from his hand, sending him to sit at the table with Ruby and Jade.
God, his girls.
He knew they were all okay.
Jackie had been meeting her parents at the park for the afternoon, they’d been safe.
By the time he and Shane had finished talking they’d been at a café for a late lunch and Arthur was crying in the background, Jackie gently shushing him, a touch of the familiar overwhelmed hysteria in her voice.
It was the longest he’d been from them since he’d come home.
He’d almost cried when she’d taken the phone, Shane curling his arm around Hayden’s shoulder, letting his head drop against his chest. She’d sounded tired. Apathetic.
But she’d told him to stay. She told him that the girls and Arthur would stay with her parents overnight.
That they both needed a break.
She understood. She understood that they were both breaking.
She’d been the only one to noticed he hadn’t been sleeping but there was nothing she could do about it. She told him to sleep. To rest. To leave Arthur to cry himself out but he couldn’t.
Jackie could barely look at Arthur.
Hayden couldn’t stop looking.
It had started not along after Shane.
Before Shane it had been okay. They were okay. They weren’t great- Arthur was a fussy baby, he didn’t like to be touched, he didn’t like to be changed, he didn’t like to be fed, he wouldn’t take the breast, he didn’t like to be swaddled, he didn’t like Jackie, he didn’t like Hayden, he screamed every time one of the twins came near him-
His son hated life, apparently. 
He was colicky- he couldn’t burp, the tests had shown nothing conclusive but he was constantly miserable and uncomfortable and on medications and… God. It was killing him. Watching such a tiny child fail to thrive.
And Jackie.
She was okay.
Hayden knew his wife. He knew her well. He’d watched how she’d been with the twins. He’d clocked it immediately, the way her eyes would slide over their youngest child, locking in on Ruby and Jade like Rozanov on a breakaway.
He’d watched as she touched Arthur less than she had the twins. There were no little fond finger strokes along his tiny cheeks, no affectionate kisses on his head. She was a good mother. A good provider. She cared.
But Hayden knew something was wrong.
The first time he’d suggested seeing someone Jackie had screamed at him. For hours.
She’d never screamed at him before.
It was the first time he’d slept in the guestroom, Arthur in his bassinet beside him.
The next morning she’d sat at the dining table, the girls quiet sentinels on either side of her. She’d called their family doctor that evening.
They’d gotten better after that. Slowly. Dr Castillo was a God send.
After Shane had been a clusterfuck of massive proportions.
Jackie had lost it when Rozanov had confronted her, as if her fragile mental state had been hinged upon fixing Shane when their own lives were falling apart.
Hayden had never been so glad Mark had already been at the house. He’d rushed home the instant their plane had landed, not even thinking about himself, not thinking about Shane, just desperate to get back to his family.
Jackie had fallen apart.
She loved Shane. She’d loved him for years. Seen him as a third son in a weird sort of way that Hayden had never fully understood. To know that she had hurt him had hit her in a way Hayden hadn’t expected.
His wife had told him she hated them.
Hated Shane for making her feel like she’d done something wrong.
Hated Hayden for not stopping her.
Hated that she’d known it was wrong but done it anyway, feeding off her inability to fix their own family.
He knew she didn’t mean it. He knew it. But it didn’t make it hurt any less.
Jackie had withdrawn after that, hard and fast. She’d taken the girls and shut the bedroom door in his face.
Arthur had whimpered in his arms.
It had gotten both better and worse from there.
Jackie threw herself into mothering the girls, into therapy, into the house and her friends and their extended family. After a few weeks she could look at Hayden again.
Arthur was like a ghost. Translucent. She looked right through him.
The diagnosis had helped. The medications had dulled some of the panic she felt when Hayden had no choice but to leave but he’d always had to shove down the terrified thought that he’d come home and Arthur would be gone- handed off to a relative, removed from his home and from Hayden and his mother.
He’d missed Shane like a fucking limb. Dr Castillo had asked him once, over the phone, if he had someone to talk to. He’d lied. Said yes. Because he did. He did have someone. His someone just hated him at the moment.
He’d started to hate himself not long after.
For putting Jackie in the position he had.
For putting himself in the position he had.
For hurting Shane.
And then Ilya Rozanov had appeared at his front door.
In retrospect, it was the best thing that had happened to him in the last few months.
Until he’d sat by the lake a cried months of terror and guilt and fear into his best friend’s shirt.
He rolled over onto his other side.
It was dark. Pitch black. He felt something shift against his side, a wisp of hair moved against his nose and he twitched slightly, unable to see anything at all. Shane’s shampoo wafted across his senses and he hummed slightly as he reached out, fingers coming into contact with a bare chest, tangling into cool metal.
What the fuck.
“Shane, why is Pike groping me?” Rozanov’s breath smelled like toothpaste and his tone was soft, relaxed, sounding still half-asleep as he turned onto his back, Hayden’s hand slipping free.
“Because your tits are amazing. Now shut up.” Came Shane’s voice from the other side of the Russian mountain. There was a shrill beep and the shutters started to retract, letting in the last dregs of sunlight just hovering over the horizon.
Hayden forced his eyes to stay open, shifting the melted icepack out from under his cheek, throwing it towards the end of the bed as he sat up, taking in the two men beside him. Shane was largely draped across Rozanov’s larger frame, head resting on his chest as he ran his fingers through his chest hair, fiddling with the gold chain around his neck. “Thanks for not shoving me onto the ground.” He said sheepishly as he pushed back the quilt, settling his feet on the floor. He felt disgusting. “I’m gonna grab a shower.”
Shane hummed in acknowledgement. “Don’t take too long, the officiant’s probably here by now.”
“Oh yes Shane, because my being late will be the problem.” Hayden muttered under his breath as he stepped into the massive ensuite bathroom, a slight rim of condensation still clinging to the glass. He dropped his underwear into the hamper- wouldn’t be the first time his clothing had ended up mixed in with Shane’s- and stepped into the huge, dark tiled shower, adjusting the temperature with the dial on the wall before just standing there, letting the stress of the day run down the drain.
He was tired.
So, so tired.
Even before he’d come home and taken on the sole caregiver role for Arthur he’d been sleeping like shit. Thinking of Jackie, the kids, staring at the back of his best- Shane, on the other side of the room.
He knew that it had been a factor in how he’d treated Shane. The sleep. The stress. It wasn’t the root cause but he hadn’t thought clearly for at least the last month, every desperate nap punctuated by crying children, Jackie, Mark, his parents, her parents, every night a routine of up to feed, down to sleep, up to change, down to sleep, nightmare for the twins, a sound outside the window…
He was exhausted and he was scared because he didn’t know how much longer he was going to be able to cope with it and he didn’t know how long he’d be able to keep up the façade that they were fine. That he was fine.
The water beat down on his sore shoulders, loosening the tension in his neck and he let out a great, shuddering breath, leaning his head against the tiles, letting the cold seep into his pervasive headache.
Maybe Shane would let him stay the night. Maybe Rozanov would let him sleep on the couch, where it was cool, and quiet. Marlow had been nice. He’d let Hayden sleep.
He was so. Tired. 
There was a soft knock on the door and Hayden could barely lift his head to look in its direction, just knocking his hand on the glass in acknowledgement.
It was Rozanov who entered, leaning on the doorframe in a navy suit with white shirt that hugged his waist like a glove, somehow making his massive shoulders even broader. His hair was slicked back, the ends of his curls flicking against the nape of his neck.
Shane was a lucky guy.
“You are alright?” His deep voice echoed around the bathroom and Hayden reluctantly shut off the shower, the silence glaring.
“Not really.” He mumbled as he stumbled towards the door, grabbing the towel from Rozanov’s hand and running it through his hair. Nudity schmudity. “Please tell me there will be chairs because I honestly don’t know how long I’m going to be able to stand tonight. Though if you’re okay with me just lying somewhere in the grass that’s fine too.” He tried to make it sound like a joke. He did.
He failed, if Rozanov’s expression of concern was to be believed. “There will be chairs, but not for you.” He stated, looking at Hayden as if he was an idiot. “You will be standing.”
Hayden huffed unhappily. “Awesome. Well, I’ll give it my best shot.” He pressed past the Russian, finding his suit bag on the bed.
He’d forgotten underwear.
And socks.
He’d forgotten a bag. 
His brain couldn’t compute the next step.
He was not going to get through tonight.
He let Rozanov manhandle him into sitting, eyes swaying shut as the asshole crossed to Shane’s dresser, rustling through the clothes. “Put on.” Hayden looked up to find a pair of Shane’s underwear being shoved into his face, socks too. “I will not dress you like child.”
Well fine.
It wasn’t graceful but at least he wasn’t naked anymore.
“Put on suit.”
“You put on the suit.”
Rozanov’s hand slapped against his still damp chest, sending him flopping back onto the bed petulantly as Rozanov unzipped his suit bag, stuffing his arms and legs into the shirt, pants and jacket before bending down and tying his shoelaces, pulling him to standing once he was done. “Sure you still want me to stand?” He asked with a slight grin, enjoying the way Rozanov scowled down at him.
“You will stand, Pike, or will throw you into lake.”
“Sounds good, can I sleep after?”
Rozanov just shook his head in irritation before pushing Hayden out of the room in front of him.
Hayden stumbled. Grabbed Rozanov’s arm. And stopped.
Behind him Rozanov gasped.
Shane.
He was standing by the patio door, facing towards the lake. His suit jacket was sitting on the back of a chair beside him, the colour of venous blood.
He was wearing a silk Armani shirt, the one Jackie had fanned herself over after seeing it in the ad campaign, the picture Hayden had hung on their fridge as a joke.
A joke.
The shirt was loose around his shoulders and arms, billowing, showing off the smooth skin between his pecs. It was firmly gathered at his waist, tailored to the nth degree, and that waist.
God, that waist.
“If I wasn’t bi by now, that would have done it.” Hayden muttered in awe as his- as Shane shifted slightly, talking to Marlow.
He only remembered Rozanov’s presence when the man hummed behind him, leaning down to rest his chin on Hayden’s shoulder. “Is very, very pretty, da?” He said softly, and Hayden turned slightly to catch his expression.
“Heart eyes, motherfucker.” He said tiredly.
“What is this?”
“It means you’d better tone it down once we get back to the real world or there’s not a single person in the world who won’t be able to tell you’re in love with him.” Hayden explained as Shane realised they’d entered the room, gracing Hayden with a fond smile before his eyes widened, taking in the man behind him. “Gaydar broken. He’s just as bad as you are.”
“Yes.” Rozanov said smugly as he crossed the room, sweeping his soon to be husband into a dip, shoving his tongue down Shane’s throat as he locked his leg around Rozanov’s hip. Fucking flexible hockey players.
Hayden wanted to cry it was so fucking sweet.
He swept his gaze across the living room, taking in the overdressed Admirals and boyfriend in suits that varied in shades of cream, blue and grey and Marlow with a bonafide camera rig around his shoulders, filming the still kissing couple, and then-
Hayden frowned. Stiffened in alarm.
Svetlana.
Ilya Rozanov’s best friend.
The only person in the room who didn’t look happy.
Instead her well defined eyebrows were furrowed in… Irritation? Anger? As Shane laughed, Ilya pulling him out of the dip, pushing back his hair from his eyes as they giggled happily in the middle of their friends.
Hayden moved around them, catching her eyes as he did, placing himself very firmly in her line of sight, blocking the happy couple.
He knew she could take him. He wouldn’t fight back. But he was used to getting in the way of those sorts of looks directed as his best friend.
Thankfully she seemed to get the message because she lifted her glass of wine in acknowledgement, turning to walk out onto the patio.
He was so. Tired. His shoulders slumped exhaustedly.
A hand came to rest on his forearm and he realised that someone was talking to him. He turned to find an older woman standing beside him, as tall as he in her forest-green heels and tasteful pale green dress.
Like Arwen, at the coronation.
“I’m sorry, are you Hayden?” She asked softly, eyes kind. He just nodded. “Excellent. I’m sorry to disturb you but I wanted to make sure you were happy to be a signatory? I’m Mary Stein, Mr Hollander’s immigration lawyer. My father is marrying them.”
Hayden just gaped stupidly. He had no idea what was going on. “Signature?” He asked stupidly as Rozanov was shuffled out of the room by Hunter, the rest of them following the laughing man who gave Shane a little wave as he ran off towards the lake.
“Yes. After the ceremony yourself and Mr Marlow will sign as witnesses.” She was starting to look concerned. “Are you alright?”
“New baby.” He said faintly. “Why am I a witness? You can get any of the others…”
“Well… Traditionally the best man and maid of honour sign, but as there’s no bride…” She trailed off. “You are his best man, aren’t you?”
Hayden shook his head quickly. That was a question he could answer. “Oh, no. I’m a homophobic piece of shit.”
That was clearly the wrong thing to say because it looked like he was about to get punched. That was going to suck. His face still really hurt, even if his head didn’t spin anymore.
He kinda felt like crying.
A moment later Shane’s face- those freckles were amazing, was he wearing makeup?- appeared in front of him, hiding him from the scary lady with her giant pile of papers. “Hey. Heeeeeey.” Hayden said dopily, patting Shane’s cute little fluffy cheeks. “You’re supposed to be down there with your Russian, don’t need to wait for me.” He looked around the cozy living room- oh oh oh weighted blankets, he loved this- and contemplated just collapsing on the couch. “Maybe it’d be a good idea if I just slept here for a bit, your fiancé doesn’t seem keen on having me down there. Maybe if someone came to grab me for the food? I don’t wanna get in the way of the happy couple.” His breath hitched as Shane looked sad. “No, no buddy- it’s all good. I’ll come down. I won’t miss it, I promise. But Rozanov said I had to stand and I don’t know if I can. I don’t wanna ruin your photos.” He poked his favourite freckle, the one under Shane’s left eye, right at the corner. He wondered if Rozanov had a favourite freckle. He guessed he’d like the obvious one, right on the bridge of his nose.
He wanted to cry. His eyes were getting watery. He didn’t want to ruin the photos.
Smelling salts.
That was smelling salts.
He reared backwards, swearing loudly as he tripped over a chair and ran smack bang into the window, head suddenly clear.
Fuck.
Shane stood in front of him with his lawyer, a small jar in his hand, looking vaguely concerned. Beside him his lawyer looked straight up horrified. “Um. Sorry?” He offered weakly, pulling himself upright. “I swear I’m not actually a homophobe, I’m just concussed. Maybe. And really, really tired.”
Mary Stein nodded.
Shane looked like he wanted to cry. Hayden kept putting that look on his face. “Hayden… You know I don’t think that, right? I never did.”
Hayden wished he could say he did know that. He really did. But he was so tired, and he wasn’t processing, so he just lied. Because he knew that maybe tomorrow, after he’d slept a bit, he would believe it. “Yeah, Shane. I know. Still doesn’t mean I’m your best man. Pretty sure Hunter’s ripe for the asking.”
Shane just shook his head. “No. It’s you. It’s why you’re here.”
It’s why Hayden was here.
He was this close to a complete breakdown but it would look terrible in the photos.
He could hold it together.
He could hold it together until they shoved him in a taxi back to Montreal tonight and he got home and he’d just keep on going. And going. And tonight, when he lay crying in the guest room, Arthur tucked into his arms doing just the same he’d remember that Shane sent his batshit crazy Russian attack dog to bring Hayden to be his best man.
“‘Kay, buddy. Let’s go get you married.”
 
MARLOW
 
As he stepped out onto the patio the first thing Cliff saw was their glorious handiwork, and beside him Roz gasped softly.
Little fairy lights were strung up all around the area, the brazier burning softly in the still night. They’d strung entire nets of the things within the canopies of the trees the couple had chosen to have the ceremony under and already crickets were chirping in the dusk, the sun just now crossing the horizon, throwing magentas and deep oranges over the backdrop.
This was going to make Cliff fucking famous.
The second thing he noticed was two men, at least two foot smaller than him, standing in front of him looking absolutely horrified. That was a new one. “Um. Hi?” One broke off into a spate of hurried French and beside him Ilya looked like he understood one word in every ten, looking more and more confused as the French one turned to the Other who looked close to passing out. “Are you alright? Is he alright?” He asked the Other one as Frenchie continued to babble, grabbing the Other man’s suit jacket with… Enthusiasm?
Finally he halted and the second man swallowed heavily. “You are Cliff Marlow.” His accent was like Boiziau’s, a weird bastardised French unlike the other man’s, more like Creole than anything. “And you are Rozanov. The Boston Terror.” Beside Cliff Roz puffed out his chest at being known by these two strange little men. “You are here. For Shane Hollander’s wedding.” He finished, as if he couldn’t believe it.
And then Scott stepped out the door. Glorious Scott Hunter with his perfectly tailored dark grey silk suit and smokin’ hot smoothie boy on his arm in cream, Carter following soon after in a similar pale grey suit.
Frenchie choked on his own spit.
Other dude’s jaw dropped like a deity was walking past. “Scott Hunter. Of the Admirals.” He intoned almost reverently, looking ready to fall to his knees and worship. “It is an honour.”
Beside him Roz huffed in irritation. “Of course Hunter is favourite. Not me. Not reason wedding is even happening.” He grumbled as he moved around the two fawning men, trudging down the gently lit path to the waterfront, mood slowly improving as he came to stand under the trees, smiling up at the lights. “Is very beautiful, Marlow. Thank you.”
“You know we would have done more if we had the time, Roz. Maybe for the vow renewal we’ll find some giant church and invite the whole team, yeah?”
“Maybe.” Roz whispered as he watched Svetlana, beautiful in the dress she’d been wearing in Sochi, glass in hand, sit down in the chair closest to him, reaching out her hand to squeeze his.
They would be okay.
Cliff found himself leaning against Roz’s side as he contemplated Svetlana. Hayden. He was lucky, he’d tripped and stumbled into the biggest secret in the NHL and walked out with more friends than he knew what to do with.
He didn’t know how he would have reacted if the man he saw as his best friend had left him in the dark, if in ten years when he retired he revealed he’d been married for most of his career. Cliff hoped he would have taken it well.
Slowly the others wandered down to take their places in the single row of chairs placed before the small stone platform, a remnant of the old dock that had been replaced after a storm years ago. Cliff quickly set up his tripod and video camera behind them, handing Kip- because of course little art student knew cameras- his giant Nikon. To the others he gave little polaroid cameras with boxes of film which they shoved under the chairs, prepared.
Not long after the two men and the woman Hollander had introduced as the wonderful lawyer who’d triggered all this appeared and Frenchie looked ready to have a heart attack whilst Other Dude stared Roz down like a rabid dog. “You. You are marrying our Hollander.” He let out a derisive tsk. “He can do better than captain of Bears.”
Roz looked ready to throw the fuck down.
Svetlana looked ready to murder an old man.
Cliff would be right behind them, even if he didn’t usually condone elder abuse. Unless it was Hunter.
Slap!
The lawyer’s hands smacked against the back of two heads, sending both men stumbling forward. “I apologise. My fathers are Ottawa fans. This marriage is tantamount to sacrilege for them.” She explained calmly. “Sit down, papa. Let father prepare.” Frenchie grumbled as he settled at the end of the row furthest from Ilya, beside Carter. Other Dude- apparently the officiant- settled beside Roz with a stink eye.
This was blockbuster worthy. Roz looked like he thought it was hilarious. “Hey- where’s Hollzy? Or are you gonna make him walk down the aisle like a true bride.”
Roz looked at him like he was an idiot. “Of course. Why would not?”
“Um… Because it’s traditionally what the woman does?” There was a clattering above them as the patio door opened and Hollander stepped out, Pike by his side. “Hollzy didn’t argue about who gets to walk down the aisle first?”
Ilya shook his head. “No. Because he is perfect. And he knows that I need him to choose me. One last time.” His eyes were watering, smile soft and shaky as he breathed shallowly, hand clutching Cliff’s wrist as he watched his Hollander walk down the pathway towards him, blind to the rest of the world.
“Fuck, man. Way to make a guy jealous.” Cliff nudged the shorter man with his shoulder, grinning at each other as Shane Hollander the hockey God near jogged down the path to get to Roz faster, Pike struggling to keep up.
“Dearly beloved, we are gathered-”
“Skip it.” Cliff’s eyes were boggling as Shane steamrolled over the old man, throwing himself at Roz with a flying leap, wrapping his legs around his hips and manhandling Roz’s face into a passionate kiss
Cliff saw tongue.
So much tongue.
Was it weird that he found that a little bit hot?
Their officiant cleared his throat. “May we continue?” He asked, just a little bit peeved.
“Whatever.” Roz replied, sounding slightly breathless, still holding up Hollander’s weight.
Feral little kitten.
“Sure, get on with it.” Hollander said, eyes locked on Roz’s, ignoring Pike’s half-hearted efforts to pull him off his Russian steed- nope, he was steadying himself on Hollzy’s back, swaying slightly before righting himself.
Whatever.
Cliff leaned around the three men, smiling kindly. “They’ll probably stay like this.”
The officiant hummed. “I am beginning to see that perhaps he could not do better.” He yelped and Cliff just missed the impact but saw the way Hollander’s leg quickly joined the other at Roz’ waist.
So feral. Roz would have his hands full.
The officiant just sighed. “I think I understand.” He looked up at Hollzy. “How about we get this done quickly, so that my husband and I may go home and mourn the loss of Ottawa’s first son?” He didn’t even wait for a response. “The vows, boys?” He sounded like a fed-up father and his daughter giggled off to the side, shifting the camera.
Shane hummed contentedly. “You go first.”
“No, you go first.” Roz leaned in, booping his snoot against Hollander’s.
“No, you go first.” Hollander grinned, nipping at Roz’s bottom lip.
Sickening.
“I vote Hollander!” Scott called from where Kip had crawled into his lap, really testing the weight limit of Hollander’s patio furniture. “Rozanov’s will be filthy and we’ll need to cut it from the video.”
Roz turned to face the old man. “Usually would chirp back but is wedding and you are dinosaur and I do not care.” He said happily. “I will go first.” It looked for a moment like he was going to turn back to his husband, only to realise that it wasn’t really possible. “Ah. There you are.”
If Hollander smiled any wider his face would split in two.
“Shane Hollander.” He rolled the ‘R’ dramatically, Cliff snorting in amusement as Hollzy went bright red. “Many years, I have loved you. Was hard in beginning. In years before we were truly us. Thought that you would find better. Easier. Nice Montreal boy. Canadian. Who would eat bird food and not complain or change. Would stay and cuddle after sex.  Would massage feet after game. Because you are lovely. And sweet. And kind. And wonderfully boring.” He punctuated each point with a kiss, gathering up Hollander’s tears with his lips. “Would be snapped up in instant by old man like Hunter who wants to wrap you in wool and keep you warm.” Cliff sniffed happily as a tear rolled down Roz’s face, dripping onto his suit. “Prayed, for long time, that you would continue to have terrible taste in men.  Big, sexy Russians who smoke and drink and pound you into ice.”
Hollander tipped his head back and laughed into the night, dark and deliciously happy, the loons echoing his call. “Would have been so easy for you to leave me but you are bravest man I know, Shane Hollander. All mine. Mine since little angry kitten nose twitched in direction of sexy Russian teenager. Now have paperwork to prove it. Will refuse to divorce you even if you come to your senses. Murder suicide, maybe.”
Shane let out a watery laugh, wiping his tears on his sleeve. “I won’t come to my senses. Pretty sure you fucked them out of me.”
“I am very good at that.”
“You are… You always have been.”
Roz nodded. “Was very lucky, that Scott Hunter was in Vegas. Maybe if was not you would have gone to bed. I would have had a smoke and gone to bed too. Would have fucked on and off for next few years and fallen apart.” He turned to gaze at Scott who was full on crying into Carter’s shoulder. “Was game changer, Hunter. You are game changer.” Scott mustered a thumbs up before Carter returned to rubbing his back soothingly.
Hollander’s expression softened to something akin to besotted, seeming to melt into the larger man’s arms. “Ilya Rozanov.” Roz shuddered beneath him and Cliff reached out a hand to the small of his back, steadying him. “I met you when I was young and everything was brand new and I didn’t know how to handle it. You ruined every plan I’d ever had for my future. You ignored every wall I put up and broke the ones you couldn’t. I loved you then and I’ve loved you ever since. I love you.” Roz was shaking now and his arms gave out, gently lowering Hollander back to the ground. The smaller man grabbed his face, thumbs digging into his cheekbones almost aggressively, their bodies pressed so close not even light could pass between them.
Hollander’s tone was unforgiving, unrepentant and utterly sure. “I refuse to exist in a world where anyone has a greater claim to you than I do. I refuse to live in a world without you. So you’re going to marry me today. Because the alternative is I lock you in my basement rink for the rest of your natural life.”
“Fucking idiots.”  Scott muttered tearily.
Pike started wailing off to the side.
The officiant was saying something.
And Cliff?
Cliff just watched as the most important man in his life and his husband pulled each other apart and reassembled themselves slowly piece by piece until they were one whole, a single agent of chaos incarnate, rings leaving fingers for less time than it took Cliff to blink, like they never wanted to take them off.
Cliff was winning a fucking Oscar for this shit when he was done with the edits.
He was so happy he didn’t even object when a handful of freshly pulled grass was thrown in his face.
 

 
Roz looked like he was floating on air.
He floated whilst their weird little officiant and his husband explained the care and feeding of a Ottawan national treasure, Frenchie’s spindly little fingers carrying the paperwork he’d quietly file and usher through confidential channels.
He floated whilst Hunter and Carter bought out the giant platters of pastries and fruits, Kip carrying a wicker basket of alcohol that he used to create all manner of weird cocktails.
He floated across the grass to Henry Mancini’s Moonlight Serenade, Hollander secure in his arms, the two stumbling around like drunks, giddy and ecstatic and all those good words, Marlow swinging Carter around the dancefloor whilst Pike snoozed on one of Roz’s weighted blankets under the moonlight, Hollzy’s jacket under his head.
Marlow had seen his best friend happy. Since he and Hollander had made it official it had been more often than not, but this? This was something special. This was Scott looking like his smile was about to break off his face. It was Kip refusing to remove himself from his side all night, fitting into their odd little group as if he’d always been there, apologising to the near comatose Pike who just waved him away with a dopey grin as he watched Hollzy twirl through the grass. It was Carter, relaxed and smiling as he and Scott spun around in circles, bumping into the happy couple.
It was Svetlana, kissing both men softly on the cheek before she excused herself up to the house, a knowing smirk gracing her features.
There was a little whirring sound beside him and Pike handed him yet another picture- by now he was really the only one of them aside from Cliff sober enough or awake enough to be using the cameras and he’d been prolific, now that he’d woken from yet another nap, gathering up all of the spare cartridges and following the couples around, candids and planned shots and Cliff had a nice little collection to add to his own professional-style shots, in a box by his side.
Pike’s latest one was a close of Hollzy’s face, nose all scrunched up as he grinned up at his husband, those freckles of his on show under the fairy lights, head tipped back and mouth open in a laugh. “That’s a good one.”
Pike hummed. “I’ve got hundreds like them from my wedding, they’ll want to look at them one day, even if there aren’t many of us here.” He handed over another polaroid, “Heart eyes, mother fucker.”
“Heart eyes.” Indeed. Roz looked good in love. “Got any with you in them?”
Pike shook his head, seemingly not bothered. Cliff knew better. “Nah… I might grab Shane before I go home, if you’d take one or two. If that’s okay. I know I’ll be in the video of the ceremony but I was pretty to the side so you can crop me out if Rozanov doesn’t want me in it.”
“Dude- you were pretty much glued to Hollzy’s back the entire time, if Roz didn’t want you in the photos he would have dumped your sleep deprived ass in a chair.”
“…Oh.” Pike sounded surprised. Delighted. “Is there a picture?”
“There are several hundred, Pike. Taken by Kip, by me, by Carter, by Scott- you’re like a slightly drunken baby following them around when you’re not taking a nap.”
“Is that a bad thing? Will it ruin the photos?”
And Cliff thought Hunter had been pathetic. They needed a Pike Support Group.
He pulled out his phone.
Pulled up the group.
 
DINOSAUR AND PATHETIC PIKE SUPPORT GROUP
Cliff Marlow has renamed group- ‘Dinosaur and Pathetic Pike Support Group’
Cliff Marlow has added: Svetlana Vetrova
 
We have a problem.
Svetlana: Marlow you have made a mistake, I do not support dinosaurs.
Why is Pike pathetic this time?
 
“They’re not gonna send you home, Pike.” He said almost kindly. “And Roz doesn’t hate you. Look- we were assholes. To you. You-”
“It’s fine.”
“No, man, it wasn’t. You didn’t deserve it. You didn’t know the full story and neither did we. And I think we’re all sorry.”
Pike just shrugged beside him. “Yay, pity party. I’ll take what I can get. Wanna babysit my baby next time you’re in Montreal?”
Cliff immediately perked up at that. “Fuck yeah, I love babies. Babies are the best!”
Pike’s expression was something between agreement and abject misery. “Yeah… He’s pretty great.” He snapped another photo of Kip and Carter doing something that looked like a waltz. “Babies are pretty great…”
Cliff leaned over nudging against Pike’s shoulder. “You’re not doing so good, are you?” He asked softly, watching as Pike’s shoulders tensed, the smaller man looking away. Those sorts of eye bags didn’t just suddenly turn up. “You talked to anyone about it?”
“The guy I usually talk to is pretty busy right now.”
“Well yeah, but you’ve got other friends, right? Outside your piece of shit team?” When did Cliff become a therapist?
Pike snorted softly. Click. Whirr. “How many friends do you have outside hockey, Marlow? Actual friends. Not old school mates you catch up with once or twice in the off season, the guy at your gym you say hi to, get an occasional beer with, people you actually talk to. Five? Ten? Or are you like me. Have you slowly culled everyone and everything that didn’t fit with your work schedule and suddenly realised that you’ve got one friend. One. And that friend didn’t even really see you as a friend.”
Oh boy.
“Look, Pike-”
“It’s fine, Marlow. I don’t’ need your pity. I’m just fucking rambling. It’s been ages since I’ve talked to an adult about anything but meds, therapy and my fucking baby.”
“Maybe you should, dude. Because that doesn’t sound healthy.”
“I’m fine. I’m tired. But I’m fine. I’m not the one who doesn’t want to hold my own baby.” Pike’s mouth snapped shut and he cringed, as if realising what he’d revealed. He stood and Cliff said nothing, letting him leave.
 
Okay, so when I said problem, I meant massive fucking problem. Like asteroid heading for Hunter’s place.
Pike is NOT doing good.
REALLY NOT GOOD. 
Like I think tomorrow we lock up load up and head back to Montreal and steal a baby and Pike and just let the guy sleep for a week. 
Legit worried the guy’s about to have a mental breakdown.’
Hunter: WTF why do you know this?
Smoothie boy: Usually I’d yell at you both for texting during a wedding but I’m really glad I took the rest of the week off work because this sounds bad.
Also I love kids.
Hunter: Again, too early to ask you to marry me?
Smoothie boy: Officiant already left babe. Maybe next time.
Can we focus on the kidnapping plan please? Anyone know if Hollanov were planning on honeymooning? Kinda put a damper on the plans if they were.
Carter: Pretty sure they were busy planning a whole wedding in under a day. Doubt they’re planning on fucking off. 
And if they were Hollzy would probs take Pike with them- look at that sappy shit.
 
Cliff looked up to find that Pike had supplanted Roz in his husband’s affections, the two men clinging to each other, gently swaying to Glenn Miller.
“Nooooo. Marlow, is worst thing.” Ilya came out of nowhere, flopping pathetically over his lap, causing Cliff to slop wine all down his hand. He quickly shifted the glass away, setting it on the grass beside him as Roz continued to roll around like a petulant child. 
“Dude, stop it, you’re gonna get your suit dirty.”
“Do not care about suit now, all photos done, can get grass on if I want to.” He kicked at the ground pathetically. “Ask me what worst thing is, Marley. Need to tell someone. Is awful. End of life. End of world.”
Cliff smiled at the overdramatic baby, momentarily distracted from the Pike Problem. “Sure, Roz. What’s the worst thing?
“I like the Pike.”
Cliff hadn’t been expecting that but he could certainly work with it. “What?”
“The Pike!” Ilya’s arm flailed in the direction of his newly minted husband, wrapped around Pike like an octopus, holding each other upright.  “Look at him! Is pathetic! Is all soft and sweet with big teary eyes even worse than Hollander! Is like Hollander 2.0 except less sexy! Feel like need to protect from all evil in the world, and I am the evil! Want to wrap them up in heavy blanket and lock away from rest of world.”
“Roz… How drunk are you?”
“Wish I was drunk.” Roz grumbled unhappily. “Would explain sudden wish to build fishpond in backyard.”
Cliff didn’t want to work with this. 
“Dude… You know he’s not actually a fish, right?”
Roz sniffed into his thigh. “I know this. But is very sad. Maybe I steal him so Hollander has pet fish. Will keep him busy when I cannot distract with glorious body.”
Well. Okay. “How about we don’t go making fishponds just yet, huh? This morning you hated the guy-”
“I do not hate now.”
“You’re also pretty drunk-”
“Only had one wine. And water.”
“Vodka is not water.”
“Is for Russians.”
“Sure thing, Roz. But you’re tired and drunk and clearly not thinking clearly if you’re seeing Pike as a fish.”
“Is very cute fish.”
“Dude.” He slapped the man on the back of the head, ruffling at the curls that had long since fallen loose around his face. “You’ve only known him a day, let’s make sure he doesn’t annoy you too much before we start planning wedding number two.” Cliff said kindly, shoving Roz into a sitting position. “Okay, up you go, time to sleep. Oi! Bitches!” He yelled, directing it towards the tangle that was Hollander and Pike. “Roz thinks Pike is a fish, time to get off to bed!”
Down on the makeshift dancefloor Hollander groaned miserably, hanging off Pike’s shoulders. “Ilya, I love you, but no one is getting off tonight!”
Roz just nodded. “Not even beautiful freckles are making me fuck you tonight. Have headache to rival Pike’s concussion and feet hurt.”
Off to the side Hunter groaned from the ground. “Thank fuck. I’m tired and I don’t think I’d be able to listen to the screaming tonight.”
“I’m in agreement with Hollanov. There is zero chance of sex tonight, I’m way too full.” Kip muttered from somewhere near Cliff’s hip, head resting on Hunter’s stomach, his suit jacket lost somewhere over the course of the night.
“Given I’ve got you two to the side and these idiots above me, I 100% agree with the embargo on sex.” Carter said from his position draped over Kip’s legs.
Hayden bounced over, looking like the only one who’d slept recently. Marlow knew the truth. This was the last wind before the man crashed and burned. He sighed. Looked like he and Carter were taking the couch. Some of that protective streak he felt towards Hollzy was rubbing off.
“Where is Sveta?” Roz asked with a yawn, stumbling over towards Hollander who disentangled himself from Pike and glued himself to his husband’s front, closing his eyes contentedly as Roz started to rock them slowly.
“I don’t know- bed?”  Marlow shrugged. “Sorry man, I thought she’d told you.”
Roz looked disappointed, sniffing at Hollander’s hair. “Is ok. Is Russian. Maybe will take time to accept, maybe will not.” Hollander let out a happy noise as Roz leaned over to kiss him softly. “I will care tomorrow.”
“I’m sorry.” Hollander whispered as they turned back to the cottage, swaying in the slight breeze, Pike tottering along with his fingers looped into Roz’s belt, eyes slightly unfocused. Clearly Cliff was the singular responsible person left in this wedding party if Roz wasn’t even questioning the situation, just towing Pike up the hill. “I know you wanted her to be happy.”
Roz shrugged. “Is my fault. Should have invited her. I feel very bad that I did not think to call back from Russia, even if would not have returned in time.”
Hollzy just hummed, snuggling into his husband’s side. He bent over and flicked off the fairy lights, the soft light from the brazier the only thing stopping them from stubbing their toes. Pike did anyway, letting out a sad little noise as they all toed their dress shoes off at the door.
Cliff sniffed at the air. It smelled delightful.
Svetlana turned from the cupboards where she’d been putting away several large mixing bowls. When she had their attention she pushed forward a large plate on which was assembled something that looked like layers of crepes. 
“It is medovik- honey cake. Hollander had a suspicious number of the required ingredients here.” Svetlana wiped her hands on the dish towel, removing the apron over her gown.
Ilya looked stunned. “You make me cake? Mama loved medovik.” He stepped forward unsteadily, staring at the cake, reaching out to swipe a finger through the frosting- “Sour cream. Is very nice.”
Svetlana hummed, stepping around the bench. “I did not have time to bring you a present, so this will have to do.” She leaned over, pressing a kiss against Roz’s cheek. “I…” She inhaled deeply before leaning back against the counter. “I wish to apologise.” She said simply, and Roz stiffened beside him. 
“I… I am sorry. To you both. To you all. I… It was sudden. I knew that it was coming, Ilya, that you were in love with your Jane but… It is Shane Hollander.”
Immediately Roz shifted in front of his husband, eyeing her warily. “You have problem with Hollander?” He asked carefully, as if worried she was about to attack him.
Svetlana shook her head slowly, curls bouncing around her face. “I do not have a problem with who he is, only what. What he represents. He is the end of your career, Ilya. Never once have I thought that you wanted him. You hid it so well and it is so dangerous. You know it, Ilyushka. You do and I am so scared for you because you are my best friend.
“It was… He means so much to you. You love him. And you did not think I would be happy for you? You did not give me the opportunity to love him with you, and I was so angry with you but I did not treat you well. If a woman proposed to my fiancé in front of me I would not have handled it as well as you did, Shane Hollander.”
“Is because he is very small, and very bad at fighting. Knew you could have taken him. Try to teach him but just falls over and tries to distract with sex.”
“Ilya- can you not right now?” Hollander asked, elbowing Roz in the side.
“Sorry, moy lyubov’.” He turned back to Svetlana. “I… We do not tell people, Sveta. We do not know how. I have never stood in front of a person I care about and told them, is… Terrifying. They have all found out by stupidity. Our stupidity. We are so used to hiding, Sveta… We thought only of ourselves and not how you would feel… Like with Pike. We are sorry. We did not think. But not anymore. Will add you to Dinosaur support group. Phone is locked away, will do in morning.”
“Your Marlow has already added me to the group. I have a feeling it is a place of great horrors.”
“You wouldn’t be wrong. Just ignore the invite to the porn chat.” Hollander muttered.
“Why? This would be best chat of all?”
“Oh my God.” Hunter muttered somewhere behind Cliff.
Roz waved the old man away. “Exactly! You understand this! Hollander thinks is stupid and never puts links, but I know he watches them. Has learned many interesting things.” He reached out and grabbed Svetlana’s hand. “You will stay, yes? For a few days? I want you to know him.”
She nodded. “I would like this. I would like to stay, for a little while. If that is alright. I want to learn this Jane you have.”
Ilya enveloped her in a hug. “Of course. Of course you will stay. I want you to know my Shane. Is very boring.”
“I am beginning to think that he is not boring at all.”
“Only in important things. Like arranging sock draw and making sure I eat well and updating wills and insurance companies and taxes and making sure I am on deed to house… Not boring in bed. Very kinky.”
“I swear to God, Rozanov- I am not kinky.”
Ilya just sighed heavily. “He says this, thinks we have normal sex. But I trick him- make him think is normal so he does not get all embarrassed, but really, is expert at sex. Pity poor little women he fucked before, missed out on genius.”
“Oh my God I hate this I am not a genius.”
“Hollzy? Kinky?”
“Best. Day. Ever.”
“I get why they’re your friends. They’re great.”
“Kip, I want to go home.”
“Your husband is very amusing, Ilyushka. I think I will enjoy our next few days. Ilya Hollander. Does not sound terrible.”
Hollander looked about to argue when Ilya interjected. “No, not Hollander. I think will be Rozanov-Hollander. When come out. I am on top.”
“You also come first.”
“No.” Roz replied, like it was a word of law.
“Twice.”
“Never. Is lie. Liar told you this.”
That had Svetlana smirking. “Ah, Ilya, your little kitten is very cute.”
Roz hummed happily and buried his face in Hollander’s hair which was all floppy and soft now, the gel long gone between Roz sticking his face in it and the constant head rubs he’d received from everyone else. “He is the cutest.”
“Yeah…” Pike hummed happily from beside him. “He has the squishiest lil cheeks. Did you squish them when he was still a baby, Rozanov? I couldn’t stop squishing them…” The man swayed dangerously to the side, ending up pressed against Scott’s massive shoulder, the taller man barely shifting, settling an arm around Pike’s waist to keep him upright.
Roz rounded on Pike. “You are telling me I missed squishing even cuter cheeks? This is end of world! I am dead! That Pike squished when I didn’t!” He cried out, throwing his arms up and whacking Cliff in the shoulder as he did.
Shane yawned in his ear. “It’s okay, you get to squish my ass, and it’s squishier.”
“How much squishier?” His husband demanded.
“Unless you want Hayden to grope me I’m not really sure we can get an accurate measurement of that.”
Roz looked contemplative.
No. “Okay, let’s grab some cake and get you lot in bed.”
Pike perked up at that. “I can stay? Because I’m kinda worried I’ll fall asleep in the cab and end up in Boston.”
“You would be so lucky.” Roz muttered as he grabbed the entire plate and shuffled his Hollander-shaped burden towards the couch. “Marley, drag mattress out from bedroom, we shall eat cake here. Hollander does not like crumbs in bed.” He pushed Shane down, arranging Pike in the corner of the couch with a blanket and pillow, tucking him in with a spoon in hand. Hollander just dragged his body along until he was half in Pike’s lap, Ilya resting between his legs, creating a giant mass of limbs and blankets as Svetlana settled down gracefully beside them, giving Roz a snooty look as he tried to envelop her in another one of his weighted blankets.
They were multiplying.
Cliff did as asked, grabbing Carter and carrying the giant king mattress through the kitchen, shoving aside the coffee table and settling down by Roz’s feet, accepting the cake as it did the rounds.
It was good- honey sweet and light and fluffy, the cream adding a distinctive tang that he couldn’t decide if he liked. It eventually made its way back to Pike who refused to relinquish the remainder and no one seemed inclined to go to war for it, instead settling around, slowly stripping off levels of formality until they were in undershirts and underwear, blankets being dragged and cocoons being created as it became clear that they.
Giant manly men hockey players, tiny smoothie boy and terrifying Russian woman.
Were having a sleep over.
“I’ve never had a sleep over.” Hollander murmured happily, little but the top of his head visible above his blanket.
“Hollander, even I have had sleep over. Did your mother forbid you because was scared someone would steal tiny protégé?” Roz asked jokingly, nuzzling into his cheek.
“More like she was worried someone would molest me. I was cute. Looked younger than I was. And I didn’t really have friends- at school I was the weird kid and at hockey I was the even weirder kid who skated better than all of them combined. Didn’t really lead to birthday party invitations.” His slightly unfocussed eyes took them all in. “What happens at sleep overs?”
“Seven minutes in heaven, truth or dare, streaking, eating weird things.” Carter sipped at a bottle of water that had previously been sitting somewhere under the couch. Roz was like a chipmunk with the things. “Though I think most of those things involve eating, or moving, and I’m not up for either.” He looked pensive for a moment. “Pretty sure the girls would just talk about boys in the other room, you can do that?”
Roz nodded quickly, enthusiastically, and Cliff experienced a sense of impending doom. “Yes! We will do this!” He turned to Kip who looked terrified. “Smoothie boy! Is Hunter terrible in bed?!”
“What? No!” It was very sweet that Kip didn’t even hesitate, ready to throw down for his man.
“Fuck off, Rozanov!”
“No.”
Time seemed to slow. Then stop. Cliff turned. Slowly. To Hayden Pike. The man was still digging into his cake, seemingly content to completely derail their conversation with one word.
Hunter pushed himself up on one elbow, looking awkward. “Um- do I have a gay sex tape floating around on the dark web somewhere?” He asked, sounding genuinely worried. “Pretty sure our social media manager would have found it by now.”
Pike just shook his head slowly, spoon in mouth. He pulled it out with a satisfying pop. “Don’t think there’s one floating around.” Another spoonful of cream disappeared between wet, pink lips.
Shane nudged Pike in the side. “So how do you know?”
Pike started to wriggle, eventually finding his phone and tapping away, the cake perched precariously on his lap as he did. Eventually he turned the screen to Hollander and by extension Roz who went still as a statue, a massive, deranged grin appearing, showing all his teeth. “Hollander, this is best day of life for two reasons now.”
“I kinda have to agree.” Hollander said softly, eyes wide as he stared at the phone, pinching to zoom. “This is… This is something.”
Kip made little grabby movements, half crawling over Hunter’s lap to reach the phone, letting out a gasp as he saw the screen.
Then he went red. Bright red.
Cliff caught Carter’s eye.
They lunged.
Hollander shrieked in shock, Pike’s phone dropping somewhere into the blankets and a tussle ensued, ending up with Pike remaining the only one on the couch with his cake, safe and sound, happily chewing as Svetlana held up the phone in victory, one earring lost, one foot on Cliff’s chest, a fork in hand as she threatened them away from her prize.
She looked.
She blushed. 
Svetlana Vetrova blushed. 
And then she turned off the phone screen. “No.” She said sternly, placing a finger on Roz’s lips as he went to protest. “No. You are all very drunk, and very tired, and will regret this in the morning.” She stated seriously, handing the phone back to Pike. “Pike, you will put this away now.”
Pike took the phone.
He looked down.
Looked to Hollander.
Unlocked the screen.
And passed it to Hunter.
Cliff had watched a documentary once. Hunter made a sound reminiscent of a moose in heat.
The phone dropped from his spasming fingers and Cliff grabbed it.
Oh yes.
Scott Hunter.
Itty bitty baby Scott Hunter.
From the side.
Head thrown back.
Beardless.
Chest glistening with sweat.
Reaming a much younger Hayden Pike into the next century.
A Hayden Pike who looked to be having the time of his life.
Cliff choked on a laugh. “Oh. Oh boy.” Beside him Carter looked absolutely delighted with the situation, gaze shifting between an increasingly horrified Hunter and Pike, who had apparently decided to come out at his best friend’s wedding. Because why the fuck not. “When was this?”
“Barcelona ’09.” Another spoonful. “Last hurrah before training camp.”
Cliff would see the moment it hit Hunter like freight train, his horrified gasp punctuated by Roz falling off the mattress onto the floor, clutching his tiny husband to his chest as he collapsed laughing, not even trying to hold it in. “Oh my god.”
Pike just shrugged. “Just another guy with brown hair in a bar. That’s me. Un-memorable.” He had found a piece of fruit in the cake and was chewing on it thoughtfully. “Was good. Was my first time bottoming so I had no idea what I was doing, pretty sure you had no idea what you were doing but I think I came, like, five times that night.”
Scott Hunter. Twenty something year old sex prodigy.
Hunter groaned and dropped his head into his hands, looking vaguely nauseous. “Oh my God I fucked Hayden Pike.” He grimaced over at Roz, who was holding out a hand as if for a high five. “What the fuck do you want?”
“High five! We have both fucked Voyageurs!”
“Oh my God this is the worst.”
Pike let out a small, sad little sound. “I wasn’t that bad, was I?” He asked pathetically, suddenly distracted from his cake by the fact that Scott Hunter thought he was a bad lay. “It was my first time bottoming! And it’s not like you were perfect, you almost bit my dick off when you gagged!”
Best sleepover of Cliff’s life. 
Roz and Hollander were both now wheezing from their puddle of limbs on the floor and Scott had collapsed over into Kip’s lap, smoothie boy patting his head comfortingly as he fought not to laugh aloud, hand pressed over his mouth and shoulders shaking.
Cliff leaned over to Pike, patting his spoon-wielding hand. “I’m sure he thought you were excellent, Pikey. I think he’s just a little bit stunned. But you’re right to be insulted that he didn’t even remember your name!” He finished with a wheezing giggle, clutching at his stomach has he toppled over next to Hollanov.
“I don’t remember any of their names! I never asked them!” Scott screeched from somewhere in Kip’s lap, flailing pathetically. “Oh my God this is the worst.” He suddenly sat upright. “How the fuck did you get that picture?!”
Pike just calmly continued to eat his cake. Because it was his cake now. “My phone was on the dresser, I think we knocked it at some point. Maybe when you were eating me out?” Roz was hyperventilating. “There’s a whole video of most of it if you want to see?”
“NO!”
“Alright, I will be taking this now.” Svetlana, responsible adult that she was reached over and plucked the phone from Cliff’s hand, settling back in the couch. “I think that if you are all considering watching porn in Shane Hollander’s living room together, you should all go to sleep, yes?” She turned to Shane, as if expecting him to be the voice of reason. “I do not think it’s appropriate for you to ask to watch Scott Hunter fuck your best friend, no?”
Hollander just mumbled something unhappily, rolling over until he was sitting pretty in Roz’s lap, glaring at Svetlana. “No.”
Right. No. because it would be weird.
“But is it reeeeeeally?”
They turned as once to Kip, who was eyeing the phone as if it was the most exciting thing in the world. Hollander was nodding furiously. “I mean. We’re not that drunk, are we?” Heads shook all round. Cliff’s vision was waving from side to side and he didn’t know why. “I mean… People watch porn together all the time. For research.”
Roz looked like a bobblehead doll he was nodding so quickly. “Yes. Exactly. Research. Hunter is very old, will have techniques from Victorian Period.”
“How the fuck do you not know perceptive but you know about the Victorian Period?!”
“I read, Hollander. Now shoosh.” He turned to Scott, who was staring at Kip as if he had never seen the man before. “Oi, Hunter.” He poked his shoulder. “If you do not want to watch, we will not.” He said seriously. “But I really want to watch.”
“It’s really hot.” Hayden interjected happily from up on the couch, leaning over to stare at the still on the screen Svetlana still held. “I haven’t had sex since before Arthur was born and thinking about Jackie makes me feel like shit since she doesn’t wanna be touched and those memories have been keeping me going for months.” He slumped over just a little bit too far, sliding like a slinky down into Cliff’s lap. “Don’t worry, Hunter, this is the first time this video has seen the light of day since the morning after.”
Roz looked insulted. “You have had sexy Hunter sex tape and you did not watch? Why?”
“Um, because he never knew it existed and it would have been creepy to get off watching a guy who wanted nothing to do with me? I mean, it’s not like I didn’t try to ask him about it early on but he was too busy staring at Shane’s ass- which I get it, it’s one hell of an ass- and hadn’t even looked at my face enough to remember it three months later.” Hayden pointed out matter-of-factly. “But I kinda wanna watch it… If I say it’s okay can we do it?” He looked up at Svetlana like she held the answer to the universe. “I really wanna see it.”
Svetlana shook her head almost consolingly. “No, little Pike, it is not okay. You are not well-”
“I’m not drunk, I’m tired and horny-”
“And it is not only you in this video. Hunter is also there, and you should not push him to let you watch it. Especially not here, with his friends.” Pike’s lower lip was doing a little sad quivery thing. “Maybe if you ask nicely tomorrow, when you all are rested, he will say that you can watch it alone, hmm?” She reached down and gently patted Pike’s hair. “I do not think your little Hollander would be comfortable watching, hmm? And you would not want to make him uncomfortable.”
Oh, bitch was good. 
“You can. If you want to.” Hunter’s voice was muffled until he turned over onto his back, rubbing at his eyes, staring at the ceiling, bright red. “I mean, I never got you guys a present, so-” He was cut off by Hollander using his abs as a springboard, stealing the phone, throwing himself at the TV, pulling out a long adaptor cord and immediately Pike’s phone screen lit up the dark room. “I thought you’d at least hesitate, Hollander.” Hunter grumbled as he pulled himself upright, leaning his back against the couch between Cater and Cliff, Kip securely between his legs.
“Yes- you do not even like to talk about sex, Hollander, but you want to watch porn in room with other men?” Roz did not sound disappointed.
Cliff would put money on the embargo being lifted.
“Not wrong, you hated when I talked about me and Jackie. Maybe if you’d let me tell you about all the joys of pegging you’d have been less surprised I let guys fuck me.” Hayden pointed out, tapping Shane on the head with his spoon.
“Dude… Jackie’s a girl. Gross.”
“… Oooooooh. Yeah. Fair enough.”
“Plus I’m pretty sure all the shame’s been fucked out of me by now.”
“Again. Fair enough.” Hayden accepted his phone back and pressed play.
It was immediately clear that the recording had been an accident. The angle was slightly off as if the phone was on the ground, looking up at the mirrors on the wardrobe opposite the bed.
“Fuck… Look at that arch.” Kip muttered, sitting forward a little, eyes widening even moreso in the dark of the room. Indeed that was a hell of an arch. Pike’s arms were crossed under his head, his face buried in the pillow, belly near touching the bed, knees spread wide as Scott shoved his face in his ass, dirty little sucking sounds and Pike’s soft gasps the only sounds on the recording.
“Can’t do that anymore, out of practice.” Pike’s expression was one of detached awe, gaze locked on the screen. “Fuck, I remember that.”
“I thought you were a physio.” Hunter murmured, arms coming to rest around Kip’s waist, pulling him back against his chest. “A really hot, flexible physio who did yoga.”
The Hunter on the screen retreated and grabbed a handful of Pike’s slightly longer hair, causing the smaller man to scramble into his knees, his other hand busy with a bottle of lube. “Wouldn’t have thought Hunter was a hair puller.” Cliff muttered.
“Or a biter. Do not know how Pike does not have scar.”
“Shut up, Rozanov- oh wow.”
Shane gave Hunter the stink eye. “Why do you sound like you’re surprised, you were there.”
“Yeah, but… Oh. Oh wow. How is that possible? Is that possible? How the fuck did you get your leg that far behind your head?” Hunter sounded in awe, as if he hadn’t expected to see younger Pike near doing the splits as he was split in two- what the fuck was with these massive fucking hockey players and their massive fucking cocks? Cliff wasn’t anything to sniff at, no complaints here, but Hunter?
The sound Pike made, a long, decorous moan as inch after inch sank inside his lithe body was understandable.
And so. Fucking. Hot. “I am at least a little bit gay.” Cliff muttered, Carter offering him a high five over Hunter’s head.
“Who the fuck wouldn’t be at least a- oh wow.” Shane elbowed Pike. “And you were worried about me, was he in your fucking stomach?”
Pike just smirked knowingly. Smugly. As if he’d won something. His on screen counterpart was moaning like a whore, fingers scrabbling against the sheets as they ripped and tore as Hunter pistonned into him steady as a metronome, feet braced against the mattress, forcing Pike’s leg over his shoulder, opening him up further, muttering all manner of filthy things into his ear- how hot, how tight, how smooth, how soft he was, the flesh of Pike’s ass rippling with the force of his thrusts.
Why the fuck was Cliff hard?
From the way Roz’s hands had shifted he wasn’t the only one, Hollander’s eyes fixed on the screen, breaths soft and quiet as Roz nibbled at his ear. It was a lazy kind of intimacy, the way Roz’s hands had slipped under Hollander’s shirt, rubbing gentle circles on his abdomen, dipping below his waistband without intent, Hollander’s fingers tensing on the surface of the blanket each time.
Beside him Hunter was shifting slightly, little hitches of his hips as on screen he dropped Pike’s leg, flipping the man from his side to his back, pulling both long, pale legs around his waist and guiding himself back inside in one long, slow, smooth thrust that had Pike keening, reaching up to grab the headboard as his back arched off the bed, neck bare to Hunter’s teeth.
Kip let out a soft groan as Hunter’s hand tightened around Pike’s throat for a few moments, Pike’s body thrashing until the pressure was lessened, whimpering pathetically until Hunter got the hint and did it again.
And again.
And again.
Each time Pike’s body seemed to arch further, legs tightening, the pitch of his cries rising and even in the ancient camera they could see the sweat dripping off Hunter’s face, drops landing on Pike’s chest as they started to lose their rhythm.
Pike went silent. He let out one final gasp before his eyes widened in shock and he stopped breathing as he came, cock jumping in Hunter’s hand as Scott collapsed onto his heaving chest, moaning as he finished.
For a few minutes there was just the sound of heavy breathing, the camera still trained on the two men until Hunter heaved himself upright, running a hand through his hair.
The camera cut out.
Silence.
“I feel dirty.” Svetlana said softly from up on the couch- Cliff had completely forgotten she was still there. “Dirty and also turned on. I blame you for this, Ilyushka.” She stood, smacked the back of Roz’s head and looked at Hunter. “I also blame you, and so you will be responsible for what happens next.” And then without saying another word she turned around and stalked towards the stairs.
Cliff got it.
“Orgasm number two.” Pike said softly, biting at his lip, eyes all shiny, like they were trying for arousal but only managed dazed awe in himself. “Memory ran out.”
Cliff jumped as Hollander’s head thumped back against the couch, causing it to shake at their back. “Wow.”
Roz looked a mixture of horrified and… Intrigued? “Hollander- why do I think Pike is sexy?”
“I think we all think Hayden is sexy right now. No wonder he’s got twenty kids.” His husband shot straight back, patting Ilya’s hands where they rested over his belly. “Pretty sure our friendship is over now.”
“I know I’m sure as hell not looking at either of them the same.” Carter muttered unhappily, running a hand across his mouth to remove either drool or sweat- a bit of both, on Cliff’s part.
Kip stretched up as if coming out of a deep sleep. “I think Scott’s sexy. Too.”
“Hunter is not sexy. Is hot. Bigger than expected.”
“Rozanov!”
“What?! I can show you mine if you want! You are grower, not shower.”
“Yeah…” Kip sounded dazed. “I need you to do that to me. Later. When we’re at home.”
Oh. Oh Hunter was fucked. He’s probably already picked out colours. China pattern. The ring was probably already in the mail. There were people packing up Kip’s things at his father’s house right now, getting ready to move him in.
“If stamina is still like this, little smoothie boy, you will not be walking.” Roz stated, still sounding slightly awestruck. He reached over to pat Hunter’s shoulder. “Good job.”
Kip was still nodding. “100% okay with that.”
A tiny sniff echoed through the shock. “We’re not friends anymore?” Cliff peered around Pike’s shoulder and sighed unhappily, grabbing the man and his blanket and his cake and turning him around on his lap to face Hollander who looked about ready to have a conniption. “Was it gross? Do you hate me because I’m bi?”
“Someone has done a concussion protocol on him, right?” Hunter asked concernedly, looking like he was getting ready to call an ambulance.
Cliff nodded. “Yeah- he’s fine- just tired.” Hunter nodded in acceptance as Hollander dragged Pike into his arms, the two snuggling up like little kittens on Roz’s lap, one on each thigh. Roz looked a mixture of horrified and ecstatic. “Roz, no.”
“Roz yes.” He hissed happily, gathering Hollander and Pike into his arms, shifting his legs out wide so that both men fell through onto the mattress, caged between his bent knees. “You see, Hunter? Pike is mine now, not yours.”
“I… What?” Hunter looked genuinely confused. “Why would I want Pike? For that matter why would you want Pike?”
Roz sniffed disgustedly. “You are worst person, Hunter- leaving poor little Pike all alone in big gay world of hockey. And now you do not even want to fuck him again. Poor form.” He snuggled the two men further into his chest, one giant lump under a shared blanket of too little sleep and stress. “Look how happy my husband is, of course I will not give him to you.”
“Roz… You do remember that Pike’s married, right?” Cliff asked worriedly as Roz placed a kiss on someone’s head. “Happily married? You can’t actually have him?”
For a moment it looked like Roz was about to hit him. And then he just looked disgusted. “You are gross, Marlow. I do not want to fuck married Pike. Gross.” His nose wrinkled up in distaste. “All of you. Gross. Pike is meant to be snuggled and fed. Purpose in life is to make my husband happy and Shane does not want to fuck Pike so will not steal from Lady Pike.” He said it like it made sense. Cliff supposed that in a weird Ilya Rozanov way it kinda did. He doubted there was anything Roz wouldn’t do for his newly acquired bride.
Carter cleared his throat and spoke what Cliff was thinking. “Um. Not that I want to tempt fate, but… What if Hollander did want him?”
“Then Pike will ask for divorce.” Roz said matter-of-factly.
“Um… That’s not how it works.”
“Of course is how works- if Shane says he wants Pike then Pike can stop hiding years of repressed lust and will divorce Lady Pike to be with my husband!” Oh God. “Who would not divorce to be with my perfect Shane?”
Oh the man was insane. Completely and utterly batshit insane and far too in love for Cliff to stomach right now. “You’re an idiot. How the hell Hollzy puts up with you I’ll never know.”
There was a shuffling and Hollander’s head popped out of the blankets, hair mussed and eyes droopy. “Fuck you, Marlow. My husband is a fucking delight.”
Never mind.
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    In which:

Hayden Pike is depressed AF
Ilya’s gaydar is vomiting rainbows
Kip obtains a sugar daddy
Cliff is having the time of his life
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  ILYA
 
Ilya woke curled around the compact ball of very sexy muscle that was his husband.
His husband.
His husband. 
Ilya Rozanov had a husband and he was talented and amazing and smelled so so good and his hair was so soft.
He took stock. He was warm, and comfortable, and light was streaming through the windows onto the mattress currently housing six full grown hockey players and a smoothie boy.
It was a tight fit.
He shifted. An arm tightened around his waist, the body currently spooning him shifting, pressed all the way against his back from cold nose against the nape of his neck to the back of his shins. The hand resting on Shane’s waist wasn’t familiar which told him that it was Pike.
He took a moment to figure out how he felt about all that.
Irritated with his husband that he had hidden Pike from Ilya. Why would he bother?
Irritated with himself that he’d been swept away with hating the man, never having once actually spoken to him off the ice except for their texts.
Worried. Because he recognised a man who was on the brink of cracking.
He needed his phone.
He wriggled out from the giant pile of limbs that had ended up sprawled over the mattress, taking in Carter completely submerged under Hunter’s bulk, Kip pressed up against Scott’s back. It was adorable.
He needed to have a chat with Carter.
Man had gone from a tingle to a ping.
The needle on Ilya’s gaydar was screaming in rainbow.
He watched as Pike rolled into the space he’d left, Shane doing the same, colliding in the middle, Shane grumbling and giving Ilya the stink eye, Pike barely reacting.
Ilya was worried. From the way Shane looked down at his Pike he could see his most glorious of husbands was too.
He padded across the kitchen to the master, pulling both of their phones out of the top draw of the bedside table, turning them on together.
Immediately Shane’s phone started to ping and he unlocked it, quickly sorting through the messages.
A long stream of texts from Yuna Hollander about a summer brand deal. A reminder to only wear his Reeboks. A link to a sudoku with his father.
Countless messaged from the Voyageur’s group chat, sexist and disgusting. He muted the group.
A text from Theriault, a timetable.
And last. Lady Pike. Sent three minutes ago. Requesting the return of his Pike.
He opened the dinosaur chat, smiling when he saw that Svetlana had been added.
The messages scrolled past his slightly gritty eyes. He frowned. “What the fuck.” He whispered before hurrying back out into the living room, Shane lying on his back with his arm over his face, hiding from the sunlight. At the sound of Ilya’s hurried footsteps his perceptive husband quickly looked over, taking in his near panicked state and immediately untangled himself from the Pike, hurrying over to his side.
“What is it?” He whispered, hurrying them out the front door, feet bare against the dew-laden grass. Shane knew how much he loved the feeling of wet grass between his toes.
Ilya held out his phone, showing the messages Marlow had sent the night before. He watched as Shane’s breaths started to come faster, his eyes filling with tears, near collapsing against his side. “Oh my God. How didn’t I see this? We can’t… We can’t leave him.”
Ilya was just a little insulted that Shane had thought he would. “I know. Is okay. Know you wanted to stay here, where is nice and safe but cannot let Pike go home alone. We will spend rest of summer in Montreal Russian nuclear compound, yes? Drop others off at airport before leaving.”
Shane was nodding hurriedly. “Yeah. Yeah, we need to get him home. Do you think they’ll help us pack up the house?”
Ilya just shook his head. “Hollander, your old friends are shit. Of course they will help.” He dragged his husband back inside by the hand, picking him up unceremoniously and dumping him on the countertop with the coffee machine and a stack of mugs. He went back to the mattress and pulled the dazed and confused Pike into his arms bridal style, dumping him violently onto the couch where he just grumbled and blinked sleepily in Ilya’s direction, watching as he shook the others awake. “All of you. Big trouble for conspiring to kidnap Pike without my input. Disgusted.” He dragged up Hunter and Kip. “You two, bring in all furniture, put in shed.” He handed them the keys he’d stollen from Shane months ago. Marlow appeared at his shoulder. “Mattress. Strip all beds, cleaner will fix. Carter, you will help Shane with food. Will need to take with us.” They didn’t object, just quickly heading off to the guest bedrooms to change before heading to complete their tasks.
Shane appeared with a steaming mug and Ilya kissed the side of his head. “Is very weird honeymoon, kotenok.”
“We can honeymoon when Skip get married. Rent out an island somewhere.”
“Hehe. You see it too, hmm?”
“Scott keeps joking about it but he said something about apricot, eucalyptus and navy being the best wedding colour scheme. He’s probably already picked out China patterns.”
“I love your brain.”
“It is pretty great.”
“You are supposed to say that you love my brain too.”
“Thought that was a given. You don’t want me to say I love your cock more?”
“Guuuuuuys noooo.” Hayden whined from the couch, burrowing pathetically under one of the throw pillows. “No sexy talk. Jackie hates sexy talk. I don’t get sex.”
“Probably good thing, Pike. Too many children already.”
“Fuck you, Rozanov.”
“Maybe later. Up!” He hauled Pike onto his feet as Shane hurried off to make the next round of coffees. “You will get dressed and will wait in car. Sleep there. And then we take you to get vasectomy.”
“Not gonna argue with that, dude. Not gonna argue with that.” Hayden tottered off towards the master looking steady enough that Ilya didn’t feel the need to follow him. Instead he busied himself with the contents of the fridge, less food left than he’d originally thought thanks to the appetites of hockey players, packing the rest into insulated shopping bags with ice packs, shoving them into the boot. Pike appeared on his third trip, dressed head to toe in Shane’s clothes aside from one of Ilya’s more nondescript hoodies, carrying their bags, climbing into the back seat and using the bags as a wall, half submerging himself under one of Shane’s leather jackets with his headphones, ignoring the drama around him as if he wasn’t the entire cause.
Probably didn’t even realise.
Ilya came across Svetlana as he hurried back inside, the woman bent over her phone. She didn’t object when Ilya decided to stick his face over her shoulder, showing him the nanny agency page. “Why does he not have one of these? Surely as a hockey player he can afford a night nanny.”
“They can afford it, but it’s not something Jackie was ever keen on.” Shane appeared with a piece of toast held between his teeth, Kip following with several suit bags over his arm. “The twins weren’t the easiest but their extended family is close so they could handle it, even though there were two. But Arthur was a premie-”
“What is this?”
“Born early. Jackie had a lot of bleeding and he was in the NICU for a while. Hayden missed a few games because of it.”
Svetlana was already nodding. “Is hard to be prepared for that.” She said, as if that was enough. Ilya supposed it was. “Maybe they did not even think of a nanny until they were in too deep.”
The Admirals came barrelling out of the front door with the last of the bags, Scott claiming the front seat because he deserved it as the oldest- Ilya didn’t even comment, running back inside for the final check as Marley appeared with a bag filled with thermoses of coffee. “We done?”
Marlow nodded. “Hollzy says we’re ready to go. He’s closing up.” He nodded to where Shane was closing down the shutters, setting up the ventilation and turning off the water at the mains, reading off a laminated paper checklist.
His husband was so boring.
Ilya wanted to eat him.
“God, Roz- tone it down.” Marley said fondly as he clapped him on the back, heading to the SUV and handing out his presents to the great joy of the others.
It was going to be tight.
Shane hurried over, shoving himself into the back seat with Hayden and Svetlana, the three of them barely fitting, Cliff, Kip and Carter in the middle. He imagined they’d a few hours. 
And then Hunter put on Fleetwood Mac.
Ilya fucking loved Fleetwood Mac.
“Hunter, you are not so bad.”
“Fuck off, Rozanov.”
“You need new phrase. Now go to Little Lies.”
 
HAYDEN
 
Hayden really didn’t remember much of the morning.
The night before? Well. That was crystal. Fucking. Clear.
Dear fucking God he had no shame.
No shame at all.
Did he regret it?
God yes.
Yes.
Maybe a little.
Okay, no.
Not even a little bit.
Jackie hadn’t looked at him like he was worth touching since before Arthur was born. He could remember the exact date of the last time his wife had wanted him and he was just a man.
Just a ridiculously horny man surrounded by muscle-covered, above average height disgustingly competent men, disgustingly attractive men, and they all wanted to do was watch him get railed.
It was nice to feel desirable again, even if it was in the most detached way possible.
Oh, he didn’t delude himself to think that any of them had actually wanted to fuck him, even Hunter had seemed more interested in the man in his lap than Hayden which should have stung but didn’t really- neither of them had ever meant anything to the other, other than a quick- or in their case an incredibly long marathon- fuck. And he was fine with that.
Totally fine.
Okay, slightly not fine but that was just because Hunter was hot and Hayden wanted a hot man to want him.
Not actually want him want him because he had a wife and he loved her but again.
Just the thought was nice.
Fuck Hunter and his happiness.
He hadn’t expected to wake up half hard against Ilya Rozanov’s back. He hadn’t expected to wake the second time- fully- to Shane squished up against his side in the back of an SUV, fingers wrapped around Hayden’s wrist, breathing softly down the neck of the hoodie Hayden was pretty sure was Rozanov’s, given the slight smell of cigarette smoke seemingly impregnated into the clean, soft fabric.  
He wasn’t giving it back.
They stopped in Ottawa proper at a Tim Hortons for breakfast before Shane was woken by the New Yorkers, Marlow and Svetlana collectively losing their minds over the prospect of being sent home without witnessing the implosion of Hayden’s life.
It was sweet? Somewhat? It was more interest than anyone outside his family had shown in his life for a while. JJ sure as hell wasn’t jamming up Hayden’s phone with concerned texts and he’d at least known that Hayden was struggling. In the true boys club fashion he’d just shrugged awkwardly and put the onus on Hayden to reach out, knowing he never would.
The Dinosaur Support Group had within the space of less than twenty-four hours smacked him with a door, formulated a plan to set up Shane’s spare room as a nursey and already drafted up a roster for babysitting duties whilst Svetlana- a woman he had never known existed- was already sending out feelers for overnight nannies.
Hayden needed better friends.
He needed Shane’s friends.
Fuck he was so glad Shane had friends like these. He wished he’d been one of them.
Maybe one day he could be.
They turned onto his street.
He felt sick.
“You okay?” Shane said softly, expression concerned as they pulled to a stop in front of his driveway, Jackie’s car in the garage, toys scattered across the front yard in a way they wouldn’t have been a few months ago.
Hayden swallowed back the adrenaline creeping up his throat and nodded quickly, throwing himself out the door.
He wouldn’t look back.
He couldn’t. If he did he wouldn’t want to go inside.
He hadn’t felt so content in months, curled up under the blankets with Shane, Rozanov’s leg firmly supporting his back on a mattress that smelled like a mixture of Shane’s cologne and the fabric softener he liked the most.
He wanted to go back to the Cottage.
No one stopped him.
It was cool and quiet inside, the air-conditioning running. He could hear the soft chatter he associated with his girls in the back of the house.
No one came running to greet him.
That hadn’t happened in a while.
Children always know.
Slowly he moved into the loungeroom, wincing involuntary as he saw Jackie sitting on the couch facing the blank TV screen, phone in her hand, head down.
God, not now. Not when for the first time he didn’t hate his life. He needed a second. Just a few minutes to reacclimatise, to remember.
“Hayden.”
Please no. Not now.
“We need to talk.”
It was a testament to his apathy that he didn’t even react to the words, words that had never meant anything good ever. “Please, Jacks… I just need… Can I just take a shower before-”
“Hayden.” Her voice was firm. Matter of fact. Stronger than it had been in a while whilst his just grew weaker. “I need you to listen to me. Please.”
Okay.
His wife jumped in surprise as he dropped his suit bag, the sound echoing loudly. The girls fell silent. He crossed the room and sat on the opposite side of the couch, running his hands through his dishevelled hair, sticky with sweat. “Okay, Jacks. I’m listening.”
Jackie sat in silence for a good few minutes, seemingly gathering her thoughts and all Hayden could think of was that he could have still been sleeping. The car had been warm, and comfortable, and Hunter and Rozanov had surprisingly soothing voices. “Arthur stayed with my parents last night.”
“I know.”
“And you weren’t here.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m not.”
Hayden’s head whipped up, his chest constricting in fear. “What?”
When Jackie finally turned to face him her eyes were glistening, with tears already streaming down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry Hayden but last night was the first time I felt like I could breathe since he was born. They’ve taken him countless times but last night was the first time I slept, Hayden, I slept.” Hayden watched in horror as his wife descended into hysteria, and he didn’t know how to fix it.
“It’s you, Hayden. You’re it. I don’t want to blame you, and I’m not but you’re the reminder of everything that’s happened to me, everything I’ve felt since he was born. It’s like you don’t exist in my mind without him and I can’t… I called Dr Castillo.
“I… She was the one that pointed it out, that even when the kids were gone it wasn’t any different. She… She suggested something. Something that I don’t want but I think I need it, Hayden. I really do.” She was shaking her head, twisting her hands in her lap. “I’m so sorry.” She burst into sobs, withdrawing when Hayden went to touch her.
He withdrew.
Anything she needed. 
“What do you need?”
“I need you to leave.”
Hayden couldn’t help it, the wounded noise that burst out of his chest as he realised what she’d just said.
His wife had asked him to leave.
He was being asked to leave his wife. His daughters. His son. His home. 
And he realised suddenly that he had nowhere to go.
Not a single friend who would understand, who wouldn’t mock him for what seemed to be the inevitable deterioration of his marriage, who wouldn’t laugh, taunt that the ‘wife guy’ has being thrown out onto the streets.
Maybe JJ. The bachelor pad with the uncomfortable couch. Maybe he’d stay for a few days before finding a hotel. He had the savings for that. For a while, if he was careful.
His family? No. He’d seen the looks they’d been throwing at him. He wasn’t the only one burning out and they weren’t getting any younger, this was starting to affect them too. No. Hayden couldn’t make them deal with his marriage too, Arthur was enough.
He couldn’t ask Jackie’s parents. Not after what he’d done to their daughter.
And Shane.
Once upon a time Hayden would already have been calling him but things were different now.
They weren’t friends anymore.
He didn’t know what they were. They were something, but he couldn’t call him. For Arthur, yes. He could trust him with Arthur but he had a husband now. He had a life outside Hayden that Hayden wasn’t sure he was allowed to be a part of. He had friends that looked at Hayden with pity but nothing akin to fondness or friendship.
No. He couldn’t ask Shane.
Jackie had been saying something as he’d spiralled and he tried to guess from the context, something about calling their doctor.
She needed him to leave.
Because she was terrified that she wasn’t going to get better if she had the reminder of why she was sick in front of her day in and day out.
Hayden made her sick. The woman he loved more than anything. He made her sick.
And then she said the thing that broke his heart in two.
“You have Shane back, now. I doubt you’ll even miss me.”
Except he didn’t.
But he didn’t have the heart to tell her that.
So he just murmured, softly. Quietly. Small. “You know that’s not true.”
She seemed to realise what she’d said, but she didn’t take it back. “It doesn’t mean I can stop thinking it, Hayden. For months I’ve been the sole focus of your attention, me and Arthur, but he crooked a finger, showed you the slightest bit of attention and you bolted to his side.
“How have I never seen it, Hayden? How much time he takes up. How much effort.” He knows what she’s trying to do. What she’d trying to avoid saying. The meals she’s learned to cook. The couch cushions Hayden replaced because they were too scratchy. The seven perfumes she went through before Shane could stand to hug her. The way the girls were quieter, gentler around Shane, the way Hayden would, without fail, clean the dishes straight after the meal, never leaving them in the soupy mix of water and detergent as was his habit.
He knew what she was saying.
He’d just never thought she’d cared. “It’s not effort. Not for me.”
Her mouth twitched in irritation. “No. Just for everyone else.”
“Jacks-”
“Does he even know what you do for him, Hayden?” She asked almost angrily.
Hayden just looked at his wife. A woman he barely knew anymore. “He does now.” That seemed to surprise her, shaking her from her spiral. “He knows he’s high maintenance, Jacks. You know this. You know he doesn’t ask-”
“He’s never had to, with you. And now it’s going to get worse. Will you even-”
“Jacks.” He said firmly. “Stop.” He slid closer along the couch, until they were just a foot apart. She didn’t move away. “You know. You know that you will always be my number one focus. Above Shane, above hockey, above the kids, above everything. You know this. When have I ever given you a reason to believe otherwise?” Because he hadn’t. Yes, they’d had rough patches before, they were in a hell of a rough one now but he had never given this woman a reason to believe that he wouldn’t come home to her. That he wouldn’t quit hockey, grab his family and run away to live in rural Alabama if that was what Jackie wanted.
That he hadn’t abandoned Shane more than once, dropping a video game half played, a game half watched, a dinner half eaten for a sick child an injured parent or a car that wouldn’t start.
He was a good fucking husband.
A great fucking father.
He refused to be told otherwise.
It took Jackie a few moments but she slowly nodded her head. “I… I know. Objectively, I know. But Hay… It’s just so hard to believe you right now. It’s so much effort. And I know I’m being difficult. I know that I need you so much.  And I hate that I hate Shane for taking you away from us, even for a day. I hate, God do I hate that you’ve gotten rid of every friend you’ve ever had but him. Every friend who didn’t fit with him, regardless of if it was good for you or not.”
“I didn’t-”
“But you did, Hayden. Every single person who looked at Shane like he was a burden. The ones that had mocked you for being the ‘wife man.’ The ones that said you didn’t prioritise them. How could you become so isolated that you have me and him? Is that why you’re so desperate not to let him go?”
What the fuck was happening. “Jacks… How the fuck did we get here? You asked me to leave and now you’re telling me you hate the only place I might have had to go?” He asked incredulously, trying desperately to understand. “Because if that’s what you’re doing you’ve won, I fucked up to the degree that the only actual friend I had left isn’t my friend at all now and… Gods, Jacks. Is this how you’ve felt all these years? Have you just lied to his face, to mine? Have you hated us both every time I’ve invited him over?!”
“No!” Jackie actually looked shocked that he’d suggested such a thing. “No! You know I love him, he’s like my third child-”
“Fourth, Jacks. We already have three children.” He whispered, horrified. “Gods, Jacks… What’s happened to us? How the hell do we fix this?”
“I… I don’t know.” She sniffed, grabbing a tissue from the box on the coffee table. “I… It’s all so muddled, Hayden. I don’t know what to do.”
“You need to believe me. Believe me when I say that I want to fix us. Both of us. Because we can’t keep going like this, you can’t ask me to leave like this, we need to talk this through-”
“You haven’t touched me since the birth.”
God. “Jacks… You haven’t let me. You know I’ve tried.”
“…I know.”
Hayden shifted closer. Just an inch.
Jackie slipped back.
He scrunched his eyes closed before looking down at her. “I know you’re not ready. And you know I won’t stop trying. But I can’t push this. You know I can’t push this. It’s not right to you for me to push this. Or for me. I can wait. I’ll wait. You know I will. I’m never going to make you feel like you should let me touch you. I don’t want to touch you. I just want to be here for you.”
“Isn’t that worse?” God, she sounded so broken.
“Isn’t what worse?”
“That you don’t need to touch me?”
Hayden felt like his heart was ripping in two in his chest. “Jacks… I need to touch you like I need air to breathe. But I don’t want it if you don’t. It makes me sick to even consider touching you when you don’t want it.” This was it. This was the tipping point.
Because he realised that he didn't want to argue anymore. 
Because he realised that maybe... Maybe he needed to leave. "I’m going to do my best to give you what you need. I’m going to ring Dr Castillo. We’re going to make a plan, okay? Then I’m going to go, and I’ll pack whilst I book a hotel, okay?”
Jackie shook her head as he stood. “No, Hayden- you can stay with my parents, or your parents, you can’t take Arthur to a hotel!”
Hayden stopped, going completely still as her words settled over him. He turned, horrified. “Jacks, no. You… You want me to take Arthur?” Somehow that made it worse. “You want me to take our baby away from you?”
She looked as devastated as he felt. “Call Dr Castillo.” She stood.
She left.
His wife left.
Hayden collapsed back onto the couch and pressed the number he’d had on speed dial for months, shaking and trying not to cry and terrified because his life was falling apart and he had to find somewhere to take his baby, God, he had to take Arthur with him for God knew how long, their parents weren’t even an option now, no JJ, no hotel he had to find a short term rental, could he even afford-
“Hayden? Are you alright? I need you to slow your breathing.”
Fuck you.
“Hayden, can you talk to me?”
Fuck you, and your fucking therapy.
“Hayden, I’m so sorry, you know I never wanted to have to remove Arthur from the home, but… I’m worried.”
Hayden wanted to throw the phone into the wall.
“I think it will do them both good, to be removed from the stress of it all. For you, too. If you stayed with-”
Hayden hung up the phone. Outside, he could hear a car pull up.
Arthur.
 
CARTER
 
This was weird shit.
Twilight zone level weird shit.
Yesterday they’d watched a Hollanov wedding.
Then he’d watched his best friend fuck Hayden Pike.
Which.
That had been an eye opener.
Like, giant eye opener.
As in could not keep eyes closed.
Because yeah. Pike was hot in that virginal blue eyes blonde haired Bishōnen way- he liked anime, he had depths- but Scott.
Fuck.
He knew Scott was ripped. He knew Scott had that athlete’s physique, he saw him naked on the daily but fuck.
FUCK. 
Talk about a crisis of sexuality because he’d been considering it.
That he wasn’t exactly straight.
He’d talked to Cliff and you really couldn’t be around Rozanov and Hollander without questioning if the reason women just weren’t working out was because men were an option.
So Carter had been… Pondering.
In retrospect the pondering had turned into full on considering when he walked in on Kip and Scott fucking over the back of the couch.
Had he stood there for way too long, watching the way Kip’s hand ran up and down Scott’s spine as he fucked him, the way the tendons on Scott’s forearms stood out as he braced himself, his back arching with the movement of that hand?
Yes. Objectively and subjectively.
He’d felt disgusted with himself afterwards, taking that picture.
He’d sent it, then deleted it, then wished he hadn’t.
So yeah. Carter Vaughan was hip deep in weird shit.
And maybe, just maybe he was realising that he’d been the problem in each and every one of his previous relationships because what man would put a girlfriend first when Scott Hunter was giving him sad puppy dog eyes
Except he wasn’t anymore.
No sad eyes.
Just complete, all-encompassing happiness every time his best friend looked at Christopher Grady.
And Carter got it.
Kip was a fucking delight. 
He’d been a constant fixture in Scott’s apartment since they’d first hooked up, Hollzy telling Carter they’d prewarned the guy to pack a bag and pack he had. There was underwear in the washing, books on the coffee table, smoothie ingredients in the fridge and on the counter, a shirt here where Scott had thrown it, a hoodie there that Scott had shucked when he got too hot, all intermixed like the little smoothie boy never planned on leaving.
And he was so fucking good to Scott. So good.
The way he’d never leave the room without somehow letting Scott know he was, waking him up from naps with a gentle squeeze to the back of his neck, letting Scott manhandle him this way and that, over his lap, around his waist, like a ragdoll cat, just happy to accept whatever affection Scott deigned to bestow upon him.
And the sex.
Athletic.
Loud.
Instructional, because if Scott hadn’t been under-exaggerating with his body count Kip was guru. Kip was God. Kip was verbal.
Kip was also nice. To Carter. 
Because in retrospect Carter spent way too much time in Scott’s apartment, even before his breakup. Like, way too much time.
Carter had barely left Scott’s apartment since the morning after Kip had arrived.
And Kip?
Kip didn’t care.
He made a second smoothie with strawberries.
He stuffed his disgustingly cold toes under Carter’s calves.
He waved them off with a yawn for their early morning runs, not even bating an eyelid when Scott draped himself along Carter’s side, just smiling happily as the elevator doors closed, standing there in nothing but a pair of… Carter’s. Those were Carter’s underwear.
So yeah.
Maybe less weird and more a crisis of faith because surely the fates weren’t that cruel.
Surely he hadn’t been in love with Scott Hunter for years and hadn’t noticed it.
Surely had hadn’t been so stupid as to need someone to take him from right under his nose because he hadn’t realised he’d been at least bi the entire time.
Unfortunately he already knew that answer.
So now it was time to get the fuck over him.
Hollzy was a jumpy little shit when he wasn’t half stoned out on horniness or squished under his husband’s bulk, the man’s left leg having not stopped bouncing as he sipped his juice, the lot of them parked around the corner from the Pike residence, ruffling through takeaway bags, the car smelling like eggs and bacon.
It had been unanimous, the decision to stick around and wait. The instant Roz had clocked the fucking resolute look on Pike’s face, as if he was going into battle, he’d informed them that Pike had half an hour before they were going in whether he liked it or not.
If Carter hadn’t seen in real time the man’s soul leaving his body as he’d looked up at that house he may have accused Roz of being heavy handed, but man. No man should go so pale so quickly when looking at the prospect of reuniting with his family.
And so they waited. He leaned over and took a sip of Kip’s juice, some watermelonny thing that sent tingles up his nose there was so much lemon. Good, though. “Think he’s okay?”
“No.” At least half the car said as one, though no one cared to explain.
The Imperial Death March started to play.
Rozanov picked up his phone. “Is time to go.”
“Go time.” His husband murmured from behind Carter, and everyone was crumpling up bags, seatbelts going on because no one wanted to risk Hollander’s wrath even for a minute jaunt around the corner.
It was time to abduct Pike.
Again.
This was not what he’d planned to do this week.  
He’d planned to fly home post nuptials, sit around and look for new apartments now that his lease was up and everything reminded him of his ex.
Alone.
Miserably alone.
This was weirdly better.
Rozanov pulled the SUV up against the curb behind a green sedan which was currently disgorging a grey-haired woman who leaned over the back seat, emerging with a baby.
Shit. The Pike baby.
Rozanov made the mistake of releasing the central locking because an instant later Carter heard a reverent ‘baby’ and then big, giant, unwieldly on any surface that wasn’t ice Cliff Marlow was jumping out of the car, beelining for the terrified woman.
Thankfully Scott was faster and he leaped forward, grabbing him by the back of his shirt just a few feet away, hissing a reprimand before Shane pushed past them, clearly familiar with the couple, waving away the giant idiot like a bad smell.
The rest of them poured out of the SUV as Shane negotiated the return of the baby, the woman relinquishing her burden with a relieved smile. Shit, this whole family was fucked. With a quick kiss to Arthur’s head they were making trails like bats outta hell and Carter couldn’t help but think that that didn’t bode well. Cliff was near buzzing beside him, hands inching towards the baby. “I wish to see the baby.”
“Fuck off, Marlow.”
“Swear jar!” Ilya cried out, delighted as he glued himself to Shane’s back, staring over his shoulders at the small creature that was just now starting to wake. “There is baby here now.”
They all slowly came to stand around Hollander, cooing as Arthur Pike slowly gained consciousness, the baby looking up at them with giant glue eyes just like his father’s, a shock of pale blonde hair on top of his giant head.
And then he saw Ilya.
And he screamed.
Everyone but Shane flinched back because that was an unholy amount of noise and none of them were emotionally equipped to deal with a crying baby. Thankfully Hollzy seemed to recognise the specific timbre of his scream because he laughed, bouncing the child who had just decided that Ilya Rozanov was the best thing ever, tiny little hands reaching towards the giant Russian.
Cliff looked insulted as Ilya took the baby, holding him carefully against his chest, near vibrating with excitement like a dog.
If Hollander could get pregnant Carter doubted they would’ve stopped until they had a full shift, goalie included, given the look Hollzy gave Rozanov as his husband murmured in soothing Russian. Like Roz was the best thing in the world.
They would have made beautiful kids.
The front door opened and they all turned to see Pike stepping out, phone in hand, tears drying on his cheeks, eyes red.
Arthur, previously silent, tiny fingers wrapped around Roz’s necklace, started to hiccup in distress on clocking his father.
Pike started to sob.
Hollander was on the move an instant later, gathering Pike up, muttering furiously into his ear as he pushed the taller man inside the door. He turned back. “Figure out the car seat.”
Yes sir.
Roz refused to relinquish his newfound fascinator as four men and a lady googled the fuck out of the instructions, quickly realising that they had no idea what the fuck they were supposed to do and THIS WAS WHY THE PROFESSIONALS TOOK CARE OF THIS.
Eventually Svetlana suggested just that and baby Pike was sacrificed to Kip- objectively the least terrifying of them- who slipped inside the unlocked front door with the child, the rest of them piling into the SUV and heading for the nearest place that sold car seats.
They’d just parked when Shane was calling frantically and Carter was taking down a list that made him more and more worried as it looked like they were about to furnish an entire nursey.
They’d joked about it.
This wasn’t a joke.
They were furnishing an entire nursery.
Not only that, they were housing and clothing an entire baby.
Svetlana took charge- thank fuck- and paired them off, sending them out for clothes, nappies, all manner of shit Carter had no idea was required to keep a fussy baby healthy and happy. He and Scott ended up in the crib section, staring, terrified, as they tried to choose the best option between tall and short and wood and metal and painted and treated and why didn’t they come with blankets included?!
Carter almost cried when a little old woman wearing a lanyard asked if she could help and Scott just blurted that they wanted the best, most expensive thing for a kid this big, holding up his giant hands.
The poor woman looked horrified.
Carter didn’t care, and he doubted Scott did either.
She seemed to realise that they were idiots and came back with a cart, becoming their personal shopper.
He would have felt bad if they hadn’t crossed paths with Rozanov and Cliff as they shifted from pillows to linen, Roz sitting contentedly in the trolley with a donut whilst Marlow and a kid that looked twelve discussed melamine versus plastic versus metal bowls and development of teeth.
They met Svetlana at the car where she stood with a quite frankly horrifying amount of food before she pointed out that they weren’t just feeding the child and Hollander hadn’t expected to house them all.
Because there was no way any of them were going home.
God this was weird.
It was then that he and Scott realised that they had no clothes. Kip had no clothes. Kip, unlike the rest of them had a job. 
Svetlana just sighed before sending them back inside, ordering an uber to cart across what they couldn’t fit in the SUV which was a lot.
It was the quickest Carter had ever shopped, target brand shirts and underwear and socks and fuck it he’d never been so glad he and Scott were able to share half of their wardrobes. They were living in sweatpants and hoodies for the foreseeable future.
The uber was waiting, a large soccer mum van piled to the brim with furniture and they divided between the cars, Svetlana driving the SUV with Scott and Marlow whilst Roz and he split off, Roz handing him a large pretzel, heading to Hollander’s house.
It was not a house.
It was a fucking cold war bunker with weirdly huge windows.
Rozanov was way too excited to present his husband’s house. “Pretty sure it’s yours too, man.”
Rozanov halted halfway through the garage door and a giant smile appeared. “It is! I have two very nice houses now!” He pushed open the door with his shoulder. “Wonder if Hollander will let me change windows. Too big. Would not survive nuclear blast.”
Carter couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “Dude, you married up.”
“I know.” He replied delightedly, dancing a little happy dance that Carter found adorable. “I have the best husband in the world. Maybe I retire and become house husband. Would be nice.”
“You’d go insane in days.”
“Never. Would rip out entire garden, suck his dick and then write book. Would be excellent.”
Well, well. Ilya Rozanov. Man of great sexual aspirations and apparently budding author. “You do you, boo. You do you.”
They quickly unloaded the car and started carting everything inside, Rozanov leading him through to the main bedroom where he could see the Russian had already made himself at home- a Bears jersey was neatly folded on the chair by the bed, on the side table a pair of black glasses rested on top of a thick book called Magician. “Didn’t think Hollzy was a fantasy man.”
“Is mine.” Rozanov shifted the rug closer to the bed. “Crib will go here. I make him read in Russian before bed every night. Knows how to say magic but not tomato. Is very cute. Will speak like old man in olden times.” He gave Carter the stink eye. “You will not tell him that. You will not ruin for me.”
Carter held his hands up in surrender. “I won’t say a word, dude. Your weirdo secret is safe with me.” He accepted the box cutter Rozanov handed him from the bedside table- weird but okay- and followed him back downstairs, flopping down on the floor with the crib, hacking at the plastic ties. “Other people ask me to hide affairs, you’re hiding future humiliation.”
Rozanov smirked. “You are wasting opportunity. I like when people tell me to hide affairs. I am very sneaky, so no one knows is me when wife finds out.”
“Remind me never to tell you a secret.”
“Is bullshit- you have no secrets.”
“I have many secrets. Giant secrets.”
“Like giant secret crush on Scott Hunter.” Carter missed his finger by this much. He looked up at the Russian who was acting as if he hadn’t just ruined Carter’s day. “Why you never say anything before?”
That was confusing. “Before? What do you mean before?”
Rozanov just shrugged, squinting at the instruction manual. “You have always given tingle, Carter, but now you have pinged on gaydar. For years you had Hunter- why not fuck him then? And do not bother to hide, will hunt you down. House is big but not that big.”
Carter collapsed back against the base of the couch, head spinning, heart beating out of his chest. “You… Fuck, Rozanov.” He leaned his head back, scrunching his eyes around the sudden tears he couldn’t tell were because of sadness or panic. “Then you figured it out before me, because I had no fucking idea until smoothie boy turned up.” He said almost pitifully, overwhelmingly relieved to have someone to talk to about this.
The Scott thing.
Not the bi thing.
Marlow was a prolific texter.
“Aaaaah. So you are true baby gay.” Rozanov shoved the instruction book aside and scooted closer to Carter’s spread legs, settling between them cross legged, grinning maniacally. “I see. You are padawan. I will be your Master. Ask your questions.”
How the fuck was this his life. “You are not gay Yoda.”
Rozanov cocked his head to the side and Carter was depressingly reminded of the little green goblin. “Who else is your Yoda? Shane spent so many years in closet was actually worried would marry woman and think that okay sex was best sex, Hunter is even babier gay and would probably tell to ignore weird thoughts, Kip is too busy being Mace Windu to his stupid, Pike is in love with my husband and Marley is waiting for love at first sight. I am Yoda. Or Qui-Gon Jinn. Is hottest of Jedi.”
Carter took a few moments to unpack all of that. “I… I don’t need a gay guru, Rozanov. I’m pretty self-aware once I get over the initial hurdle.”
“Alright. Then tell me. Have learned that keeping gay thoughts inside make sad. Tell me.”
It was a testament to his underlying misery that Carter couldn’t even figure out a reason not to. “I didn’t know.”
“Okay? About what?”
“About me. Or Scott. I didn’t know anything. Even if I had… I guess I just never saw him like that. He was just… Fuck, Rozanov, looking back on it he was miserable. All the time. Like, I don’t think I’ve ever known him when he was happy, like really happy. And what kind of friend does that make me, that I couldn’t tell the man I spent most of my days with was this close to throwing himself off a balcony?”
“And little bit suicidal does not do it for you. I understand this. Shane also thinks this is unattractive, is why I see therapist.” Carter felt a giant callused hand start patting his bare knee, but he couldn’t bring himself to look down at Rozanov’s expression. “Is why have given number to Hunter- good sex and not being stuffed in tiny closet is not enough to fix weird things in brain. Is not your fault.” He huffed softly. “Shane was same, for a while. Bottled up misery like ginger ale, almost exploded. Did not know because did not know different. Like Hunter was always just small level of sad.”
“Do you ever think that we had it really fucking easy compared to them? Like, women are so much easier. You don’t even think twice and now here I am sitting surrounded by baby shit with Ilya Rozanov discussing my unrequited love for my captain.” He let out a hysterical laugh. “God, I wanna close this Pandora’s box.”
“What is this?”
“It’s… Never mind. I wish I’d never seen Pike’s sex tape.”
“No you do not. Was excellent.”
He had to agree. “It really was.” He opened one eye, angling it towards Rozanov who was playing with his wedding ring. “You’re not going to tell him, are you? Scott. Or Kip. I know we don’t really operate like normal people, trauma bonding.” He held out his fist.
Rozanov returned the bump. “Trauma bonding.”
“True that. But seriously. It’s not worth the risk.”
That seemed to throw Rozanov for a loop and his brows came together in confusion. “You do not think Hunter is worth it?” He sounded vaguely protective. Sometimes Carter forgot he was talking to the founder of the Dinosaur Support Group.
“What- no, of course not. Of course he’d be worth it. I just think you have a really warped view of the way the world works.”
“Explain.”
“I think… You’re a fluke, Rozanov. You and Hollander. In any other iteration of the universe-”
“Big words, make smaller.”
“If it was anyone else they would have crashed and burned. Anyone else would have broken up when Scott found them in Vegas. Anyone else would have had a breakdown when I walked in on them making out. They would have broken up when it became clear that their relationship jeopardised each other’s safety. They sure as hell wouldn’t be newly married and about to half adopt Hayden Pike’s kid.”
Rozanov was nodding. “Is true. We are very much fairy tale gay. Does not mean you cannot have fairy tale gay story too. Maybe Hunter and little smoothie boy like giant hockey players.” He looked Carter up and down with a wink. “You are very sexy.” He hauled himself to his feet. “Come, we abandon tiny bed and change sheets. Smell like dust and Hollander will be unhappy host if you sleep in stinky beds.”
Carter followed. “You know…. You gotta stop saying shit like that, Roz. Calling people sexy.”
He was led into the bedroom beside the master, painted a tasteful dark blue with an unmade mattress sitting in the centre. “Why? Is truth. You are not ugly, therefore sexy. Not hot. Hunter is hot. And Shane is pretty. You are sexy.”
Carter ended up with one half of a mattress protector. “Thanks? I guess?” He lifted the corner of the mattress, shoving the elasticated edge under. “Do you always go around saying that guys are sexy?”
“Why would I not? Do with whole team.” From the look on his face Carter got the feeling he was about to be taught a lesson. “Carter Vaughan, you are very used to being around heteronormative ideals, yes?”
“That’s a hell of a word, Rozanov, you been reading one of Hollzy’s dictionaries?”
“You think this is funny but has two giant ones for beating Mr Hollander at scrabble.” Roz threw the bottom sheet at his face. “I learn some words. Told Hollander that wanted to sound more refined, fix accent so that would not be so Russian-sounding but he says he likes how I sound, that I talk like this even in his head. Was worried for long time that he thought I was stupid.”
Carter’s heart broke a little for his friend. He wasn’t completely guiltless in this- he, like most of the league apparently, had just assumed that there wasn’t anything going on behind the thick Russian accent, the violent tendencies on the ice, the constant women flitting in and out of his bed. Obviously he knew different now but it didn’t stop him from wincing when he caught glimpses of the way the press treated Rozanov- dumbing down questions, laughing when Rozanov paused to translate a new word, mocking the accent which whilst less pronounced than when he’d first come to America, was still stronger than say Svetlana’s, or for that matter most of the other Russians coming up through the league.
“Is okay now though- he is polyglot, and Russian is hard but not for him because he is genius. Now I can talk to him and not sound like idiot. Now I just learn interesting words, is much more fun. People think I am stupid Russian beast but last month Shane taught me American stock market and made 2 million dollars for tiny Pike college fund. So fuck them.” He didn’t sound concerned so Carter decided he wouldn’t be. Ilya Rozanov could take care of himself.
“Yeah… Fuck them. Don’t suppose you guys wanna donate to near broke hockey players having to make sudden moves?”
Rozanov paused where he was bent over, tucking in the grey cotton blanket. “How are you broke, Carter, have seen your contract?”
“Shit comes up, Roz. And the American health care system is a fucking joke.”
Rozanov just nodded. “This I know. If you would ever want to talk about it, I am here.” He gave him a slap on the back. “But also yes. Can buy you house.”
“What the fuck, Rozanov?”
“May want to wait until you are married to Skip, chose house together.”
“Marlow is a fucking nightmare.”
“Already has Skarter ready if you are successful in seduction of smoothie boy and dinosaur one day.”
“That’s fucked up. Marlow knows? Did you tell him?”
Rozanov scoffed, as if it was a preposterous notion that he’d do so. “Marlow is Himbo. Broad of shoulder, kind of heart, tiny of brain. But little brain is wired to very bad cowboy romance books and porn so sees sad desperate puppy dog eyes like laser. Shane is same with cats. Eyes just go nyoom with tiniest hint of tail or twitchy ears. Is very cute. Will always stop to pat cats in alley. Need to get him cat soon.” He trotted out of the room and Carter just followed, accepting the stack of linen from one of the hall cupboards.
“Hollzy does look like a cat person. His expressions-”
“Yes, is angry kitten. Scrunches up nose very cutely.”
“You’re pathetic, man.” He said with a smile, happy for him. And maybe a little jealous. Because he was fine.
Also a bit not fine.
But not everyone ended up with the gay fairy tale ending.
“I am pathetic in love.” Carter groaned in irritation as Rozanov swooned, throwing himself onto the bed like a Byronic heroine. Fucking drama queen. “Is very sad to be in love with hot millionaire husband who has mouth like heaven and best ass in history of universe.”
Carter leaned over, rolling the giant Russian out of the way. “Way to make a guy jealous.”
The other man giggled. “Oh no- have seen Hunter in action now. Will be at least little bit jealous if you get to fuck him.”
“You’re an asshole. That’s not going to happen.” Did he sound pathetic? Why did he sound pathetic? It was fine. 
Okay, at least in the purely sexual sense of things Carter could admit that he was Not. Fine.
Not fine at all.  
“Thought me and Shane would not happen then bam. Married. You are sexy and probably good at sex and live in his house most of time. Maybe things will… Happen.”  Rozanov wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. Gross.
“How do you know that?” Why was he humouring the chaos gremlin?
“Sends photos always of you drooling on things, even before smoothie boy.”
“Fuck- ow!” Carter hopped around for a few moments, clutching at his shin where he’d smacked it against the solid wooden bed frame. “Oh my God, what the fuck are you talking about?! I don’t drool on things.”
“Also there is picture of you coming out of bathroom in towel. Hunter says something about how to keep carpet safe from giant black man walking around with wet feet but was not showing feet.”
“Bullshit. I would have seen him take it.”
To his horror Rosanov pulled out his phone. “You want to see?”
Carter wanted to see.
He crawled over the half-made bed and settled by the Russian’s side, leaning over to look at the screen. Yup. That was him.
That was him fresh out of the shower, dripping all over the place like a complete idiot, leaving puddles on the wooden floor as he headed into Scott’s spare bedroom. “I don’t think he needed to show my feet, I’m leaving fucking puddles, dude.”
“Also I do not think he needed to send me photo at all.” Rozanov clicked the screen off. “Also think that if was to mock with intent of you stopping, would have sent to group. Not just me.” He leaned in close, whispering into Carter’s ear. “I tell you secret. I do not give shit about carpet, Carter.”
“Rozanov?” He hummed happily. “You are the worse. Scott is also the worst.”
“No, you love your Hunter. But yes, is also the worst. Cannot believe fucked Pike and did not go back for seconds.” He sighed almost exhaustedly as he rolled off the bed, fluffing one of the pillows. How domestic. “Very disappointed in him.”
“I think you’re way too invested in other people’s sex lives. Including Pike’s.” Carter pointed out as he followed Rozanov into the next guest room- how big was this fucking house? “I gotta ask- what the fuck is going on with you and Pike? You hated the guy a day ago and now you’re giving him little forehead kisses? Making him a nursery?”
Who the fuck paints an entire room lilac? And a bunk bed?
“Is simple- yesterday Pike was bastard who hurt Shane and was not answering sad pathetic messages. Today is cute little fish who must be snuggled. Why is this difficult?”
Why was the quilt pink?  
“I sometimes wonder what goes on in your head.”
Rozanov nodded. “Many things- many thoughts in between things that come out of mouth.”
“Ah.” Carter understood. “So somewhere rattling around is a reason as to your rapid change of heart.”
“What is rapid?”
“Quick.”
“Why not use quick?”
“Why not use rapid?”
“You are also asshole.”
 
SHANE
 
The door slammed shut behind them courtesy of Shane’s foot and everything was suddenly, aggressively silent.
There was a whisper of clothing shifting and Shane looked over Hayden’s shoulder, the taller man slumped against his chest, fingers clenched in his shirt, Shane’s arm around his waist apparently the only thing holding him up, entire body shaking with silent, heaving sobs that Shane could feel as hot breath against his shoulder.
“Hi, Jackie.” He said softly, shifting them both a little so that his body was planted solidly between Hayden and his wife.
Shane knew he was terrible at reading new expressions. He’d spent years trying to compensate for it, using context as clues and, when it came to Ilya, unashamedly taking pictures that he would send to Scott as references, keeping an entire separate folder of labelled expressions from mild annoyance to sadness to so horny he looked like he was about to murder someone.
He didn’t know Jackie’s. He hadn’t realised that until now. He didn’t know if she was angry.  He didn’t know if she was sad. She just stood there. Silent. Clutching at her arms across her chest. Watching them with a piercing gaze that the girls both shared, dark brown eyes intent on the man clinging to him.
She said nothing.
She turned. Walked away down the hallway.
He didn’t understand what was happening.
Asking had always served him well enough. “Hayden, what’s going on?” He asked softly, nudging the man’s face with his shoulder. “Come on, I need you to tell me.”
It took him a few moments but Hayden managed to unstick his face from Shane’s shirt, leaving a disgusting web of tears and snot behind. Shane held back the shudder. He sniffed loudly, wiping at his nose with the sleeve of the hoodie he was wearing- one of Ilya’s that he was going to permanently give the man or burn. “She asked me to leave.”
Shane froze.
“With Arthur. I… Fuck, Arthur, I left my fucking baby-”
Pushing aside the overwhelming feeling of anger on Hayden’s behalf he reached up and dug his hand into the hair at the back of his head, clenching. Hard. It always worked with his husband when he needed him to shut the hell up so why wouldn’t it work now?
Hayden’s eyes widened in shock and he stilled, staring down at Shane. “He’s fine. Ilya stole him.”
“Oh my god, Rasputin has my baby.”
That forced a nervous laugh out of Shane. “Rasputin has seen you naked, Hay, more than once now so I think you can trust him with your baby. And Kip’s there. And Svetlana. They won’t let Cliff abduct him.”
“I wish you were saying names I’d known for more than a day, buddy, but at least I know you’re legally responsible for one of them.” He reached up, fluffing at his hair, fingers running along the back of Shane’s hand where it remained on his neck. “Shane, I need to fucking pack.” He choked out, fingers gripping at Shane’s wrist like a lifeline.
Immediately Shane’s priorities changed and he gathered Hayden back into his arms in a firm hug, right now eternally grateful for Ilya’s constant what he called ‘conditioning hugs,’ months of constant physical affection that had led to Shane being able to stomach the casual intimacy he himself was initiating right now. “Do you want to go?” He asked softly, the point of his chin resting on Hayden’s shoulder. “You know you don’t have to. We can talk to her. Try and work something out.”
He felt the head shake. “I… Shane… I think… I think she’s right.” He could barely understand the words they were spoken so quietly. “I don’t want to leave but I don’t want to be here. It’s… It’s like a funeral parlour. I walked inside and I wanted to die. I wanted to run away and… What does that say about me, that I want to go? I don’t even care where I just don’t want to be here. I don’t want to leave them but I don’t know if I can stay.”
God, Shane had been the worst friend. How had he missed this? “With me. You’re coming with me. You would always have come with me.” He whispered.
“Rozanov-”
“We were hiding around the corner, Hay. That was all. We were coming back for you. And Arthur. Even if you hadn’t wanted to leave.” The sob into his neck was barely audible. “We’ll get you guys sorted out, don’t worry.”
“Shane, she doesn’t want him. She doesn’t want to see Arthur. He’s her baby, he’s so young and he barely knows her and now… How is a baby supposed to bond with someone who won’t look at him?”
The front door opened and Kip appeared, baby in his arms. “Hey.” He said awkwardly, closing the door behind himself to the sound of the SUV starting up. “You guys okay?”
“No.”
“Where’s Ilya?”
Kip rolled his eyes. “Turns out that not a single one of us has ever installed a car seat and it took us a few minutes to realise we didn’t even have one. So they’re going to go and get one.” He bounced the fussy baby currently chewing on a handful of his shirt- like father like son. “You know. For the inevitable baby-sitting.”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. There’s been a change of plans.” He shifted Hayden to his other arm and dragged his phone out from his pocket, hitting ‘1.’ “Hey- I need you to take down a list.”
“A list? Why?”
“Because we’re taking them both.”
On the other end of the line his husband started to laugh maniacally, as if this was all according to some diabolical plan that only his idiot could see.
He really did love that man but he was a fucking moron. He hung up the phone and dialled one of the few voices of reason. “Carter. Grab a phone and start typing. Tell Ilya to use the red cards.”
“You know, sometimes I wish you’d just tell us what was going on instead of barking orders.”
“Go fuck yourself. The Dinosaur Support Group is adopting a grown man and his baby and I have better things to do than explain shit given I don’t have a fucking crib in my house and I’m not letting Arthur Pike sleep in my sock draw given I know Ilya has hidden at least three dildos in it over the last month alone.”
“Four!” His husband called from somewhere in the background, still giggling to himself.
He shook his head and started listing, starting with the bigger items and then moving down through every single thing he’d seen Jackie and Hayden use with the twins, the ‘tism coming in handy for once as he shifted through the memories of the months after the girls had come bursting onto the scene, screaming and yelling and adorable.
“Ilya, do you want kids?” He asked half consciously, mentally counting items. He heard Carter choke, blushing slightly when he realised what he’d just blurted out.
“This wasn’t something you thought to discuss before you got married?” Scott’s unimpressed voice came through the speaker and Kip leaned forward involuntarily at the sound, head cocking to the side.
“Says he who’s one vodka from asking his boyfriend of less than a month to move in with him.” Shane pointed out just a little snidely. “Already called the movers, old man?” Ilya was hooting in the background and Shane prayed he wasn’t the one driving.
Scott made some sort of garbled noise and Kip was struggling not to laugh, Arthur stirring and looking unimpressed. “Maybe we can discuss this whilst I start getting him packed?” The man suggested, looking around. “Hayden? Directions?”
Shane started to move them towards the stairs, towards the master when Hayden shifted, pulling, down towards the guest room.
Not a second of hesitation.
God.
Shane took in the room with a distressed whine deep in the back of his throat, trying not to disturb the man who just stared blankly at the previously unused space.
Hayden’s exercise gear was spilling out of the built-in to one side, a draw open in the dresser showing enough socks and underwear to fil it.
The small bookshelf under the window was full.
The curtains that Shane had always hated for being too flimsy had been replaced with blackouts.
The generic quilt had been replaced with something heavier in the weird shade of seafoam green Hayden liked.
Chargers were plugged into the wall.
A laptop was sitting on the bedside table.
Hayden was living here.
Hayden finally peeled himself free of Shane’s grip and tottered towards Kip, taking the squirmy baby from his arms and heading towards the bed, unsteady on his feet. He lay the baby down carefully, eyes dull and listless as he checked him over carefully from top to toe, slowly and methodically as if he’d done it a thousand times before.
Checking for bruises.
His check done Hayden let out a relieved, shuddering breath before he looked towards the clothes, the gear, as if the thought of moving was anathema.
Before he could start Shane crawled onto the bed, settling his back against the headboard, patting his lap and gesturing for the baby.
What he got was Hayden dragging himself onto the bed, baby in arms, collapsing between his slightly parted legs and settling his head on Shane’s thigh, Arthur clutched to his chest.
He and Kip shared a horrified look before Kip was moving, pulling out duffle bags, a spare suitcase that had been shoved into the back of the wardrobe God knows when, throwing things in as quickly as possible without any real care for the state of them.
Hayden’s breathing soon evened out, Arthur following suit and Shane felt like he could breathe since the first time he’d stepped into the house. “This is…”
“Really not good.” Kip stepped around the bed to unplug the myriad of cords, shoving them into a shoe box. “I mean- I’ve never met him before but… I get the feeling he’s not normally like this?”
Shane shook his head. “Never. This is… This is new. And complete shit.” He reached down, running his hand through Hayden’s hair, slightly sweaty and limp. “I just want them out of here as quickly as possible.” He checked his phone, asking Ilya for an ETA. Instead he got a picture of a donut. Then a selfie of Ilya in a shopping cart, Marlow holding up a tiny Voyageur’s onesie in the background and gagging.
That one went into the G-rated locked folder. One day he’d print them all out and make a coffee table book. “I think they’ll be a while. Eventually Scott and Carter will realise that they don’t have enough clothing to stick around for any period of time- or you for that matter.”
“Oh, I can just re-wear what I have.” Kip said quietly. “Or I can borrow something of theirs- they don’t seem to mind.”
Shane looked down, hiding his smirk. “That’s nice of them.”
“Hmm… I probably won’t be able to stick around long anyway- I have to get back to work on Monday. It’s already stretching my budget to be here- not that I don’t want to be!” His little baby face- and Shane knew baby face- scrunched up in alarm. “Shit, I’m sorry- I want to be here-”
“Scott mentioned you wanted to go to grad school.” Shane cut off the fevered apologies. “Why don’t you do that, instead of working at the smoothie bar?”
That seemed to stump Kip for a moment, and he stilled half-way through folding a shirt. “Oh, um… Money? I mean, I could take out a loan but I’ve already got way too much debt from my first degree and I don’t want to be that guy paying them off for the rest of his life.” He said sheepishly, placing the shirt into the duffle. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell Scott- I get the feeling he’s all for grand romantic gestures and I’d feel really awkward telling him that he can’t just pay them off.”
“How much is it?”
Kip looked at him suspiciously. Shane had zero ability to be subtle. “A lot. Too much. A quite frankly ridiculous amount of money given I work in a smoothie shop which does not require an Arts History degree.”
“I have an account for Dinosaur expenses.”
Kip stood up, Hayden’s underwear in hand. “A what?”
“When I started moving my investments around I set up an account for expenses related to our group. It began as paying for plane tickets to each other’s cities for holidays, presents, that sort of thing but kinda snowballed once Ilya started fucking around with the stock market. He’s a ‘shove money there and see what happens it’s a vibe’ sort of trader which has worked ridiculously well for him so we just funnel it all straight into the account.”  
“I don’t want to but… Can I ask much is in there?”
“About 39 million dollars. Give or take a few hundred grand.”
An entire draw of socks dropped to the ground. “Excuse me?”
“Ilya is very good with vibes.”
“Shane… That’s… That’s my dad’s mortgage 40 times over. That’s… that’s an obscene amount of money.”
“It’s not like we just keep it all- Ilya donates a good half of everything he earns that way into women’s shelters, we’re involved with the WWF, there’s a charity in the Congo that looks after park rangers-”
“What are you going to do with 39 million dollars?”
“Hockey player’s careers are short and we never know when they’re going to end. It’s an insurance policy. And Scott’s not getting any younger.” He finished with a smirk.
“Scott is also a millionaire.”
“Scott is an idiot whose investment portfolio will take a good ten years to mature because of poor financial planning. In the meantime how else is he supposed to keep you in textbooks and smoothies if he gets too arthritic to play?” He really was starting to sound like Ilya.
“You do realise he’s only a few years older than you, right?”
“Hockey players age in dog years.” Shane replied half-consciously as another picture came through, this one of Scott starting at Carter’s ass as he bent over to pick up a giant Stitch plush. “Your boyfriend’s eyes are being unfaithful.” He muttered, turning the phone to Kip who just smiled happily.
“They’re always like that.” He said as he zipped up one bag and started on the next, this one full of baby clothes. “It’s kinda cute. In the past I’ve always worried about partners cheating and you’d think it’d be even worse with someone as hot and as famous as Scott, but it’s reassuring that if he ever did cheat it would be with Carter.”
Shane… Did not understand. “I don’t understand.”
“Oh. Carter’s hot.”
“That… So you’d share.”
“I wouldn’t really see it as sharing… More like doubling the numbers of dicks I’d get to ride.”
Double the number of dicks… Shane nodded slowly. “Christopher Grady. You have interesting ideas.”
“I do sometimes. Do it.”
“Sleep with two men at once?”
“Sure.” He tipped a pile of pacifiers into the bag. “But I meant pay off my student loans.”
“Really?” Shane grabbed onto the topic change- the last thing he wanted to be thinking about whilst Hayden was in his lap with a baby was Hayden in his lap without one. “Because I will.”
Kip looked up, and despite his fairly nonchalant throwing out of the request Shane could tell he was conflicted- he was more than familiar with that expression. “Look. I’m an arts student. I can accept that I’m going to be poor for the rest of my life.”
“Scott’s not going to be poor-”
“Can you shut up for a moment.” Smoothie boy hissed, waving a jock strap around his head. “I am not marrying Scott!”
“He’s gonna cry if you tell him that.” Shane said with a smirk.
“Shut up- I’m not fucking eloping with him, like some people.”
Hayden shifted in Shane’s lap and both men stilled, waiting until Arthur let out a sleepy yawn, looking up at Shane with those almost luminescent blue eyes, exactly like his father’s. Shane reached down and drew the baby into his arms, leaving Hayden to replace the baby with Shane’s thigh.
Arthur just snuggled into his chest, yawning once more before settling. “Eloping seems to be working out fairly well for me.” He murmured because turning his attention back to Kip. “You’re massaging a jock strap.”
The smoothie boy looked down in horror. “Oh- gross.” He tossed the crumpled piece of equipment into the bag. “Anyway- I have no money, I work in a smoothie shop I hate, I live at home with my dad whom I love but I need to move out before we drive each other insane and I’m dating a millionaire pro-athlete. I get that that sounds like I’m a gold digger-”
“No amount of money is enough to put up with this group-”
“And it’d be stupid to break up because of money but I can see it happening. I can see it getting to me, that I don’t have even a spare hundred dollars to take him to the movies- not that we could ever do that-”
“Take Carter.”
“What?”
Shane chuckled. “Guys have friends, Kip, even famous ones. Take Carter and no one’s going to look at you more than they usually look at Scott. Or Carter for that matter. Three men is far less strange than two, weirdly enough.”
“That’s… Not a bad idea.” He gave Shane the stink eye. “Can you stop interrupting me?”
“Stop saying stupid things?”
“You…” Kip dropped the last of Hayden’s shirts into the bag. “You’re so nice on camera. How the fuck are you such an asshole in real life?”
Shane couldn’t help but grin. “It’s like an STI.”
“You’re both disgusting. You’re all disgusting.”
“You’re fucking a guy who let us all watch his sex tape on my wedding night. And you watched it with us.”
Kip just shook his head, collapsing onto the bed, causing Shane to bounce, Arthur shooting upright in confusion. Shane patted the baby’s back soothingly, causing his eyes to droop. “Fine, we’re all disgusting. I can’t wait until we add Maria to the room, it’ll be insane.”
“Next time we’re in New York you should bring your friends to Scott’s place.”
Shane watched as a look of trepidation- he knew all the bad expressions apparently- overcame the boyish face. “I… I don’t know if he’d be up for that. I mean, it’s mutually assured destruction for you lot, but… I mean, Maria knows, but she doesn’t know, know. And Elena’s scarily intelligent, there’s no way she won’t clock you and Rozanov within a few seconds.”
“Are they shit people?” He smirked at the look of outrage on Kip’s face. “Then why would we not want them to know given we’re apparently gonna start gaslighting the world to protect Hayden? Anyway, if I know my husband- and I do- he’s already got a plan to tell people.” Arthur hiccupped against his chest. “Two more friends won’t be a terrible thing. And maybe your dad, too. I can pay off his mortgage, if you want.”
“Yes. Do it. Because you’re obscenely rich and you should donate to the poor.”
“Like Robin Hood?”
“You’re Maid Marian.”
“I do have the hair for it. I can also tell you’re being sarcastic but I think you’re underestimating the thoroughness of a Russian background check- I could clear his mortgage today.” Shane said seriously. “Whether it’s me and Ilya or Scott someone’s going to do it, the question is who. If you want you can wait until Scott and the others start to contribute to the fund?”
“You guys have a really warped sense of normal when it comes to money.”
“Well yeah. We try to be responsible but it’s there. It needs to be used. And may as well use it for things that matter. I have two accounts my mother largely manages that I just feed my contract into- those she uses to fund her own charities in my name, and there are another few that my own financial advisor manages, three of which are actually Ilya’s. The largest one is just accruing interest for a project Scott suggested a while ago that Ilya and I are interested in, the others are tied up in real estate- mainly low-income housing, as well as various not for profits and a really large cat shelter Ilya’s obsessed with.”
“Fuck… How much are you worth, Hollander?”
“Enough that I could shove everyone on a plane and we could all retire on a private island today. But that’d be kinda boring, and not the kind Ilya enjoys. Why do you look so horrified, you’re marrying into this.”
“You’re a menace, just like your husband.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Hayden snorted softly against his thigh. Shane hadn’t realised he’d woken. “Judge all you want, I think he’s a delight.” Arthur giggled in his arms. “How long do you think you’ll be living with us?”
Hayden groaned unhappily. “I keep on forgetting that it’s an us now. Is your place even big enough for us?”
“There are three guest bedrooms and a pull out in the study, so probably yes if someone’s willing to share.” He handed Arthur back to his increasingly conscious father. “Are you okay with this? Being away from the girls?”
Hayden shook his head sadly. “Of course I’m not okay with it- but what the fuck am I supposed to do, tell her no? I love my wife and I refuse to do anything that would hurt her but… I don’t know if she’s even considered…”
“What this is going to do to you.”
He nodded slowly. “It’s not just that- Arthur freaks out whenever she’s near him now. It’s like he doesn’t even recognise her. It’s been so long since she’s touched him that I don’t know if he does. And I’m worried it’s just going to get worse… What if they never bond, like she did with the girls?” He looked at Shane as if he held all the answers. “How am I supposed to fix this?”
They turned as one as the door opened and for a moment the clearly female hand had Shane grabbing at Hayden’s wrist- to do what he didn’t know- but then Svetlana appeared, eyeing the room like it was a prison cell. “It is time to go- this place is creeping me out. Like a creepy Russian orphanage.” She accepted the bags Kip quickly passed her and then they were ushering Hayden out of the guest room, down the corridor, like a seal team performing an extraction.
“Ilyushka and Carter have gone ahead to begin assembling the furniture-”
“That sounds like a bad idea.”
Svetlana halted before the door. “Your wife knows where you are going?” She directed at Hayden.
Hayden shook his head behind Shane. “I think her plan was for me to go to my in-laws, but… I’d rather Shane’s apartment. Even if it’s full of Russians.”
“Apartment? Oh, no, I sold it once the team stopped coming over, we’re going to my house.”
Hayden paused between putting on his shoes. “You have a house?”
“It’s a lot easier to see Ilya out there, more private. We couldn’t keep going to the cottage, it’s way too far after games.”
“You guys… Have a secret love nest?”
“Sure?”
“How did I miss all of this?”
“You were busy moving into your guest room. And we got really good at hiding it all.”
“I kinda wanna hear about all that.” Kip and Svetlana nodded in agreement.
“I can tell you but it really is a short story. I mean, for the first few years we barely saw each other. If Scott hadn’t made me have a panic attack in Vegas we’d probably still be fucking around like idiots. I think that’s why Ilya likes Scott so much now-”
“Rozanov likes Hunter?”
“Ilya has a weird love language. Thinly veiled insults and mockery.” He eyed Hayden pensively. “In retrospect I’m pretty sure he’s in love with you.”
Hayden’s nose scrunched up in disgust. “Gross. Good to know your rivalry has just been foreplay on ice.” He muttered sarcastically as he strapped Arthur into his capsule, slinging the baby over one arm, laptop bag over the other as Kip dragged his gear bag behind him.  
“Pretty much.”
“So gross. I’ve been watching porn on ice.” Hayden mumbled as Svetlana moved to open the door.
“Unca Shane!” Shane winced at the volume of the twins as the two years olds barrelled down the corridor, slamming into his legs, causing him to stumble back against the wall. He looked up at Hayden who looked close to crying, watching his girls babble about water fountains and a movie they’d watched that afternoon.
Unfortunately, as they often did, Ruby and Jade decided to pay attention to their surroundings and noticed their father’s distress, going suddenly, eerily quiet. “Daddy why you crying?” Svetlana accepted the carrier and Hayden bent down, rising with a child on each hip, letting them curl around his neck.
His voice was scratchy as he cleared his throat. “Because I’m gonna miss you, little love bugs. Me and Arthur gotta go on a quest.”
Ruby- at least Shane thought it was Ruby- gasped. “For beans?”
Hayden laughed pathetically, but neither girl seemed to notice. “Yeah. Gotta find some magic beans, how else is he supposed to get bigger just like you!” Both girls squealed as their father bounced them violently, happy little shrieks that had Arthur stirring unhappily, Svetlana immediately slipping out of the house with Kip at her side, saving them from an inevitable tantrum.
“You come back?” Asked Jade, always the quieter of the two, hand stuffed half in her mouth as she eyed Shane worriedly, as if he was going to steal her father.
“Of course, baby. I’ll be back before you know it. Me and Uncle Shane will be back on the weekend, maybe we can-” He cut himself off and Shane turned to see a haggard looking Jackie standing near the kitchen door at the end of the hall, shaking her head slightly. “Or maybe you can visit us at Uncle Shane’s house- it’s nice and big! And you can play with your little brother.”
Ruby grimaced obviously. “No.” Jade was shaking her head. “Make you leave.”
Hayden’s jaw dropped in shock and Shane turned to Jackie who flinched back at his expression. “How about you guys head outside, get Arthur settled. Meet a few new uncles.”
“Shane-”
“No.” He said firmly, pushing gently at Ruby’s back. “Go say goodbye to the girls. Give me a second.” With a last worried look between Shane and his wife Hayden did as he was told, carting his precious cargo out towards the car.
He waited until the door shut leaving them in the darkened hallway, not a single light on despite the late afternoon sunlight not hitting that part of the house. “What the hell was that?” He asked softly, not moving towards the woman who had spent hours taking care of him in the past, who was now throwing her husband out the door under the guise of it being a baby’s fault.
Jackie didn’t even try to defend herself. “I’m sorry, Shane.” She whispered, seeming to collapse in on herself.
There was a rustling and footsteps behind them, then Mark appeared in the archway into the living room, immediately taking in the tense situation. “Um… Everything okay here?”
Shane said nothing, just watching as Jackie shook her head. “It’s fine, Mark. Hayden’s going to stay with Shane for a while, until…” She trailed off, eyes flickering to the front door as the delighted shrieking of a child filtered through the wood. “Until I’m better.” She finished off softly, leaning against the wall as Mark nodded, retreating.
Shane just hummed. “I don’t agree with this.” He said simply, attention more on the window through which he could see Cliff sprinting around with Arthur tucked against his chest like a football, the twins chasing after him.  
“Then it’s a good thing it’s not your marriage.”
He hummed again. “I know. That’s the only reason I’m even talking to you right now.” He tried to keep the anger on Hayden’s behalf out of his tone but was clearly unsuccessful, Jackie immediately bristling at the opposite end of the hall.  
“You don’t get to judge us, Shane. I can’t keep going on like this.”
“Neither can he.” He pointed out. “And whilst he’s willing to leave, for both of your sakes, this isn’t sustainable.”
“I know. I know him better than you do, Shane, and something’s going to break if we don’t snap the cycle. Dr Castillo-”
“I’ll be calling her.” Shane shifted slightly, his thumbs slipping into his pockets as he dropped his shoulders from their tense position. “There will be rules, Jackie. We want you better but I’m not going to let it be at his expense. You have your family, you apparently have his family too and by sending him away you’re removing him from every single support system he has.”
“Except you. He still has you.” She near spat out, as if that shouldn’t have been the case.  
He just shrugged awkwardly. “Should he not?”
The words apparently injected sense of calm into the situation as Jackie seemed to back down, looking tired instead of defensive. “No. No. I want him to have you. You’ve always taken care of him.
Shane snorted. “Pretty sure it’s been the other way around. He just hid it really well.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m gay.” Shane said with a shrug. “Congrats, you’re the first person I’ve properly come out to.”
He could see the instant it hit Jackie. “Oh God… I could have… I could have outed you.”
“Yep.” He chuckled, folding his arms over his chest as he leaned his hip against the wooden shoe rack. “Luckily ‘Lily’ isn’t stupid.”
“You… You hid it for so long, why are you telling me now?”
“Mutually assured destruction. You out me I ruin your life.” He said simply. “And because the man I love is a moron as well as a delight he has decided that your husband is pathetic and requires adopting. The problem is that rumours will eventually spread and Hayden says you know about him. So I want you to know that we’re not going to try and seduce your husband away from you.”
“I… I didn’t think that.” Except that Shane could see she now was.
“Really?” He asked with a slight grin. “I am very pretty. Many people have said so.”
Jackie choked on a laugh, looking a mixture of amused and… Devastated? “If… If you’d have known about him. Would you-”
“No.” He said quickly, cutting her off. They weren’t going down that pathway. “I met my partner when I was seventeen, long before I knew Hayden. Even if we’d known about each other it wouldn’t have mattered.”
“So… You don’t want him?”
Shane took exactly 0.5 seconds to think about it.
0.4 seconds of that involved thinking about how Ilya would take the answer either way.
0.1 seconds were spent telling himself he was a greedy piece of shit.
Turned out he didn’t really need time to decide on the answer.
“That answer’s a lot more complex than it used to be.” He said honestly. “He’s not my best friend anymore, Jacks, what you did showed me that what we’d been calling friendship was a bundle of lies and misdirection wrapped up in insecurities.” He pushed himself forwards, hips first, towards the woman he’d once called his friend. He honestly wasn’t sure if that was the case anymore.
“I’m going to warn you, Jackie, just this once. We’ll give you time. And we’ll give you space. All that you need of both. But if you fumble the puck I’m going to be beating my husband off your husband with a stick. And honestly I’m inclined to let him win. So don’t you dare let him go, Jackie. Hayden loves you more than anything, loves your life and the kids you’ve created together. If that falls apart it’s going to break him and you may not like how we fix it. Do you understand?”
He let her have the time to ruminate upon his words, watching as the emotions ran across her features. She was still beautiful, even like this, tired and miserable and, though she likely hadn’t realised it, alone.
She was alone now.
The most important support she’d had she had just ushered out the door with barely a word in the hope that it would fix something.
“Yes. I understand.”
Shane nodded decisively. Good. “Hayden is going to text you at seven tonight. He’s going to give you the option of video or audio call. He’s going to update you on Arthur. You’re going to tell him about the girls. This will happen at seven o’clock each night going forward. One minute, two, I don’t care but you can’t shut him out completely.”
Jackie nodded. “Yeah… Yes. I can do that. Shane? Thank you. And I’m sorry.”
“My life’s fucking fantastic, Jackie, it’s not me you should be apologising to.” He opened the door and paused, Ilya’s most spiteful of voices resoundingly loud in his head. He turned back to Jackie who was watching her husband finish fastening the car seat. “A mental health crisis doesn’t give you the right to throw someone else into one.” He said simply. “Your therapist is a piece of shit.”
Shane walked out the door.
The car was idling, the entire boot and most of the back seat aside from Kip and Scott filled with bags of food. Shane slipped in beside the cat seat, Hayden staring out the window on the other side, Arthur sucking on the ear of a truly disgusting pink rabbit. “Let’s go.”
 

 
The house was a mess.
There were boxes, bags, wrappings, clothes everywhere. The kitchen bench was covered in bags of bottles and tiny plates and enough baby paraphernalia to supplement an orphanage. A pile of screws and wood awaited them in the middle of the living room floor, Carter squinting at the manual whilst Shane’s husband lay stretched out in front of him, looking ready to tear his hair out in frustration.
Shane loved that man.
He stepped over the refuse, Ilya rolling over onto his back to smile up at him, adoration clear in his eyes. Shane settled down over his pelvis, Ilya’s hands coming up to frame his hips automatically, fingers slipping under the hem of his t-shirt. For a moment they just took each other in, revelling in the freedom to do so without shame or worry.
Ilya was safe.
He bent over, placing a lingering kiss on his husband’s lips before sitting up, looking over at Carter. “Any luck?”
“Give me Ryan Price any day over this fucking nightmare. It’s Ikea on steroids I swear to God.” He handed over the manual and Shane blanched at the convoluted instructions- or lack thereof.
What the fuck.
Kip’s hand appeared and plucked the papers. “How about you guys all go get settled in, I’ll make a start.” He said, immediately doing something that had the paper expanding and turning it upside down- which happened to be the right way up.
Scott looked this close to fucking him on Shane’s Alpacca rug.
“You’re a fucking mess, Hunter.” Carter grunted as he grabbed Scott’s arm, dragging him away from his handy man boyfriend.
They all followed him upstairs like little ducklings laden down with baggage, Cliff refusing to relinquish Arthur, Hayden smacking at his giant arms ineffectually.  
“It’ll be tight, but the beds are large so you should all be okay. Sorry, we weren’t really expecting to house this many people long term.” Shane said sheepishly as he noted the impressively tidy beds.  
“Someone can take the couch if it becomes an issue.” Scott called as he elbowed open the door furthest from the master, Cliff and Carter once again choosing to share over someone taking the floor.
“You have good earplugs, Carter? Marlow snores.”
“Fuck off, Roz.” Cliff shouted from somewhere within the closet, Arthur still strapped to his chest as he shoved his empty duffle onto the shelf. Shane had an awful feeling that even when the New Yorkers left at least one of their guests wouldn’t be leaving until Ilya had to head home for pre-season.
“Swear jar!” His husband sang as he helped Svetlana carry her suitcases up the stairs, giving her the smallest room, though to be honest it was originally designed with the twins in mind, having a bunk bed for that exact reason. He imagined she’d prefer it to sharing a bed with any of the giant idiots he was currently housing.
“I’m rich, Roz, fucking try me.”
“I will take baby.”
“… Fine.”
There was a soft thunk and they all turned to see Hayden pushing himself off the wall, a red tinge to his forehead. “Okay, time for big baby Pikes to go to bed.” Ilya looped his arm around Hayden’s chest, taking the majority of his weight and walking them towards the master. “Will put crib in here so you can sleep without crying baby at night. Have very comfy transforming couch for you to sleep on in room beside.” Shane watched as Ilya ushered Hayden into their bedroom. “Crib will sit beside dresser once little handyman deciphers barbaric map.”
Shane leaned against the door frame, crossing his legs, jutting his hips just the way he knew his husband liked. Ilya’s eyes immediately shifted downwards. “Barbaric, that’s a new one.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “Carter taught me good words today- discombobulated. Is Pike now.”
Shane’s face hurt with how hard he was smiling. “I love you.”
“You two sicken me.” Hayden said unhappily, dropping his bags on the floor without further ado and flopping face down on the bed. “Gross.”
Ilya was immediately fussing. “Oh no. Not your bed. Shower first.”
“No. Sleep first. If I try to shower I’ll just spend the entire time contemplating the inevitable end of my marriage. My fucking marriage. And I’m ruining your fucking honeymoon-”
“We will honeymoon when can do in public. This is much more fun.” Ilya reached down and grabbed Hayden by the shirt, hauling him upright and shoving him towards the bathroom. “Strip. Will run bath. You can lie and become prune whilst Shane cleans outside dirt off quilt.”
Every time Ilya opened his mouth Shane couldn’t help but think he was the luckiest man alive.
He spent the next few minutes unpacking Hayden’s bags onto the floor once it became clear most of it was dirty, scowling as he realised how Hayden had been living, neglected and festering in his own home.
Every single piece of baby attire was clean and smelled like lemons. He recognised the Pike’s detergent.
Trusting Ilya not to let Hayden drown himself he dragged an entire two baskets of laundry down the carpeted stairs, passing Scott carrying a toolbox he’d forgotten he had and Carter with an electric drill before reaching the laundry.
White, colours, softener, unscented environmentally friendly detergent.
The first load went on, the second and third divided into boxes and ready to go when Scott appeared, several large bags stuffed full of pastel clothes in his hands. “I’m apparently useless and too rich for my own good and need to start with low stakes activities around the house.” He held up the bags. “Wanna help me de-tag?”
Shane led him into the downstairs sunroom slash gym, the two men settling on the floor in Shane’s case, on the weight bench in Scott’s, picking out plastic tags likely to scratch tiny baby skin. They worked in silence until Scott spoke. “Did he mean it?”
“What?”
“About me finding out about you two… Do you believe that would have happened? That you’d have spent years…”
Shane shrugged half-heartedly, not really wanting to think about what could have happened.
It hadn’t.
Ilya was his.
“Yeah. I do. But he was wrong when he said we would have fallen apart. We may have. For a while. Maybe I would have gotten spooked, run and tried to convince myself I wasn’t head over heels in love with him and dated fucking Rose Landry or something stupid like that. But I think we would have found each other again.”
Snip. “Inevitable.”
“Yeah. I like that.”
Scott nodded, digging out another tie. “That’s a nice thought. End game. To be so sure that they’re the person for you.”
Shane dropped his gaze, hiding his amused expression from the older man. “Do you think Kip could be that?”
He laughed silently as Hunter flailed around for a few moments. It wasn’t often that Shane was the calm one in any situation, he enjoyed these little victories. “Christ, Hollander, it’s been weeks and we’ve spent most of the time balls deep in each other and I can’t believe I just said that what the hell have you two done to me?!”
His laugh was more of a bark. “What have we done to you? What have you done to us! I just told Jackie that if she fucked up we were going to steal her husband!”
Everything was silent for a moment as they stared at each other and then they both started to laugh hysterically, desperate little giggles as Scott slid onto the floor. “God, Hollander, what the fuck are we doing?”
Shane let himself slump back against the weight bench. “I don’t know… Sometimes I think I’ve lost all sanity, and others I’m so deliriously happy I don’t care.”
“Not a bad way to be.” Hunter flopped his head in Shane’s direction, looking pensive. “Is it ridiculous, that I think he could be? It? Kip?”
“Thought you were talking about Carter.”
“You and Rozanov deserve each other.”
“That’s not the insult you think it is off the ice.” Shane pointed out. “And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with love at first sight.”
“I think there’s a lot wrong with it. It’s completely unrealistic. I know nothing about him-”
“I think that’s the whole point-”
“We come from completely different ways of life-”
“Don’t be dramatic, little orphan Annie-”
“He’s not in the closet-”
“Drag him back in. It’s a nice place to be, full of professional hockey players. We’ve got a support group and everything.” Shane said smugly grinning up at Hunter who looked like he wanted to punch Shane.
Instead he received a wadded up bib to the face. “Fuck you, Hollander.”
“Only if my husband says so.”
“Yeah, I can see you two being into that. Rozanov walks you like a fucking dog.”
That had Shane blushing furiously and something in his expression must have tipped Scott off because he started to grin knowingly. “Oh. So it’s like that, is it? You crook a finger and he comes bounding over like an overexcited puppy?”
Fuck his dad and his pale skin.
Hunter continued to chuckle to himself. “Yeah, I can see that. Only problem is you’ve been corrupted by the Russian menace and that leash is a few miles long. You two are going to be insufferable and I thank every God listening that you two aren’t on the same team, you’d be a nightmare.” Shane’s face must have done something funny because Scott immediately looked guilty. “Shit, sorry. I didn’t even think-”
Shane waved away his concern. “I know. It’s fine. It’s hard, but… It’s what, ten, fifteen years until we retire? Earlier if someone finds out? As long as we’re not on opposite sides of the country we’ll be fine. We can do it. He’s worth it.”
“Yeah… Shane, you need to get out of that team.”
“My contract’s longer than Ilya’s- it’s not up for a good six years… I could eat the cost of the contract easily but who the hell is going to take me on after a clusterfuck like that? And I… I can’t leave him now.” He couldn’t help the way his eyes flickered towards the ensuite.
Scott nodded in understanding. “Pike.”
“Yeah. None of the Eastern conference worth playing for could afford me and the Western isn’t even worth thinking about, the distance would kill me and I don’t think I could leave Hayden here alone. I don’t trust this fucking team not to ruin him.”
“No… I get that. It’d take a fucking shit storm of massive proportions to get Montreal to let you both go and I don’t think we care to tempt fate unless you ‘re ready to go nuclear… Hollander?” Scott went pale. “You can’t be serious.”
Again, fuck this face he’d never learned to control.
He sighed heavily, leaning back against the weight bench. “We have… Contingencies. Ilya just wanted to break enough bones he took out the entire team but I’ve told him I can manage it. They’re getting slowly worse but at least I know what I’m working with.”
“And you don’t care anymore, do you?”
“What do you mean?” Snip. 
“Hockey’s been everything to you. For years. Anything that threatened it was to be put down. But now you have him.”
And Shane?
Shane had to agree.
He nodded. “Now I have him.”
“You don’t need hockey anymore. It’s still there but it’s not the be all and end all. Is it?”
“I’d give it up for him in an instant. Spit it right in Crowell’s face.”
“Does he know that?”
Shane smiled softly, thinking of the way Ilya’s face would light up every time he caught Shane just looking at him. “Yeah. I think he does.”
“What are dinosaur and wife gossiping about in secret room?” Ilya popped his head around the door. “Pike is so tired did not notice put in bears jersey. Will enjoy panic. Where is baby Pike?”
“I think Marlow stole him as soon as he woke up. We’re missing a few things, I think they headed back to the shops.”
Shane looked up in alarm. “You let Arthur go with him?”
Scott looked confused. “Should I not have?” He turned to Ilya. “It’s not like Marlow would steal him.”
“You underestimate how much Marley likes babies.” Ilya said darkly. “You are lucky left favourite hoodie here, otherwise would escape back to Boston with tiny Pike.”
Scott gulped. “This is why I shouldn’t be allowed around kids.”
“Is okay- Marley has many small children around house, niblings. Will look after tiny Pike. Now get the fuck out of my gym- smoothie boy is being sexy and sweaty putting together furniture, you are missing out.”
Shane slowly hauled himself to his feet as Scott bolted from the room, dropping his scissors and a half-opened packet of men’s socks. “Hayden okay?”
His husband hummed, drawing him in close, nuzzling at the side of his head contentedly. “Pike has decided that study is beneath him, thinks our bed is much nicer. Have buried underneath many blankets with air conditioning on, between mountains of pillows in darkness. Will not wake for many hours.”
“Oh? And the others?”
“Sveta is babysitting the idiot brigade.”
“Is that so.” Shane traced Ilya’s smirking lips with his eyes, watching as they arced up into a filthy grin. “I think you should fuck me. Now.” The groan Ilya let out was fucking filthy as he swooped in for a kiss, all tongue and teeth and heat and oh so good. He tasted amazing. “Sometimes, you taste like the cold.” Shane gasped as Ilya’s teeth raked across the side of his neck. He wrapped his arms around Ilya’s shoulders, fingers in his hair, mussing up those perfect curls. “You taste like metal. Like the ice after a game, like blood and adrenaline and I want to live in you forever.” 
Ilya’s hands looped around his ass, squeezing before hauling Shane’s thighs up around his waist, slowly dropping to his knees on the padded yoga mat Shane had been sitting on, lowering Shane onto his back. “Forever is long time, moy lyubov, long time to put up with leaving socks on bathroom floor.” Shane groaned frustratedly as Ilya nipped at the underside of his jaw, steadfastly refusing to let Shane remove his shirt. “Think of all times will leave washing in machine because forget about it.” He grabbed Shane’s desperately scrabbling hands, slamming them against the floor as he ground down, hard and long and thick against Shane’s trapped erection, Ilya’s joggers far more forgiving than the jeans Shane regretted wearing.
“I’m beginning to realise it’s a good thing we won’t be living together.” Shane gasped out as Ilya began to slowly undo each button across his chest. Slowly. Methodically. Each time leaning over to kiss the new sliver of skin he revealed.
Shane just lay there and let him, content that all was right in his world.
The last button popped and Ilya pushed his shirt to the side, his skin pebbling in the cool air. Ilya leant over, flicking the tip of his tongue over one nipple, clever fingers reaching up to play over the opposite pec, squeezing gently, causing Shane to let out a soft grunt as his head fell back onto the mat, eyes closing involuntarily as he gave into the sensations, Ilya’s callused fingers sending fissions of pleasure straight to his cock, his hips undulating under Ilya’s weight, legs spread around narrow hips.
Ilya’s short nails raked down his abs as he slid lower, flicking the button of his jeans, pulling the zipper down slowly, as if opening a present. Shane groaned loudly as he was finally afforded some degree of relief, Ilya taking his sweet God damned time to pull the jeans down his legs, leaving him in his plain black underwear, cock tenting against the fabric, a steadily growing wet spot over the front. “Ah, always so wet for me.” Ilya leant over, curls tumbling around his face, mouthing over the tip of Shane’s cock, sucking, kneading with lips firmly over teeth, Shane trembling as he forced himself to stay still, arms still over his head, legs spread, belly heaving as he gasped in pleasure, heart beating out of his chest.
Ilya took his time, saliva adding to precome as he moved down his shaft, fingers cupping his balls, rolling them firmly, pressing sharply with the palm of his hand causing Shane to squeak in surprise, the sound turning into a long, drawn out moan as finally, finally, Ilya used his teeth to pull off the last of his clothing, leaning back, Shane’s underwear held between his teeth, smug as ever. He tossed the offending garment over his shoulder. “Look at you. Most beautiful thing in all of world.”
“Take off your shirt. Take off your fucking shirt.” Shane gasped, staring up at his husband as Ilya slowly, so very slowly, crossed his arms, lifting his t-shirt up inch. By inch. By inch, revealing his prominent V-lines, then those perfect abs, the slight dusting of blonde chest hair between those perfect pecs that Shane just wanted to bite, over his head, that neck, God, Shane’s mark right there for all to see if only they knew to look, silvery and perfect and he wanted another one.
He didn’t even think about it.
Didn’t hesitate.
An instant later Ilya was letting out a startled cry, back thumping onto the mat, legs akimbo as Shane released his arms, scrambling to sit across his waist, thighs pinning him down, one hand in his hair to wrench his neck to the side, and he bit. 
Just a little.
The tiniest bit.
Just enough to leave an imprint.
Fleeting.
Waiting. 
Beneath him Ilya stilled. His breathing stopped. His heart was thrumming like a hummingbird’s wings, seemingly increasing as Shane waited.
He’d always wait for this man.
“Chickening out, Holl. An. Der?”
Shane could feel his voice vibrating against his teeth.
Shane smiled.
He opened his mouth, just enough to leave the most aesthetically pleasing mark.
And then he pressed. 
Further.
And further.
And harder.
He felt the slight give of flesh around his canines first, pinpricks of blood falling into his tongue. Beneath him Ilya whined, hands coming up to grip at Shane’s biceps, pulling him in closer, grinding up against him.
“Harder.” Ilya gasped, entire body spasming as Shane felt the give of flesh under his front teeth, just enough to break the skin.
Control.
He pulled back.
Ilya collapsed back to the floor, eyes wide and unfocused, darting across Shane’s face, chest heaving for breath, sweat beading across his upper lip, running between his pecs, collecting at the roots of his hair.
Beautiful.
Shane ran a finger softly along the smudges of blood his tongue had left behind, little drops welling every few seconds, dripping down Ilya’s neck onto the ground.
“So beautiful.” He whispered, eyes tracing over the sharpness of his jaw, the way his mouth was parted and panting, how his eyes danced between all the shades of blue an eye could. He leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to his parted lips, tongue darting out to sweep across the dry skin.
Ilya surged up to meet him hungrily. “Fuck, Hollander. Feral.” He bucked up, almost unseating Shane who clung on, gripping Ilya’s shoulders as bare skin met the back of his thighs, Ilya shoving his joggers down as far as he could without losing contact. “Spit in my hand.”
Shane didn’t even hesitate, mouth already watering at the site of his husband, tilting his head to the side, tongue lolling out of his mouth to rest against Ilya’s palm, letting his saliva drip into his hand.
Ilya’s groan was long, decorous as he used Shane’s spit to coat his fingers, the prep just shy of too dry but Shane didn’t care.
He felt the head of Ilya’s cock at his entrance and he bore down easy as breathing as Ilya’s hands on his hips held him steady, letting him sink down slowly.
He arched his back, head rolling against his shoulders.
Beneath him Ilya sobbed and Shane looked down, worried, only to find his husband’s watery smile. “God. Do you remember it, Hollander, our first time. Just like that. The first time I took you. You moved your neck just like that when I claimed you. Was most beautiful thing I had never seen. I fought to keep eyes open, all the way through. Could not bear not to see it. Every gasp, every time you bit lip, how tendons in neck strained as fought not to scream, how you said my name, Rozanov, over and over again. I saw God that night, Shane Hollander, and he did not compare to you.”
“I was so angry that you cancelled.”
“What?”
“The fucking- ah God, yes, there’s- the weather, I was- fuck!-” He ground down, eyes rolling back as Ilya hit just the right spot. He thanked hockey in that moment, for his husband’s ability to just STAY. “The fucking snow, it was all I could think about for days, I’d imagined all the things I wanted you to do to me, pictured each and every one a thousand times over, I was fucking useless at practice because all I could think about was your cock-” Ilya moaned breathlessly as Shane found his rhythm, the muscles of his thighs burning as he gripped the weight bench tightly, using is as leverage. “God, at one point I was just standing there, staring into space as I imagined you fucking me on the ice, hard as a rock-”
“Oh God-” Ilya’s hands flew out, slamming into Shane’s hips, holding him still, cock buried deep. “Stop stop stop!”
For an instant Shane worried he’d hurt him until he recognised the expression on his husband’s face, more than familiar with the look he got when he was seconds from coming, the way he’d grit that perfect jaw, eyes clenching shut as if just seeing Shane was enough to set him off.
It was hard not to develop an ego when a man as hot as Ilya Rozanov couldn’t bear to look at you.
They stayed like that, Shane’s arms trembling as he held his weight, their breaths causing their chests to heave in counterpoint, Shane’s ass settled flush against Ilya’s pelvis, every shift sending shivers up and down his still arched spine, his thighs quivering as he fought the urge to move. 
It took Ilya a gratifyingly long time to open his eyes, gaze dazed and adoring as he reached up, brushing his fingers through Shane’s hair where it had fallen over his eyes, longer than he’d ever worn it. “Was night that Marley found out Jane was someone. Was so angry at skies, at planes, at idiots who had cancelled flight taking me to you. Wanted to rent car but would have died in snowbank on side of road and then you would have never gotten fucked.” He tapped at Shane’s hips and like the good boy he was Shane lifted himself up, all the way until he could feel the head of that thick cock catch at his rim, sinking down with a sumptuous groan.
Ilya shuddered beneath him. “Imagined it too. From instant saw freckles in Canada. Imagined getting on knees in shower and sucking you off so good you came in seconds, then finger fucking you until came again, all warm and wet and soapy.” His grip urged Shane to pick up the pace, their skin slapping together as their voices grew softer.
“I would have let you.” Shane murmured as he leaned over, licking at the still oozing bite. “You could have asked me to do anything, I would have done it.”
“You would have been terrified.”
“You wouldn’t have let me. You never did. I’ve never felt safter than when I am with you.” He watched as tears gathered in the corners of his husband’s eyes and he couldn’t help but kiss him, soft and slow, tongues rolling into each other as Ilya’s hips started to buck upwards, both of them chasing the same thing. “Fuck it was hot, the first time you asked me if I was okay. I almost came right then.”
“I am- ugh, faster- consent King, Hollander. Safe and sane and sexy.”
Shane giggled, shrieking when the movement rammed the head of Ilya’s cock right against his oversensitive prostate, almost sending him over the edge. “Fuck- who the hell taught you that? Oh my God- I’m gonna come, fuck, touch me-”
“No.”
“What the fuck you asshole I’ve been riding your dick-”
“No, you will come without. I know you can.”
“I can’t fucking-”
“You will, kotenok, you will, because you are the best.” Ilya hissed out. “You are Shane fucking Hollander and you will come without your cock being touched because you cannot accept anything less than perfection and you. Are. Perfect.” Ilya slammed their hips together once more. “Come, Hollander.” And Shane could do nothing but obey.
Why would he want to?
He screamed Ilya’s name as his entire body convulsed, covering Ilya’s chest, droplets of his come dripping down Ilya’s lips, the Russian licking them clean, groaning as his eyes rolled up, his chest arched up and Shane couldn’t help but bite, sharp and quick to the bulging muscle of his left pec, feeling the instant his husband let go, the tension oddly leaving his body as his cock throbbed within Shane’s ass, fluid already leaking out between them.
It was both the most disgusting and hottest thing Shane had experienced in the recent months…
Weeks.
Two nights ago.
His husband was really hot. 
And really good.
He could do the fucking laundry, and Shane would drop to his knees.
He could mow the lawn, and Shane would suck him off amidst the grass clippings even though his knees would get itchy.
He could do the dishes right after eating and Shane would fuck him on the kitchen counter which Ilya would then wipe down straight away. 
How was he getting hard again?
He pushed himself upright, wincing as Ilya slipped out of him, his husband following, wrapping his arms around his back and nibbling at his collarbone in a way that Shane could only describe as retaliatory. “My cute little vampire. If you were hungry you could have said.” He murmured contentedly. Shane reached down, cupping his face with his hands, nuzzling their noses together.
“Makes up for the fact that you can’t wear your wedding ring in public.” He whispered, revealing the thought that had been on his mind since he’d first slipped the ring onto Ilya’s finger. “I hate it, that you can’t do the same to me.”
“No, Hollander. I would not bite you.” Ilya returned the nuzzle. “No, already have plan. One day, will tattoo my name right here.” He ran a nail down the inside of Shane’s forearm. “Property of Ilya Rozanov.”
Shane groaned resting his head on his husband’s shoulder. “Oh my God. Why does that sound so fucking hot?”
“Because you are freak, Shane Hollander-Rozanov, and I am also freak. We will freak together.”
A soft knocking on the door disturbed them and Shane glared at the door. “What?”
The door opened a sliver and Scott stuck his head inside, eyes closed. “You two done?”
Ilya threw his head back and laughed. “Ah Hunter, I have seen dick in action, can open eyes.”
Hunter did just that, if only to give Ilya a disgusted look. “I don’t need to see you in action; the noises were traumatising enough.” He flicked his gaze to Shane. “I miss the days when you were a cute, naïve little virgin.”
“Scott, you’ve never known me as a cute naïve virgin.”
“I hate that that’s true.”
“In fact, the first time we actually spoke I went and stuck my tongue down Rozanov’s throat a few minutes later.”
“Also very true. Was very sexy. I like angry Hollander.”
“Shut the fuck up, Ilya.”
“Every time I forget why you two are good together you remind me. It’s so that no one else has to put up with you. Now put on some pants, clean the floor and get out here. We have a problem.”
Shane felt his heart stop. “Hayden?”
“No.” Scott shook his head in frustration. “Fucking Marlow.”
“What the fuck?”
“Just get out here.”
A quick clean up- because of course they kept wet wipes in every room of the house- and they were rushing out into the living room pulling on shirts, Kip giving Ilya a heated up and down that had Shane’s husband throwing his shirt over his shoulder onto the dining table. “Show off.”
“There is much to show off. You too. Take off shirt.”
“Leave me with some modesty, asshole.”
“Can you two stop it for a second?” Carter asked tiredly as he hit the play button on Ilya’s laptop. On Shane’s mounted TV a news report flickered to life and Shane’s heart seized up in his chest.
Oh fuck.
He’d forgotten.
He’d forgotten that they were in fucking Montreal.
That it was Montreal.
Full of homophobic, racist, Boston Bears hating Voyageur’s fans.
A group of whom had cornered a disturbingly chilled looking Cliff Marlow outside an IGA. He had a fucking ginger ale in one hand, a curly pink straw poking up, currently in his mouth as he sipped.
In his other hand was a giant pink sprinkled donut.
Strapped to his chest was a fascinated looking Arthur Pike, bright blue eyes wide awake, gummy mouth drooling down onto Cliff’s shirt.
Someone had recorded the entire thing, one of the men in a Voyageur’s cap demanding aggressively to know what Cliff was doing in their city.
Cliff turned. Grinned. Sipped. “What the fuck’s it look like I’m doing?” He pointed to the large bag in the stroller. “Wrong sized diapers.”
Arthur had let out an unhappy whimper. All four men had looked down. “That’s a fucking baby.”
“Swear jar for you, asshole, yes it’s a fucking baby. You dumb or something?” He lifted his donut to his mouth, taking a huge bite, sprinkles raining down on Arthur’s head. Around them people were stopping, staring, little old women bringing their hands to their mouths in shock. “Kid’s due for a feed, you wanna get out of the way?”
“What the fuck- you’re Cliff Marlow. You don’t have a fucking baby.” Someone called from the side and Shane immediately started to panic.
Until Cliff.
Cliff Marlow.
Idiot extraordinaire.
Turned and gasped. “Oh shit, sorry, is this your kid?” The woman looked alarmed. “No? Then I guess he is my fucking baby, thank you very much.” He sniffed imperiously, straightening up to his absurd height and squaring his shoulders. “Come on mini me, time to get us some fucking milk, eh?” He said as he pushed the stroller in front of him, barrelling through the stunned audience and into the car park.
The video cut out.
Ilya was shaking by his side and Shane elbowed the giggling idiot. “Hay’s gonna kill us. We let Cliff Marlow steal his baby.”
“Ilyushka, your friend is an imbecile.”
“I do not know this word, but if it means best thing ever aside from my husband, I agree.” He wiped his eyes on Shane’s shoulder.
“Can you stop being an idiot, Rozanov?” Scott asked, sounding worried. This was why he was Shane’s favourite. “This is going to open up a whole can of worms. People are going to start wondering why he’s in Montreal-”
“Can I…” Kip interjected, settling a hand on Scott’s chest, pushing him back against the lounge. “I think. I may have an idea.”
By the end, Shane wanted to marry Kip too.
His husband really did have the best taste.
 
DAVID
 
August 2015, A Monday- Montreal
 
David spent most of his time in Ottawa- it was where he worked, where he lived and when Yuna wasn’t following their son around the country it was where they’d made a life together.
He liked Ottawa. It was nice. The temperature was manageable all year round, the people were polite, the hockey team was awful but it was quiet there. None of the rabid nightmare fuel his son faced every time he stepped out in public in Montreal.
Montreal was dark. Dingy. David hated being sent there for any period of time and for the next week he was stuck there.
In Montreal.
Work had put him up in a hotel in the city centre, just a block from the large sandstone building in which he’d spend most of his time. He’d briefly considered asking Shane to use his guest bedroom but his son had never been overly fond of people in his space, very particular about how things were done, where things went and David had never seemed to get the hang of not stepping on his toes, unlike his wife who just seemed to intrinsically understand their son’s odd foibles and quibbles with the world. He honestly couldn’t even remember the last time he’d visited Shane at home, their son usually coming to them when he had time to visit, or meeting them for lunch, dinner, the occasional late breakfast in which ever restaurant or café Yuna decided to try that day.
That was why he found himself at ten in the morning walking along the street to Shane’s apartment building, the group chat with Shane telling them he’d returned from the cottage early open, just to make sure.
He was a few minutes out when he passed by the little café he knew Shane frequented, saying that it had a few things that catered to his diet- it was deep in the off season, perhaps he could convince his son to indulge.
The bell above the door chimed brightly as he stepped inside, soft chatter filtering around his ears as he headed towards the counter.
It was only after he’d placed his order that David realised the whispers were louder than usual, phones were out and David frowned as he pulled out his wallet to pay, looking around for somewhere to sit with his coffee.
That was when he saw him.
He wasn’t as familiar with the man as his son and Yuna were, you had to be a certain degree of obsessed to get anywhere near their level of hatred of the tall, blond Russian that sat in the corner by the window, feet up on a pouffe, coffee in front of him, phone in one hand and a baby in the other.
Ilya Rozanov was in his son’s favourite café.
With a baby.
Sometimes Yuna accused him of not noticing things. Not noticing the washing was done. Not noticing Shane had text them. Not noticing that the paper had been delivered.
David just preferred to take his time.
He did notice things.
David squinted, cursing leaving his glasses in the office.
That was a Pike baby.
The bright blue eyes, the hair, he’d cuddled enough of Ruby and Jade as babies to recognise Hayden’s features in the little boy who was resting contentedly against Rozanov’s side, a bottle in his mouth, in a tiny Boston Bears onesie covered in detritus.
It was a strangely sweet sight.
David couldn’t help himself, carrying his cup and brownie over towards the hockey player who was hogging the only open table.
Before he could say anything, blue eyes flickered up from his phone screen and the baby let out a snort, bottle dropping onto his lap. Rozanov turned from David, picking up the bottle and placing it back in the grasping baby hands. “David Hollander.” He said, his accent stronger than it was on TV, rolling the R at the end of David’s name. “Funny to see you here. Thought you lived in boring Ottawa.”
It didn’t surprise David at all that Rozanov knew where he lived. Or who he was. If Shane was intense about the man in front of him, Rozanov had to be just as bad. “Work.” He paused, before indicating to the chair furthest from Rozanov. “May I?”
Golden curls fell over his eyes as Rozanov indicated with his head, reaching over with a fork to stab at David’s brownie, smirking as he popped the moist piece of cake into his mouth. “Cannot taste weird green dildo.” He said happily as the bottle ran dry, Rozanov slinging the baby over his shoulder as if it was second nature and patting his back, not even wincing when the baby let out a suspiciously wet burp.
David did not miss that part of child rearing.
“Cute kid.”
Rozanov’s expression changed to one of delight, grinning from cheek to cheek, false teeth on show. “Yes! Is very adorable! Only screams sometimes now.”
“They tend to do that.”
Rozanov hummed in agreement. “Smell terrible too. Do not understand why people like to sniff babies. Smell like soap and shit.” Arthur giggled, shoving most of his fist into Rozanov’s shirt and coming out with the golden chain the man never seemed to be without, staring at it, transfixed. “But is cute.”
“Is he yours?” David asked, testing the waters.
Rozanov looked at him as if he was an idiot.
Fair.
David just shrugged, more than aware of the numerous phones pointed in their direction. “He’s got your hair.”
Rozanov huffed out a laugh, pulling David’s brownie towards himself when David made no effort to defend it. “Will be very handsome one day, just like his papa.” He kissed the baby on the head and David felt his brain start to melt. “Ah! There is he!” He cried out, pointing towards the door. “My most glorious of husbands!”
David blanched, turning to the door with the rest of the café.
There stood Scott Hunter.
Captain of the New York Admirals.
Carrying a diaper bag and a smoothie.
Looking terrified.
“What the fuck, Rozanov?”
Rozanov was nodding rapidly. “You see? Very handsome husband, baby will look just like him!”
The very dark eyed, dark haired, very tanned Hunter just sighed. “I fucking hate you, you know that, right?”
“You do not hate. I am delight.” Rozanov said with a grin as he handed over the baby, shoving the remainder of David’s brownie into Hunter’s mouth, the giant hockey player just accepting the rough treatment, the baby settling happily against his chest, chewing on the string of his hoodie. “I get more brownie.”
Hunter let out a disgruntled sound as Rozanov left, chewing, little crumbs dropping onto the baby’s head which he wiped off half-consciously, seeming to realise he wasn’t alone. “Hi?”
“David. Hollander.”
“Oh.”
David just shrugged. “Small world.”
“Um. Yeah.” Hunter had seemingly decided to ignore him, paying attention to the baby who was starting to drop off, settling him against his belly and slumping down to get more comfortable, taking Rozanov’s pouffe. David didn’t say anything, just sipping quietly at his coffee, grabbing the copy of the New Yorker from the table beside them, now empty.
He didn’t move.
Rozanov returned quickly, this time laden with various baked goods, replacing David’s brownie. “Sorry- was starving and mother of child was taking too long to get back from smoothie run.”
David was having a stroke.
Hunter looked ready to commit murder. “Seriously?”
“What?! You are prettier one, and I am most sexy of Russians- everyone knows you are on bottom.”
“I am going to murder you.”
“Ah, sorry David, is still very hormonal after birth, is why is such bad hockey player.”
“I am going to snap your spine-”
“He really loves me.” Rozanov cut Hunter off with a grin, shoving half a muffin into his mouth. “Am best thing to ever happen to him.”
To David’s mounting horror, Hunter didn’t refute that.
What the fuck was happening?
 

 
August 2015, A Sunday- Montreal
 
It was David’s last day in the city and he’d only just gotten over the fact that he’d spent a lovely hour sitting in Shane’s favourite café watching Scott Hunter and Ilya Rozanov argue over who was going to carry their second hypothetical child.
Had he avoided that entire section of the city in the days between? Yes.
God yes. 
That was why he was slightly irritated to enter his favourite bistro for lunch only to almost walk into Carter Vaughan carrying a tray of burgers and fries from the counter, the little Pike baby strapped to his chest.
David was cursed. Cursed to see hockey players.
“Shit, sorry man- oh, no, Arthur, don’t you fucking dare-”
Kid was going to grow up with a hockey player’s vocabulary. He often thanked whoever was listening that his son hadn’t developed that habit.
David reached up and gently removed the fry the baby- Arthur- was trying to shove into his mouth. “Bit young for that, buddy.” He said softly, placing the fry back on the tray. “They’ll go for anything that smells nice.”
“And also the things that don’t. This one likes dirty socks. Why? I have no idea.” The taller man said with a laugh, bouncing the happy baby around a bit. “Sorry, his mum’s waiting.”
“I swear to God, Carter, if one more person has to hear that I fucking birthed this kid I’m going to kill you all.” David could barely hold in his frustrated groan as Scott Hunter appeared, grabbing the tray with one hand and the strap of the baby carrier with the other, dragging his teammate along. “Leave Hollander’s dad alone.”
“Oh shit!” Carter tried to turn around, grinning excitedly. “That’s Hollzy’s dad?! Hey!”
Scott continued to drag him and David.
David wanted a sandwich.
David wanted to sit down.
David wanted to see his son.
David wanted these hockey players to get out of Montreal before he had a heart attack because he just knew Yuna was going to have a conniption once she saw the inevitable videos. He was lucky she hadn’t seen the previous ones yes, busy with yet another brand deal.
“Oi! Hollander! Come sit!”
David wanted to go back to boring Ottawa.
 

 
September 2015, A Thursday- Montreal
 
“Shit, sorry, can you hold him?” David looked up to see a harried looking young man around Shane’s age dripping iced coffee onto the floor. He was a little shorter than David with a head of curly black hair and a baby face which he didn’t have time to examine further before he shoved a baby into David’s arms as he held out his jumper from his chest, wincing as the coffee ran down into his trousers. “Sorry, I’ll be back in a second.” He ran off towards the bathroom of the café and David was left sitting there, staring down at Arthur Pike. “Hey kid.” He said softly, staring at the culprit who was currently chewing on the straw he’d grabbed out of the man’s drink. “Still causing trouble?”
And trouble he had caused. Apparently someone had picked up on the fact that several members of the Bears and Admirals had descended upon Montreal to coparent a baby and the media had latched onto it even harder once they’d realised that the baby could belong to any of the four hockey players he’d been seen with so far.
Luckily David wasn’t as public as his wife and no one had even questioned his presence, cropping him out of the videos more than not, meaning his wife hadn’t interrogated him. Much.
He settled the baby on his knee, leaving him to his straw as he sipped his coffee, waiting for Shane to arrive. He’d finally found the time to see his son just before the season started and no baby of Hayden Pike was going to stop him.
“I’m so sorry, that was a nightmare!” The man returned, Arthur making grabby hands towards him and David relinquished the baby, smiling as he giggled, fingers grasping at the man’s white undershirt. “Yeah, kid, good job. Scott’s gonna be pissed though, that was his favourite.”
“You’re another of the babysitting brigade?” David asked softly as the man took the seat David had been reserving for Shane without asking. Rude.
“Oh, no, I’m his father.” The man said with a cheeky grin. “The least famous of them, at least.” He held out a hand. “Kip Grady. It’s nice to meet you, Mr Hollander. Scott’s been talking about you.”
David just nodded, trying to keep all of the confusion off his face. He could tell from the man’s expression that he wasn’t entirely successful. “This is all…”
Kip just shrugged. “Don’t think too hard about it. They’re having the time of their lives fucking with the media. I think even Scott’s enjoying people speculating on if he’s actually capable of carrying a baby. As if the league would allow something so scandalous as a trans athlete to play for them.”
That had David frowning unhappily. “No. I suppose not. Can I grab you another coffee? You’re a bit distracted there.”
“Oh, no, it’s okay, Shane’s grabbing it for me.” He flicked his head over David’s shoulder and he turned to see his son leaving the counter with a tray of drinks, Hayden Pike’s finger looped into his belt, yawning behind him.
He turned back to Kip. “You know my son?” Kip just smiled serenely, waving a little and accepting the giant iced coffee Shane handed him, Pike taking his baby who chirped in his direction, Shane sitting down opposite him. “You look better.” He blurted out and immediately cringed in Pike’s direction. “Sorry.”
His son’s best friend just shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ve seen some of the footage from the play offs. I looked like death incarnate.” He pressed a kiss to Arthur’s chubby cheeks. “It’s been a long few months.”
David just nodded, sipping at his coffee as his son pulled McDonalds burgers out of the diaper bag he was carrying, placing them in front of Kip, Hayden, and-
His son was eating a McDonalds burger.
Hell had just frozen over.
“Are you alright?” He asked quietly as Hayden went to war with his son, keeping chubby fingers away from his food, Kip placing a little bowl of mush in front of the unimpressed child who continued to chase the burger.
Shane just gave him a funny look before taking a giant bite of the grease filled monstrosity that he never would have considered eating so close to the season beginning before. “Yeah? Why?”
David waved at the burger and Shane seemed to get what he was saying. “Oh. Yeah.” That was it?  “It’s fine. My metrics are good.”
His metrics? Shane thought David cared about his metrics? “I meant more that I’ve never seen you eat something so…”
“Disgusting? Yes. Delicious? Also yes.” Shane said with a small smile, holding the pickle in Pike’s direction, the man leaning over to grab it between his teeth. “Thanks, Hay.”
“More pickle for me. Gimme some of that coffee, Kip, he was up all night.”
“I am aware.”
That was when David realised. “Are you all living together?” He asked softly, barely more than a whisper.
For a moment it looked like Shane was about to panic- David recognised the way his shoulders tensed, the corners of his mouth curving downwards, eyes flickering down and-
And then it stopped.
It was like a light flickered on somewhere in his head and his son- his perfect son who cared so much about everything… Stopped. “Yeah.” He said easily, sipping at his water. “Most convenient.”
Ilya Rozanov living in his son’s house and babysitting his best friend’s baby was most convenient.
Shane’s eyes were dark and serious, staring at David, cataloguing each of his reactions. Beside him Pike was sitting close, closer than Daivd had ever seen his son sit beside someone before. He’d always been fiercely protective of his personal space, at least a hand between him and next person, hating large crowds for how uncontrollable the contact was.
And yet here his son sat, Pike pressed up against his side, Arthur getting sticky little hands on his hoodie sleeve, what looked like bits of carrot puree already on his shoulder, a complete stranger leaning over to steal some of his chips.
“So, how’s work been?”
David blinked.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    So yeah. Pretty clear that one day Carter will get laid, and Hayden will end up divorced. I wish I could say I planned this from the start but I am nowhere near that smart. For those of you who aren’t happy with how Jackie is being treated and breaking up the marriage, welcome to an AU, I guess? This is far from the worst thing that someone’s written about this woman, at least I didn’t kill her! Also- yes. Everyone’s OOC here. Because they’re not miserable and in closets. So leave them alone.

NOW FOR NEXT TIME!

Hayden has an aversion to pull out couches
Ilya has PLANS
Shane is greedy
Scott is pathetic
Kip is an idiot
Carter has to fix things
Marlow continues to steal babies
Svetlana gets a new best friend


  


      

  












      Chapter 17: The End of Safety
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which:

The internet has a fit.
Svetlana possesses the single brain cell.
Ilya Rozanov is planning.
Scott’s on drugs.
Elena makes poor life decisions and Kip is not impressed.
Maria is HERE FOR THIS.
Carter is so down bad.



    Chapter Notes

      Well hello.
I am alive.
I am also so tired and wrote this chapter when depressed between textbook chapters. I hope to God it makes sense.

Now, as customary, my Authors Notes:

1. Oh my God- no Cliff x Hayden for you. Nope nope. I’ve read some, I like them, but I can’t write it, I am sorry for those who were waiting for it. Cliff has plans and Hayden needs a giant Russian to squish him. He and Shane both need a squish. They are squish buddies.

2. How the fuck did I get to attached to Hayden Pike- like STUPIDLY attached like anyone tries to hurt my baby and I will destroy them.

3. David will be hanging around, poking in and out. Yuna is coming but I’m still firming up how I want her to react to all of these shenanigans.

4. There needs to be an Old Wise Traumatised Gay Man to fight for the title of Yoda. If you can figure out who it is, good for you my bitches, you cannot stop me.

5. Jackie will be here soon but not yet. Jackie is having a bad time. Jackie is trying her best. Jackie is going to end up a fucking boss and they will be the best co-parents ever. But it’s gonna be slow as fuck. So will any future relationships for the two. Don’t panic.

6. I want Troy next chapter. Only problem is I have no time to binge his book. Peeps who have- would ‘miserable, closeted, abused, blackmailed and needs two gay dads to pat his head’ apply early books Troy? Because his drafted intro section right now is TRAUMATIC for poor baby. Fuck Dallas Kent.

7. I need the Centaurs. They are coming early. So I need to age up Luca. I mean, I’m already ignoring canon so a lil age up should be fine, right?


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  THE INTERNET
 
“We spoke to one of Ilya Rozanov’s many Boston exes today. Melissa- is this a surprise, Ilya Rozanov turning up with a secret love child?”
“It’s only a surprise that you think it’s his- that man was prepared. He carried everything from condoms to plan B, he had a fucking mental checklist of contraceptive options, he was not running the risk of one of us getting pregnant on his watch.”
“Is that so? Then where do you think the baby came from?”
“How the hell would I know? Man’s a fantastic baby sitter-”
“I think I misheard you.”
“Probably not. I was just as surprised to find out but Ilya Rozanov loves kids. We went back to mine and my babysitter had to drop my kid back home and I kid you not. That man spent three hours constructing one of the most stunning LEGO towers with my six-year-old that I have ever seen. We submitted it for a competition. It won. He called it the tower of Mordor. Wasn’t even mad I didn’t get to sleep with him, especially when a few grand worth of new sets turned up on the doorstep three days later.” 
“And it seems like this isn’t an isolated event- Elle from Boston was one of the lucky few to score an actual planned date with Russia’s Greatest Love machine, and she tells a similar story.”
“He took me to a rink. A Rink. To be fair it was romantic as all hell and the stupidly expensive dinner before made up for the fact that I was freezing my ass off, but I swear. My ovaries.
Watching that man coral every kid under ten into a corner and create his own mini army of Russian nightmares? I stood there with at least ten other mothers and more than one father and each one of us would have dropped to our knees if he’d asked. Consent mother fucking king Ilya Rozanov.”
 
 
“The NHL has never been a place of great tolerance. The shes, theys and everyone else who forgot that hockey was only for the straight white male have never been particularly welcome and it’s only recently that non-white players have been tolerated with any grace, so we can only imaging the chaos that today’s hockey headlines must be wreaking in Roger Crowell’s blood pressure. 
“Videos have been popping up left and right of Ilya Rozanov, captain for the Boston Bears, and Scott Hunter- yes you heard me correctly, Scott Hunter of the New York Admirals- lunching out in Montreal with what is possibly the cutest baby to ever have existed. 
“A baby that Rozanov claims Hunter birthed. 
“Is there a grain of truth to this? 
“Absolutely not. 
“But does it pave the way for a discussion of league inclusivity at the expensive of some of its highest-ranking players? 
“I hope it does. 
 
 
Rozanov And Hollander- Incompatible with Coexistence?
It hasn’t escaped anyone’s notice these last few weeks that Ilya Rozanov seems to have set up camp in Montreal along with his band of merry hockey players- Scott Hunter, Carter Vaughan and Cliff Marlow, though as a member of the Bears, Marlow is less of an oddity. 
What seems to be the strangest thing is that Montreal’s own captain, Shane Hollander, cannot seem to get himself within a hundred metres of his rival, in fact they seem to be actively avoiding each other! Many fans are wondering if a truce has been called between the two hockey giants, others are wondering if Hollander is even in Montreal at the same time, but one thing is for sure.
Come game time, all bets are off.
 
 
What has happened to Hayden Pike?
It’s widely acknowledged that playoffs are some of the worst weeks of a hockey player’s life- the bone deep exhaustion, pushing past a thousand aches and pains that would fell a mere mortal, it’s what they’re paid for, right? Even the beards, and those are truly terrible. 
This is not that. 
Hayden Pike of the Montreal Voyageurs was spotted with teammate and captain Shane Hollander in downtown Montreal just this morning and there is not a single person who can convince me that this is playoff weight loss, that the bruising on his face was left over from their last game. This man looks sick. 
This man looks exhausted. 
This man is clinging to his captain like he’s the last lifeboat on the Titanic and Shane Hollander, man that he is has stepped up, nappy bag over shoulder, stroller strap intact. 
Are you ovaries bursting, ladies?
I know mine sure are.
 
 
@HOLLANOV IS TRUTH
Am I the only person who thinks that both of those babies belong to Hayden Pike? 
 
SVETLANA
 
Svetlana Vetrova was not particularly fond of children, babies in particular. She had been raised an only child, her father had been far too busy to cart her around to the sorts of social activities children thrived in and her singular companion that she could actually tolerate was not the sort of man whom she thought safe to bring around children or socialise with those who had them.
So imagine her surprise when Ilya Rozanov adopted Arthur Pike.
She’d planned to spend her time in Ottawa getting to know the strange little hockey-based creature who had ensnared her Ilyushka so thoroughly. She’d imagined them bonding somewhat over hockey and the idiot he’d married.
She had not thought she’d end up in Montreal of all places, ensconced in a purple bedroom with stuffed toys on her bed, waking up each morning to Scott Hunter’s boyfriend making a laundry list of smoothies.
She had not expected to spend her time helping Carter Vaughan launder basket after basket of linen and clothing and then folding said linen and clothing whilst sitting on the wonderfully plush rug of Shane Hollander’s living room, screaming at the TV screen with Cliff Marlow whilst Arthur bounced delightedly on his lap, babbling in delight as the massive forward threw him up into the air gently, always supporting that giant baby head.
She had certainly not expected to come to care for Hayden Pike, the 15th best player in Montreal- objectively he was 6th, Ilya-  who for the first few days of his residence strongly resembled a ghost, skin pale, hair flattened against his head, eyes dull as he flitted around the house, seemingly moving from one sleeping place to the next.
Svetlana had worried for a while- surely sleeping so much couldn’t be healthy. She’d read enough books when books were the only available source of knowledge, and read even more in the recent years that constant sleeping was a sign of depression, and Pike was sleeping. Hollander had been a ghostly shadow during those days as the others took over the care and feeding of Pike’s child, constantly touching, wrapping himself around the taller man on the couch, scratching at his hair, rubbing at his shoulders as Pike stared blankly at whatever they were watching, making sure he was well fed, bathed and given all the baby cuddles he could want. Arthur barely touched his crib in the beginning, always shifting from one pair of arms to the other until nighttime when he was tucked securely into his crib beside Ilya’s bed.
And Ilya. Oh Ilyushka.
Svetlana didn’t think she’d been wrong, per se. Ilya had never been overly interactive with children in her experience but she was beginning to realise that perhaps it had simply been lack of opportunity, most people avoiding putting small fragile things next to violent Russian hockey players.
Ilya looked at that child like he was the most perfect thing in the world.
Except Hollander. That was devotion on an entire other level.
No, it was always Ilya to wake the littlest Pike in the morning, giving him his first bottle. It was always Ilya who would put him to bed at night, reading to him from a large anthology of fairy tales in Russian, deep voice soothing and melodic as the tiny child was rocked to sleep.
And the child. Oh, the child loved her best friend, bright blue eyes wide and excited as soon as Ilyushka entered his world, always grabbing for him, chewing on his fingers, making the cutest little noises as Ilya spoke to him in Russian, more excited to see the giant hockey player than his own father sometimes.
Poor Pike. He was, even now, slightly off balance a week after moving into the Hollanov- thank you Marlow- residence. It still took him a few seconds to react to the baby’s cries, to realise that someone had placed him in his lap, or removed him for that matter. Oh, Svetlana didn’t doubt that the man loved that child more than anything in the universe, devoted and diligent and protective, but the man was clearly burnt out to a crisp, breaking into soft sobs without warning.
And they would swarm.
This strange collection of hockey players, the Dinosaur Support Group, would drop whatever they were doing and swarm upon the man like overly protective flies, offering hot chocolates, blankets, embraces, distractions, taking baby Pike when larger Pike became overwhelmed, ushering him upstairs to bed, to shower, sometimes just sitting there until he tired himself out, slumping over in exhaustion.
And then her Ilyushka would come, wordlessly scooping up the pathetic Pike into his arms like a baby, taking him up the stairs into the master, tucking him in under weighted blankets with a silk sleeping mask, sending out a group message for quiet.
That had perhaps been the strangest thing.
She had only ever known Ilya to be a possessive sort of man. With her. With his problems. With- and how had she never noticed it before- his brand-new husband, never allowing a bad word about Hollander to be said in his presence. Which was why it was so surprising that ever since the first night Pike had not only been welcomed but actively encouraged into the newly married couple’s bed.
That first night the male component of the support group- because yes, she was a part of it now- wandered off to bed together, Scott and Kip heading to the furthest guest bedroom, Carter and Marlow to the one next to Hollanov. Svetlana was always more of a night owl, working steadily into the early hours of the morning, watching as the house fell to sleep. 
It had taken Carter exactly one hour to retreat downstairs, Marlow’s snoring audible even through the closed door. She’d turned off the silently running TV and settled on the smaller couch with her laptop as Carter had rolled into the back of the largest, drawing a weighted blanket over his head with a grumble.
It had taken about thirty minutes for Scott Hunter’s sixth sense to activate and his heavy steps were thumping down the stairs, looking for his wayward teammate, hauling the gangly man upright and dragging him into the bedroom where to Svetlana’s knowledge, Carter had spent every night since.
Did she mention that she had a bunkbed? A double one?
Hah.
No.
She wasn’t an idiot and this was hilarious. From the look Ilya gave her on night two he very much agreed.
The rest of the idiots were blissfully unaware.
So yes. She wasn’t the only one to watch as Hayden Pike abandoned all show of settling in the study each night, showering in the master, brushing his teeth beside Ilya who would loop an arm around his waist and haul him into his side when he started to droop and drool, getting changed into clothes that were far too broad over the shoulders, loose at the waist, and then slipping into the middle of the bed, positioned between the two larger men who would swap during the night when Arthur required feeding or changing, leaving the other to blanket down Pike with their body, stopping him from waking.
She’d skl.een it just once, as she’d come to bed, the way Hollander had moved, swiftly and silently from the side closest to the crib, sweeping up the whimpering baby and retreating to the bathroom.
Pike had shifted, head lifting slightly before being forced violently back into the pillow by Ilya’s hand on the back of his skull, the Russian shifting over to squish Pike into the bed with his far greater bulk, completely covering him until Pike stopped his flailing, the two men asleep long before Hollander returned, giving her an exhausted smile.
She didn’t think it was sexual.
Not yet.
Ilya had few rules when it came to his hook ups- not being married was one of them which very much ruled himself out. So she didn’t think that the two men were actively seducing the larger Pike, and given Ilya’s own experiences with depression she knew for a fact that even if they did decide to do something with the other man it would be when he had his full mental faculties about him, which Hayden Pike very much did not.
What he did have was an inability to be alone, and that was almost as terrifying as watching him compulsively check Arthur for bruises, methodical and careful, each time one of the men returned the baby to his father’s arms.
It had been the height of insulting the first time it had happened to her. In fact, it was the first time he’d done it in sight of anyone else. She’d stood there in shock as he performed his check, saying nothing, just leaving the room to stunned faces once it was complete.
Hollander had followed him and neither man had returned for far too long, dinner made and served and eaten before Shane reappeared with Arthur, the baby fussy and hungry. He’d explained how nothing had ever happened to the baby to Hayden’s knowledge. He’d explained how Pike had watched as Arthur’s grandparents had, since Arthur was born, slowly lost the fond looks they’d once bestowed upon the baby, more and more reluctant to take him, but still refusing to hand him off to professional care, compounding Jackie’s resolve to ‘tough it out’ as his father had put it.
The little smoothie boy and Marlow were tearing up by the end, Ilya leaving the house, standing out on the back porch twirling an unlit cigarette in his fingers for a good hour before he was calm enough to return, pressing a soft kiss on his husband’s head before heading up the stairs.
It had started after that, Pike’s… She wanted to say clinginess, but it was very much the overreaction of a man who had been touch starved for months after a lifetime of casual affection. It was like floodgates had been opened, as if Pike had realised that none of the men currently staying in Hollander’s home would harm him, though he was clearly more comfortable with certain members of the household.
The little smoothie boy would drape himself over Pike’s shoulders in passing, handing him calorie dense smoothies, wrapping him in blankets when he nodded off on the couch. Scott and Carter would hug him casually when handing off the baby, spread an arm along the back of the couch when they were sharing space, letting Pike take what he needed from them.
He was clearly wary of Svetlana. She didn’t blame him. The others were a known quantity and she herself didn’t really know how to act around him. It was improving, though. He didn’t tense when she would scoop Arthur from his arms, taking the baby on her runs around the neighbourhood in his stroller, usually more than one hockey player coming along.
It was Ilyushka and Hollander he spent most of his time with.
With Hollander it looked like Pike was trying to crawl under his skin, a sentiment that seemed reciprocated. Svetlana would find them on the couch, stuffed into the corner, Hollander usually awake with a book, on his phone, sipping tea as Pike slept in a condensed ball of muscle curled into Hollander’s side, across his lap, draped across his back, Hollander’s arms and legs entwined with his own. They’d move together more often than not, Pike’s hand embedded in the back of Hollander’s shirts, fingers around his wrist, looped into the waistband of his joggers, tired and wan as he was led around the enormous house.
With Ilya it was different, but no less meaningful. For a man who, according to Hollander, had hated Ilya Rozanov with the passion of a thousand burning suns just a few days ago Pike was strangely affectionate, twining around the man like his animal namesake, like Ilyushka was the tastiest of bait that Pike wasn’t sure he was ready to bite- unlike Hollander.
Ilya was wearing his dressings and taking his antibiotics with pride.  Svetlana would have been worried if she had not already adapted to the first one.
Pike would dart around him, always keeping Ilya within arms reach when Hollander wasn’t available, never quite getting close enough to ‘accidentally’ knock into the larger man, like a new pet unsure of its welcome.
Ilya took the strangeness in stride, barely looking at Pike, ignoring his antics but always making space for the man, sitting in the middle of the couch to always leave one side open, never leaving the room too quickly, always checking that Hollander remained if he decided to leave.
It was when he stilled that Pike attacked.
It had been perhaps the most adorable thing Svetlana had ever seen in her life, Ilya sitting in the middle of the couch as one of the Fast and Furious movies played in the background, Scott and Kip curled up in the armchair beside them with Arthur settled on Kip’s lap, entranced by the explosions.
Hollander had long ago fallen asleep against Ilya’s side when Pike appeared from his afternoon nap, rubbing at his eyes. He immediately checked on Arthur before heading to the kitchen, stepping around Marlow and Carter who were doing the dishes because Hollander did not like the way dishes felt after running through the dishwasher, pulling out the covered bowl from the fridge.
He’d dithered for a little, eyeing the spot next to Svetlana, the sumptuous rug on the floor with its suspicious bleached spots, and then the seat next to Ilya.
He had then proceeded to, what Svetlana could only call, cat. He had decided to cat. He’d sat right in the corner of the couch, as far from Ilya as possible, perched on the edge as he shovelled food into his mouth.
That position had lasted until he was done, half of the bowl eaten- which was better than it had been- and then as he leaned back he shifted slightly closer to the Russian, eyes darting around to see if anyone had noticed. Svetlana steadfastly had not. 
With each explosion, each time someone handed him a drink, each time Ilya shifted and Pike could use the movement as a cover he would move just a little closer until there was little more than a few centimetres between his thigh and Ilya’s.
Ilya yawned, shifting to settle deeper into the cushions, Hollander rousing long enough to haul himself over Ilya’s chest, nuzzling into his pec before settling back into a light doze, eyes opening and closing like a little kotenok, fingers kneading into the cotton of his t-shirt.
Ilya’s arm had remained over the back of the couch, fiddling with the tassel of the blanket draped over the cushions and Pike’s expression was one of great concentration as he gently, very gently shifted to the side, legs coming up to curl by his side until just the tip of his shoulder was resting against Ilya’s armpit, just the barest amount of contact.
Ilya didn’t react in any meaningful way.
Instead he just relaxed further into the couch, the movement lowering his arm just a little around Pike’s shoulder as he leaned away, whispering something into Hollander’s ear that had the man slapping his thigh in retaliation, the two men giggling like imbeciles as Pike settled in closer like a barn cat discovering affection for the first time.
The movie had changed in the meantime, the Fellowship of the Ring playing automatically and Pike’s eyes widened in interest as the opening theme began to play, not even noticing as Ilya shifted closer, nonchalantly placing his arm around Pike’s shoulders, pulling him down to his chest as Galadriel began to speak.
Hollander reached across Ilya’s chest, grabbing sleepily at Pike’s hand, drawing it over Ilya’s waist towards himself.
It was all downhill from there and her best friend became just as sought after as Hollander. It became a common thing to see the three men coming home in the morning, sweaty and disgusting from their run. To come across Ilyushka busy in the kitchen, Pike leaning against his back, peering over his shoulder and offering critiques. To find them sitting together on the couch, some terrible B-grade fantasy film on, arguing as Hollander sat nearby ignoring them. To see then curled up in bed together, fast asleep, Arthur often sprawled over Ilyushka’s chest.
It was sickening.
A first she’d worried about Hollander’s reaction- he seemed to be equally possessive of his husband and former best friend but he never seemed bothered by the fact that they spent more time with each other than with him. Over time she came to see why.
Shane Hollander was autistic as fuck.
Whenever things became too rowdy he’d retreat upstairs, above all content to be alone, in the quiet of the study with a book or his laptop, outside on the patio, avoiding the ruckus. He’d often take Arthur for afternoon walks while Pike napped, wandering aimlessly through the richie rich neighbourhood, as safe as he ever was.
It was sweet, how Ilya and Pike seemed to know just how to manage his overstimulation, knowing whether he wanted to be touched or fed or left alone or handed a baby- a baby who, much like his father, seemed to know exactly when he needed to be quiet when it came to Shane Hollander, immediately settling in the man’s arms, sucking on his pacifier.
Hollander had proclaimed that the baby had a touch of the ‘tism. Svetlana wouldn’t be surprised if it was true. Arthur Pike liked the strangest things and could spend a good several hours clenching his tiny fists and toes into the rug she’d discovered from was some obscure Russian boutique and made of alpaca.
Who the fuck buys a giant rug made of alpaca?
Men who have texture sensitive husbands, apparently.
So that led her to now. It had been just over a week since they’d settled in Montreal and plans were being made for the future. August was quickly running out and by September Ilya, Marlow and the New Yorkers would need to leave for pre-season, Pike and Shane much the same. For some odd reason not a single member of the group seemed inclined to leave any time soon, taking full advantage of the fully stocked kitchen, massive media centre, disgustingly professional home gym and the freedom to talk about whatever the fuck they wanted whenever they wanted to.
The little smoothie boy had been… An issue.
Unlike the others he had a job- a menial depressing customer service job that paid pittance- but a job nonetheless.
And that job was waiting Monday morning.
His father had called, panicked, Saturday night, and from what Svetlana overheard when Kip put his phone on speaker, the cause was a bounced cheque.
From the way Kip Grady had looked this was both something he was very used to, and something he had no idea how to fix.
She’d watched as Hunter had stood over his boyfriend’s shoulder, eyes flicking back and forward with Carter like the man was some sort of comfort fidget, clearly trying to not tell the panicking man that he could fix it.
Fix everything.
She couldn’t see a way that would have gone well.
Hollander had arrived halfway through the freak out and Carter had filled him in in whispers. He looked… Confused. “Did the cheque bounce because of lack of funds?”
Kip turned around, irritated. “Why else would a cheque bounce?”
“Because the account is closed?” Hollander said it as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. Sometimes Svetlana wondered what it must be like in there, in that big giant hockey-coded brain. If anything other than Ilya Rozanov and Hayden Pike even registered.
The little smoothie boy just stared at Hollander for a few moments before turning back to the phone. “Dad, can you log in to your internet banking?” No, he could not. “Can you remember your password?” No, he could not. “I told you to write it down!” Apparently that was a security issue, according to the internet.
A security issue.
Svetlana was incredibly grateful her father had a receptionist for this sort of thing.
It took them a good thirty minutes to dig the password out of an old pair of socks under Kip’s bed, remember the password to the ancient desktop Kip’s father insisted on using because he knew what all the buttons did, and finally log in.
“Oh.” The entire group- all settled around the phone with dinner in their laps- sat forward, weirdly invested in the troubles of the not so rich and famous. “The mortgage… It’s gone.” Beside her Hollander nodded to himself, leaning against his husband with Arthur in his lap, sipping at one of his infernal ginger ales. “I don’t understand. They must have made a mistake.”
From the smug little grin on Hollander’s face, the stunned look on Ilya’s, she could tell that it wasn’t a mistake at all. “Dad… Give me a second, I’ll call you back.” Kip said softly, not giving his dad time to reply. He sat the phone down and turned to Hollander who was happily chewing on a piece of broccoli like the rabbit he was. “What did you do?”
Hollander halted. “I… Paid it?” He asked, sitting his fork on his plate, handing it over to Ilya as he shoved his hands into his hoodie pocket, suddenly looking nervous. “I… I thought you were asking?”
Oh my god.
“I was joking! What kind of moron assumes that asking to have hundreds of thousands of dollars of debt wiped is normal!”
Hollander just stared at him. “Well… In my defence I’m really not the best person to ask that question.”
“Oh my God.” Hunter whispered.
Marlow and Ilya shared a look before they started giggling.
Carter was shaking his head.
Svetlana was… She needed to get the fuck out of this mad house. “You are all idiots.” She muttered before returning to her dinner.
“Wait… Does that mean you own may dad’s house?!”
“… Why would I want his house?”
Smoothie boy quit his job that night by email. Accepted a casual barkeeping gig with his friend ‘Kyle.’
The next day he applied for his Master’s degree.
Perhaps there as something to this Dinosaur Support Group.
 

 
It was a firm rule that whoever was taking the littlest Pike out for the day got to dress him.
Was this an excuse to buy each and every adorable outfit they could find both in person and on the internet?
Yes.
Did it mean the tiny child had spent yesterday in an Admirals onesie, strapped to Scott Hunter’s chest as the New Yorkers watched Hotel Transylvania 2? Yes.
Personally she thought that her choice was the best, smiling down at the tiny thing in the stroller, his face largely covered by the T-Rex head of his little jumper, feet swallowed up by dinosaur booties.
Truly superior.
Hockey jerseys could suck her metaphorical dick.
The days were slowly growing cooler and a brisk breeze ruffled her curls as they strolled along the main street, the bottom of the stroller filled with far too many vegetables for any normal hockey player and yet another carton of ginger ale because of course. Of course. Each and every idiot in the house had tried it.
Loved it.
Hoarded it.
Stollen it.
Gone to war over it, using the Pike girls as ammunition.
Stockpiled it in bedrooms and under couches and once in the freezer which hadn’t gone particularly well for Carter who had been chased out of the house into the rain and left to mope on the patio in the dark for a good hour until Hollander allowed him to re-enter the house, handing him a scrubbing brush and pointing at the freezer.
Not willing to head back to the house yet- Ilya and Hollander had locked Pike out of the bedroom and last she’d heard- and God had she heard- they were in the middle of an all-day sex marathon that she truly wasn’t in the mood to listen to. How the others managed to endure it she had no idea, looking up at the ceiling when there was a particularly loud scream, joking when something broke, expressing grudging amazement when they just. Kept. Going. 
A small part of her was jealous. Sex with Ilya had always been fun, and intimate, and sometimes even sweet but she had never seen that look before, let alone directed at her.
The way he had stared, mouth slightly open, eyes glazing over as Shane Hollander had stood in the living room in a pair of low-slung grey sweatpants and a Bears hoodie, a pair of glasses perched on his nose as he bounced Arthur against his chest, cooing at the child in Russian.
He had looked at that man as if he’d murder anyone that got in the way of ripping his clothes off, baby or not.
Thankfully Pike had an excellent sense of self-preservation because he clocked that look in a second and grabbed his baby, retreating out of the way just instants before Hollander was shrieking in surprise, Ilya hoisting the sturdy little Canadian over his shoulders and hurrying him up the stairs as if he weighed nothing.
She truly had been that blind.
That had been at eight in the morning. Judging from the group chat, now, at one in the afternoon they were still at it. And so here she was. Procrastinating with a baby.
Thank fuck the little shit wasn’t a crier anymore.
Apparently being well fed, well rested and showered with physical affection was required when you were a tiny growing child.
She rounded a random corner, following the smell of coffee. Montreal was not a city she had ever truly been interested in visiting, let alone spending any time in. It had a… She didn’t want to even think it, but it had a vibe. And not one that she enjoyed. It was weirdly cold and felt wet on her skin. The sunlight was strange, an oddly washed-out sheen that reminded her of Russia.
It didn’t help that the people were cunts, despite Canadians having a reputation for kindness. They were unpleasant and rude and she had enjoyed the utter chaos the hockey players had caused and continued to cause with the press, squalls of the bastards trying to follow them back into Hollander’s maximum security prison level of paranoia, turned away every time. For a city obsessed with Hollander they were amazingly uninformed as to his whereabouts, for which she has grateful. Ilya was bad enough on his own, this strange conglomeration of men was setting the hockey world on fire.
She halted suddenly, staring at the window display of a small, pokey looking shop.
If there was anything that would draw Ilya out of Shane Hollander’s ass it was this.
The bell above the door jingled obnoxiously as she pushed the stroller inside, immediately hit by the smell of dust and wood and paper, the soft sepia tones of the lighting exactly like that in Hollander’s home, not a single bright white bulb in sight. Arthur had woken and was staring around the puzzle shop with interest, making soft cooing noises as little baby fists beat against the sides of the detachable carrier. “Shh. Little one.” She whispered as they headed deeper into the maze of tall shelves, the aisles just wide enough for them to pass through. “Let us not wake up the scary monsters in the creepy puzzle shop.”
“Oh, hello there.”
Svetlana would forever deny jumping in surprise.
She most definitely would deny the little “Eep!” that did not exit her vocal cords.
She looked down to find a stranger kneeling down in front of the stroller, fingers circled around the edge, returning Arthur’s gummy smile.
Ah. “You are David Hollander.”
The man looked up, blue eyes staring at her as if she was one of the puzzles they stood amongst. He cocked his head to the side questioningly. “I haven’t met you.” And there was the Hollander in him. The same quiet, gentle tones his son would use just before he was about to murder someone. Lulling her into a false sense of security. “Which team do you belong to?”
“Boston.” She offered her hand as David stood. “I am Svetlana Vetrova. I am being held captive by idiocy.”
He cocked his head to the opposite side, seeming to take it in stride. “They’re… An interesting bunch. Not the sort I’d have thought Shane to… Associate with.” Well. That was a little presumptuous. “You’re Russian too. Rozanov’s friend?”
 “Only sometimes. This time I may be regretting it.” She pointed down at Arthur who was making grabby hands up at the ancient man. “He wants you to pick him up.” She pointed out, if he hadn’t managed to figure it out himself. She supposed it must have been a while since he’d played with babies- she couldn’t see Hollander being a well-behaved child. She was picturing biting. Something he hadn’t grown out of.
That seemed to capture the man’s attention. David smiled happily. “Oh, you don’t mind?”
“I am fairly sure you are the child’s grandparent, so no.” She said bluntly, ignoring the look of confusion on the man’s face as she waited for him to remove Arthur from the stroller, turning to face the shelves. “Hollander has said that you are the reason he has an entire box of puzzles in his cupboard. Perhaps you will be able to help me.” She waved around the dusty little store. “One puzzle is the same as the next to me.”
Svetlana understood where Hollander got at least part of his weirdness from- not the anxiety neurotic part, that was clearly his mother. The autism was at least partly from the man who looked at her like she’d insulted his ancestors. He stood up straight, like a General marching to war. “Come with me.”
She hadn’t expected to spend her sexile touring a puzzle store but it could have been far worse. David was far more pleasant than his son- thought she’d never met Hollander before Ilya had corrupted him- and took his time explaining each and every puzzle type to her, the different coverings, the paints, handmade versus machine printed vs wooden backing and did she need a mat and what sort of storage options did she have-
“You would know that better than me.” She pointed out.
David seemed to think about that for a while, as if running the numbers in his head. 
“I suppose that’s true. Well then. How much are you willing to spend?”
She smiled. “How much are you willing to spend?” She held up the custom printed black credit card with a sparkly pink dinosaur on the front, Svetlana Vetrova emblazoned in gold.
They all had one now.
David grinned.
It was a fucking whirlwind after that.
Svetlana didn’t like puzzles but she did so adore spending other people’s money.
They exited the store panting, the sunlight making her feel like she was exiting a fever dream. Beside her David looked as if he’d just had the best time of his life, a separate bag of the latest releases of some weird series he was collecting slung over one shoulder, Arthur over the other.
David Hollander was truly a delight.
He was witty and charming and quiet like his son, kind and generous and perfectly happy to carry Arthur back to the car, strapping him in.
Svetlana finished packing the boxes into the boot, closing it slowly as Arthur started his cute little sleepy yawns. David was waiting for her with her handbag. “The season starts soon, they’ll all be heading home. How does Jackie feel about losing her babysitters?”
Svetlana paused, confused. Perhaps he didn’t know. “I do not know. The last time the largest Pike called her it was very clear that she did not wish to know very much about the tiny Pike’s life. I do not know if she has realised that her husband’s enemies are housing him.” She took her bag, patting his hand as his expression turned to one of shock, then horror. She had forgotten that he knew the Pikes well. “Jackie Pike is not well, David, and Shane and his Dinosaur Support Group are not simply babysitting the child, he and Pike live there.”
“Without the girls?”
Svetlana nodded sadly. “The girls are safe. Jackie did not want them to leave when she sent Pike away. They visit, now. Hollander goes to pick them up. They adore their uncle Marley- I think it is because he is very tall.”
David swallowed heavily, his expression of pity one she’d seen on Hollander’s face many times. “That… That isn’t sustainable. Hayden loves his family-”
“We know that.” She opened the passenger side door and dropped her bag on the seat. “I think that even Jackie knows that. But it does not make it any easier on them. Be content that they are all as safe as they can be.”
“That doesn’t change that Hayden will be on his own when the season starts.” He held his hand out. “Let me give you my number? Shane doesn’t like to ask for help-” Um, ex-fucking-cuse me? “-But If there’s anything I can do. Ottawa is a lot closer than Boston or New York.” He did have a point.
He had a very good point. 
She made a decision.
Apparently that’s what the Dinosaur Support Group did.
“The little Pike requires feeding and so do I. Would you like to join us for lunch?”
The old man seemed delighted. What in the world had he been doing before Svetlana had found him if this was more existing than his previous plans? “Did you have a place in mind?”
“Yes.” She sent a quick text off before shooing the man into the passenger seat, her phone chirping merrily.
 
DINOSAUR SUPPORT GROUP
I am bringing Hollander senior for lunch. 
Buck up.
It is good practice for fooling the rest of the world. 
Arthur likes him also. 
Will be a good back up sitter if you are all dead.
Hollander: We were doing sandwiches if that’s ok?
Oh my God. 
Marlow just exploded the blender over the ceiling. 
This is a nightmare. 
My actual worst nightmare. 
Please don’t judge me. 
Ilya’s crying he can’t stop laughing. 
 
A video came through the group chat. Little smoothie boy was chasing Marlow around the kitchen with a spatula as Ilya lay collapsed over the filthy bench, hair full of blue something. “Oh.” She said softly as she took in the carnage. “We may need to stop for paper towels.”
 
DAVID
 
When they drove past the turn off to Shane’s apartment David didn’t say anything- no two-bedroom condo, not even one as large as Shane’s could safely hold that many people, especially not those the size of hockey players.
Especially with a baby.
As they continued out of the city he sat back and let the lovely Russian woman Svetlana- apparently Ilya Rozanov’s childhood friend- drive them confidently towards one of the most affluent areas in Montreal. That surprised him, somewhat. His son had never been one to splurge on his living space but security was something he’d never skimped on- as they passed through the high bricked wall that enclosed the gated community, with its security guards and cameras, he looked back at the sleeping Arthur and understood the move.
He stepped out of the car, unclipping the happy little boy and settling him against his chest as he picked up the bags of cleaning supplies. The house was… It wasn’t the sort of house he’d pictured his son owning though to be fair he’d never pictured Shane moving out of his first apartment, Yuna having chosen it when he and Hayden had first met. He’d never really seemed to care, never offered opinions when Yuna had bought over new curtains, blankets, pillows, advised painting the walls a less overwhelming shade of blue.
Clearly Shane had opinions because David was staring at a Cold War Russian Fortress. Dark and looming it was nothing like his apartment, all light and neutral colours.
Svetlana waved him forward and slipped through the open front door.  
The door clicked shut behind them and David couldn’t help but stare in awe at the world his son had created for himself, the high ceilings, dark panelled floors, jewel toned walls, all of those colours and stimuli they’d been told years ago would overstimulate the fragile child they’d been gifted with right there in front of him.
“Ilya fucking Rozanov I will fucking end you, do not step in that!” His son’s voice was loud, aggressive, something David had never heard off the ice. There was a giggle and an instant later Ilya Rozanov, white shirt covered in a mysterious blue substance ran towards David, grabbing his charge and sprinting for the stairs, cackling as his son followed with a packet of wet wipes.
“I hate this place.” Svetlana said with an exhausted sigh, heading towards the chaos that was the kitchen, avoiding the watery blue footsteps across the floor.
Cliff Marlow was sitting unhappily on the counter, his entire front covered with the same substance, looking like he’d just finished behind yelled at. Carter stood beside him, occasionally snorting in amusement as he picked bits of fruit out of his hair.
A dark, curly haired head popped up from behind the bench and smiled. “Mr Hollander!” Kip hauled himself up, a blushing Scott Hunter following, hands full of soiled hand towels. “Hi!”
David waved awkwardly, handing over the bag of paper towels. “Exciting morning?”
Kip grimaced and David just stopped himself taking a step back. “Marlow is a moron who cannot use a blender.” He threw his own handful of towels at the giant cowering man. “I am this far from committing murder, except your son would probably get cranky about the blood.”
“You’re not wrong.” David said softly, as he crossed around the counter, wincing as a drip of smoothie plopped onto his shoulder. “Shane does like to keep things clean.”
“Probably hates us then.” Someone said as there was a crashing noise from upstairs followed by Shane screaming “ROZANOV!”
“You cannot catch us, Hollander!”
“I will throw out every copy of the Lord of the Rings you have!”
“You will not you love my Treebeard impression!”
“I’ll key your fucking Porsche!”
“Is insured!”
“ILYA! NO!”
David smiled as Rozanov cackled uproarishly, delighted peals of baby laughter accompanying him as they came crashing down the staircase, Rozanov shirtless and lacking one sock, Arthur happily snuggled into his quite frankly impressive chest, covered by a bright pink baby wrap.
Shane followed soon after, hands blue and panting, sweaty and crazy eyed. “I fucking hate you.”
Rozanov smiled knowingly. “You do not. You think I am delight.”
“Not right now I don’t.”
“Lie. You think I am best thing ever.”
“Arthur’s the best thing ever.”
Rozanov seemed to think for a moment, pausing just long enough for Shane to dive and grab at his ankle, wrestling off the filthy sock. “This is acceptable. I will accept.” Shane slapped him across the face with the sock. “This is abuse.”
“You’re abuse.” Shane muttered as he gave David a quick wave, walking into the kitchen. “Everything about you is a constant abuse on my senses.”
“I try.” Rozanov settled at the counter beside David, resting Arthur’s backside on the cool marble. “You will now kill Marley?”
“Nooooo don’t kill Marley, I’ll be sad.” The man in question whined, batting at Shane’s hands as his son tried to clean his face with a wet wipe. “I’m sorry! It’s not my fault! Your blender is evil!”
Shane grabbed his shin, holding him still. “My blender has successfully weathered years of incompetence before you turned up, Marlow, and the first time you touch it I have fucking blueberries on my ceiling.”
“I thought it was closed!”
David could see the instant Shane realised they were fighting a lost cause. “Carter can you go hose him off in the backyard? I’d never get it out of the grout if we let him in like this.” Marlow wailed pathetically, Arthur enjoying the spectacle greatly, and Carter grinned as he led Marlow outside. Shrieks were soon heard as water hit the window.
Shane groaned before shifting his attention to David. “It’s like herding cats I swear to God. I’m never having children.”
Rozanov gasped dramatically beside him, placing his hands over Arthur’s ears. “How can you say this about our child!”
“He’s not our child, idiot.”
“I do not see father here! Must adopt tiny thing!” He placed a fond kiss son the baby’s head, bouncing him softly on his lap. “Is my baby now.”
Shane ignored him. “I’ve ordered take out if you wanted to stay?”
“That… Yes, I’d like to stay.” David looked around slowly. “So… how did this happen?”
“The smoothie?” The slight smile in his son’s eyes was new. “Or the house?”
David decided to humour him, already aware of the gift he’d been given, to be able to see a small portion of his usually reclusive son’s life. “It’s not what your mother would have chosen.”
Shane snorted. “Yeah. You could say that.” He continued to wipe at the filthy bench whilst in the background Hunter had Kip on his shoulders, the smaller man dragging a sponge over the thankfully non-textured ceiling. “I think she found an article that listed everything bad for an autistic child and completely removed everything on the list from my life. Made for a very safe, secure environment.” His son sounded like he was reading from said list. “Not conducive to coping out in the real world, unfortunately.” He looked around the chaos. “I like this better.”
“When did you move?” He accepted a sponge, his son gesturing at his shoulder.
As David blotted at the blue concoction Hayden Pike appeared, wandering his way into the kitchen, pausing to press a kiss against Arthur’s head where it rested against Rozanov’s chest, completely content to let the Russian grab at his chin, yanking it up to check- something? “You look like dead thing, go back to sleep.”
Hayden yawned right in his face. Blinked slowly. “Fuck you, Rozanov.”
“Hmm. Not right now. Would probably pass out and I do not fuck unconscious things. Not sexy.”
Hayden just ignored him, slipping into the seat beside him. He accepted a bottle from Shane as well as his baby, Rozanov’s arm settling around the backrest, subtly keeping the smaller man upright with occasional tugs on the ancient McGill sweatshirt he was wearing over Voyageur’s joggers.
David was fairly sure that sweatshirt was his.
He watched in fascination as Hayden Pike- who to his previous knowledge had hated Ilya Rozanov just as much as his son had… Snuggled? With the man who had more than once slammed him into the boards hard enough to bruise bones. It was a mixture of impossibly sweet and incredibly disturbing. Either way it was all very domestic. “I didn’t think you liked such colourful walls?” He asked, accepting a glass of water as the last of the smoothie was mopped up by Hunter and his assistant captain who had returned with a sopping wet, naked Marlow whom Shane threw a towel at.
“I think they’re nice.” His son said distractedly, waving the giant Bear away. “Soothing.” Rozanov snorted. “Shut up. There’s a reason your picture is in the rage room.”
“Is called gym, Hollander. If is for rage you are doing wrong.”
Svetlana shook her head beside him.
“I’ve got a picture of his face taped to the punching bag.” Shane clarified as the doorbell rang. His son hurried off as Rozanov made an alarmed noise, hauling Pike upright, Cliff grabbing the baby as Rozanov threw the man over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “You see, Pike? More sleep. Always more sleep. From now on you are moss only. Not allowed to move until I scrape you up.”
“Fuck you.” Hayden slurred out as the giant Russian started to carry him upstairs.
“You should learn, Pike. Am always right. Even when wrong am also right.”
“Unless I’m right!” Shane’s voice floated from the near the front door.
“Yes, Hollander, you are always right!” Rozanov called down the hallway.
Numerous bags of food- David didn’t know if he’d ever seen so much outside a banquet setting- were soon divested of their goods and a feast spread across the counter, players darting in and out with plates and fingers, not a single piece of cutlery in sight aside from a salad spoon Shane forced upon the heathens. His son settled beside him and started to point out his favourite things about his home, many of them completely incongruent with what David would have thought he’d like. The light that the windows let in. The plumbing. The scratching of the adjacent trees on the roof tiles. The way the sound of the rain was loudest over his bedroom. Odd things, things that he and Yuna had spent years trying to shield him from, anything and everything that might have encouraged someone to look harder at their apparently perfect son.
Their perfect son who had apparently since obtained himself a diagnosis and adapted past their wildest dreams.
“So this place is permanent?” He asked softly as he bit into the battered fish.
Shane seemed to take a moment to think about that. “No, I don’t think so. There are a lot of things that I’m not a huge fan of. I don’t like how the windows are set, and the floor isn’t the nicest texture. The spare rooms are too small which is fixable but we’d have to gut the entire place to change most of it.”
“It’d to almost be easier to build.” David said with a laugh, thinking of the Cottage.
Shane just nodded. “That’s the plan. But this will do until I decide where I want to retire.”
“You retire in Ottawa, yes, close to boring family?” Rozanov cut in snidely, cuffing the side of his son’s head as he strode past, Marlow following him, now far cleaner.
The casual violence raised David’s hackles in a way few things did. He was used to people hitting his son- hockey was just one of those sports where violence was unavoidable. But here? In the safety of his own home where his son was supposed to be safe?
He could understand why Yuna didn’t like the man currently raiding Shane’s fridge for a coke.
Shane took the abuse in stride. “Have you ever considered that maybe I want to wait until I can discuss this with the person I choose to spend the rest of my life with?” Shane chirped back as he elbowed Rozanov in the side. “Like a normal person?”
Rozanov seemed to consider that for a moment before nodding. “I see. But also problem. You are in love with hockey, and no woman will ever compare. So you will spend rest of life alone with only stick to cuddle- ow!” He jumped away, clutching his shin. “You are cruel, Hollander. Very cruel. You do not deserve love.”
David wanted to punch the man.
He may have if Scott Hunter hadn’t passed in front of him with a knowing look. “They’re just like this.” He said softly, passing him a bowl salad. “They’re actually quite fond of each other.”
David found that hard to believe as his son threw a chip at the Russian’s head, licking the salt off his fingers.
His son was licking salt off his fingers.
Salt.
Shane.
Who had once had a near panic attack when he’d realised that the pie he’d eaten had extra calories because they’d used real butter.
That Shane.
Shoving a piece of fried fish in his mouth.
Letting Rozanov feed him a sauce covered chip.
Handing out beers like he knew what they were.
David had missed a lot in the last year.
He watched as his son touched things with greasy fingers, smeared salad dressing against Kip’s shoulder when the man bumped into him, accepted Marlow rubbing a filthy hand through his hair with a glare that didn’t end with him running straight to the shower.
His son had friends.
Even if they were Bears he had friends. Friends who ignored his scowls and pushed and prodded and treated his perfectly ordered house as their own, doing the dishes in the most chaotic manner possible, putting forks in with spoons in with knives in a way that had even David cringing at the thought of putting it back in order.
He watched as Rozanov followed along behind his compatriots, placing the draws in order with a soft hum, pushing Shane to the side when he tried to grab plates, sending him into the living room where Carter was sorting through the bags of puzzles.
He hadn’t given it much thought why a woman with no interest in puzzles had been loitering awkwardly in his favourite puzzle shop- in Montreal, that was- until he heard a delighted gasp. “Sveta! You have bought me PUZZLES!!”
Rozanov dived towards the ten or so boxes, grinning with childish glee as he started to babble in what David assumed was Russian, fingers dancing delicately over each box, clutching the puzzle mat to his chest possessively, Svetlana shaking her hands in surrender as her friend drew each box closer to himself, hoarding them a dragon.
Shane sat himself down on the couch beside David, pulling his legs up to his chest like he had as a child, watching as Rozanov and Hunter started to argue which puzzle needed to be attempted first, throwing pillows and socks and marshmallows at each other until Hunter won, crowing his victory as Rozanov lay on his back, picking out only the pink marshmallows from the packet, perfectly happy to concede victory in favour of sweets.
David felt like he was in the twilight zone.
“How did this happen?” David asked softly as Rozanov relinquished his newly acquired mat and they were soon working on a thousand piece of the Amazon jungle, the hockey players and strange add ons settling around to happily pick out the edge pieces, the marshmallow bag passing around.
“Vegas. 2014.” Shane murmured, accepting the bag before passing it to David. “At least, that’s when we met Scott.”
“We?”
“Ilya and I. We met up after the awards.”
“You… I thought you hated him.”
Shane huffed and turned to him, looking truly umimpressed, like it was a question he’d answered a thousand times. David supposed he had. “A rivalry is supposed to make you improve. Encourage you. I never play better than when he’s on the ice.” He watched as Rozanov triumphantly pulled out a corner piece. “The world decided we hated each other, dad, not us. Told two eighteen-year-old kids they were going to spend the rest of their lives screaming at each other from opposite sides of the ice. Didn’t give us a fucking choice.” He sounded angry.
And sad.
“We don’t help, do we?” David murmured, thinking back on all the times Yuna had complained about the man on Shane’s rug, the things she’d said about him, accused him of, never once seeing what David did, the way his son would shy away from his mother, from the conversation. The way he’d just hum in answer, never agreeing, never disagreeing.
The way he had never once been available to them after a home game against Boston.
David hadn’t been any better. He knew the repercussions of doing nothing and yet he didn’t point out his son’s discomfort, had never pulled Yuna back from one of her tirades, thinking that Shane could manage it himself.
Clearly he had.
He’d done it by withdrawing from them to the degree that he’d created an entire second life David had known nothing about.
“No you fucking didn’t.” Shane spat out and Rozanov looked up in concern. At a slight flick of Shane’s finger he was diving back into the jigsaw. “Every time I’ve said something at most neutral mum’s bitten my head off and you’ve just sat there. He’s a terrible influence-”
“Is very true, I am menace.”
“He’s messing with my game-”
“Is favourite thing to do.”
“He’s ruining my reputation-”
“You do not have reputation except as good two shoes.”
“Goody two shoes.”
“Thank you, Carter.”
“Can you please shut up, Rozanov.”
“… No.” He threw a cheeky blindingly white grin at David’s son. “But is true. Hollander is much nastier now is not trying to not be my friend anymore. Does not take as much shit from piece of shit team.”
“Rozanov-”
“Does not let people scream gross things on ice-”
“Rozanov, please-”
“No, Shane.” David said softly. “He’s right. You’ve been… Different. Over the last year.” He felt Shane shrink in on himself beside him and he hurried to explain. “It’s not bad. Not necessarily. But you’ve painted a giant target on your back with some of the things you’ve said. And your mother’s worried.”
“She shouldn’t need to be.” Hunter interjected suddenly. His expression was serious, irritated. “And that’s exactly the problem. This league is so fucking toxic that the instant someone even infers it outside the locker room it’s like the greatest betrayal they’ve ever experienced.
“They just let it go. The abuse. The racism. The homophobia. Try to take out anyone who won’t.” He leaned forward slightly over his bent knee, staring up at David. “If his own family can’t fucking support him, does it really surprise you he’s found safety with the biggest asshole in the league? Who the hell is going to come after Ilya Rozanov?”
Said Russian cooed adoringly, leaning over the plant a messy, tongue filled kiss on Hunter’s cheek. “I love you too, mother of tiny Pike.” He grinned as Hunter winced, wiping the saliva from his face. “Is true. I am very scary. Hollander is very small and cute and chirps like baby bird.”
“I don’t chirp like a baby bird.”
“Last time on ice you tell me I am going down. Is like six-year-old baby yelling at other baby.” Carter and Marlow chuckled as Shane threw a pillow at Rozanov’s head. “See? You throw pillow instead of telling me how terrible I am. Think you secretly love me.” He said with an emphatic nod. “You want to marry and spend rest of life with me.”
Shane just sighed, tipping his head back against the lounge as if contemplating murder. “I’d divorce you in a week.”
“No no no, no escaping me.” Rozanov reached up and grabbed Shane’s ankle, pulling relentlessly until David’s squirming son ended up in his lap, squished into a tiny, oddly comfortable looking ball, if the way his eyes started to droop sleepily was any indication. “There we go. Nice little Hollander ball. Time for nap.” He leaned over the puzzle. “This one. Is stripey kitty.”
“Tiger.”
Rozanov’s nose scrunched up. “That is lie. There is no stripey kitty in Amazon.”
Shane twisted slightly. “Oh, so you know that there’s no tigers in the Amazon but you don’t know their name?”
Rozanov shrugged. “Why need to know? Is stripey kitty. There is also nasty spotty kitty, black slinky kitty, kitty with big hair and angry Hollander kitty who yells at me. Do not need names.”
By David’s feet Kip was muffling his laughter in Hunter’s jumper, the Admirals Captain looking at the two men as if they were some miraculous mirage.
David wasn’t so sure they weren’t.
There was the faint tinkling of glass and David flinched as each and every head swivelled to the staircase.
Silence.
“Shit.” Shane whispered and then he and Rozanov were moving as one, his son unfolding as Rozanov threw himself to his feet, gripping Shane’s forearm as they hurried wordlessly up the stairs, vanishing into the unknown second floor.
It took a moment for the others to unclench, Hunter’s eyes not leaving the barely visible upstairs landing, the others settling back around the puzzle with far less enthusiasm than before, like dogs with one ear perked towards a predator. “Is everything alright?” David asked softly, directing the question at Hunter, seemingly the most senior of the players left to him.
The New Yorker turned and shook his head minutely. “I don’t know how much you’ve figured out but Jackie Pike has postpartum depression.” David’s chest twinged and he winced, Hunter nodding in understanding. “It went half treated for a while, a non-specialised psychiatrist and a stubborn family. When we came back from Ottawa, we found one hell of a fucked-up situation that ended up with Pike and the baby getting thrown out with very little care.
“It’s better now. He’s been here, we’ve been looking after them. Shane’s therapist had contacts, got Jackie a proper doctor. She’s on meds, in support groups… But it’s not really helping the fact that Pike spent a good while prisoner in his own home, though he wouldn’t see it that way.”
“Is he… Alright?”
“Not really.” Hunter leaned forward, slotting a piece together along the edge. A swathe of uniform black. David was impressed. “Physically he’s getting there. The weight’s going back on, he’s not sleeping as much, doesn’t flinch every time one of us steals his baby like he did the first few days.”
“Desensitisation therapy.” Marlow said happily. “Not long until he’s gonna be on the road again, season’s looming. Needs to be able to leave him with someone, league’s not gonna be happy with Pike bringing a baby along if it fucks with the team dynamics.” That had more than one player looking angry. “Not any great hardship on our part- kid’s fucking cute.” That earned him mumbled agreements.
David looked back up at the ceiling. “I didn’t expect…” He didn’t really know how to put it into words, the way identical looks of concern had crossed his son’s and Rozanov’s faces.
“None of us did.” This time it was Carter who spoke. “First time I saw them together off the ice it was the biggest mind fuck I’d ever experienced. You get used to it ridiculously quickly once you wrap your head around the fact that they’re essentially the same person-”
David couldn’t help the incredulous laugh that burst from his chest. “I didn’t think I agree with that.”
Carter was already shaking his head, warming up to the topic. “Oh, no- you haven’t seen them. It’s like they can read each other’s minds, it’s fucking creepy.”
Kip raised his hand. “Can confirm. I’ve seen Shane just look at Ilya for maybe a second and he’s up and fetching some random, obscure hockey book from the other end of the house. Or Ilya says ‘Shane’ in a certain tone and Hollander’s on the move because apparently Arthur needs changing and Ilya’s stuck under Pike or something like that.”
“Oh oh!” Marlow cried out, wriggling excitedly on the floor. “Or the time they were watching that Toronto and New York game on replay? The one where you fell on your face?” He directed that part at Hunter who reached over and smacked him over the back of the head. “Asshole. You didn’t think it was funny, the way they both leaned to the side at the same time, said ‘he’s going down’ and just nodded when you did and went back to mocking Kent? Or the way they argue about plays, except that they don’t use words?” He flopped over until his head was in Hunter’s lap. “They just start yelling and then they go all quiet and start drawing all over the fridge and gesturing violently.”
“As someone who’s copped a marker lid in the eye when Hollzy doesn’t agree, can validate.” Carter said. “Fucking funny to watch, though, especially when Hollzy’s brain glitches and he just stands there for a bit doing the thing.”
“Ah. Yes. The thing.”
“The thing.”
“The magical fucking thing.”
David was confused. “There is a thing?”
Hunter nodded. “The thing he does on the ice when he’s running every possible play and deciding it he’s gonna win.”
“Hate it.”
“Hate it so much.”
“I thought it was gas.” Svetlana threw yet another pillow at Marlow. “What?! That or he was gonna throw up.”
“You disgust me, Marlow.”
“Sorry, Sveta.”
“So… Shane does this at home? Dissociates?” That sounded… It was a problem. He’d thought his son had grown out of that particular habit or at least learned to keep it on the ice. It had been a problem in the past when he’d been overstimulated, causing him to stand stock still in the middle of games, playgrounds- once on a crossing in the middle of a busy intersection.
Yuna had refused to let his hand go when crossing the road until Shane had had a meltdown at the age of twelve.
They hadn’t spoken for days after.
Marlow snorted. “All the fucking time. It’s cute.”
“How is my son being unable to regulate-”
“Oh, he’s regulating fine. He’s just planning.”
“Planning.”
“Yeah. How best to kill Roz.”
“I… Do not understand.”
“Well the house is huge, right? And the backyard is like, an acre with trees and hiding places and I’m pretty sure he actually installed hunting hides after the first time me and Roz visited. So when Roz pisses him off he has to plan.” Marlow said as if any of this made sense.
“It’s like a giant game of hide and seek.” Hunter clarified. It did not clarify anything. “Roz winds him up and then when Hollander goes still he knows he’s got, like, five seconds before the screaming starts and he’s getting things thrown at him.”
“So he runs, and Shane does his weird planning thing-”
“Which we’re not allowed to interrupt or he’s pissed for the rest of the day-”
“And then the rest of us have to lock ourselves up or we’re used as human shields-”
“Because Roz bought nerf guns.”
“Nerf guns?”
“Nerf guns.” They all repeated with varying levels of enthusiasm.
“And not normals ones, zooped up terrifying customisable ones with thirty rounds.”
“And anyone who is near one when they get started is fair game so if you don’t lock yourself up with Arthur you’re fucked cause Hollzy has terrifyingly good aim and Roz is, like, super fast.”
“And sometimes you come down at, like, six in the morning and he’s got Arthur strapped to his chest and they’re wearing camo and covered in stripes of sunscreen and Hollzy’s  somewhere up a tree with a fucking sniper rifle-”
“And Arthur fucking loves this shit, so even though he’s a shield it’s a disadvantage cause kid won’t stop screeching-”
“And sometimes Pike’s awake too and he just sits there on the porch and drinks his latte and calls out sight lines-”
“No one touches Pike.”
“The larger Pike is safe.”
“Can’t even use him as cover because Hollanov get pissed and yell at us and it ends the game.”
David was well and truly horrified. “How often does this happen?”
Hunter at least had the gall to look somewhat sheepish. “More often that you’d think. But then, Rozanov is fucking annoying.”
“So fucking annoying.”
“Have known him since he was a little itty bitty hockey player. Was also very annoying then.”
“Baseline is very annoying. With Hollzy in the mix?” Marlow looked haunted. “If they were ever on the same team I honestly don’t know if we’d survive. As much as I wanna win cups, if they didn’t bring Pike along to keep them from breaking each other…” There was far too much nodding for David’s liking.
What the fuck was happening to his boring, well behaved sensory sensitive child?
“I see…” He did not. “And Pike?”
“Oh. That.” The mood suddenly soured. “Sometimes he wakes up and doesn’t know where he is. It’s days like today, when he’s gone to sleep in the middle of the day. Usually if he’s got Hollander or Rozanov with him he’s alright, they tend to go to bed together-”
David’s mind screeched to a halt. “Together? My son? And-”
“There are only so many rooms, David.” Svetlana pointed out calmly. “Marlow snores, I refuse to share a room with these disgusting ingrates, poor little Kip is already being squished by two giant hockey players and after what you’ve seen do you really think a single one of us would be willing to share a room with them? Placing them together was the safest for everyone’s sanity.”
“Plus they wake up together.”
“They go on runs together.”
“They make breakfast together.”
“Feed Arthur together.”
“All the while keeping the great wall of Pike between them.”
Svetlana scooted over to the edge of her seat, handing him her phone. “It is actually very cute, you see?”
David debated it for a second, violating his son’s privacy like this.
Curiosity overtook propriety and he pulled out his glasses, taking the phone.
David let out a soft sound as he was emotionally gut punched. Shane sitting up in bed wearing his glasses, laptop open, Arthur snuggled into his chest, clutching a ratty pink toy. Beside him Rozanov was clearly unconscious, mouth wide open, spread eagle on his back, Pike resting on his chest, squished in between Shane’s thighs and the Russian, clearly asleep.
David had many adorable photos of his son. His son in his hockey gear. His son after they’d finally found a mouth guard that didn’t make him gag, the draft where he’d later admitted the lights had almost given him a panic attack, the Las Vegas Awards when he’d looked so close to crying after Rozanov won…
And yet.
This was the first time he’d seen his son truly content. There was no tension in his shoulders, no lines around his eyes, just the flicker of a movie on the reflection of his glasses and the two men by his side, Shane’s hand resting on Pike’s bare back, like he was comforting the man in his sleep.
“Would you… Do you think he’d mind if I had that?” He asked softly, pulling off his glasses.
It didn’t escape him, the way that this strange group his son had accumulated looked at each other. The flickers of suspicion towards him.
The distrust.
It was Svetlana who answered. “Your phone is very old, David. It does not lock well and could easily be stolen. I’m sure you understand the danger your son would be in if the world knew that he and Ilya Rozanov were friends. Your wife has spent many years making sure that your son was as isolated as possible, the perfect model of propriety. His little fans would not be impressed to find he has lied to them for so long.”
It hit him like a slap across the face and David swallowed awkwardly, imagining the repercussions of such a photo getting out. It wouldn’t just be Shane’s career that would be destroyed.
He nodded, handing the phone back. “Maybe one day.” He looked down at his lap, shaking his head sadly. “I’ve never seen him so… Alive.” He said softly, looking around at the group. “I’m glad he has you all.”
“We’re glad to have him.” Hunter replied, his hands buried in Carter’s hair, scratching at the lightly dozing man, his eyes fluttering happily. “It’s… Nice. Not being limited to our own teams. A year ago I never would have thought I’d spend a good chunk of the off season in Montreal but it’s… Honestly, I’m considering making it a recurring event.”
“Yes, let us have reunion of Dinosaur Support Group every year.” Rozanov padded silently into the living room, running his hands through his hair. “Need to check if Hunter is still alive or has died from heart attack.”
“I’m not that fucking old.”
“You are right. Compared to Hollander senior you are little baby.” Rozanov patted his head on the way through, flopping onto the couch beside Svetlana. “Pike will live another day to irritate me. Knocked over glass trying to grab baby before is shitting all over self. Hollander will fix. Is his turn.” He sat forward. “Now. Why is giant cranky monkey also in my puzzle?”
 
ILYA
 
Ilya Rozanov was a planner.
Most people didn’t know this. It was by design in most cases, others by spite, and Shane by the fact that there was no need for Ilya to plan anything when his husband was The Planner. The King of Planners. God of the Bullet Point List. Lord of Spreadsheets and multicoloured tabs and pastel highlighters and fancy artists markers that Ilya sometimes stole and used to draw all over Shane’s back in between rounds, the water-based markers dripping off his skin in the shower afterwards, a non-permanent reminder of just who he belonged to.
So yes. Ilya Rozanov was not only capable of planning but he was very good at it. When he was seventeen he planned to marry the weird little Canadian with his pretty freckles- three hundred and forty-two steps in that plan.
He had completed steps one and two, given up, skipped to fifty-six in the shower, Shane had jumped over the next hundred in Vegas with a missent text, Ilya had ignored everything in the two hundreds and Shane had just said fuck it, flipped to the end and married him.
He was okay with this.
But it had left him afloat, which was not a good thing. An afloat Ilya was a destructive Ilya.
Thankfully for everyone in his general vicinity Hayden Pike had gone from being ‘number one most hated’ on Ilya’s list to ‘number two must protect at all costs.’ Babies did not require the list they were protected by default.
So his next plan had been to obtain a pet Pike and through that a baby for Shane to play with. Shane loved babies. Ilya loved watching the way he’d turn to mush when women threw their children at him, always adorably reluctant to return the small bundles once the photos and kisses were over, the public interpreting his reluctance as discomfort. 
He had just finished planning out step fourty three to obtain said Pike baby when Shane had called and informed him that not only had Shane obtained rights to the tiny Pike, but also the larger one.
Really, it was ridiculous. There was such a thing as too efficient, Shane.
The problem now was that when Ilya Rozanov didn’t have at least one active plan in play- side quests like Skarter did not count- he went looking for them.
Ilya Rozanov without a plan was a dangerous thing to behold, so to stop the world ending he went questing.
 
This was not always a good thing. No one had died yet and things always tended to work out for him- Shane called it ‘pretty privilege,’ Ilya called him a hypocrite because if there was one person in the world who used his pretty like a weapon it was his husband.
So yes.
Bored planless Ilya is a bad Ilya and really. His husband should have known better than to leave him alone with the larger Pike.
The master bedroom was quiet, Arthur sleeping the sleep of the truly pooped after he had spent most of the afternoon alternating between David Hollander’s lap and whoever felt like stealing him next. Countless videos had been taken and archived, everyone understanding the repercussions of the delighted shrieking baby popping up all over social media. He saved each and every one to yet another locked folder, right next to the images of Scott crying at the ring exchange, Shane giggling as Ilya fed him Sveta’s cake, and Carter’s dopey loved up eyes. 
Outside the wind and rain lashed against the windows, thunder rumbling gently in the distance. The older Hollander had left hours ago, letting them all breathe a sigh of relief that they’ll pulled off the caper of the ages. Ilya didn’t think he’d ever spent so long with a heart rate that high and he was completely and utterly exhausted after an afternoon of polite conversation and laying down the threads of plausible deniability in front of a man who looked at him with barely concealed hostility.
That had hurt more than he thought it would.
Ilya Rozanov could lie to himself, he did it all the time- less than he used to, but still. He could tell himself that he didn’t care. Didn’t care that the nice older man who’d helped Sveta pick out so many nice puzzles for him didn’t like him. Didn’t care that David Hollander had laughed with Hunter as they’d done the dishes together, discussed his favourite exhibit at the Museum of Contemporary Art with Kip, given Sveta coffee shop recommendations but shut down each and every one of Ilya’s attempts to speak to him, answering with one of two words.
Turning his shoulder, politely but firmly, to exclude Ilya from the conversation.
He’d given up after a little while, after Cliff had given him a silent ‘what the fuck?’  when David had just ignored him and walked away when Ilya had offered to help him make coffee.
In Ilya’s own fucking kitchen.
He hadn’t stayed downstairs much longer after that, the atmosphere growing strange… Hostile.
In his favour.
It was the strangest thing, watching as his friends closed ranks, Shane frowning in his father’s direction, ushering him to the door with thinly veiled excuses that David seemed to see straight though, eyeing Ilya suspiciously as if it was all his fault.
He supposed that it was. In a way.
And so here he lay resolutely not thinking about the fact that his father-in-law held nothing but contempt for him, despite seeing the way his son interacted with him.
His husband had not been subtle.
At all.
Once Shane had cottoned on to the way Ilya was being treated he’d sat himself down at Ilya’s side and refused to leave, eventually dozing off against his shoulder as the group made their way through not one, but two large puzzles, well in practice by now- Marley and Hunter to the corners, Kip to the left and upper borders, Carter to the others, Ilya block colours- he was the expert after all-, Svetlana and Shane their all-rounders in the centre.
Maybe it would have been different. If David had known.
Maybe it would have been worse. And that was what scared him.
He sighed heavily as the oil lamp beside the bed flickered in the non-existent breeze. The power had gone out an hour ago and so despite the relatively early hour they’d all retreated to bed and Ilya lay waiting for his husband to finish battening down the hatches.
He’d been surprised when Shane had pulled out the ancient lamps, refilling the oil and lighting the wicks with a fond little expression on his face, handing out one for each room. “Make sure you turn them off before you sleep.” He’d said softly, ushering them upstairs. He’d explained to Ilya that torches tended to give him a headache, making his eyes itch with the harshness of the light.
Beside him Hayden Pike stirred, reacting to the thunder as he always did. He was buried deep under the covers, wrapped up in Shane’s favourite sleeping jersey- one of Ilya’s ancient Olympics ones, laundered to the point that it was loosing colour and as soft as the skin of Shane’s inner thighs. It had been claimed unashamedly by Pike that first night when he’d woken in a panic, alone and in the dark and missing his baby and stumbling into the bedroom looking like a zombie, searching for Ilya’s husband.
Shane was like a pacifier for the man.
His clothes, his aftershave, his voice, Pike had latched on and refused to let go once he’d hooked his teeth in, just seeing the empty study enough to set him off as soon as he was conscious enough to realise that he’d been relegated to guest once again, even though he truly was one this time.
Ilya had taken it in stride.
He’d given in to those terrifyingly blue eyes when Pike had appeared at their door in the middle of the night, ushering the half-conscious man into the warm sheets, flinching as he felt how cold he was, shaking Shane gently awake and arranging the two men to his liking, Shane spooned up against his chest, Pike beside them.
Hayden Pike had not approved.
It turned out that when Hayden Pike was terrified and confused all he wanted to do was put Ilya Rozanov between him and the door, and Shane Hollander as close to his child as possible.
Ilya had woken to his husband plastered to his bare chest- so sue him he hadn’t planned to be sharing his marital bed, Pike was lucky he was in underwear- except it wasn’t his husband, and Shane was sitting upright with his book, smiling down at them as if they were the best thing he’d ever seen in his life.
Ilya’s mission in life was to be the best thing that had ever existed in Shane Hollander’s life. Pike could come too.
Unfortunately by the light of day it wasn’t so easy.
Hayden Pike was a complete and utter mess.
Ilya could acknowledge that the man had held it together at the Cottage but it was clear that once he felt even mildly safe the floodgates were open and he wasn’t holding anything back. Ilya watched as he fell into whichever pair of arms were waiting to catch him, letting Hunter cart him around like an unruly child, letting Carter feed him little bits and pieces of food whenever he passed by, drinking Shane’s disgusting smoothies and washing them down with Kip’s god tier concoctions.
Shane’s therapist had made a house call the day after the Pikes had arrived.
Shane’s therapist had warned them that Hayden Pike was a few missed meals and a night of bad sleep away from being admitted for a drip and sedation.
Shane’s therapist had given his husband a list and that list had been long and Ilya had never been so glad to see Cliff hurrying through the house with a baby strapped to his chest carrying high protein nutrient dense supplements that Kip somehow hid inside breakfast.
So yes. Pike sleeping sandwiched between he and his husband was the least of Ilya’s concerns.
At the top of his list had been the fact that Pike seemed both disgusted and terrified of him whenever he was fully conscious, eyeing Ilya warily, always stepping around him like he was worried Ilya was going to hit him.
He’d expressed his worries to Shane once it had continued after the third day, asking if he thought Pike was truly scared of him and if Ilya should go.
His perfect husband had laughed at him.
“Ilya. He thinks you hate him.”
“What?” That was almost as bad!
“He… He doesn’t know you. You’ve spent years smashing him into the boards and now he’s ruined your wedding, ruined your honeymoon and he feels like he’s stealing me from you. And I know you don’t mean to do it but you move quickly around him- they all do but he hasn’t been slammed into the boards by most of them. He’s not well. He’s not thinking straight. If he was I don’t think he’d react like that but…”
“He is like a terrified kitten.” Svetlana said softly.
Shane nodded. “Exactly. He just needs time. For God’s sake, Ilya, he lets you steal his baby. He’s not scared of you.”
So Ilya gave him time and the first time Pike cuddled up to him on the couch Ilya had felt like rejoicing.
Which he had done, silently and carefully once Shane and Pike were asleep, throwing a smug grin in Hunter’s direction, giving him the finger.
Oh yes. Pike was his now. All sorted. Plan complete.
Now Ilya was looking for another plan.
He had an idea.
One idea.
It was… Perhaps not his best idea and he needed to talk to Shane but… Maybe. Maybe it could be the very best idea he’d ever had.
The door shut quietly behind his husband as he padded into the bedroom, setting down the lamp he was holding. He stood for a few moments, taking in the bed. Ilya was lying flat on his back, head turned towards him, Pike’s head resting against his collarbones, sprawled half across Ilya’s chest, breathing slowly and deeply.
Shane shucked off his joggers, folding them neatly before placing them on the chair by the dresser, his shirt following suit until he was left in pale blue briefs, the stretchy fabric straining against thick thighs. His husband paused there for a few moments, shifting on one leg, his thighs bulging, pelvis tilting forward, causing his back to arch.
Fucker was doing it on purpose. The one downside to the Pike in their bed, Ilya was starving for that man and could do nothing about it. “If you do not stop that Pike will get nasty surprise.” Ilya said softly.
Shane’s lips curved up into a smug grin. “Good to see the magic hasn’t dimmed now we’re married.” He whispered as he rounded the bed, spooning up against his side, arm looping over Pike’s back to rest over Ilya’s ribs. Pike seemed to melt even further, breathing slowing against Ilya’s probing fingers.
“Drains are holding up, the grass is keeping most of the water back from the house.” Shane whispered as his eyes started to drift shut. “Hopefully it doesn’t take long before the power comes back on, we’ve got those steaks in the freezer.”
Ilya smiled softly, running his fingers through Shane’s hair. “So boring, moy lyubov.” He whispered as Shane nuzzled into his touch, eyes droopy and soft. “Sleep now. Can worry about steak in morning.”
Shane hummed, legs shifting under the blankets, entwining with Pike’s to reach Ilya’s own. “I need to tell you something.”
Ilya frowned at the switch to Russian. His perfect husband was conversationally fluent but didn’t tend to think his best in his fourth language and so these sorts of late-night secret conversations were rarely held in Ilya’s mother tongue.
He would be worried if not for their current positions. Hardly the situation for a breakup. “Sounds serious, kitten. You don’t wish Pike to hear?”
“It… It is about Hayden.” 
That had Ilya frowning and he shifted just a little, pushing himself up the bed so that he could easily see over Pike’s head. “Is something wrong? Is he alright?”
“Shut up and I will tell you.”
“You are a very mean husband, Shane Hollander, I think I will file for divorce in the morning.”
“Until death, asshole.”
“I see. Murder then.” He grinned as Shane smiled into the pillow, eyes twinkling in amusement. “I will be quiet, my love. Tell me of Pike.”
Shane shifted slightly, rubbing at his nose. “Jackie knows of me. Not you. That I am married.”
Ilya took a few moments to think about that, parsing through Shane’s stilted Russian. It was always strange, his usually so eloquent husband reduced to Ilya’s own level of proficiency. “Did you want to?” He asked softly.
Slowly, Shane shook his head. “No… If did again would not. I was angry. Very angry. About Hayden… She said things. Bad things. I wanted to throw in her face that I am happy. But now is… Cheap.”
“It isn’t cheap, Shane. It was brave. Incredibly brave.” He leaned over, placing a chaste kiss to his forehead. “I am so very proud of you, my love. You protected the largest Pike.”
 Shane peered up at him with those beautiful doe eyes. “But I hurt her.”
“Good. She has the entire world on her side, Shane, their entire family blames Pike. None of them have visited. None have called. Not even a text. He only had you and you kept him safe.” Oh ,how Ilya loved him. His protective little hockey player. “I think that you didn’t need to tell me this in Russian.”
“How do people think you are stupid?”
“It is a gift. Tell me what’s on your mind, Shane.”
Ilya watched as his husband shifted even closed to Pike, resting the tip of his chin on the shoulder still resting on the bed, staring at the back of his head. “I need you to think about this.” 
“Think about what?”
“Hayden. I need you to be serious.” 
“I don’t understand.” Ilya did understand. And he could tell that Shane knew that from the unimpressed stink eye that had him chuckling silently, Pike bouncing on his chest. “Use your words, little tomato.”
“Suck my dick, Rozanov.”
“When we shower in the morning, when all the Pikes are gone.”  His darling husband seemed to be doubting himself so Ilya chose to help him, like the kind and benevolent husband he was. “You know that no matter what you say, I will love you. Unless you tell me you are sleeping with Hunter. I think that’s a divorceable offence.” 
Shane wriggled beside him, shoving his thigh under Ilya’s own as if to anchor himself. “You like him.” Shane pointed out, as if that was unclear to Ilya.
“Yes, despite your best effort to keep the cuter of the Pikes from me I like him.” 
“Ilya.” 
“What? You did! Like you thought I would steal him! Do you not remember that we share everything? Except your glasses. Only for you.” 
“Ilya.” 
“Fine. You talk.” 
“I need you to think about what we’ll do if they divorce.” 
Oh.
Ilya couldn’t help but roll over, sending Pike tumbling into the divide between them, the man grumbling unhappily until he’d firmly established himself in Shane’s grasp, pulling Ilya along with him by an arm, letting out a sleepy ‘asshole’ before his breaths evened out.
It was impossibly cute.
How dare his impossibly brave little Canadian have kept this from him. Rude.
Though knowing Shane Hollander, who used to live under a rock of repression, he’d probably never noticed what a lovely thing he’d had for all those years, sleeping right there.
On the other bed.
On the other side of the room.
Good thing Ilya was far more perceptive than his husband. It was why they fit together so well.
“What do you want, my love? I want only what you want.” 
“It does not work like that, Ilya. I cannot make this decision-”
Ilya reached out, settling the tips of his fingers on Shane’s lips to halt his spiralling thoughts. “So brave, Shane Hollander.” He murmured in English. “So brave, to ask. You want him. Don’t you? You have seen him. And you have realised that maybe one day it could be possible. And you want him.”  
He watched as Shane’s expressions cycled rapidly between shame, embarrassment, guilt, horror and all the way back again like a spiralling cycle of misery. In the end it settled on guilt. Ilya’s heart broke as the beginnings of tears started to gather in those beautiful doe eyes, but he noted also that his husband didn’t shift away as he once would have. Didn’t withdraw, either from the bed or into himself, instead holding eye contact resolutely. “I hate it. I hate that I do. You tell me to be selfish but I hate myself because you never signed up for-”
Ah. So this was the problem. “Shane, you say this like it’s a bad thing. That you wanting Pike also is some terrible thing to happen to us.”
“How is it not?” His poor boy sounded so distressed, Ilya just wanted to fix everything. “What is wrong with me, Ilya? I thought I hated him, for months. And now… What the fuck is wrong with me?”
Ilya just chuckled. “You are silly, Shane Hollander. And also maybe having a panic attack. You should stop or you will disturb Pike.” The only thing about to disturb Pike was an earthquake but he doubted his Shane was thinking quite straight at the moment.
Heh.
“You are forgetting that it is only recently that I have been here for you. Before this all that you had was Pike. You were not friends like me and Marley but I think that is because you were something else… Like you are now.” He watched as his words seemed to settle his husband, his fist uncurling against Ilya’s abs. “He was all that you had for a very long time, Shane. You have spent more time with him than anyone else since you left home and he has been a great source of comfort for you. You didn’t tell me much about him, even in the last year but you have talked of him, constantly, little bits and pieces. He has always been there, like a little ghost in the background. I don’t think you even noticed. He just was.” He paused, debating if he should reveal the next part.
No secrets. 
“I would often think that if Jackie Pike had not existed, you would have been his, not mine. Even when I thought he was straight as an arrow. You are so very similar, my Shane. Not in all the ways but you are both very kind. And very soft. And very sweet. And even now when he is so depressed that I worry every time he is near a knife he is smart, and he compensates for what you lack like he is not even thinking about it. And he cares so much about you, Shane, so much so that I do not think he would be well without you.” 
“Do you think is my fault? Because told him to go away?” 
“No. Because in the end he is a man and men don’t ask for help. We are stupid and let wounds fester until we die or someone finds us and makes us care. You would have found him in the end, sweetheart. It all worked out like it was supposed to.” 
“So this… You are not surprised. Not… Angry?” 
Ilya thought about it, searching for the anger that really should have been there given that in the past he had hated anyone who got to touch his love when he couldn’t. But he could easily tell the difference here. “Pike would never take you from me, Shane. He’s trying so very hard to be small. To be unobtrusive. To melt into the background so that no one dislikes him. He has been so very brave, like a tiny fish coming near great white shark, trying to make me like him. He thinks I will keep you away from him if he missteps again. He is so very scared of being rejected by you.” 
Shane’s beautiful brown eyes were glistening with tears in the lamplight and he swallowed heavily, the muscles of his neck shifting under soft skin, jaw quivering with emotion. “I wish I could see world like you.”
Ilya shook his head. “You don’t need to. It’s why I’m here.”
Shane’s lips curled up into a smile. “I am so glad you are here.” 
“So am I. And I am not angry, Shane. Because you have loved him in one way or another for many years. You may see this as sudden, and scary, but I don’t think it is. And I only want you to be happy, love. You can be half married to us both, if you want.” 
Shane let out a watery chuckle. “You are so fucking weird.” 
“I take that as the highest possible compliment. He will keep you occupied and away from wandering hands when I can’t be with you.” 
Shane rolled his eyes. “They will not divorce, Ilya. They love each other too much for that.”
Ilya gave his husband a very unimpressed look. “Sometimes I forget that your brain is not the best at seeing these things but even you know that love is not the be all and end all. Not even for us. You may not see it but I think that their marriage was over the instant Pike walked out the front door.” 
“You cannot say things like that-”
“I can.” Ilya said firmly. “And I will. It’s not our marriage, Shane, it’s not our job to fix it. Our job is to be ready so that if he comes to us for help we can give it. If it’s money that’s easy, if it’s somewhere to live he can move into Marlow’s room when the New Yorker’s leave. If it’s-” 
“And Marlow.” Shane said firmly in English. “I love the guy but I need some time alone with you.”
Ilya snorted in amusement. “Hah. You are very silly, my Shane. Marley is like giant dumb golden retriever, needs constant love and affection and doesn’t like living alone. Is like Joey, from friends. When we retire we’ll have to build a giant house so that Marley can live on the other side of a sound-proof wall.” 
“Cliff Marlow is not living with us.” 
“If you can fuck Pike I can adopt Marlow.” 
His husband gave him the strangest of looks. “Why are you saying that like you would not be fucking him too?”
Oh.
Oh.
Oooooooh. Why had Ilya not realised that that was an option.
He had to PLAN.
 Big plan.
Best plan.
Threesomes for life PLAN. 
“Ilya? Your face is being creepy.” 
“So mean.” He replied unconsciously as his mind started to race, no longer considering the logistics of the inevitable sharing of his husband.
Now Ilya could have BOTH. 
This was most excellent
“Ilya. Ilya!” Pike flinched at Shane’s volume, flailing slightly as he tried to disentangle himself from their mess of limbs
Ilya squished him.
 It always worked with Shane and he needed to start figuring out Pike quenching methods now if they were going to be keep him in the long run.
Pike grumbled but settled and Ilya found himself happily scratching at his soft hair that smelled like Shane’s shampoo.
Shane was watching with a gentle smile, reaching out to run his finger down Pike’s shoulder, scritching him softly like a cat. “Did…” He exhaled sharply in irritation, and Ilya watched in silence as he ordered his thoughts. “When I asked it to be just us. When I asked for…” He winced in annoyance. “Is there even a Russian word for monogamous?”
Ilya reached out to stroke his hand. “Monogamous. Yes. There is a word.” Shane repeated the word under his breath. “What is it, sweetheart?”
“Did I take something from you?” Shane said quickly, as if trying to get the words out all at once. “When I asked it to be just us? I… I thought you were happy. With just me. But… Hayden. You… Is this… Did you want an open marriage?”
Ilya tried.
He tried so hard.
He was strong Russian man who did not giggle.
But he giggled. Softly. Quietly. Smooshing half of his face into the pillow, the rest facing his husband, grinning. Shane did not look impressed. “I am sorry, moy Lyubov, is funny. You think you are not enough? Shane, you are everything.” He rolled over the top of Pike who grumbled unhappily, landing on top of his husband. “You are my everything. Since the first time I saw you, I wanted you and nothing, no one else.”
“And got distracted on the way.”
“Little Canadian hockey player was playing hard to get.”
“Can you guys not have deep and meaningful conversations when I’m trying to sleep.” Pike grumbled from somewhere over on the other side of the bed.
“Sorry Hay-”
“Quiet Pike, am busy planning how to seduce you into bed.” Ilya declared boldly with a grin, turning to face the man. His blue eyes were bleary and unfocused and he yawned big and wide, like a giant cat.
“Man, I’m already in your bed, no seduction was required.” He dropped his head back onto the mattress, yanking the pillow down over his eyes. “Either fuck off downstairs or go to sleep.”
Ilya turned to his husband. “I see.”
“See what.”
“Why you want him.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. He is cranky as you are when sleep disturbed. Need buddy to murder me when am playing games on phone at night.”
“You are such an asshole.”
Ilya leaned down, pressing a soft, intimate kiss on his husband’s lips. “I am menace, Shane Hollander. And a delight.”
He cried out as a pillow hit the back of his head, causing him to collide with Shane’s nose, the two of them groaning in pain.
“Serves you fucking right.” Pike grumbled. “Here I am, letting you watch my sex tapes and you won’t even let me sleep.”
Ilya felt Shane stiffen under him.
In more ways than one.
“Tapessssss?” Ilya hissed, pushing himself up onto his knees and staring down at Pike, Shane rolling over under him to face him, eyes wide and half hard. “There is more?”
Pike’s mouth dropped. Even in the flickering lamplight he was bright red like a cherry. So cute. “No?” He squeaked, sitting upright and dragging the blankets with him as Ilya crawled towards him. “No!” He yelped as he grabbed his phone, scrabbling for the edge of the bed but Ilya caught him around the waist, chuckling evilly as he captured the man in his lap, wrestling him into submission until he was all cute and sleepy and cranky, his phone in Ilya’s hand. “They’re not-” Pike sighed. “They’re not good. I just… For a while I didn’t really have anything else, and the one with Scott… I felt like a creep even thinking of watching it without his permission. They’re all before Jackie.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes.
“Oh Hay…”
Ilya reached forwards, grabbing that cute little face and shaking it around. “Is not fun for me if not fun for you, 15th best Voyageur.”
“Fuck you.”
“He’s saying he’s not going to watch them, Hay.” Shane took the phone, setting it beside his own on the bedside table. “He’s not a creep.”
Ilya nodded quickly. “Yes yes. No creepy here. Only for Shane.”
“You’re not a creep.”
“Sometimes.”
“… Sometimes.” Shane pulled Pike out of Ilya’s lap and arranged the rucked up blankets into something akin to a nest, settling down beside him. “You can show us if you want to one day.”
“Or we can show you ours!” Ilya crooned as he sandwiched Pike between them. “Have whole collection. Best ones after Voyageurs lose, Shane is very cranky, very… Aggressive.” He flopped over onto his back, resisting the urge to press his cock into his hand- he wasn’t an animal and that would indeed by creepy.
“Can we please not talk about our sex tapes whilst Hayden’s in the bed?” Shane grumbled in the distance.
Pike had gone incredibly still between them. “He’s being serious?” He whispered incredulously. “You. Shane Hollander. Who refused to even speak of sex in the locker room. Man who most of the team things is a gay virgin. Has a sex tape.”
Shane looked at Pike like he was an adorable little fish in a tank. “No, Gil, the reason I don’t want to talk about sex isn’t because I’m shy, it’s because my boyfriend fucked me so long and so good last night that my brain’s not totally online right now.” His tone dripped with sarcasm. “That would have gone down well.”
“Have thirteen. One is two-hour compilation of deepthroats.” Ilya declared proudly. And he was proud. That video was a masterpiece of editing if he said so himself. He’d spent hours getting the lighting and angles just right after stealing Marley’s camera.
“Two hours?!”
“Is not all in row- Shane would not be able to talk if did.”
Hayden’s head whipped around. “I knew you weren’t sick!” He whisper-yelled, pointing an accusatory finger at Ilya’s husband. “You weren’t sniffly at all!”
Shane just grinned.
Hayden collapsed into a miserable heap. “How the fuck did it never cross my mind that you were fucking a dude.” He whined as he dug his face into the pillows. “The signs were there, man, the signs were there. The mystery limping, the bruises in weird places, the way you’d stare at Rozanov’s media pieces with the weirdest mix of angry and horny- I’m a fucking idiot.”
“You and everyone else, Pike.” Ilya slapped his back consolingly. “We are good at secrets.”
“No, it’s just the rest of us are blind to the degree I’m surprised we can see a puck. I mean- seriously. You two need to tone it down in public.”
“We don’t even talk in public.” Shane pointed out.
“Well yeah. But they’re homophobes, Shane, the fucking lot of them except maybe JJ- and believe me, I would know. JJ’s not exactly the best ally but at least he’s not actively calling me a cocksucker. But homophobes have the most finely tuned gaydar on the market, their tiny monkey brains pinging every time someone does something that’s not 100% straight in their world and bam. That’s it. And buddy? You’re too polite. Too sweet. Too nonconfrontational. Too forgiving. And that’s not a bad thing!” Pike stumbled into that one, Shane’s face falling as if Pike had just informed him his entire personality was too gay to survive in hockey.
In a way he had.
“No, buddy- I mean, they say the exact same thing about me.” Pike nuzzled in closer, wrapping Shane up in his arms. “Personally I think we’re in pretty good company.”
“Our team hates us, Hay. I think the company’s pretty shit.”
“I meant your dinosaurs, man. The team can go fuck themselves. It’s a fucking job-”
“Is not for him.” Ilya interjected softly, leaning into Pike’s back. “For us, we love hockey and is fun, but for Shane is life. To have to play with people who ruin hockey, ruin his life, is very not good.”
“Oh… I guess I never thought about it that way.” He exhaled softly. “I guess I never asked.”
“Yes yes, shitty friend, tell me more.” Ilya suffered through the elbow to the gut. “So mean. Both of you are so mean to poor little Ilya Rozanov. Is abuse. Will inform league and Crowell will fire you.”
“Crowell would probably throw us a parade.” Pike retorted. “Fuck, how the hell am I supposed to go back to fucking tolerating their shit knowing what I know.”
Ilya didn’t have an answer to that.
From his silence, he didn’t think Shane did either.
Yet.
His husband was very smart.
They fell into silence for a while. And then-
“Do you think Marlow has sex tapes?” Pike asked curiously.
“Ew. No.” Shane shot back.
Ilya shook his head. “Vote ew also. Is not sexy. Is weird. Is attractive man but not sexy.”
“I reckon he’d be into weirdly specific things. But also that he’s really not into sharing.”
“He watched me with Hunter.”
“Not even homophobe would think that was not hot.” Ilya pointed out. “Sex tapes should not be so scary. Is educational!”
“Ilya.”
“It is! Is like porn!”
“What kinds of porn are you watching, Rozanov?”
“Best sorts! Will add you to group, very good links.” He turned over and eyed his beautiful husband over Pike’s head. “I know that you are completely satisfied with this Russian Beast-”
“Fuck off.”
“And you would have spent the rest of your life miserable and alone without me-”
“I swear to God, I will punch you.”
“But even the best sex can be better, Shane Hollander, and we already have truly spectacular sex.” He rolled over onto his back, staring happily up at the ceiling. “Maybe we show one where I tied you up and edged you until you were screaming. Is my favourite so far. Think that would be very sexy. To show everyone just how good a boy you are.” Even with Pike between them Ilya could feel Shane shudder as that image hit home. “And one day, because you are safe now, and you know that I’m yours, and you’re mine, we can find nice things to add, hmm? Like pretty Pikes.”
“And that is what you want?”
“What I want is more of this talking thing. This communicating. Especially when it leads to two very pretty things to fuck whenever I want, and a tiny baby to keep. I wouldn’t even need to get you pregnant.”
“Ilya I cannot get pregnant.”
“I can keep trying. Pike is very fertile, maybe he is secretly able to get pregnant. More babies with that cute little hair swoop of his.”
“Ilya.”
“Internet is obsessed with getting you pregnant, little Omega.”
“Oh my God, Rozanov.”
“I know you’re talking about me.” They both startled, looking down to where Pike had stuffed his face into the pillows, voice muffled. “Pike is the same in Russian.”
“Was discussing getting Hollander pregnant.” Ilya said smugly, nudging the man’s spine with his elbow. “You are very good at this, you have advice?”
“Yeah. Don’t do it when I’m in the bed.”
 
CLIFF
 
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“You can’t make me leave.” Cliff said petulantly, crossing his arms over his chest. Was he aware that this made him no better than a child throwing a tantrum?
Yes.
Did he care?
Certainly not.
“This is kinda my house.”
“You’re not making Pike leave.”
“Hayden lives here.”
“You’re not making Ilya leave.”
“Ilya owns the place.”
Cliff pouted up at the tiny captain of the Voyageurs who looked a few seconds from grabbing Cliff by the neck and throwing him out the door himself. “Pleeeeease.”
“Oh my God, Ilya, why the fuck are you friends with an idiot!” Hollander hollered- hehe- as he turned and walked away, leaving Cliff sitting on the floor of the smallest of the guest bedrooms.
He heard a kerfuffle and the New Yorkers- all three- were soon traipsing along the corridor, looking as miserable as he’d felt just a few seconds ago. He crawled over to the door and watched as they trudged down the stairs, forced to leave this strange little sanctuary they’d found.
No way was he fucking leaving before he had to.
The coast was clear.
He grabbed his bag and bolted, throwing himself through the door and down the corridor, into the spare bedroom Hunter and co had just vacated.
So big.
So many windows.
And now his.
“Marlow!” Cliff sprinted to the door and slammed it shut, locking it and shoving the key into his pocket. “You know I have spare keys!”
“You can’t make me leave!” Cliff shouted, humming as he dumped the contents of his duffle onto the stripped bed, poking around to look for power points, checking out the cupboard space situation, ducking his head into the bathroom and scoffing when he saw the size of the bathtub. “Fuckers hoarding all the good shit.” He’d had to use the guest bathroom, no ensuite for Cliff- until now.
Yes. This would do nicely until they left for pre-season.
There was a banging on the door and Roz’s irritated tones filtered through. “Marlow, my husband says that he will withhold sex if you do not leave with others!”
“You can use all that pent up sexual energy on the ice in a fortnight!” He yelled back, placing his socks in the appropriate place.
There was the sound of a key in the lock.
Cliff moved.
He could be quick when he needed to be.
He also forgot sometimes that he was very large.
He was halfway under the bed when Roz came barrelling in, going straight for Cliff’s legs, pulling as Cliff swore in surprise, gripping the leg of the bed. “No! You can’t make me leave!”
“I do not want you to go but husband needs quiet!”
“I can be quiet!”
“Clearly not! “Hollander yelled as the front door shut on the New Yorkers, taking a red eye flight. “You need to go the fuck home!”
“No, I fucking don’t! You can’t make me!”
Cliff also sometimes forgot that Roz was crazy strong.
It took his best friend one great heave and Cliff was being dragged, kicking and screaming down the corridor, grabbing onto the bannisters pathetically until Roz came to a halt, right at the top of the stairs.
In front of them stood Hayden Pike.
He looked a fuck tonne better than he had when they’d first kidnapped him. The bruise on his cheek had long since vanished, leaving him all rosy cheeked and bright eyed and bushy tailed. Kinda. He still looked way too tired to be awake but he wasn’t sleeping all day anymore. “What’s going on?” He asked softly, Arthur a cute little bundle in his arms.
Cliff whined pathetically and made grabby hands towards his favourite person in the world, Arthur making a little chirping noise as Hayden handed him over, Roz groaning and releasing his leg with a thunk. “You ruin everything, Pike. Worse person in the world.”
“Yeah, I know.” It was a testament to Hollander’s therapist that that sounded sarcastic rather than self-depreciating. “Any reason Marlow’s screaming down the stairs?”
“Is time for him to go.”
“No. It’s not.”
“But will not go.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Oh… So why does he have to?”
Hollander appeared at the top of the stairs. “Because you’re still looking like shit and we need peace and quiet to get you back to playing condition.” He said bluntly and Cliff blanched as he watched Pike stiffen in shock. “I can’t get rid of idiot number one but I can at least get rid of number two.”
Roz looked down at him. “I am number one.”
“I think I got that, Roz.”
“So I do not have to go.”
“Sometimes I wish you would.”
“Magic of marriage already dead.”
“Magic of living together- you’re a fucking slob, Rozanov.”
“Only because I like it when your nose scrunches up and you yell at me.” Roz bent over, pressing a cute little kiss on Hollander’s nose. “You cannot lie. You like it when I leave socks on toilet seat.”
“I really don’t.”
“And when there is fog on shower door.”
“Rozanov.”
“And when do not put cardboard in right bin.”
“I swear to all that is holy-”
“Would be too boring if I was perfect.” The Russian menace said with a grin before skipping off downstairs. Cliff would have been worried if Hollander hadn’t stared after his husband with a look of frustrated adoration.
“I wish he wasn’t right.” The Canadian muttered before turning back to Cliff. “But seriously. Hayden-”
“I don’t mind.” Cliff’s eyes widened in shock as he turned to the father of Cliff’s child, the still too thin man leaning against the hallway wall, watching as Arthur sucked on Cliff’s knuckle. “If he wants to stay don’t let me be the deciding factor. It’s not like he’s that much of a disturbance.”
Cliff gestured to the man. “See? Even Pike likes having me around!”
“I wouldn’t go that far, it’s kinda my kid that loves your giant ass.”
“It’s a pretty great ass.” Cliff retorted with a grin. “Come on- I’ll be quiet as a mouse, me and Arthur-”
“We need to stop that too.” Hollander said, sounding sad. “He’s a baby, Cliff, and he’s not going to understand why most of the adults in his life have suddenly vanished, sometimes all of them.” God, the look on Pike’s face. Cliff reached out to pat at the man’s knee comfortingly. “He’s going to have to start going back to Jackie’s, it’s part of the plan…” He trailed off, catching Pike’s expression, bumping into his shoulder. “He’s going to be fine, Hay. Mark’s there, your parents, Jackie’s, it’s better now.”
“But I won’t be there.” Hayden said softly, reaching down to run a finger over Arthur’s head. “How am I supposed to know if he’s safe.” Fuck. Hollzy was a fucking saint for not storming the Pike fucking castle and murdering everyone in it. Cliff didn’t know if he’d have the same degree of restraint if it were Roz in a similar situation. “I’m what’s keeping us financially afloat, I get that I can’t stop playing and I don’t want to… But fuck I wish I could take him with me.”
Cliff had actually been the first one to suggest that, taking the baby on the road, but far smarter people had shot down the idea- planes and buses were no place for a relatively new human and Shane was already on thin ice with his team after the last season, bringing a crying shitting monster into the mix wasn’t going to help anything.
Still, if Cliff was worried about his little buddy, he didn’t even want to think about how terrified Pike was going to get. His wife hadn’t let Hayden step in the house once. Cliff had spent more time giving piggyback rides to the rambunctious twins around Hollander’s backyard than working out this summer.
They’d fucking loved Roz.
Of course they did.
“Let’s cross the baby bridge when we come to it, yeah?” He shifted Arthur around until the baby was held more comfortably. “In the meantime,we can train together, yeah? I mean, to get you back into shape? I know we’re not supposed to, it’s kinda weird to even suggest it but man, I’ve got like a list of things for you to work on if you want. I’ve watched way too many Voyageur’s games and I reckon if you tightened up in a few areas you’d up your rank to like, thirteenth best Voyageur.”
Both men stared down at Cliff like he was an idiot.
To be fair.
“That’s pretty fucked up.” Pike eventually said. “You know that, right? Our teams aren’t that far apart in terms of points, you’d-”
“It could go both ways.” Shane said quickly. “It’s not like we’d be handing over the playbook-”
“Look at that, Shane Hollander, Montreal’s Golden Child, where’s your loyalty gone.” Cliff said with a grin.
“Loyalty works both ways.” Hollander snarked back, shaking his head. “And it’s not like it’d be big things… Just the way you turn your ankle inwards a second too early on some of your turns, that sort of thing.”
Cliff was insulted. “I turn my ankle inwards? Have you see your fucking wrist bend on your backhands-”
“Don’t start on my fucking backhand-”
“And Pike, who looks like he’s never shoulder checked anyone weighing more than his wife-”
“Oi!”
“Your shoulders are too high-”
“He’s right, you don’t lean forward enough-”
“Why are you being mean to largest Pike without me?” Roz asked, a bottle of formula in hand. Arthur zoned in on that shit. “Looks like is about to shit pants.”
“Go fuck yourself, Rozanov.” Pike chirped back automatically before wincing, seeming to draw in on himself. “Am I really that bad?”
Cliff and Hollander tumbled over themselves trying to deny it but Roz just nodded. “Yes. You are pretty bad for Voyageur. If not on Shane’s wing would be on third line or in farm.”
They all went silent.
“What? Am being honest. You have spent years becoming bad, distracted by wife and babies and not needing to be better because Hollander is there to make you good.”
“Oh my God.”
“Is okay. Marley is right, have watched many of your games. You could be good, Pike, but spend too much time making sure my husband is safe instead of playing hockey.”
Both Hollander and Pike went still, turning to Roz. “What?”
“You take more hits than needed because you get in way of people targeting Shane when own defence is useless- is only reason do not kill you sometimes on ice. Passes sloppy because busy making sure own team do not get in his way, compensating for shitty player on other wing. You are trying to be in too many places. You are playing defence, badly, not wing. But do not feel bad- Hollander does same. If you actually had decent team would likely beat us more often.”
“I’d say that’s bullshit but he says it all the time.” Cliff pointed out, slowly slinking back towards his newly claimed bedroom.
Roz was nodding, angling his body slightly to hide Cliff’s movement. He really was the bestest of bros. “Will teach you to stop caring. Both of you.”
“You can’t-”
“Will. We will. And you will stop trying to make shit team look good. Do not let them drag you down to shitty level. Make them fight to be on yours.”
Pike looked at Hollander, who nodded. He looked up at Roz, expression opening as if he was looking at God. “Okay.”
 
SCOTT
 
Scott felt a little like he was creeping up behind the man who was sitting alone on the couch, sipping on some sort of tea, wearing a Bears hoodie. Scott was wearing a Bears hoodie. The washing schedule had gone to shit two weeks in and whilst Scott honestly didn’t know whose underwear he was wearing anymore, he knew Rozanov had stolen one of his favourite sleep shirts- the bastard wore it to breakfast almost daily.
“Um… Hey. Pike?”
The Voyageur turned slowly, unimpressed. It was then that Scott realised he’d interrupted the Battle of Helm’s Deep- if Pike was anything like Hollanov he probably wasn’t unhappy with Scott.  Why they felt so strongly about elves he’d never understand. “Yes?”
“We’re leaving tomorrow, I thought… Can we… talk?”
Pike sipped on his tea. “Pretty sure that’s what we’re doing.”
Scott’s eyes narrowed in irritation. “I get it now. How you and Hollander became friends. You’re both little shits.”
Sip. “Pretty sure you like little shits.” Pike said with a knowing grin, exactly the same as it had been the first time.
How the fuck had Scott not recognised him? Standing here now, starting down at those fucking mesmerising eyes he remembered what had attracted him to the younger man years ago, sitting at a bar in slutty jeans and a tank top, hair flopping over his face, the lithe muscles of a hockey player on show.
Scott had been a fucking idiot.
They could have been fucking for years.
They could have been Rozanov and Hollander.
The very thought sent a shiver of disgust down his spine.
“What are you doing?” They both flinched as Rozanov popped up like a demented jack-in-the-box between them, eyeing Scott suspiciously.  Cockroach had crawled from the stairs, he just knew it. “I do not like you being alone. Need… what is called, spinster who watches young girls with old creepy men?”
“Chaperone!” Hollander shrieked from somewhere upstairs, Arthur shrieking in concert.
Fucking creepy.
Rozanov nodded furiously. “Yes! This! Need chaperone.” Without hesitating he flopped himself down almost on top of Pike, eying Scott suspiciously. “What does creepy dinosaur want with much younger Pike.”
“Pike’s older than you, Rozanov.” Scott pointed out, already fighting down the urge to just fuck off to bed and avoid the chaos gremlin that was Shane Hollander’s husband. Good fucking luck with that, buddy.
“This is lie. Liar told you this.”  He wriggled into Pike’s lap, causing the smaller man to topple backwards on the couch, dropping his recently emptied cup onto the rug. Rozanov grabbed his face. “Look at this! No baby wrinkles, smooth like Hollander’s butt!”
“Don’t need to know that, Rozanov!” Pike struggled ineffectually, arms pinned under Rozanov’s shins.
“Is tiny baby compared to dinosaur!”
“Can you get off me?!”
“No.” Rozanov wriggled around happily until he was sitting on Pike’s waist and the smaller man just gave up, retrieving a bag of cheese puffs from under the pillow he was lying on, seemingly content with his lot in life.
Scott was really starting to wonder if pheromones were a thing. Nothing else described how Rozanov could get away with half the shit he did. Then again, Hollander and Pike were remarkably similar. Maybe it was a Voyageur’s thing, the sudden urge to submit to idiocy. “Do you mind? I was trying to have a somewhat private conversation.”
“What’s private?” Rozanov and Pike say at the same time, pausing to look at each other- Rozanov with fascination, Pike with something akin to disgust. “Gross.” He ignored Rozanov’s attempt to high-five. “Just get on with it, Hunter, he’s not going away.”
“Yes. Are stuck with me for life.” Rozanov crowed gleefully, bending over backwards to plant a messy kiss on Scott’s cheek before pulling himself upright, taking a cheese puff. “Get on with it, Shane sent me to bring Pike to nap. Is early morning tomorrow. Have to catch Marley to throw out of house.”
Scott didn’t envy Hollanov the nightmare that would be. He’d watched Cliff over the last few days, caught the man slowly scoping out the guest bedroom the New Yorkers had claimed, the way he’d been seeing just how high he could climb the giant pine tree outside, stockpiling muesli bars as if he was expecting a siege.
Cliff Marlow was very clearly not joining them at the airport tomorrow.
“Fine. I wanted to apologise.”
That caught Pike’s attention. “For what?”
“To put it simply? For fucking you then fucking off.” Scott said blandly. “It was a dick move. I was so fucking in my head that if you’d walked up to me and told me that we’d fucked I probably would have broken your jaw before I even realised who you were.”
“Wow. You are piece of shit.” Rozanov spat out.
Scott couldn’t even argue with him. “Not everyone gets to marry the first guy they fuck, Rozanov, get off your fucking high horse.”
“Uh uh, Shane was not first. Fucked coach’s son. In Russia.” He chomped down on a puff. “And after that fucked many many people, mainly women, even when was with Shane in beginning.” He sneered in Scott’s direction. “Had list. Remembered names. And faces.” He threw a puff at Scott’s face, the soft ball getting crumbs in his beard. “Is why no one ever says bad things about Ilya Rozanov- asshole, yes. Good hockey player, yes. Violent and evil, yes. But bad lover?” He scoffed. “Is not possible. All women love me. Am Russia’s Greatest Love Machine.”
“Is that why Arthur dances to Rasputin?” Pike mumbled from beneath said Russian. “Because if so, I may have to murder you.”
“Shh. Adults are talking.” Rozanov’s nose scrunched up. “So you are saying sorry for being piece of shit. Continue.”
“Can you fucking shut up?”
“You know this is not possible.”
Scott groaned in frustration. “How the fuck does Hollander put up with you?!”
“Nine-inch cock.” Hollander floated past them on his way to the kitchen. “Hockey God incarnate.”
Scott hated them both. “Fine. Fine. I was a piece of shit. I used you like a fucking sex toy. You were a function, a perfunctory task that I performed to keep myself sane.”
“Same.” Hollander poked his head around the corner of the wall at the same time Rozanov looked down, confused, at the man underneath him. “I mean- it’s not like I was looking for true love or anything, just woulda been nice to have been acknowledged as a person after I rocked your fucking world.” He turned his head to the side, ignoring Scott’s presence as his eyes seemed to dim, focused on something far away. “At least I thought I had. Bit of an ego hit to wake up alone without even a note.” He way his throat bobbed as he swallowed told Scott that his light-hearted tone wasn’t light-hearted at all. “Guess I wasn’t as good as I thought I was.”
To say that Scott had no fucking idea how to reply to that was an understatement.
Thankfully he was in the presence of a master. “This is rubbish.” Rozanov declared as he rolled off Pike, grabbing the smaller man around the waist and hauling him to his feet with a soft grunt. “Hunter is clearly damaged from all pucks to head, not good enough to stop with stick.” He grabbed Pike’s face and shook it slowly from side to side. “You are very pretty, Pike- almost as pretty as my Hollander but then no one is as pretty as him. You have eyes that glow like creepy fish in deep sea and legs that go all the way behind head, very important for railing against mattress.”
“Oh my God.”
“What, Hunter, you have something better to say?” Rozanov sounded irritated. “You are going to tell Pike that back arch when coming is even better than Hollander’s?”
“True.” Hollander was nodding from the kitchen counter now, chopping up a cucumber with a knife way too large to be wieldy. “Hay’s always had better core flexibility, I’m too stocky around the middle.” He popped a piece of the vegetable into his mouth, as if he wasn’t listening to his husband talk about Pike’s sex positions. “Why I took up yoga.”
Fucking twilight zone.
He turned back to Rozanov only to find Pike staring at the ground, somewhat teary eyed. He had the sudden urge to run.
Fuck. He really was an asshole. “I didn’t mean it like that, Pike. I think it’s pretty clear from the video evidence that you were the hottest thing I’d ever had my hands on.” Pike barked out a phlegmy laugh. “I also think it’s obvious I’ve got a shit-tonne of issues to work through, and I shouldn’t have pushed any of them on you. It wasn’t fair. And objectively?” He threw the man a cocky grin- the one that made Kip all dreamy-eyed. “You’re hot as fuck.”
“First smart thing Hunter has said in years.” Rozanov said matter-of-factly as he dragged Pike with him towards the kitchen, smooshing him in between himself and Hollander who just adjusted his grip on his knife and continued to dice vegetables for the inevitable salad. “Now, help husband cut up little tomatoes. Are my favourite.”
Scott’s colon had never been happier living in Montreal.
 

 
It dawned on him, as he sat down between Carter and Kip on the plane that he was going home.
He was going home.
To his apartment.
After weeks of living in the objectively large but subjectively small guest room in Shane Hollander’s house, eating his food, chirping his husband, using his gym, looking after his baby, Scott was going home.
After weeks of waking up sandwiched between his boyfriend and best friend, the three of them ignoring a good third of the mattress, he was going home.
After weeks of movie nights and cooking lessons and mandatory ‘Depressed Dinosaur’ therapy sessions with Hollander’s poor overworked therapist who had already referred Scott to a colleague in New York, Scott was going home.
Alone.
He was going to be alone.
He’d forgotten that.
He’d forgotten that Carter had an apartment of his own.
He’d forgotten that Kip didn’t live with him, as much as he wanted him to.
God. He didn’t even want to imagine what it would have been like, if he’d met Kip during the season. He could barely stand to be out of the man’s presence as it was, he wanted to breathe him in like air every instant of the day, he wanted to come home to him.
Instead Kip was going home.
Carter was going home.
And Scott was going to go from being smothered in noise and drama and touch to nothing. To the soft sounds of the city below. To Rozanov’s bottles throwing light across the floor, to missing the back of Kip’s hand resting against Scott’s thigh. The tickling of Carter’s long curls against his jaw where the man had slumped over into his side ten minutes into the flight.
He needed to call that therapist.
He barely registered the plane touching down and the walk to the taxi rank.
He couldn’t bring himself to engage in the conversation the other two men were having as they shouldered through the commuter rush towards the taxi rank. They barely looked at him as they climbed into their respective taxis, leaving him standing there in silence, staring at the ground whilst he waited.
Academically he knew that the handshakeshoulderthump was all that was possible.
Academically he knew he was shutting down and he couldn’t stop himself.
He didn’t really want to.
The gradual lethargy that set into his bones was familiar.
The dulling of the world around him was comfortable.
The reduction of his life into manageable parcels of tasks was… Well, manageable.
The cab dropped him off at a fancy upscale grocery store walking distance from his apartment and he opened his grocery list, eyeing the numbers half-consciously.
He’d have to divide by three.
The store was quiet, soft indie pop floating through the speakers as he picked up a basket, leaving his duffle behind the counter with a nod of thanks. He rounded the corner and something flickered out of the corner of his eyes, something vaguely familiar.
He turned.
A young woman stood in front of the produce, dressed in exercise gear, long, thick black hair in a high ponytail. She shifted slightly and it hit him.
Elena.
Kip had shown him photo after photo of the beautiful woman who was staring at a tomato like it had personally victimised her. She worked in IT, high up, and Kip talked about her as if she was the greatest woman to ever have existed. It had been cute. Until Kip had asked Scott to meet her.
He’d frozen.
Immediately, every reason why they couldn’t came rushing back. The possibility of being outed. The loss of his career. The end of their relationship if she didn’t like Scott because he was more than aware that he was punching above his weight with Kip.
He’d been unable to help himself, immediately rejecting the proposal, hating the way Kip’s face had fallen.
And then fucking Rozanov.
Ilya fucking Rozanov.
Russian menace.
Had started laughing.
He’d laughed. And laughed. And eventually thrown a pillow at Scott’s face. And told him to get over himself.
Scott had wanted to punch him.
“You are allowed to be seen with man in public, Hunter, just do not fuck him.”  Rozanov giggled out as he wiped tears from his eyes. “World does not think we are fucking and we have been in public together. Does not think you are fucking Carter either. Go for walk. Drink a smoothie. See a movie.” He leaned forward and it was then that Scott got to see it.
The experience.
He was talking to a man who had spent years hiding his relationship from the world and wasn’t going to let someone else follow in those incredibly lonely footsteps. “You will go for runs together, yes? You will go to boring museum and look at naked statues with no dicks. You will go out to fancy restaurant with pretty woman and when people ask you who you are there you will say you are allowed to have friends not in hockey, yes?”
Yes.
“Yes.”
Kip looked like the entire world has just lifted from his shoulders and Scott hated himself for not realising how much he’d hurt his boyfriend.
He’d taken the first dose of antidepressants that night.
He’d sat down and actually had a conversation with the Russian idiot who was unfortunately not an idiot the next morning, ensconced in warm blankets with hot chocolate in their hands, Rozanov chewing on an apple, because apparently his husband had opinions about the five food groups.
Those two idiots really had been the best thing to ever happen to him.
It was because of them he’d suggested to Kip that he broach the subject of Scott with Elena and Marie a week ago in preparation, figuring that if they gave the two women a heads up there’d be less shock and horror in public. He’d watched as Kip sent a photo to his chat with Maria, of Scott awkwardly holding Arthur Pike in his lap with a crepe between his teeth, Kip smirking delightedly as she replied instantaneously with a truly incomprehensible string of emojis.
Maybe he was old.
It was because of the chat that Scott found the will to muster what was left of his courage- not much, he’d really used it all on getting Kip to date him- and walked up to the intimidatingly stunning woman who had moved on to the pears.
He didn’t think he’d ever been so terrified.
“Um… Hi?” He gave a little wave and tried to smile but apparently failed, given how irritated she looked at having been interrupted. “Um. Hi. I’m Scott.” He tried again, holding out his hand, sweating like he was five seconds from a penalty shoot-out. “Scott Hunter.”
Elena’s eyes narrowed in recognition and Scott felt it wasn’t going terribly as she looked him up and down, in his grey sweatpants that he was pretty sure were Carter’s, and an old NYU hoodie that was most definitely not his. “Wow. The fucking ego on you.” Scott flinched back as she shifted her basket from one arm to the other. “Scott. Hunter. Of course any woman in New York must know your name. Well unfortunately for you I’ve had a shitty day and I’m really not in the mood to talk, no matter the level of celebrity.”
She had no idea who he was.
Not really.
And maybe she was right.
The fucking ego on him indeed, to think that because of his name, his fame, he’d be accepted by this woman.
The sheer entitlement he’d just exhibited.
Was this why Kip hadn’t shown him any of the messages from Elena?
Had he known? Had his boyfriend known she’d hate him?
Had he been too kind to admit it, that his friends thought he could find someone better? Would Kip be ashamed to be seen with someone like Scott, who couldn’t even muster up the courage to ask his boyfriend to come home with him? A man who would likely spend the rest of his career in the closet, who instead of taking his new boyfriend on a date had dragged him to Montreal where he’d spent weeks baby-sitting?
Who could barely keep himself together?
Of course he wouldn’t tell his best friend about Scott.
“Hello?” She was waving her hand in front of his face, severely unimpressed. “Do you mind not staring at me? It’s impolite.”
He was creepy.
Just by existing he was creepy.
He wanted to fucking cry.
“Sorry.” He whispered before turning, dropping his half-filled basket heavily on the counter, grabbing his duffle and bolting from the store, his eyes watering, nose starting to run as he powerwalked back to his apartment, having taken the same route for so many years that he didn’t even need to look up and thank fuck for that, the last thing he needed was pictures of him breaking down in the middle of New York City.
The instant he stepped inside he knew this wasn’t going to go well.  Let no one say Scott Hunter wasn’t self-aware and more than knowledgeable about his own limitations.
Those vodka bottles were looking fucking amazing right now.
The apartment was cold.
He turned on the heating.
It smelled like dust and misery.
He turned on the little oil diffuser Carter had given him.
Food wasn’t an issue. There wasn’t any.
His clothes were all clean, he’d washed them before leaving. He could unpack later.
The door was locked. No one had seen him in the corridor.
He let his legs give out, slumping against the wall under the windows, by the bottles.
He imagined just how pissed Hollander would be if he drank himself to death.
And so he called him instead. He hoped somewhat that he didn’t pick up.
His luck was never that good. Or maybe it was just Hollander having a sixth sense for the morbidly depressed- Scott supposed the Canadian had had practice.
The phone picked up after three rings and Scott was immediately assaulted with noise, Hollander screeching at his idiot husband, Pike’s laughter in the background.
Scott just started to sob.
“Ilya! Where’s your phone?!”
He scrunched himself down into the smallest ball he could as he listened to the chaos in the background, wishing he was still there. Arthur was shrieking in delight and he could hear Marlow’s giant feet stomping around, the phone likely on speaker, Rozanov’s voice clear as he started regale Scott of his newest puzzle, a landscape of the Scottish Highlands. Apparently there were ‘cooos.’ Rozanov seemed perversely delighted by the word, crooning it into Scott’s ear.
Even that was comforting.
It had only been five minutes or so before Scott’s front door slammed open and Carter burst through, still in the clothes he’d worn on the plane but with a full suitcase dragging behind him, his gear bag thrown over his shoulder, panting and sweaty as he stared wildly around the apartment, looking for Scott who was largely hidden behind the couch. “Scott?” He shouted, and Scott- because he was an idiot- forgot how to speak. Instead he just sat there like a useless lump, watching as his best friend dropped his bags and started off on a panicked search through Scott’s apartment, the pitch of his voice rising as each room turned up empty.
It was only when he rounded the dining table that he spotted him and at first he looked angry, frustrated, and Scott couldn’t even muster up the will to care because he was so fucking relieved that he wasn’t alone. “Hey.” He forced out and Carter just heaved a great shuddering sigh of relief.
“Well thank fuck for your inability to cope without me, I thought I was gonna have to lie about my pipes bursting or something.”
Scott had no idea what he was talking about but he really didn’t care. “Your pipes burst?”
Carter laughed. “Nah- heating broke. Oh, no, even better. Fucking roach infestation.” He shuddered dramatically. “Big as my fucking shoe and you know I’ve got giant shoes.” He wrapped his arms securely around Scott’s waist, hauling him to his feet. He felt disgusting. “Yeah, you smell disgusting, buddy. Let’s get you clean.”
Scott didn’t object as Carter dragged him into his way too massive for one person bathroom, stripping him efficiently and shoving him into the shower, sitting on the toilet seat and poking at his phone. He waited patiently as Scott washed off the sweat from his humiliating encounter, the sticky feeling from the plane, foot tapping against the tiles. “Did Hollander call you?”
Carter didn’t even look up. “Did our great and almighty neurotic master call me in a panic attack because you were having a panic attack? Why yes.” He peered around the privacy screen, giving Scott the stink eye. “I’m pretty sure that we discussed this, right?”
Scott smacked his head into the tiles. “Fuck off, Vaughan.”
“You fuck off, you haven’t called me that in weeks.” His best friend pointed out, resting his elbows on his knees. “We had a system. You were actually going to talk, remember? Or was I imagining all the homework Hollander’s shrink gave you?”
“Again, kindly fuck off.”
“Again, kindly fuck yourself, Scott. Believe it or not I don’t like finding you hyperventilating on the floor. It’s not my idea of a fun time.” He rapped forcefully on the door. “Move your ass, I smell like plane and we need to debrief.”
“I’m not fucking debriefing with you.” He knew that as a lie.
“Well if you like I can call Hollander and you can do it with him, but from where I’m sitting on your stupidly expensive toilet you fucking cracked the instant we got home which doesn’t bode well. So yeah. We’re gonna fucking debrief.” The bathroom door slammed shut behind him.
Scott hated himself.
Eventually he couldn’t justify staying under the spray any longer and he shut off the water, towelling himself off roughly and getting dressed- he honestly didn’t know whose clothes he was wearing anymore. When he emerged from the bedroom Carter was sitting at the counter tapping at his phone, brows drawn together.
His eyes flicked up as Scott stepped into his sightline and he pointed at the chair opposite, a glass or water waiting for him.
He sat.
Sipped. It was cold.
His doorbell rang.
Carter went and got the pizza.
Scott’s phone was buzzing softly on the counter beside Carter’s own. The privacy glass stopped him from being able to see who it was.
They sat and ate.
Carter was biding his time. Waiting him out.
He was going to lose.
Scott had spent years hiding his wounds. He wouldn’t crack.
“So. Wanna tell me why the fuck you called Hollander and not me?” Carter asked as he sipped at his beer.
Scott’s new meds didn’t let him drink anymore. He envied Rozanov. “That’s what you’re angry about?”
He flinched as the bottle hit the counter with a harsh clink. “Yes, I’m fucking angry about it, Scott!” He yelled, and Scott had to force himself not to stand and retreat. “God damn it! What if something had happened to you? What the hell could Hollander have done from hours away?!” He pushed himself to his feet, pacing the length of Scott’s kitchen. “You knew, Scott. You knew those fucking pills were gonna throw you for a loop, you knew it’d take time for them to stabilise, we had a fucking plan!”
“I’m sorry.”
“No, you’re not, Scott. You’re not fucking sorry. If you were sorry you’d be fucking looking at me right now. Instead you’re staring at a fucking slice of pizza wondering how fast you can get me out of your fucking apartment. Well guess what, buddy, I’m not leaving. I was five minutes away when Hollander called, there was no fucking way I was gonna let you go through this alone and- shit. Scott.”
He rounded the counter and stepped between Scott’s legs and Scott just slumped forward, too exhausted to even cry, just shuddering uncontrollably against the taller man’s chest, inhaling the smell of Hollander’s laundry detergent and the stale sweat of air travel. He didn’t even care. “Fuck, man. What the fuck set you off?”
“I don’t know how to sleep alone anymore.”
Good job, Hunter. Be as pathetic as possible. Maybe he won’t run for the hills.
“Oh man. You really are a mess.”
“Fuck you, Vaughan.”
“Language.” He rubbed at the back of Scott’s neck. “It’s okay. I get it, man. I get it.” Maybe he did. “You know I’m always just a call away, right? Always happy to bring the snuggles and The Two Towers.”
“I will fucking end you.”
“So violent. No wonder you and Rozanov get along so well.” Carter was grinning when Scott pulled back to glare at him. “There we go. That’s the Cap I know and love.” He gave Scott a gentle shake. “Come on, man. That can’t have been it. That one’s an easy fix. What had you sweating like a post-game run?”
“You’re not gonna let this go, are you?”
“I will set Hollzy on you if you don’t spill.”
Scott groaned. “Fuck. Fine.” He leaned forward, hiding his face in the fabric of Carter’s hoodie. “I went shopping.”
“Clearly you failed or we wouldn’t have eaten pizza for dinner.” He yelped as Scott pinched his side. “Can you not?”
“Then maybe shut up?” He sighed. “Elena was there.”
“Elena…?”
 
KIP
 
KIP’S BITCHES
Elena: So. Weird thing happened to me today. Like, super weird.
Maria: Well well well, look who’s finally decided to show up. Finally decided to deign us with your god-like presence?
Elena: I was busy! Work’s been a nightmare! But stop distracting me! Weird things!
I would bet you anything I could beat your weird.
Elena: Zero chance, Kippy. 
Maria: I dunno- Kip’s been involved in some seriously shady dealings recently. 
Elena: Well we’ll never know if you don’t let me FINISH TYPING!
Maria: Sorry.
Sorry. Continue, Oh Queen.
Elena: So I was in that little wholesale organic grocery, you know the one? 
 The place that charges for rice by the grain? 
The place I’ll never earn enough money to shop in?
The place filled with pretentious old white women seeking to regain the glory of their youth?
That grocery store?
Elena: You’re a lil bit racist there, bitch. 
Maria: Agreed. Bitch. 
Get on with the story.
Elena: SO. I was shopping. Minding my own business. 
When from out of nowhere. 
This huge hunk of muscle just walks up to me, sticks his hand out, grins with his stupidly white teeth and just expects me to go along with it? Just starts introducing himself as if I should know who this motherfucker is?!
Maria: Rude. 
Incredibly rude. 
Important question though.
Was he hot. 
Elena: So hot. Ridiculously over the top hot. Like on any other day would have let him pick me up and fuck me against the wall level of hot. 
But work is shit and I’m halfway through a bitch of a PMS and it was already the second time I’d gone to that stupid grocery because I forgot peanuts. 
Who the hell forgets peanuts.
So what did you do?
Elena: I told him he had one massive fucking ego and that he should stop staring at me. 
Worst thing was that he looked like he was about to fucking cry, like me rejecting him was the worst thing to ever happen to him in his perfect little life. 
Ran outta there like a bat outta hell. 
Made me feel good for all of five minutes until I realised I’d been a total bitch to New York’s Hockey Playing Golden Boy. 
Maria: Oh. 
Oh Gurl.
Not Scott Hunter. 
Elena: Yeah? So?
Elena, please. 
Please tell me you didn’t tell my incredibly depressed boyfriend that you had no idea who he was 
After I EXPLICITLY told you to be nice to him.
After I spent WEEKS trying to get him to meet you. 
Elena: I THOUGHT YOU WERE FUCKING JOKING YOURE DATING SCOTT HUNTER KIP
 

 
Kip called an uber.
He’d never called an uber in his life until he’d met Shane Hollander and now here he was with a sparkly pink Dinosaur Support Group credit card in his wallet, an uber account on his phone, yelling to his dad that there was an emergency with a friend and he needed to go. Right now.
Except.
“It’s my boyfriend, actually. He’s not okay.”
His dad just blinked. “Oh. You have a boyfriend? That’s new.”
“Yeah.” He held up his phone, his background a picture of Scott and Carter, the former smiling in Kip’s direction, the latter licking up the side of Scott’s face where a giant dollop of chocolate had landed, the downside of cooking with Cliff Marlow.
“Oh… They look nice?”
“Yeah- they’re all nice.
“Which one are you dating? The black one or the one that looks like Scott Hunter?”
Kip held back a grin. “The one that looks like Scott Hunter.”
“And the fact that the other one looks like Carter Vaughan means very little?”
“Less than little.” Kip said as a horn beeped outside the house.
His father gave him a knowing grin. “Have a good night! I love you!”
“Love you too!”
The instant Kip settled in the back seat he started trying to call Scott’s phone, the number ringing out over and over again, the default answering service pissing him off more and more each time.
The texts went unread.
Carter’s phone rang out too.
So did Shane’s.
The group chat was strangely silent.
Kip was the worst fucking boyfriend.
He panicked all the way to Maria’s apartment, his friend enveloping him in a back-breaking hug as soon as she was buckled into the middle seat, not saying anything, just watching as he desperately tried to contact anyone. 
He wasn’t the only one panicking by the time Elena was slipping into the car beside them, both of their gazes fixed on the little grey ticks beside his messages.
He was suddenly glad Maria was sitting between them. “He’s not replying.” He said softly, looking up at his best friend who was biting her lip nervously, wringing her hands in her lap, staring out the window. “You called him a fucking creep. The guy I’d spent weeks convincing he’d be safe with you.” He looked down at his phone, hitting the call button again. “If something’s happened to him-”
“He’ll be fine, Kip.” Elena interjected softly.
He shook his head. “That’s just it. He’s not. And he won’t be.” He turned off the screen, finally giving up as they entered the nightmare that was New York traffic on a Saturday night. “I have no idea what I’m about to walk into, Elena, and for your sake I fucking hope it’s manageable, because if not I will throw you out on the street myself.”
He didn’t compute her reply as the car pulled up beside Scott’s building, throwing the door open and running.
 
SCOTT
 
“I met Elena.”
“Kip’s friend?”
Scott nodded. “Yeah. Kip’s friend. Apparently I have a massive ego for hitting on her and assuming she knew who I was.”
“… Please tell me she was joking, Scott. Kip wouldn’t do that to you, not after all the effort he put into trying to get you to meet her.”
Scott shook his head, not even caring how it got the front of Carter’s hoodie wet, water from his hair seeping into the material. And probably snot. “She wasn’t joking. She either had no idea who I was or just straight up hated me and I just… I told him I wanted to meet her. I thought we were making plans and he… I thought he was serious. About me. About wanting me to be part of his life. I know it’s been fast, like- stupidly fast. And the last few weeks haven’t been normal in any sense of the word and we’ve been living in each other’s pockets and I don’t even want to think of how little I would have seen him if we’d met during the season but… I thought there was something there.”
“Scott-”
“And I know I’m not exactly a great catch, right? I’m old- don’t fucking laugh at me dickhead- I’m stuck in a closet I fucking hate and the only reason I can stand it is because Rozanov bought a fucking disco ball and Hollander vacuumed and Pike bought a baby for entertainment. What the fuck can I really offer him besides money and he doesn’t even want that! He took fucking Hollander’s! And it’s not like-”
“Scott!”
“-he could’ve fucking left, he’s way too nice to do that and-” He scowled as Carter slapped a hand over his mouth.
His best friend manhandled him until Scott’s neck was craned backwards, Carter’s long fingers cradling either side of his face, thumbs resting on his cheekbones. “Firstly. You’re a fucking catch, man, even fucking Rozanov thinks that and he’s so down bad for Hollander I’m honestly not sure he even registers that the rest of the world exists. Let that be a balm to that massive ego of yours cause let’s face it- the world might want to fuck Hollander but they all wanna be fucked by Roz.”
“I don’t.”
“Lies. Look I get the freak out, man. I do. But if there’s anything Marlow’s shitty rom coms told me it’s that this is probably a giant misunderstanding. That little smoothie boy looks at you like you’re the fucking sun, Scott, and he had the chance to leave- when we took Sveta to the airport, when his dad called. He could have left. He didn’t need to go on runs with us, he sure as fuck didn’t need to sneak around to have sex with you because I couldn’t stand Marlow’s snoring.”
Scott shifted slightly, embracing his inner Hollander and shoving his face between Carter’s arm and body like a giant cat. “I wish I could believe you.”
Carter chuckled. “Well how about we be mature fucking adults, you go take a nap and I’ll go shove my shit in the guest room. When we’re done we’ll call him and-” There was a frantic knocking on the front door. “Or not.”
Scott went to move but Carter pushed him down, long legs carrying him to the front door as Scott sat in silence.
A moment later the door clicked open and there was NOISE.
It was weirdly comforting.
To Scott’s utter confusion it was Maria who first came barrelling around the corner. She was however completely uninterested in him and more in Rozanov’s bottles sitting on the windowsill, moving straight towards the view.
He tore his eyes away from the woman only to come face to face with his nightmare and he shrunk back in place, sitting up straight, meeting Elena’s eyes. His expression must have betrayed his unease because her expression morphed into one of worried kindness, much like Carter’s had been. “Hi.”
He didn’t reply to the greeting. Speaking to her civilly hadn’t really done him any favours last time. “What are to doing in my apartment?” He asked softly, enjoying the way she flinched.
“I-”
“The ego on you. To assume you’d be welcome here.” Her pretty face shut down, a blush showing even through her dark skin. A large part of him enjoyed her discomfort. He brushed past her, past the hallway where Carter was no doubt with Kip and into the bedroom, shutting the door resolutely behind him.
His bed looked huge. Empty. His mind immediately went back to Hollander’s massive guest bed, the air conditioning whirring through the night the only way the three of them could survive. He remembered the way Kip would fit perfectly into his arms, warm and comfortable, the curls of his hair tickling at Scott’s nose
He remembered the way Carter would always start the night facing away, space between them, each morning waking to the taller man right against this back, not always but more often than not having snuck a hand under the back of Scott’s shirt, fingertips resting on his bare waist.
It has been comforting. It had been more physical contact than Scott had had in years.
And now he was home.
He pulled back the blankets, the smell of his own detergent strong, the housekeeper having clearly been in recently to change the sheets. He’d forgotten to cancel the service whilst in Montreal.
He slipped under the covers, wincing at the unfamiliar texture of his mattress, the itchy feeling of the sheets on his skin- he needed to ask Hollander where the fuck he got his. Knowing him Rozanov had likely bought them, sheety elitist bitch.
The darkness was comforting to his senses and his heartbeat slowly returned to baseline, a gentle thump that was impossible to ignore under the blankets, thundering in his ears.
There was a soft knocking at the door and it opened when he didn’t answer.
That wasn’t how it was supposed to work.
He thought he recognised the cadence of Kip’s voice and not long after the corner of the blanket was pulled back. Scott kept his eyes closed, even in the relative darkness of the room. “Oh babe.” Kip whispered as he slid onto the bed, smelling like airport and Indian food. “I’m sorry. I thought we’d meet her together.” He dragged Scott’s much larger, heavier body into his arms and Scott just let himself be manhandled.
This wasn’t his fucking problem. Someone else could fix it.
Kips hands were comforting as they ran through his hair, scratching at his scalp. “She thought I was joking. When I told her I was dating you. Turns out it’s pretty hard to tell sarcasm over text so I didn’t realise. I guess she thought not even someone as cute as I could get their hands on Scott Hunter.”
Scott still didn’t say anything, just nestled in closer which seemed to calm Kip’s nervous hands. He felt a kiss press against the top of his head. “I’m so sorry you had that happen to you.”  He whispered, resting his chin against Scott’s head. “For what it’s worth, I can guarantee my dad won’t accuse you of hitting on him.”
That wasn’t as much of a comfort as Kip thought it was and Scott stiffened in remembered embarrassment, the irritation Kip’s best friend had looked at him with, the derision, as if he wasn’t worth the dirt of the bottom of her no doubt expensive shoes. Kip may think that he wasn’t good enough for Scott, but he has a feeling that his friends thought the same about him, and he couldn’t help but agree.
“Scott? You’re scaring me a bit, babe. Please. Talk to me.”
“What do you want me to say?” Scott finally answered, still refusing to move.
 “I don’t know, anything- anything to tell me I haven’t completely fucked this up. I’m so fucking sorry, I never thought she’d treat you like that. I had so many plans to introduce your two and it all went to shit and now I’m terrified you’re not going to think I’m worth the trouble.”
“Shouldn’t I be saying that to you?” Scott asked softly. “You wanted to spend time with your dad, and your friends, and now you’re stuck here with me because I overreacted to some woman in a grocery store.”
Kip was silent for a few minutes but he didn’t move, which was reassuring. “Scott… Can I kiss you?”
Scott finally looked up into Kip’s teary brown eyes. “You can always kiss me. If you want to. I don’t think I’d ever say no to you.”
“I always want to.” And so he did. His lips were soft, comforting, just a hint of his tongue along the vein of Scott’s lips and he was pulling back, leaving Scott to chase after the taste of him. “You didn’t overreact. Elena was a right bitch to you and I may have threatened to throw her out on the street on the drive over here. Even if we’d never met-”
“Don’t say that.”
Kip paused. “What?”
“Don’t say that we might have never met.” Scott whispered, burying himself in the man’s arms, the tension of the day fully hitting him as his muscles turned to water, sinking into the bedding. “God, Kip, I don’t know how they did it for so long… How they could stand leaving each other. We’ve barely been together and the thought of you leaving is killing me.” He refused to look at Kip’s expression, terrified that he’d said too much already.
In for a penny, he supposed.  
“I’m sorry, but… Can you… Can you stay tonight?”
Kip shuddered beside him and his arms tightened around Scott’s body. “Try and stop me, Scott.”
God.
This was going to kill Scott when it ended.
 
CARTER
 
Carter left the two women in the living room with strict instructions to avoid the coloured bottles and the bedroom where his best friend was sequestered.
There was no fucking way he was delaying his shower any longer.
Despite travelling constantly he’d never gotten the hang of handling plane germs- something that he and Hollander had bitched about for a good few hours one night.  Planes were fucking disgusting. And let’s not get him started on babies. 
Fucking babies, man.
Of course that wasn’t the only reason he needed thirty minutes away from the world.
He’d opened his apartment door and immediately shut it, the thought of entering the black hole of his previous relationship just too much after the weirdly comforting chaos of the Hollanov household. He’d never thought that Shane Hollander, the guy that couldn’t have a single mark of his jersey, who constantly yelled at Rozanov for leaving his shoes at the front door and not in the rack, would have taken to having a group of slobs in his space well but he seemed to revel in the mess, often throwing them out of a room and spending hours happily bouncing from one corner to the other, wiping and dusting and sweeping and polishing, humming weird little tunes that Carter later came to realise were Russian lullabies, once Rozanov started singing them to Arthur.
So yeah. Seeing dust was weird.
Seeing the fuzzy black thing growing on an orange in his fruit bowl was nauseating.
Seeing his unmade queen bed with its rumpled sheets was… Fucking misery inducing.
He was packing before he even really thought about it. It had taken less than an hour to call a cleaning service to nuke the place, to pack three suitcases and his gear bag with everything that mattered, and abandon everything that could wait a day or two to go into a storage unit.
He’d been five minutes out when Hollander had called him screaming about Scott having a panic attack, terrifying Carter with all the possible side effects of his new medications, crisis plans, sending him links and documents and mental health plans and completely ignoring the fact that Carter already had it all.
As if he fucking wouldn’t.
Scott was his best friend, the man he was unfortunately infatuated with, there was no way in hell he was letting his captain go through this alone.
 It didn’t stop him from dumping most of his luggage with the front desk and sprinting into the elevator, punching in the door key without knocking and barging into the apartment, fearing the worst.
He shifted under the water as images flashed in front of him. Scott, curled into a ball deceptively small for a man his size, phone clutched in his hand, breathing hard enough that he looked like he was about to pass out.
He should have dragged the man back to his apartment with him and refused to let him out of his sight until he was packed.
He should have made Kip stay with him until Carter could get back.
He dressed in his own clothes for once, smelling stale and vaguely of the mothballs he never remembered to replace. He texted Hollander as he left the spare bedroom, asking for his detergent brand. Shit was tasty.
The two women were sitting silently on the couch, Elena staring at the blank TV screen, Maria on her phone. They both turned as he entered the open plan kitchen, heading towards the coffee machine. “Want anything?” He asked as he flicked the switch, shoving in a pod, refilling the milk container. “Can’t offer much in the way of food. Scott got distracted.” He threw over his shoulder, grinning to himself as Elena flinched.
“I didn’t know.” He turned to find the woman had stood and was walking towards him. “How was I supposed to know-”
“I know Scott.” He cut her off. “I know him. So I know he wasn’t rude. He wasn’t forceful. He wasn’t fucking hitting on you. He was saying fucking hello.” He leaned over the counter, lips pulling back in a snarl. “You didn’t have to know anything, Elena, you just had to not be a raging cunt in public and say you didn’t know him. That was all.”
Elena took a step back at the force of his words, bottom lip quivering slightly before she seemed to regroup. “I didn’t know he would react like this.”
“So it would have been fine if you had?”
“I wouldn’t have-”
“Acted like you were the most important person in the world?” He reached up into the cupboard, pulling down a pair of glasses. He slammed them down in front of her. “I’m sure you thought it was hilarious, putting down Scott Hunter. Putting the little white rich boy in his place for thinking he was good enough to shake your hand.”
Her expression changed to one of anger. “That is not what happened.” She spat out furiously and in the background Maria just looked up from her phone for a moment before returning to the screen, as if checking on the progress of the argument. “I was having a bad day and-”
“And you never considered someone else may have been having a worse one.” That shut her up. “Yeah. Think about that.” He filled both glasses with water and passed them over. “It’s been an hour. They’re not coming out. Maria, you can take the guest room. Shove my shit on the floor, there’s nothing breakable in the bags.” That earned him a thumbs up from the couch. “You? I don’t care where you sleep, but you’d better be here in the morning and you’d better be fucking ready to apologise.”
Without further ado he took his hot chocolate to the master, checking first to see if the two men were asleep- the bedside light showed under the door so Carter didn’t worry over much as he slipped inside, locking the door behind him.
Kip was propped up on one of the large European pillows, Scott face down on his chest, the younger man staring up at the ceiling after he’d checked to see who was disturbing them. “These are really thin walls.” He said softly, accepting the mug. “Raging cunt?”
“I may have overreacted a little.”
“I may have too.” They shared a smile as Carter settled under the covers on the opposite side of the bed, Scott rousing long enough at the movement of the mattress to close a hand around Carter’s arm before settling back to sleep.
He reached over and turned off the light, throwing them into darkness. Outside he could hear the two women shuffling around, no doubt both heading to the spare room down the hall. “She hurt him, Kip.”
“I know.” They were both talking in whispers now, the darkness leaning away from the noise of the day. “But… I know she wouldn’t have hurt him if she’d known who he was to me.”
“It’s Scott, Kip. How can you defend her?”
“Because I’m not a woman but I’m around them enough to know how fucking terrifying it can be to have a random man walk up to you in a grocery store and not know how to get out of it.”
Oh.
“Elena’s hot, Carter. A blind gay man can see that. She’s hot, and she’s stupidly smart and she’s got this way of having fun with her sensuality and so often men just don’t take no for an answer and sometimes hitting them where it hurts is the only way to get out of a situation alive.”
“Scott, Kip. Fucking Scott. Overly polite, chivalrous to a fault never had a scandal or a hook up to his name Scott.”
“I know. Which is why we get to hate her tonight, and fix this in the morning.”
“You can fix it.” Carter sulked. “I’ll hate her for the both of us.”
“I dunno- I think you’ll end up liking her.” Carter could almost feel the smug smirk in the darkness. “I think she’d like you.”
In Hayden Pike’s words.
Gross.
“No thanks.”
“I’ve seen pictures of your ex, Carter, Elena’s right up your alley.”
“And now she’s a raging cunt, not the sort of place I want to stick my dick.” He stuffed his face in between the pillow and Scott’s back. “This is the worst fucking day.”
“Is it weird I wanna go back to Montreal?”
“You and me both.”
 

 
Scott refused to get out of bed.
Carter had almost had a Hollander worthy panic attack until he realised the man just didn’t want to.
Scott Hunter had decided he was tired, and cranky, and didn’t want to deal with people and apologies and so he was staying in his bed thank you very much, dragging the quilts over his head with his phone and his Kip and leaving Carter to deal with the fallout outside with a pathetic little pout that had Carter groaning and heaving himself out of the bed.
Was his brain currently nothing more than a sleep deprived, half-rabid feral trash panda rubbing his tiny little paws together as he imagined the carnage he was about to unleash?
Oh yes.
His master, the chaos demon himself, would be inspired.
He stepped out into the hall, looking one way. Then the other.
Coast clear.
He travelled to the hall closet.
Found his target.
Opened the guest room door. Observed the two women sleeping soundly.
Pressed his lips to the mouthpiece.
The shrill screech of the whistle ripped through the still of the late morning, causing both women to scream.
“Wakey wakey.” Oh, the racoon was grinning now. “I’m going out for food, you’re coming with me.” He called over the exclamations of shock, turning and leaving the door open. “Be ready in ten!”
He settled by the front door, listening to the delectable scrabbling of Maria and Elena searching for their phones, the two women whispering as they hurried into the corridor in what they’d worn the night before, joggers and knit sweaters on both.
Carter felt like a smoothie.
It was cold outside, Autumn in full swing and both women were shivering as he broke into a jog after checking their footwear, leading them along an abridged version of Scott’s morning run, two miles instead of ten. He took great joy in their misery, the puffing, the panting- he had to admire Maria, bitch was fast- cranky but taking it in stride.
Elena was not a happy camper.
He snapped a selfie over his shoulder with the two women and sent it to his master for approval.
He received a purple demon emoji in return.
Approved.
Eventually they returned to the scene of the crime, the place here it all began- the smoothie shop. Maria started to laugh exhaustedly when she realised where they were, groaning when Carter actually went inside, ordering some strawberry thing that tasted like slop. Kip truly was the Master of Smoothie.
Too bad he’d quit, agreeing after hours of wheedling on Hollander’s part to finance his Masters and get a better fucking job.
Personally Carter thought he’d be an excellent houseboy. Househusband. Either. Sadly it meant that never again would there be a good smoothie from Staw + Berry. 
Maria joined him in his smoothie quest whereas Elena looked a mixture of miserable and confused as they set off at a walk, heading towards a diner Marlow had recommended as so fucking seedy that no one gave a shit about what you were talking about as long as you didn’t kill anyone.
They sat down and he ordered the pancakes, adding two further orders to go. He waved the women into the booth opposite him and waited patiently until they were done ordering. They were quick, and the food was mediocre but they made up for it in sheer volume. The maple syrup wasn’t terrible either.
Elena was the first to speak. “Why are we here? You made it pretty clear the only reason I was allowed to stay was to apologise.” The waitress sat a plate of scrambled eggs in front of her. They looked kinda dry. That was the upside with pancakes, as long as they were cooked they were really hard to fuck up. Majorly.
He popped a frozen raspberry into his mouth. “Just because you need to apologise doesn’t mean he has to want to hear it. And right now he doesn’t.” He shrugged. “Soz.”
She sat her fork down on the tabletop. “So what. I just get to live in limbo, constantly reminded of my fuck up, and you just get to, what? Gloat? That you’ve been able to manipulate Kip into taking your side?
Carter just chuckled in response, taking a sip of his overly sweet smoothie, shaking his head. “I didn’t have to manipulate anyone, or have you not noticed that Kip’s not exactly racing to listen to you right now.” He passed the salt into Maria’s grabby hands. “I just don’t think you’re getting it, why we’re angry.”
Elena threw her hands up. “Well why don’t you explain it to me, because every other guy I’ve ever rejected- and far more harshly than your boy there, Carter- has just sucked it up and moved on. Why am I being crucified for this?”
“Did he hit on you?”
“What?”
“Did he actually hit on you? Did he do anything that made you uncomfortable? Did he spit in his hand before he offered it to you? Did he leer at you? Ask you out? Compliment you? How many words did he actually say to you?”
“I don’t have to justify-”
“Did you actually feel unsafe? Or were you just having a shitty day and chose to take it out on the first person that crossed your path. Because that’s what it looks like to me. Kip’s a reasonable guy-”
“You think I don’t know what?”
“Which is why he’s defending you.” She actually seemed surprised at that. “Yeah. He’s got all sorts of legitimate reasons lined up as to why you acted like that. And I get it. Fair enough. I can’t even begin to understand how shit men are in the real world. But you didn’t just tell him to fuck off you fucking dug your claws in and ripped.
“And my buddy? He’s so fucking desperate to have you like him. So. Fucking. Desperate.” He did a quick look around the restaurant, leaning in and dropping the volume despite there being no one within several tables of them. “I don’t think you understand the amount of courage it took him to speak to you. His life could have been over if you hadn’t kept your mouth shut. I couldn’t have done it. I would have walked away. And he’ll forgive you, when he’s ready. Give you the benefit of the doubt. Never bring it up again. Never tell you he went home, had a panic attack and called a guy hours away because he got so freaked out he forgot I existed.
“So yeah. He’ll forgive you. Take you out to dinner and pretend he’s not terrified every time someone walks past. Attend your fancy STEM parties and charities and pimp himself out for whatever cause you decide on, desperate to make you think he’s worthy.” He leaned forward. “But I don’t know you from any other chick in New York. I don’t know you, I don’t have to like you, I don’t even have to tolerate you so I’m going to say this once. If I think that either of you-”
“Oi, I had nothing to do with this.” Maria pointed out with her fork, a cherry tomato speared on the end. “I have been nothing but quietly supportive this whole time. I didn’t even make a fuss when I got the NDA-”
“You got an NDA?” Carter asked interestedly. “Thorough.”
“Creepy. I mean, that’s trust issues right here.”
“I like to think of it as more than justified paranoia.” Maria nodded, offering her glass for a clink. “We thank you for your secret service.” Maria gave a jaunty salute before returning to her burger. Carter refocused his attention. “Look. What it comes down to is the fact that even before all this went down there was very little I wouldn’t have done to make him happy. He deserves it. And Kip makes him happy.
“That’s why if it looks like you’ll ever hurt him again, in any way shape or form I’m going to do everything in my power to make them hate you.”
“What-”
“I will lie, Elena. I will lie. I will cheat. I will manipulate. I will call in the big guns and watch as your friendship is torn down piece by piece and you’re completely removed from our lives.”
Elena’s dark skin was turning a sickly shade of gross and she looked mildly nauseous as she pushed her plate away. Could also have been the terrible eggs which had turned out to be runny in the centre. “Are you threatening me?” She choked out.
Carter hiccupped in amusement. “That would involve me giving any kind of shit about you, Elena. Kip spent the last few weeks talking you up non-stop and we were all thinking you were gonna be this big shit big wig titan of a woman, Wonder Woman incarnate, and fuck. I don’t think I could possibly have been more disappointed to meet someone in person-”
“You guys are fucking brutal.” Maria muttered under her breath.
“-so I’m not really interested in ruining your life, Elena. I’m not gonna try and hurt you. I’m not gonna hold this against you. I’m just giving you a friendly warning because-” He popped the last of his pancake into his mouth. “-I’ve known Kip for a month or two and I already think he’s the best thing since toasted white bread with full salted butter and just the right amount of vegemite. Because if… If my friend had the option he’d spend the rest of his life glued to his back like a little baby possum. Because, despite being introduced in the weirdest of ways and spending the last month babysitting a stranger’s baby in Montreal Kip seems to think he’s pretty fucking amazing. So imagine just how unhappy I’d be if you ripped all that happiness apart.” He said with a menacing smile, channelling his inner Rozanov, hearing the Russian laughing deeply in the back of his mind. “Let’s try to get along, yes? Let’s be civil. And sweet. Your apology, when you get to give it, will be sincere. But today you’ll fuck off because he’s got enough shit to deal with without having to worry about you lurking around his apartment. Yeah?”
Maria shoved a piece of waffle in her mouth. “Can I stick around? I kinda wanna meet you guys outside of eating.”
“Sure.” Carter said, shrugging as the bag of food was dropped off at the table. “I was thinking baguettes for lunch, then a whole lot of washing. The whole place smelled like dust and some weird itchy laundry detergent.” He really had been spoiled.
“What’s their plan?” Elena suddenly asked. “Kip’s out and-”
“And only a fucking moron would talk about that in a public fucking diner. This isn’t a rom-com, have some common sense.” He stood. “Come on, I’ll call you a cab. We’ll call you over when he’s out of bed. Which could be today. Or three days. I don’t know.” He held the door open for the two women as they stepped out into the bleak sunlight.
They waited together on the corner until the uber arrived, Maria chatting about everything and anything, showing Carter pictures Kip had been sending her- all very carefully washed of any homosexual themes, location, just a group of bros having the bestest of times. She sent him a few.
As the car pulled up Elena turned back, waiting until she had Carter’s attention. “I am sorry.” She said quietly. “I want to know him. And you. And if you give me a chance I think we could be friends.” She didn’t wait for him to respond before getting into the car.
He and Maria stood, watching as the car pulled from the curb. “Gurl.”
Carter turned to find the woman hunched over, chuckling low in her throat. “What?”
“Man. You are down fucking bad for Scott Hunter, yeah? Like, so fucking bad.”
And Carter?
Carter just sighed. “So fucking bad.”
“Gurl this is gonna be fucking hilarious.” She patted his shoulder. “Luckily for you, Kippy’s never had a boyfriend before, so if you’re quick, maybe you can convince him having two is just the same as one.” She waved after Elena’s car. “Man, this is better than fucking romance novels.”
“You and Marlow are gonna get along just fine.”
Her eyes widened in happiness. “Super hot really tall with sexy facial hair Cliff Marlow? Because gurl I have heard things about that man.”
Carter looped their arms and set them back on the shortcut to Scott’s apartment. “Sorry to disappoint you but I think the gay has spread. He now spends hours on the couch reading gay smut whilst envisioning his own ‘love at first sight.’”
“Aw man- and here I thought I’d get my own super-hot hockey player.” She looked up at him. “Got any straight friends?”
“Um… Maybe?”
“Dude, we gotta work on your poker face. In the meantime find me a fucking husband and I won’t tell my bestie you want his boyf.”
“Done.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Next chappie is fun and half drafted whilst watching Anna Lapwood play at the Sydney Opera House. I am productive as fuck.

Theriault is having the worst day.
Yuna Hollander is having a no good very terrible day.
Troy Barrett is also having a terrible day.
Jackie Pike's children are in love with Rasputin.
Bulgari and Cliff Marlow is a No.
Ilya Rozanov does not understand Cat.


  


      

  












      Chapter 18: HEHE NO UPDATE SOZ
  


    Chapter Summary

    Read the thing peeps.








  I LIVE
 
ALSO I CHANGED THE NAME OF THE STORY!
 
Well hello bitches.
Soz to those waiting for an update but you’re gonna be waiting a bit for me to do a fifth edit on the next 50,000 words. They're written. And I'm happy. But need to be preeeeety.
But anyways.
 
Passed an exam, failed an exam, misery abounds but upside I can write again, and I started with doing an overhaul of chapters 1-17 since I actually know where I’m going now! At least for a little while. So for those of you dedicated to the story you may wanna start again, there are many lil prezzies for you including:
-Characters entering earlier- hello Hayden
-Grammar fixed
-Pike storyline makes more sense and you can see I clearly love him and will protect him with my life
-Other bits and pieces
So yeah. You can just keep going from Chappie 18 onwards, but doing a re-read may make it a smoother future read.
I also changed the Russian to bold + italic when it's large sentences because I just cannot with that language, and I don't want to do it badly. SO you get the really common phrases in Russian only.
Was gonna change the chapter notes but seriously can't be bothered, ignore them.
 
 
 
Now. Going forward. I want to address a few things that are really only applicable to a few of you. At least 99% of you are wonderful commenters, kind and feedbacky and constructive and pointing out continuity issues and spelling mistakes.
 
For the other 1%, prepare yourselves for a profanity laden rant because seriously.
What the fuck is wrong with you.
Do you not give a single shit about the authors you’re engaging with? The people who are putting their work out there for nothing but the enjoyment of it? Who are reading a books filled with LGBTQI characters, female characters, POC and writing something they hope does them justice?
Do you actually understand how it makes me feel to be called a misogynist? And now racist as well? Awesome. Super awesome. I LOVE feeling terrified every time I open a comment email.
Do you actually understand how it makes me feel to have you accusing me of being a piece of shit when I’m trying to portray flawed characters in a way that’s different? In a way that’s respectful? In a way that’s entertaining? When for the first time in my life I am actually writing something and showing it to people?
Well fuck you, and from now on don’t. Just don’t. This is the last time I’m justifying myself. This is the last time I’m saying anything, and your comments are getting deleted from now on because I don’t deserve this. No author does unless they’re truly heinous. And ICE. I’m not American but fuck ICE.
My characters are allowed to have opinions and reactions different to my own. To yours. It’s kinda how fiction works.
Go touch fucking grass and stop reading this story if you can’t accept that.
 
The end.
 
OH NO WAIT- Also no AI. I'm too old, I missed that boat, this is all by hand and that's why it takes so long, so don't come at me. I'm the sort of person who reads twenty scientific papers by hand to write an abstract. 
 
No back to my regular Author’s notes where I am far happier!
 
Firstly- if there are queer people who have come out and it’s been at all traumatic- please tread carefully, the next chappies may be triggering for some because of parents who are trying to be good but are actually dumb. Whilst Shane isn’t horribly traumatised here, he is anxious as fuck and panicky and angry, and you’re only getting one side of the story, HE IS FINE. THAT’S THE TAKE AWAY. HE IS CRANKY. AND FINE. HE HAS HIS FISH AND HIS HUSBAND AND HE IS FINE. But this particular storyline won’t complete for another chapter or two. In the end everything is fine because I don’t do that kinda long-term angst. I should also disclose here that I am disappointingly straight, I have no experience here, I am literally going off years of reading angsty gay fanfiction, so hopefully this is more entertaining than traumatising for the vast majority of you.
Secondly- for those who have said that they think Hayden won’t end up with Shane and Ilya- too bad. For those of you saying that my boys are too obsessed with each other to consider anyone else- they’ve had a year to do that, they’re happy, and healthy, and they’re weird. Plus separation isn’t instant, divorces need to be finalised, kids need to be sorted, and mental health TAKES TIME. I don’t do weird emotional rehab sex, I don’t do temporary healing relationships. It’s all or nothing and this is going to be ALL.
Skarter are far less complex. Just a lil sad Carter + angst then we’re off to the races, gimme til Valentine’s day Scott will be okay. Scott needs hugs and snuggles. Scott’s a month into a relationship and emotionally unstable. I’m still trying to figure out what role Kip is gonna play aside from Scott’s boyf, I have too many characters now and I don't want him to just kinda be there now that there's less angst with the two of them.
And for those who are tag fiends- fine, I ruin the surprise for you. Luca will be aged up a bit and Cliff will get his love at first sight and I hope you love their dynamic as much as I love writing them. There will be more than one dog being walked in this story.
I am working on the best way to get the guys together- at first I had plans for the Centaurs, excellent plans, which were going to work well with COVID in a few years but… I may have fallen in love with the Bears in the next chapters. So we’ll see. I'm not attached to the centaurs as a team, but I do love the core- Bood, Wyatt, Luca, he of terrible country music, I'm gonna see. They will be there no matter what.
Also- child development. For those of you trying to count months and years don’t bother, I’m not firming up on any ages, we’re using generalisations and accelerated development when it suits me but I'll try to be consistent.
 
Anyways, enjoy the rewrites! I’ll post the true 18 and delete this when I get to it, but seriously, it’s already written, I just gotta make it preeeeety :-)
 
Hope you don't hate it!






      

  












      Chapter 19: That There Is A POOR LIFE DECISION
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which:
Hayden is having a bad time.

Jackie is having a worse time.

Yuna and David are making poor life decisions.

The Bears Appear.

LeClaire does not like this.

Ilya finds a magic Russian Kitty.

Cliff is scared.

Shane Hollander is in love with Cliff Marlow.



    Chapter Notes

      Welcome back, children :-)
This chapter and the next one, maybe two depending on how many more words I write will all be Bears + Shayden and Jackie.

Realistically I need to read Scott/Kip again because I require guidance, and they're harder to write for me. I know where we're going, just gotta pad it out.
These next few chappies will fill in until Christmas/New Years, and I have plans for All Stars and adding JJ to the mix.
Also. Theriault. He bored me in the Ancient Texts of Reid. I am going to put him in my sandbox. Maybe you will like. Maybe you will not. I know I will :-)
Enjoy!
And if you don't, I don't care!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  HAYDEN
 
September 2015- Montreal
 
The day that Ilya Rozanov left Montreal was a dark day.
He hated it. The fact that he cared.
Marlow and Rozanov booked the latest possible flight and they dropped them off a few minutes’ walk from the terminal in the dark, Hayden driving because Shane had started full on sobbing before the city limits, ending up illegally perched in Rozanov’s lap, squished between the door and Arthur’s car seat. His son, showing far more emotional maturity than he himself possessed had caught on to the change in atmosphere the instant he’d woken and had been restless all day, barely leaving Rozanov’s arms. He’d started whimpering softly in distress as soon as they’d entered the city, fingers clutched around Cliff’s, the giant forward already sniffling.
They were all fucking pathetic.
Hayden had accepted the hug from Cliff with good grace, he thought, letting the man spend his last few moments wrapped around Arthur, his son full on bawling as Cliff clutched him to his chest.
He’d surprised himself with his reaction to Rozanov’s goodbye.
The Russian had stared down at him for a few moments before stepping forward and dropping his arms around Hayden’s waist, pulling him in tight against his chest, resting his head on his shoulder. Hayden honestly didn’t know what the fuck he was supposed to do but allowed the contact.
That was his first mistake.
His second mistake was relaxing into it, because apparently he’d been conditioned to recognise that particular cologne as ‘safe’ and he was soon leaning into the embrace, shoving his nose into Rozanov’s neck, fingers twisting into the fabric of his hoodie. “This is so fucking weird.”
“You have been in my bed for weeks, Pike, this is normal.”
“This is in public.” Rozanov huffed. “You’re lucky it’s dark as fuck and no Montreal fans are out this late.” He pulled back as Shane appeared with Rozanov’s bag. “Let us know when you land. Arthur’s not gonna be able to sleep without his bedtime story.” Hayden honestly didn’t know if he’d be able to sleep without hearing Rozanov’s deep Russian tones from the other side of the bed, lulling him into a false sense of security.
Because it had been false.
There were no excuses left to keep him from his own bed now.
No more waking up to Rozanov’s heavy arm around his waist, Shane’s hair up his nose.
No more scheduling his showers around whatever kinky shit those two got up to in the bathroom.
No more sexiles.
No more casual affection.
Dark day.
“You’d better get going.” Shane’s voice was soft and scratchy, hitching at the end as he handed over the bag, clutching at Hayden’s jumper as Rozanov slung it over his shoulder, grabbing Marlow’s as the giant forward handed Arthur over. “You’ll miss your flight.”
“Have plenty of time.” Rozanov whispered before he leaned over, pressing yet another sad kiss to his husband’s lips, right in front of Hayden. “You are more important.”
“And I’d really like not to start bawling like an infant in public so can you please go.”
To Hayden’s surprise Rozanov didn’t object, just traced his fingers across Shane’s freckles before he turned away and started walking, not turning back all the way down the sidewalk and into the airport, Marlow by his side, the giant Bear waving as they moved out of sight. “You really do walk that man like a dog.”
“I do my best.” Shane said with a watery smile. “Can you drive? I wanna be able to text until they’re on the plane.”
“Sure.” Hayden ushered him into the car, quickly buckling Arthur in, his son staring in the direction of the terminal. “When do babies start figuring out separation anxiety, because I have a bad feeling about this.” From the look on Shane’s face he figured the next few days were gonna suck. It had been bad enough with the New Yorkers had left.
They drove home in silence but for the soft soundtrack playing on the stereo, something Rozanov had chosen before they’d left. Shane’s fingers hadn’t stopped moving the entire time, message after message popping up on the screen, pictures of the inside of the airport, pictures of planes, McDonalds.
He could remember the first time he’d had to leave Jackie after they’d gotten married. The look on her beautiful face as she’d stood there in the terminal, tears streaming down her face as she waved goodbye, Shane tugging on the back of his jumper as they waited until the last possible moment to board.
Shane didn’t get to do that.
Shane may never get to do that.
Suddenly, all the things he hadn’t even considered about Shane’s marriage just hit him in the face.
It would be weeks- months sometimes, before he saw Rozanov again.
They’d never get to so much as hold hands in public.
Every time a member of the press spoke to them they’d have to keep up that bullshit narrative of rivals.
Shane would spend most of his nights alone.  
JJ would keep on trying to set him up with women. 
Women. 
Creatures Shane had less than no interest in.
On the ice, if something happened to the other no one would know- “You need to update your emergency contacts.” He said suddenly, pulling over to the side of the road and turning to Shane. “It can’t be Yuna.”
“What?”
“If she’s at the top-”
“She’s not.”
Hayden paused in his mental rant. “What?”
Shane smiled sadly. “Last time you mentioned it I changed them.  I knew that if she was the first one there no one would know to call him, she might even keep him out. Might not believe him. So he’s at the top.”
Hayden shook his head. “That’s even more of a reason to change it then. Me, then Rozanov, then Hunter. And get your POA stuff updated too. You can add Yuna and David as authorised visitors but you need to make sure that Rozanov has the best legal protection possible.”
“Hay-”
“You need to get out of Montreal.” He burst out, turning to look out the windshield. “You… Shane, you can’t stay here.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “This isn’t how the two of you should be living.” He thought it was the first Pirates of the Caribbean soundtrack. It was familiar, either way. He leaned over and turned it up, just a little. Shane was silent beside him. “This team… It’s toxic. And it hates you. And you’re so fucking happy now, Shane, you’re not gonna be able to hide it, not completely and… I’m scared.
“I’m scared that they’re going to figure it out. Or that they’re gonna see you being happy as confirmation of… Something. Anything. The tabloids have been all over us since they first saw us together, it’s…” He turned to Shane, finding those giant brown eyes staring at him, an expression he’d never seen gracing Shane’s features. “I don’t know how to protect you anymore.”
“There’s no team that could take us both.” Shane replied softly, reaching over to take Hayden’s hand, interlacing their fingers together. “No one has the cap.”
“Rozanov doesn’t-”
“Us, Hay. I meant us.”
How the fuck had Hayden ever thought that Shane didn’t know how to show emotion? It was like within the space of a month he’d been handed the keys to Shane Hollander’s facial expressions and right now he was looking at Hayden as if he was a complete and utter moron. A beloved moron. But a moron nonetheless. “It’s not just me they’ll hate anymore.”
“Then when are you going to do?”
“I don’t know.”
 

 
The house was unbearably quiet when they stepped inside. It was just after nine and usually Marlow would be standing in the kitchen making his nightly pre-bedtime toast. Rozanov would have been sitting on the couch with a book or a puzzle. Shane would already be up in bed on most nights and Hayden would be flitting between the three men, Arthur long settled.
Now it was dark. Silent. Cold. The house was bigger, like this. Eerie in its stillness. Intense.
Shane bypassed the kitchen, heading straight to the stairs. Hayden couldn’t. Arthur was hungry again.
He’d moved the crib out of the master that afternoon, just before they’d left, once they’d finished packing. He’d moved it into the spare room next door that had been vacant since Marlow moved out, changing the sheets, moving in most of his clothes as Shane had been chasing down stray socks from the last load of laundry.
It was going to be hard enough on Shane to suddenly have Rozanov gone, he didn’t want to make Shane have to ask him to leave the bed they’d shared since Hayden had arrived. Since Ottawa. The Cottage.
He walked past the master on his way to put Arthur down.
The door was ajar, as it had been for weeks. Light showed from the open bathroom door. The shower was running.
He kept moving.
Despite what he’d said Arthur went down like a dream, completely pooped from being up so late. He knew they’d both pay for it in the morning. He looked down at the baby, wrapped in his Bears onesie, the Admirals sheets covering his tiny body. When he didn’t stir he made his own preparations for bed, showering quicky in the bathroom across the hall, using the generic products when he remembered his were still in the ensuite.
The sheets- whilst he knew they were exactly the same as those he’d been sleeping on for weeks- felt different. Colder. Harsher. They didn’t smell of Shane’s deodorant. Rozanov’s hair products. The pillows were generically soft and the cases weren’t the same silk he’d grown used to.
He wanted to fucking cry and he didn’t know why.
He knew why.
He just wanted to pretend he didn’t.
He pulled out his phone. Nothing. They were likely boarding. The chat was silent.
Just him. And Arthur.
He realised he was hyperventilating when his head started to spin, eyes watering as he pushed himself upright, hand scrabbling against his shirt, missing the stupidly strong arms that would have pulled him against the Russian’s chest, crooning nonsense in his ear.
This time he was on his own.
He needed to be.
He needed to get over this.
He couldn’t go home if he couldn’t survive a single night without Shane and Rozanov coddling him like a child.
Jackie would never want him if-
It didn’t really compute that he’d moved until he was barging through Shane’s bedroom door, smacking straight into the man who has standing behind it, sending them both tumbling onto the floor.
“Shane! Moy lyubov, what is happening, is dark. Are you being murdered?” Hayden rolled off Shane’s body, groaning as his hip started to ache where he’d landed on it. “Ah, is Pike. Realised needed bedtime story, yes?”
“Fuck off, Rozanov.” He muttered as he helped Shane to his feet, the slightly smaller man dressed in a Bears jersey and socks, his eyes looking red rimmed and itchy as he rubbed at them with his fist, breathing scratchy. “You okay?”
“You moved out.” Shane said softly, one hand wrapped around his phone where Hayden could see flickers of the inside of a plane. His other hand was wrapped around Hayden’s wrist like a shackle. “I came out and you weren’t waiting.”
Hayden could see where the change in routine could have shaken him up. There’d been an order to things, Rozanov then Shane then Hayden, showering one after the other unless Hollanov were doing their thing. Of course Shane wouldn’t have taken it well, coming out to find Hayden gone, instead of waiting patiently outside the bathroom door with pyjamas in hand. “I’m sorry buddy-”
“Stop fucking calling me that.” Shane spat out, fingers tightening around his wrist. “I hate it when you call me that.” He pulled Hayden towards the bed, settling the phone on the bedside table for Rozanov to see them both. “Why did you leave?”
It broke Hayden’s heart a little, to see the look of utter devastation on Shane’s face, the way his eyes started to water as if he was holding back tears by sheer force of will, his jaw quivering just a little despite the way his teeth ground together.
Hayden had no idea how to answer.
“Is because is idiot, solnyshko. Pike is thinking that because I am not there, you do not want him- fucking- Marlow!” They watched as Rozanov went down under Marlow’s backpack which had fallen from above, Marlow’s hurried apologies barely audible as the larger man retreated hastily, leaving Rozanov to buckle himself in. “Is idiot because did not ask, yes?” Hayden found himself being studied by what he had come to learn was an incredibly perceptive gaze. “Thinks is easier. But is not.”
“Is that true?” Shane whispered, and whatever was left of Hayden’s heart just turned into mush as he shuffled closer until their knees were touching. “Did I… Did I make you think that?” He sniffed pathetically and a tear ran down one of those adorably squishy cheeks.
Oh God.
He threw himself forward, gathering Shane’s limp form into his arms.
It was in that instant.
He realised.
He’d fucked up.
This was a fucking trap.
Rozanov was cackling in the background and Shane was shifting around, arms and legs and head and everything was moving and a few seconds later Hayden was on his stomach, pinned down by Shane’s weight, eyes wide open in shock as he stared into the camera, Rozanov looking absolutely delighted. 
These two fucking deserved each other. “This is fucking weird. You know that, right?” He grumbled as Shane dragged himself over his back, reaching for the baby monitor and settling it on the bedside table, pulling the blankets up around them. “This whole thing. Fucked up.”
Rozanov just shrugged before pulling Cliff down beside him on the other end of the call. “You say this but would be more weird if you leave my husband for stupid thoughts.” Light flashed in the screen and the contrast bled before it revealed the cabin lights dimming. “Normal is boring and not good kind. Only good boring is folding clothes before sex.”
Hayden threw a look over his shoulder to see Shane blushing furiously. “Seriously?”
“Yes. Saw first time and thought- so boring. Most boring person in world. Must marry.”
“Sounds like something you’d decide.”
“Yes. I am delight. You will look after my kotenok until throws you out, yes?”
“Am I going to have to learn Russian just to keep up with the pet names?”
“Of course, little rybka. Otherwise I cannot tease you.”
“He called you a fish.”
“Believe it or not, Shane, I knew that one.”
 

 
MY LORD AND MASTER
When did you change your name in my phone?
Never changed. Has always been this. 
It’s funny you think that. 
Why?
Because I am Lord and Master of all Pikes.
There is something seriously wrong with you. 
SERIOUSLY WRONG. 
I AM NOT YOURS.
Is very nice that I am not there for you to yell at me. 
Now can sit here and laugh instead. 
Fuck you. 
Seriously. Why the fuck am I even messaging you. 
Because you miss me, Pike. You miss giant Russian arms strangling you at night. 
Is okay- Shane misses too.
Is very whiny today. 
You must go snuggle. 
Whiplash. 
You give me whiplash.
What is this?
I do not whip Shane. 
Does not like that sort of pain. 
I’m not engaging you. Look it up. 
…
…
Am not a car, Pike. 
Look. I’m messaging because Shane’s backsliding.
What is this?
There’s bird-food in the fridge. It’s not as bad as it was but how did you convince him to eat like a normal human being?
Refused to suck dick until ate. 
Also covered chest in chocolate. 
Very good night. 
Responds very well to praise.
…
I don’t think that’s an option for me. 
You are no fun. 
Go to big bookshelf in bedroom. 
Under brown Lord of Rings is notebook.
 Many ways to sneak tasty things into bird food. 
I don’t know if I feel comfortable sneaking things into his food- that’s one way to get a complex. I don’t wanna push him into feeling unsafe around me. 
Trust me. Say you are cooking dinner. 
Put book down in front. 
If does not look then go for nap will eat sock. 
Hat. 
What?
You’ll eat your hat. 
Sock is more gross. Go. Report back. 
…
…
…
…
Are you a good witch, or a bad witch?
I am menace, not witch. Why you call me this?
https://www.stan.com.au/watch/the-wizard-of-oz
What is this? Pike, why is little girl dropping houses?
WHY IS SHE TAKING THE DOG PIKE
You kinda remind me of the monkeys.
Shane is Dorothy. 
Shane IS Dorothy. 
You are scarecrow.
Pike, respond. 
Is only fun if you are angry.
 
 
THE SANE ONE
Okay. This is going to be weird. 
Everything is weird here, man. 
This morning Rozanov asked me to send him a picture of my chest. 
Why does he want a picture of my chest. 
Sure he wasn’t looking for Hollzy’s?
Already did that. 
Shane sent him about twenty from different angles, ten of which I had to take. 
I have the worst feeling about this.
I’ve given up trying to understand him, ask Svetlana. 
I don’t want to die. 
What did you wanna ask?
Okay. So. You have to promise not to tell Scott I’ve asked you this. 
Like, really promise. 
We’re not kids, I’m not gonna go telling your secrets, man.
Get on with it, Arthur’s getting antsy. 
Right. Yeah. Okay. 
So how did you get over Hollander.
…
…
…
Excuse me?
Come on. 
Same question. 
Pike. Come on. What vaguely queer man straight off getting dicked down by Scott Hunter would look at Shane Hollander and not want to tap that? 
I didn’t. 
You lived with him. 
Are you seriously telling me that you. 
Hayden Pike.
Never once looked at those giant brown doe eyes and thought yeah. I want that. 
That you never saw him bending over and pictured that ass. 
That you never curled up on the couch together when the power went out under blankets and snuggled like teens on a date. 
That you weren’t completely and utterly in love with the guy before you met Jackie.
No. 
Yes. 
No. He was my best friend. 
That would have crossed ten thousand lines. 
Stop talking about this. 
Fine. 
Have it your way.
But hypothetically. 
If you were in love with your best friend. 
How would you get over it. 
Asking for a friend. 
Hypothetically. 
Pike. Please. 
Hypothetically. 
Just stop. 
Fuck off. 
It doesn’t work like that. 
I think you’ll find it really does.
Dude. Be serious. 
As a heart attack.
You write a list. 
You write up the pros.
There will be many. 
You’ll write up the cons. 
There will be more. 
You’ll make a decision, and the decision is that you need to stop.
You’ll spend the next week telling yourself that they’ll never want you and that’s fine. 
You’ll repeat it until it doesn’t make you cry every time you think about what you can’t have. 
And then you move on. 
Slowly and carefully.
And a year later you start dating and you meet the love of your life. 
But Scott’s gay. 
He’s an actual option.
Then tell your hypothetical friend to either fuck OFF or fuck HIM, Carter, I don’t fucking know what to tell you.
Maybe you have less cons on your list. 
‘Straight as an arrow’
‘Maybe asexual’
You remember?
Of course I fucking remember. 
It’s burned into my retinas.
Until I met Jackie I had it in my wallet.
I’m pretty sure if I looked carefully enough I still have it somewhere.
I’m sorry, man. 
I’m not. 
Yeah, hypothetically, it sucked at the time. 
But can you imagine it? 
If I’d actually been fucking stupid enough to go up against Ilya fucking Rozanov?
This was the best case scenario, dude.
I have Jackie. I have three perfect kids. Sure, things are pretty shit now but I also have Shane. And if I’d fucked up back then, which knowing now that he was already with Rozanov I would have? 
I would have traded out the instant I could.
It’s ancient history. 
I’m fine.
…
…
…
Fuck off.
You can’t say anything.
You know I won’t.
Good luck. 
With what?
Your impending divorce.
Go fuck yourself. 
I’m not getting divorced.
Cute you think that. Can I be the best man at your next wedding?
Fuck you. 
Good plan.
 
ROZANOV’S EVIL TWIN
I need to ask you something. 
And you can’t tell Rozanov. Or Shane.
Pass. 
I’m being serious here. I need someone to talk to about this.
The rest of them are idiots.
You’re the only one with an actual brain who knows something about how hockey works.
Please.
Very well. 
Come to mother.
Are you sure you and Rozanov aren’t related?
I do not suck dicks of men I am related to.
Get on with it, I have work to do.
I need to get Shane out of Montreal.
…
…
…
Svetlana?
Was busy. 
Why? Hollander is a big boy, he can handle himself.
You aren’t here. You can’t see what they’re doing to him.
First day of training not a single one fucking spoke to him.
They’d stuck pictures of Rozanov and Arthur all over his gear, they’d written all over my son’s face with slurs.
What did he do?
What the fuck do you think he did, it’s Shane.
He took them all down and spent the morning cleaning.
Didn’t say anything.
Just gave me that look. The one where he knows its fucked up but he can’t do anything about it.
Fucking JJ just went along with it. 
Piece of shit.
He can’t stay here.
His contract is not up for years, Pike.
He wins games. He makes them look good.
He will not be able to ask for a trade unless something triggers it.
And we both know what the trigger would need to be.
No.
Exactly. 
Then what the fuck am I supposed to do?
You wait. Maybe something will change. I will look but it will not be easy. Very few teams will have space for you both.
He will not leave you to be hurt by them alone. 
If you find a solution I’m not going to give him the choice.
I’ll be fine. 
Will he be?
Maybe not in the past but he’d got Rozanov now.
He’s got the rest of his dinosaurs.
He’ll adapt.
I’ll be fine.
Ilya is right.
You are very stupid, Pike.
Smart in some ways. 
But overall. 
Very stupid. 
I will look at the numbers. I will try to find your answer.
Thank you. 
And please. Don’t tell them. 
 
RASPUTIN
I SWEAR TO GOD PIKE PICK UP THE PHONE OR I WILL GET ON PLANE
WILL TELL SHANE
HE WILL NOT BE SO NICE AS ME
PIKE!
Shit. 
 
JACKIE
I have a therapy appointment tomorrow morning
Can you take the girls to daycare before practice?
Yes. 
…
…
Dr Myers has asked for a session with both of us.
Is Shane able to take the kids whilst we’re there?
I’ll ask. 
Yes. 
…
…
Why does Jade have a Rozanov jersey?
She wanted it.
It’s fine.
Did you see my messages about Arthur?
They’re in the other group
No.
You know I haven’t. Please stop asking me.
Do you really not want to see what your son is doing?
You’re missing his entire life.
Don’t do this, Hayden. 
Please.
I’m trying. Meet me in the middle here.
Your middle is very different from mine.
…
…
…
I can’t take Arthur on the road with me.
We need to organise something.
Do I need to get a sitter?
No. I think I can do it.
Mark and mum say they can help, if I get overwhelmed.
Thank you, Hay.
For not pushing it sooner.
We can have a trial.
…
…
Is he okay?
He was
Hayden
He didn’t stop crying.
He didn’t want to eat anything.
He just lay there.
He’s fine.
You’re a stranger Jackie
What did you expect.
Don’t do this to me.
Please.
Hayden.
Please reply.
…
…
I think
I think you should get an apartment. For now.
I’m sorry.
…
…
Are you still staying with Shane?
You made it very clear that you only wanted to talk about the kids.
This is not about the kids.
Please.
I know I said that. 
But I’m worried about you.
How are you feeling about this?
You told me I can’t come home.
You tell me I cannot step foot in my own home.
You refuse to talk about our marriage other than that you don’t want to talk about it.
You don’t give a shit about how I’m feeling.
I do.
You think you do.
But you keep doing this. Making unilateral decisions for us both.
And I can’t say boo.
Not without being the asshole husband who doesn’t give a shit about his wife.
We’re not separated.
We’re not divorcing.
I’m not hurting you. 
Arthur sure as hell isn’t hurting you.
But you get to be the one that makes decisions that affect our entire family.
I feel like shit, Jackie.
So yeah. I’m still living with Shane.
Right now he’s the only person in Montreal who gives half a shit about me. Or our son.
Fuck you Hayden.
…
…
…
I hate you.
I hate you so much for what you’ve done to me
I didn’t realise it until you were gone and I had space to breathe
To think about why this was so hard for me
I know it’s wrong. 
I know it’s not your fault. 
I know that so much of what is going on in my head isn’t real
That if I’d caught it it would have been different
But I hate you. 
More and more each day like the worst kind of negative feedback cycle
I hate myself for hurting you like this because I love you Hayden
But I hate you so much and I don’t want to hurt you
I don’t want you to feel like this because I’m so scared you’ll hate me too
…
…
…
Hayden.
Please reply. 
 
POOKIE
I don’t know what to do.
It’s up to you.
That’s not helpful.
My wife hates me
What the fuck am I supposed to say to that?
Can we even come back from this?
I need you to tell me what to do.
I find it hilarious that not long ago you were saying I didn’t emote properly. 
Now you’re asking me relationship advice.
Fuck you.
Tempting. 
I’m being serious.
You’re the only person I can talk to.
My husband, whom you harass constantly, would say different.
I think you text him more than you do me.
We live together, why would I text you?
And the texting is all your fault.
I was perfectly happy hating the guy.
Now I have FEELINGS.
It’s gross.
I LIKE Ilya Rozanov.
But seriously. I need you to tell me what to do, Shane.
What would you do?
                  Hypothetically.
If you were married to a woman.
I feel like I am some days. 
Did you know he gets manicures? 
It’s why his nails are so shiny.
Can we please focus on MY marriage for a second
Seriously. 
I miss when you were less of a bitch.
What would you do if Rozanov had a complete mental break.
Told you he hated you.
That you were nothing to him.
…
Shane?
I mean.
Seriously?
Ilya Rozanov. Loverboy extreme.
Did that?
 
The front door clicked open and the rustling of the weird scratchy cloth bags Shane loved filtered through into the loungeroom where Hayden lay on the couch, unable to bring himself to go upstairs.
Where Arthur wasn’t.
He dragged himself upright and hooked his chin over the back of the couch, watching as Shane shuffled down the corridor towards him into the kitchen. “Pookie.”
The brand new nickname earned him a disapproving glare and he fucking loved it. “I’ve told you not to call me that. Numerous times.” He dropped the bags onto the counter and started to unpack, colds first. Hayden dragged himself over to help, accepting that he’d be relegated to large purchases only after his last attempt at helping which had resulted in Shane standing behind him and dictating where each and every item should have been.
Shane had a system.
Rozanov also had a system.
Hayden and Rozanov had agreed, Shane’s was not correct.
So in the end.
Shane’s system was the one they followed.
They worked in silence for a while until the vegan non-fat soy-based ice-cream was stowed and Hayden had his lollipop- his treat for being a good boy and not daring to touch the grains, apparently, he wasn’t complaining- before Hayden bought up his last texts. “You wanna tell me how the guy you married once hated you?”
Shane huffed in amusement. “I mean- it wasn’t really hate. We were pretty fucked up back then.”
“You haven’t told me that much about the early days.” He hopped up onto the counter beside the man pulling out his labelled containers of quinoa, barley, oats, snipping open the new bags. “What happened?”
“It was Sochi.”
Hayden nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah. That would have done it.” Shane gave him a weird look. “What? You went up to him, right? And he freaked out?” Shane’s mouth dropped in shock. “Then he what. Ghosted you?”
“How the fuck do you know that?”
“Dude. You were being gay as fuck in Russia. Did you want him to die?” He popped the strawberry flavoured sucker out of his mouth, swinging his legs, heels thumping against the spice trolley Rozanov liked to wheel out when he was tinkering with his foreign concoctions. “Poor guy was probably terrified someone would overhear you. At least here if you two talk it can be played off as the rivalry crap, but if someone had seen you there in that stupid fucking team Canada fleece talking to the Russian Terminator someone was gonna start asking questions.”
Shane looked as if a lightbulb had just turned on in his brain. “Oh.”
“Please tell me this isn’t the first time you’ve understood that, right?” He shook his head. “Buddy, you know I love you but even I can see that he’s got a complex about Russia.”
Shane shoved a bag of brown rice into his arms. “Pour.”
“Oh, someone’s cranky.”
“You know I don’t see this shit, Hay.”
“Yeah, but it’s Rozanov- you’ve been obsessed with the guy since forever, did you seriously not think that maybe it wasn’t a you thing? That maybe it was very much a him in Russian thing?” He got it, why Rozanov called Shane an angry kitten all the time. He snapped a pic. Sent it to the asshole. “Pretty sure my situation’s shitter than yours ever was.”
“Pour.”
He poured. “Seriously, Shane. I’ve spent the last few hours crying into a fucking Bears weighted blanket, we’ve got practice this afternoon, I need someone to tell me what to fucking do.”
“I can do that at practice.”
“I’m asking you to do it now.”
Shane sighed, taking back the full container and handing Hayden a clip for the bag. “Hay, it’s really not my place. And I’m not exactly an unbiased opinion.”
“What the fuck does that mean? What the fuck do you mean you’re not unbiased? It’s not your fucking marriage.”
“Have you forgotten the Russian nutjob perched on my shoulder?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
His former best friend stopped. Sighed. A long, fed-up sigh that told Hayden that he was clearly missing something. He spread his legs as Shane pushed between them, grabbing his face in his hands and shaking him around, causing him to grin around his lollipop. “Hayden. I love you. But you’re a fucking idiot. Cute. But an idiot. Because you’re still not getting it.
“My husband. Boston Bears Captain Ilya Rozanov. Has decided he’s going to keep you.”
“Like he decided to keep Marlow.”
Oh, that was Shane’s ‘you’re a fucking idiot’ look. “No, Hay, not like he decided to keep Marlow.” He said disgustedly. “As in Ilya saw you miserable and alone and decided that you deserved to be happy.” His expression morphed into something sad. Pitiable. “I think you deserve that too. To be happy. So the last thing I’m going to do is tell you to do is move out of our house. I’m also not going to tell you to try and fix this if you don’t want to.”
Hayden drooped forward, resting his head against Shane’s shoulder. “But I do. Want to fix this.” He murmured into the heavy blue fabric, wiping his nose against Shane’s unwavering stance. “I want my family back, Shane.”
“Then why are you asking me what you should do?” Shane shuffled in closer, his arms circling around Hayden’s waist and rocking them both slowly in time with their breathing. “I can’t tell you how to fix anything. Ilya and I’s fix all is yelling then hours of sex. And apparently that isn’t what works for most people.”
Why did that not surprise Hayden. At all. “Most people don’t use hockey as foreplay.”
“Most people are idiots.”
“The majority rules, bud.”
“Stop calling me that.”
“You’re not giving me many options, Shane.” Hayden pulled back into the argument they’d had more than once since the Bostonians had left. “We established we were pretty shitty friends, I’m not gonna call you captain when I’m asking if you’re done in the shower so I can take a piss and you don’t like ‘Pookie.’”
“Ilya calls us dangerously co-dependant.”
“That’s not helpful. Accurate, disturbingly so. But not helpful. I also don’t really get how we got there.”
Shane stepped back, his cute little face looking puzzled. “What do you mean? We’ve always been like that.”
Oh my sweet summer child. “Dude. We weren’t.”
“We were. We were always together.”
“Shane.” He hopped down and pushed past Shane for the fridge, pulling out their gross green pre-training smoothies. Even with Kip’s modifications they still tasted like ass. “We existed in the same space but we weren’t there together.” He handed over Shane’s, an even more horrendous shade of green than his. “I mean- sometimes we’d be rooming together and I think you said maybe two words to me, the rest of the time you were texting or sleeping.” He took a slow sip. “Yay for pity, I guess.”
“It wasn’t pity, Hayden. We were hiding a part of ourselves, and it’s not like it wasn’t a massive part.” Shane pointed out as he finished packing away the groceries. “I was terrified, constantly, that I’d lose the only friend I had.”
Hayden’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Rozanov pointed that out, didn’t he?” The sheepish look told Hayden he was right. “Seriously. You have a single working brain cell between the two of you. It’s ridiculous. How the fuck did I end up here? As Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander’s pet.”
She grinned, his perfect teeth on show. “You’re a very cute pet.”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“I do. Every night. Before you come to bed”
“I fucking hate you.”
 
ILYA
 
September 2015- Boston
 
Ilya closed the front door. It was quiet.
He sat his duffle on the counter and his shoulders drooped.
He exhaled.
So quiet.
Lonely.
One week.
It had been a single week, nothing in the timeline of their relationship, but he missed his husband already. Every time he came home from practice he stood here and imagined Shane standing in his own kitchen, staring at where Ilya used to be.
Was it selfish to hope Shane was as miserable as he was?
Fuck it. He hoped it anyway. Shane with his Arthur and his Pike and his nice house and his parents whilst Ilya was here.
Alone.
It would be weeks, weeks until they saw each other again, weeks where his Shane would be alone. With Pike. Which was a contradiction. But he knew what he meant.
Weeks where he couldn’t see his cute freckles- Ilya was a fucking idiot.
The phone rang exactly once before Shane’s face appeared, teary eyed but grinning. “Hey.”
Ilya started crying.
He was a pathetic Canadian now.
“Oh no, Ilya- what- please don’t cry.”
Ilya did not stop crying. “Look at me Hollander! I am pathetic! I am Hunter!”
Shane was crying and laughing at the same time. “You’re an idiot. How do I miss you so much already?” He wiped at his eyes. “How the fuck did we survive this long?”
“I don’t know!” Ilya wailed, collapsing face down in the cum rug. “This is worst thing in world, Hollander. No little good morning blowjobs when Pike falls asleep downstairs, no more bird food when Hunter is too late to cook, no freckles! How did I live without freckles!  And little swoops! I cannot wake up to little swoops!”
Shane cocked this head to one side. “Swoops? What the fuck is a swoop?”
Ilya gestured with his hand, mimicking the way Pike’s hair would fall over his face whilst he was sleeping.
“Oooh. Cowlicks.” 
“What the fuck is cows lick, Hollander?!” He asked, rolling over onto his back and sitting the phone on the coffee table so Shane could see him. “There are no cows in house.”
His husband shook his head fondly and Ilya watched as he puttered around the bedroom, folding laundry, sniffing occasionally.
So boring.
Ilya wanted to bite him.
“Did you know you snore a little?” Shane asked softly, folding up a pair of joggers.
Ilya was getting hard.
Over folding clothes.
He was pavloved. “Do not snore.”
“You do, actually. Since the last broken nose. But only when you’re sleeping on top of Hayden. Not me. I think it’s the angle.”
“Pike has flatter chest. Still nice. But flat.”
“I fucking heard that, Rozanov!” Pike’s voice rang through, soft and tinny and likely from another room. “My tits are fucking delightful!”
“Naaaaw, is largest Pike jealous?” Ilya said with a grin, rolling onto his stomach and wriggling happily. “Is okay, still very comfy.”
Shane let out an oof as a pillow slammed into his face and Pike entered the room carrying another basket of washing. “Fuck you. I’m not gonna be a part of this weird foreplay. I’m gonna start dinner.”
“Salmon?”
“Fuck no. Steak. After watching Comeau slam you into the boards and not be able to do anything about it I deserve fucking meat.” Pike leaned over the phone with a scowl. “Make him tell you about it. If he doesn’t, call me.” He darted away from Shane’s swat.
“Fucking traitor.” Ilya’s husband grumbled as he flattened out a fitted sheet.
His beautiful little Canadian hockey player could fold fitted sheets.
Ilya knew this.
He had seen this.
It was still maybe the sexiest thing he had ever seen in his life. He may have wriggled against the couch with a little more intent. “I’m going to miss your borscht, Ilya.” The sheet went into the pile.
“And your happy trail. Fuck. I’d know it anywhere. My mouth starts watering whenever I see a promo on a billboard. I’m going to miss licking up and down-” 
Now one of Ilya’s hoodies.
“And the way you look at me. The way you are right now.” He paused, looking directly into the camera. “I’m gonna miss that too.”
“Fuck Pike and his kid for interrupting month-long sex marathon.”
“You say that like you don’t absolutely adore them.”
“Quiet, Hollander, you are ruining my reputation.”
Shane huffed in amusement. “I think we’re way past that point. Did you know Hay’s started using your aftershave?”
Ilya grinned, eyes twinkling in happiness. “Oh?”
Shane gave him The Look. “Don’t look so smug.”
“Pike likes to smell like big sexy Russian?” He curled his legs under himself and bounced happily. “This is very good, Hollander.”
“Ever thought he just likes the smell?”
“No. You will not ruin this for me. Pike misses me. This is very good.” He cocked his head to the side. “You also miss me, yes?”
“I miss everything about you, my love.”  Shane replied in Russian, bringing tears back to his eyes. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do without you- Ilya.”
Ilya sat bolt upright at the sudden fear in his husbands’ voice. “What is it?”
“I think I saw someone in your house.” Shane whispered. “I’m gonna call the police-”
“Not yet.” Ilya said softly, pushing himself up onto his knees, crawling towards the hallway. “I will see-”
“Ilya, please don’t-”
“Shhh, will not be stupid.” He stopped off in the kitchen for his largest knife and tiptoed towards the bedrooms, peeking around the wall.
Nothing.
No one.
“You were sure?” He whispered into the phone. Shane nodded frantically on the screen.
Ilya jumped in surprise as the guest bedroom door opened and Marley walked out, carrying a stack of towels that most certainly did not belong to Ilya towards the laundry room.
“Marley?” Ilya asked incredulously. “Why are you in my house?”
Cliff stood stock still, like a cat that had been caught taking off with a whole roast chicken. He turned, slowly. Took in Ilya and his kitchen knife.
Bolted back into the bedroom.
Ilya heard the door lock.
He turned to his phone. “I think Marlow lives with me now.”
His husband looked far too smug for Ilya’s liking. “You think? Call me when you’re done adopting the giant 23-year-old man living in your guest room.”
“Stop laughing at me.”
“Oh no- this is all your fault. Have fun.” 
Ilya sighed, dropping off the knife to his side before knocking on the door. “Marley? Why are you in my house?”
“I’m not leaving!” His best friend shouted through the door.
Ilya groaned tiredly, leaning against the door frame. “I am not asking you to leave, I want to know why you are here and not in own apartment.”
He stepped back as the door opened and Marley looked out at him from the tiny gap. “I don’t have an apartment.”
“You do.”
“No. I don’t.”
“You do. Have visited.”
“I sold it.”
“Why.”
“Because I don’t like it.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s big and lonely and it smells weird.”
“You are pathetic.”
Cliff shrugged. He didn’t look even the slightest bit ashamed. “I live here now.”
‘How did you get key?”
“Stole it from Hollzy and got it copied.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “I see.” He shrugged. “Okay. Trash on Thursdays, run at six, we are buying blender and you are not allowed to touch.”
“Okay!” The giant dumb himbo nodded happily, like a big dog. “Does that mean I can put my gear in the gym?”
“You can.” Ilya cocked his head to one side. “Do not see why Hollander was so cranky. This is easy.”
“There were seven of us.” Cliff pointed out as he finished putting his towels in the ensuite, a horrid mix of brown and grey.
He shook his head. He felt old. He felt adult. It was disgusting. “Maybe you are right. I want to go and buy a big cat.”
“That, Roz, is a fucking excellent idea. Lemme finish unpacking my socks.”
 
SOMEWHERE. IN THE AETHER. 
 
LIL BEARS
 
Rookie 1: I’m getting scared. 
Rookie 3: I am also feeling less than comfortable. 
Rookie 2: I almost shit my fucking pants, dude, did you see the look on his face?
Why are the babies freaking out this time?
Rookie 3: Marley. That grin
Rookie 2: It was unholy. 
Like completely and utterly unholy. 
I thought the fucking rapture was upon us.
What the fuck is going on?
I have no idea what you idiots are talking about
Rookie 2: The GRIN MARLEYPOO
Can you stop calling me that
Rookie 1: Markeykins?
Rookie 2: Marzipan?
Rookie 3: Mads Mikkelson?
Rookie 4: Why are you all being so loud, my head hurts
Rookie 1: Roz was being loud
Rookie 3: SO LOUD!
Rookie. 1: So loud it was scary. I didn’t like it one bit
I feel like a deranged babysitter.
So Roz was smiling, big deal
Rookie 1: Oh Marleypoo. This isn’t smiling. 
This was the grin of a man who’d been fucked so good he’d left the planet
This was the grin of a man whose woman was so freaky, so unholy, he bypassed death and went straight to hell, because only the most deranged fuckery could make our resident Mary Magdalene look like that
That… Is fucked up. What the fuck are you four talking about?
Roz’s personal life is none of our business
Rookie 4: Says the guy who’s been PART of that business in the past
…
…
Who the fuck told you that?
Rookie 2: Oh marley.
Rookie 1: Marleypoo
Rookie 3: Marleykins
It’s like, an urban legend
A myth
Women still talk about it
Men treat the concept like the boogeyman
Rookie 4: And St. Simon legit has a voice recording when he was sharing a wall with the two of you in 2013
So. Like. It’s kinda legit, yeah?
I’m gonna murder a bitch. 
Rookie 1: Noooooo he makes the best ribs
Rookie 2: The best ribs
Rookie 3: Such good ribs
Rookie 4: I like the uber spicy ones
Do you lot do that deliberately?
It’s fucking creepy if you don’t. Like you’re all one brain cell
Rookie 1: Dude. We live together. 
Rookie 2: We’re sitting beside each other on the couch. 
Rookie 4: Larry’s making curry so he can’t reply anymore.
Forgot about that. 
Anyway. 
Stop fucking hypothesising about Roz’s love life
It’s creepy
Maybe Jane’s just visiting
Rookie 1: JANE
Rookie 2: JANE
Rookie 4: JANE
Rookie : JANE FOR LARRY
Rookie 1: Mystical Jane
Rookie 2: Magical Jane
Rookie 4: Jane who we still don’t know if she actually exists
Queen of the back scratches
And Octopus hickies
And deranged grins
That makes sense
I wanna meet Jane
Rookie 2: Me too… I bet she’d be really nice. Roz deserves someone who’s nice
Rookie 3: I reckon she cooks really good
No.
Rookie 3: I reject that. Roz would never be with someone who cooks bad
Sorry to burst your bubble, kid, but Jane’s a fucking nightmare in the kitchen
Veggies up the wazzoo
Rookie 4: Rude, Marleypoo. You met Jane and did let us, your lil baby bears, come along? I am insulted. And sad. And insulted again because I love veggies. Why you all down on veggies?
Rookie 3: Seconded. I like a bowl of broccoli, smothered in fresh lemon juice
Rookie 1: Thirded.
Rookie 2: Fourthded. Feeling very unloved. Next time, we’re coming along.
I regret this chat so much. 
Rookie 3: No you don’t, Marleykins. You love us :-)
 
BIG BEARS
 
Alright you fuckwits, who let the small bears make a group chat?
And why am I the only fucking person in it?
And why am I being asked about our Captain’s unholy glares?
…
…
I know you’re fucking there
Vic I can see you typing you dumbass
Carmie I know you’re on Instagram right now you liked my photo. 
…
…
I am going to fuck. You. All. Up. 
Pray none of you are allergic to cats. 
Hammers: Huh?
 
ILYA
 
Ilya Rozanov was not a cat person.
He loved one particular angry kitten, the others were… Meh. This did not mean, however, that he was going to do a half assed job at choosing a companion for his husband.
Oh no.
Ilya Rozanov half assed nothing when it came to Shane Hollander, be it playing against him or eating him out Ilya Rozanov was all in.
That was why it was three in the afternoon and they had visited every shelter and pet store in Boston.
Except for this one.
The last one.
It was a sign. 
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No, Roz.”
“Yes, Roz.” Ilya hissed as he stood in front of the window, staring at the giant, fat, angry orange… Thing. “Is perfect.”
Marley didn’t agree but he was an idiot. “Roz, that is a cat on drugs. It is deformed. It looks like it wants to eat you. Can you imagine getting that thing in a fucking car to stay at a boarding place or wherever the fuck your put giant ginger demons?”
Ilya was insulted. “You take them to spa, ignorant fuck.” He said disgustedly. “As if my Shane would let this giant pretty kitty go to a boarding school.”
“Don’t think those exist, Roz.”
“Are you guys okay?” A man with spiky blue hair stuck his head out the front door, wearing an apron and carrying a dustpan. “Or are you just gonna stand there staring at Boris?”
Ilya squinted, taking in the cat’s scarred face, the chunks of fur missing around his throat. “No. Boris is good name but not best. I am calling Eskel.” The cat’s giant yellow eyes stared at him, mesmerising. “Yes.” He stood up. “I want him.”
Cliff whined beside him. “Roz, no. He looks like he wants to claw off your face.”
“Would not do that. Is cute danger kitty. Look at giant paws. So soft.” They really did look soft, enormous with tufts of hair extending between the claws.
“Nah, your friend’s right. Boris is an asshole. Really just window dressing by this point.” He flicked his head, hair flopping messily all over the place. “Come meet him. He probably will try to rip your face off.”
They walked into the small storefront crowded with cat trees, cat toys, cat food, litter boxes- everything Ilya imagined the glorious creature in the window would need.
“Why does his face look like that?” Cliff was bent over, staring at Eskel’s backside, the cat refusing to turn around. “He looks like that guy who had all the plastic surgery to be a lion.”
“He got hit by a car.” Blue boy said, dangling a toy in front of Eskel’s face in an effort to entice him closer to the opening of the enclosure. “He’s also a Maine Coon. They’re supposed to look like lions. It’s why they’re so fluffy.” Ilya’s furry baby hissed at the toy, giant fangs snapping at the feathers in irritation. “They’re also supposed to be good natured but apparently Eskel here was an asshole before he tried to eat a car somewhere in Brighton.”
“Ah! Is Russian kitty then! Move.” He pushed the idiots aside. “You are annoying him, go away.” He opened the enclosure door and sat by the entrace, lap ready and waiting. “Is perfect kitty for someone who likes assholes.”
He waited patiently whilst Marley and blue boy walked around, picking up the various things Shane would need once the kitty was in his keeping. He snapped yet another photo, sending it to Shane. He wasn’t worried about the lack of replies- he knew that as soon as his lonely little husband saw Eskel he would fall in love. He had a thing for Russians.
He winced as six claws dug into his thigh, then another six. They were very sharp.
As Eskel continued to maim him he looked around on the counter behind him, spotting his target immediately. “You are too sharp.” He grabbed the kitty around the waist and curled him into a large ball, belly up, resting him in the crook of his arm. He did not look impressed. “No no. Cannot have you scratching my Shane. Will not let me scratch him, you do not get to either. Give me paw.”
Eskel did not move.
Ilya sighed. “Give me paw.” He said firmly in Russian and Eskel huffed before placing one paw in Ilya’s hand, as if it was the greatest indignity he had ever suffered. “You are very good kitty. Will make sure he feeds you many Russian things.” He clipped the giant claws, asking calmly for the second through fourth paws until finally they were done. “You are going to come home with me, yes? And then you will go to Montreal and keep Hollander happy. Don’t worry, he also speaks Russian.” 
Another huff.
“Yes. Very terrible. I know. But it’s okay. He is very nice, very squishy lap for us to share. But you cannot bite Pike baby, yes?” 
When Eskel didn’t respond, Ilya lifted him up under the armpits- or whatever cats had. “Blue haired boy!” He called, letting Eskel haul himself up onto his shoulder. “Does he like babies?”
“He doesn’t like anyone, man. We had to sedate him just to brush him last time.” The boy called from the back of the shop, emerging with a quite frankly enormous lidded metal litter box, Marlow following with what was apparently one of six boxes that eventually created an actual tree for his cat. Marvellous. “I wouldn’t let him near any kid younger than ten to be honest. It’s why he’s been here for a good year- holy fuck.” He dropped the litter box and Eskel hissed his displeasure in Ilya’s ear.
“I think I know why does not like people.” Ilya muttered under his breath as Eskel pulled himself up further until he was wrapped around his neck like a scarf. “I will take scary kitty. If does not like baby I will keep for self.”
“You know Hollzy’s gonna kill you.”
‘No, will take one look at giant Russian murder kitty and fall in love. 100% success rate.”
“I… don’t think that’s how it works.”
“Will work.”
“Do I get to be there?”
Ilya gave him a look of derision. “You live in my house. You know when I leave.”
“Fuck yeah I do. Road trip with the cranky Russian lion.” Marley placed the fabric cat carrier he was carrying on the ground. “You reckon this is big enough?”
Ilya could immediately tell that Eskel was not impressed.
Ilya loved the cranky kitty. “You must go in the carrier or I cannot take you home. You know this. You will be stuck with stupid blue haired boy and will never get to meet dinosaur and you will be sad.”
Eskel yawned. Someone needed his teeth brushed.
“Fine.” Ilya looked around. “Where is dog harness?”
He took great pleasure in the way blue boy’s eyes widened on fear. “Oh hell no- you can’t put a harness on him. You’re gonna end up in hospital with bites. There’s a reason he sits pride of place- he mauled anyone that tried shit with him.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. “You are very stupid. Give.” The harness was bright pink. Ilya glowered. “Is like you want him to hate you.” He picked out an identical dark green that went with his yellow eyes. “In, please.” Eskel just huffed but allowed himself to be stuffed into the harness, grabbing onto the front of Ilya’s shirt with far too many claws when he attempted to sit him on the ground.  
It was in this fashion that Eskel, King of Cats, was slung over Ilya Rozanov’s shoulder and carried to the car, Marley letting out an insulted cry as his place in shotgun was taken by the cat who happily settled himself into a loaf, eyes opening and closing softly as he watched them drag the boxes into the back of the car. Eskel curled up into a ball with a sigh. “Yes. Sleep. This is good. You will like house.”
“Sometimes, Roz, you worry me.”
“Shhh, Marely. Eskel is sleeping.”
“I’m not sharing my bed.”
“You are like usurped child. No longer favourite.” Ilya grinned as he did up his seatbelt, looking over his shoulder as he backed out of the parking space. “Is okay, Marley. I love you just as much.”
“Fuck you, Roz.”
“Am not your type.”
 
LECLAIRE
 
James LeClaire did not think of himself by his first name. Some may find that strange.
He did not.
After a good two decades of having his surname screamed at his face, even in his own mind 'James' was a creature of the past, just like wives number one and two.
Number three also called him LeClaire.
Likely why she’d lasted so long.
That and her gingercakes. “Lisa, there is a very large cat on my desk.”
“I… What?” LeClaire stared down at the strange, yellow-eyed demon who slowly lifted a single paw, placed it on his empty coffee mug, and maintaining eye contact the entire time pushed it slowly onto the floor.
The carpet absorbed the force.
The mug was intact.
LeClaire’s dignity was not. “There’s a giant fucking cat on my desk, Liz, and it’s staring at me.”
“How did a cat get into your office?”
“A giant cat.”
“Is that really that important?”
“It’s twice the size of a normal fucking cat.”
“Cat tax or it didn’t happen.” 
 Maybe it was time to consider divorce number three. Nevertheless he dutifully snapped a picture of the ginger beast who was now tearing at the latest report on ticket sales, and sent it to his wife. “So?”
He could hear the incredulity in her voice. “That is not a giant cat, babe, that is a monster.” She paused. “It’s probably Rozanov’s.”
Rozanov.
Rozanov. 
Of course it was his cat.
Fucking menace. 
As if able to sense LeClaire was considering his murder said Russian appeared in the doorway, panting and half geared up, practice having ended just a few minutes prior. LeClaire watched as the idiot’s eyes widened in delight and he threw out a spate of quick Russian, the cat, for some idiotic reason seeming to respond, a rasping, painful sounding growl. “Liz, I’m gonna call you back.”
He placed his phone down on the desk, wincing as a second later it disappeared below a thick layer of fur. “Rozanov. Care to explain why there is a cat on my desk?”
He was more than familiar with the look he received, which told him that he was about to be lied to.
Of course he was.
At least Rozanov never tried to hide his lying.
“Is not my cat.” LeClaire watched as said ‘not his cat’ crawled up into his arms, getting fur all over his practice jersey, settling over his shoulders like a fur mantle. “Is Shane Hollander’s cat.”
“Shane Hollander’s cat.” The cat licked up the side of Rozanov’s head. “Do I look like an idiot to you?” Rozanov’s response was lost in the kerfuffle that erupted just outside the door, St. Simon and Marlow, members two and three of the idiot brigade, barrelling into the increasingly tiny office.
Ten years.
Ten years and he could retire. He did it for the money.
The money was good.
The money was good. 
“Wait a sec- I thought you were joking! How the fuck’d you smuggle a cat into the arena!”
The money was not good enough. “Sit down!” He yelled, and like children all three men collapsed cross legged on the floor in front of him, much like they did on the ice despite the cold.
He pinched the bridge of his nose, already feeling a headache coming on. He looked down at the idiots, St. Simon already pressed up against Rozanov’s side, letting a giant cat paw pat at his face. “How the fuck did you get this thing inside?” There were strict rules within the arena surrounding pets and unless Rozanov had gone blind or suddenly needed a service dog the animal shouldn’t have been there.
“Is in hockey bag. Likes to snooze on padding.” Rozanov’s words were slightly muffled by the entire paw in his mouth. “Knows is not allowed to touch game day gear.”
Of course it did. “Get it the fuck out.”
“But Coach! He’s like our new mascot!”
LeClaire, not for the first time, rued the day they signed Cliff Marlow. “We are Bears, Marlow, not fucking cats. Get this thing out before someone starts sneezing, will you?” The cat hissed aggressively. “Or he attacks someone.”
The creep started to purr. Rozanov looked like he was about to start melting.
This was going to be an absolute nightmare.
But he would persevere.
He would control it.
 

 
He could not control it.
Eskel, apparently named after the Witcher with the horrific scars, according to Rookie 2, Curly, was pure chaos incarnate and seemed to take great joy in carrying out his master’s wishes.
LeClaire had watched as Rozanov placed the cat in his large fluffy cat cave in the corner of the tape room, the creature apparently incapable to remaining at home alone under threat of great material destruction. He had remained there for thirty seconds before he was playing musical chairs with laps and tables, stepping on laptop screens, chewing cords and making a general nuisance of himself.
The first time he appeared on the bench during practice LeClaire had almost had a heart attack, hand reaching down and coming into contact with a sentient feather duster.
The pre-season games were the worst.
He’d made it incredibly, incredibly clear to Rozanov that the cat was not to come on their overnight trips. Hotels didn’t tolerate random animals, there was no way in hell they were stowing the animal in cargo, and despite the unanimous scowls his captain had received from his teammates who for some reason adored the creature, Rozanov had seemed to listen.
LeClaire had checked the man’s bags before he’d boarded the bus.
He’d checked all their bags.
He had not checked his own.
He would forever deny the noise he made when a pair of horrifyingly yellow eyes stared up at him from within a nest of his pure black now orange jumpers.
Eskel had then proceeded to stalk down the corridor, unerringly pausing outside Rozanov and Marlow’s room and letting out a horrifying screech that had the door opening in seconds.
This was a nightmare.
He would have rathered it had been Hollander’s cat.
Let Theriault deal with this shit.
 
JACKIE
 
October 2015- Boston
 
She hadn’t wanted to come.
God, she had not wanted to come.
Every season opener since she’d first started dating Hayden she’d been here. With the rest of the WAGs. With the girls. Screaming and cheering on the most wonderful man in the world, the best husband, the best father, everything she’d ever wanted.
How was this her life now?
Around her the rest of the wives and girlfriends- because those were the only options, how had she never realised this before- were getting themselves settled as the Zamboni finished its rounds, handing over wine and beer and boxes of popcorn, kids yelling and screaming and Jade dropping skittles down her jersey and Ruby humming under her breath as she turned over a page of her notebook.
“Heya babe- you want one?” Jackie took the plastic cup of wine without even thinking, downing half of it before Alissa, Patrice’s wife could even turn away. “Damn, someone’s getting’ loose tonight.” Jackie didn’t even answer, just gave the other woman a half-hearted smile before returning her attention to the girls, making sure they hadn’t got up to any mischief, being some of the youngest kids in their section.
Something shifted and she looked down, watching as Arthur stretched his legs out, tongue flickering as he yawned before settling down, small and quiet and sedate in her lap, bright blue eyes permanently locked on the ice as if he knew what was to come, dressed in his little dinosaur onesie, under a heavy Voyageur’s blanket, cheeks all red and rosy.
She and Hayden made beautiful babies.
“Mum um mum mum mumum-”
“Yes, sweety?” She said softly, pulling Jade’s hand from her jacket. “Remember, we don’t tug.”
“When unca lila coming?” Her daughter asked, staring out over the ice much like Arthur was.
For not the first time she wondered who the fuck Lila was.
It had come up once the girls had started staying with Hayden at Shane’s, she’d drop them off at the top of the driveway and her husband or his newly acquired platonic- god she hoped so- soulmate would be waiting with open arms, scooping them up and carrying them off into the dense foliage.
The girls would return feral.
At first she’d thought that it was deliberate, that they were hopped up on sugar as a punishment.
After the third time she’d asked Shane, who’d never been able to lie to her. His expression had been one of complete and utter confusion and she’d come to the conclusion that her girls were just… Happy? Not that they weren’t at home, with her, but over the last year or so their friend circle had slowly narrowed, Hayden becoming more and more uncomfortable with letting the girls play with the other kids on the team, reluctant to let them go to their birthday parties, public holiday gatherings, hovering like an anxious mother hen. The girls didn’t get to play around like other kids their age, their status in the neighbourhood made it difficult to make friends who weren’t looking for something more than innocent play, parents and kids alike.
But now her girls were coming home dressed in camo, little remnants of paint on sticky hands and around the backs of ears. Their bags were full of toys and puzzles and books.
They had an Uncle Lila. Uncle Iff. They were being carried around by smoothie monsters. Dinosaurs. Someone who looked like JJ, who’d popped around once. Just once. The girls had squealed in delight, throwing themselves at his legs before realising that this was not who they thought, retreating far too rapidly for Jackie’s liking, sending the vaguely worried man away after taking his pie and telling him Hayden was with Shane.
She wasn’t going to tell the man anything Hayden hadn’t.
She owed her husband that much.
“Soon, baby. Soon.” She lied through her teeth and to her relief the girls settled reluctantly, already near buzzing out of their skin, this season being the first time they’d really gotten to experience their father’s job.
It didn’t escape her that despite it being their first cognisant visit to the arena both twins seemed to know exactly what was about to happen, Ruby decked out head to toe in Voyageur’s gear, their surname plastered over her back, whilst Jade.
Jade was wearing a Rozanov jersey.
Her daughter had screamed when Jackie had tried to dress her in Ruby’s matching outfit, going so far as to crawl under the bed, Arthur crying out unhappily when Ruby woke him from his nap with a kiss on the head, using her distraction to torment the poor baby Hayden had dropped off not an hour ago. “Mum, can you grab her!” She called as she continued to coax Jade out from under the bed with promises to let her wear anything she wanted.
What she had wanted was a tiny little Rozanov jersey.
She’d seen it before.
Asked Hayden where it had come from.
He hadn’t answered in any meaningful way.
Her daughter had a Boston Bears jersey.
Her two-year-old daughter was actively choosing the uniform of the enemy.
Jackie wanted to burn it.
Instead she braided her daughter’s hair and settled the slightly too big jersey over her shoulders, Jade looking ecstatic as she tackled her sister onto the couch.
Her brother stood bouncing Arthur, the baby’s expression blank, barely reacting to Mark cooing in his ear, restless and unhappy.
He was always like that around anyone that wasn’t Hayden.
It had broken her heart the first time Hayden had dropped Arthur off for an overnight visit, both of them knowing that the first road trip was coming up far faster than either of them had wanted it to.
Thank fuck the first decent one wasn’t until November.
She wasn’t ready.
It had taken her so long to get to this point, to be able to see her own baby without feeling an overwhelming need to run.
To be able to see her husband without feeling angry. So, so angry.
That first time Arthur had gone from a happy, bubbly baby boy bundled up in a cat-covered onesie, shrieking in delight as Shane peppered his rosy cheeks with kisses to dead silent, still, almost wary, as if he was amongst strangers.
She’d looked it up, that night, when her baby had whimpered as she’d picked him up, tiny arms pushing against her chest, refusing the bottle. Separation anxiety.
Her own baby was just as scared as she was.
God, the look on her little boy’s face when the door had opened and Hayden had been standing there to pick him up after training.
It was like the sun had come out.
For both of them.
Hayden had been polite. He’d had a list of questions, like he was interviewing her for a nanny position. He’d kept his eyes averted, locked in on Arthur clinging to his chest and refusing to let go, sniffling unhappily.
The hand off had ended with Hayden nodding, the girls sprinting out of the house with their overnight bags, ready to head to Uncle Shane’s, the man himself standing back, leaning against his Land Rover at the end of the driveway. She’d watched as Ruby and Jade had thrown themselves at his legs, Shane bending down to pick them both up, one in each arm, accepting the sticky fingers around his neck with a grace she’d never before seen, a grin on his face.
As they’d locked eyes his face had fallen into the familiar expression of ambivalence, and not a little hostility.
She didn’t blame him.
She was looking at him the exact same way, begrudging him his place in her youngest child’s life, in Hayden’s life, even though she knew it was her fault.
She still couldn’t bring herself to regret it.
Not yet.
But she wasn’t stupid.
She knew that would come.
20/20 hindsight and all that.
The arena erupted into screams and Jackie watched as Shane skated out, Hayden at his left, as he always was except this time they didn’t split, didn’t head to opposite sides of the arena to speak with their teammates already on the ice. No, this time the two men seemed to ignore the rest of the Voyageurs, even JJ who looked after them like an abandoned puppy, skating straight to centre ice and dropping into their customary stretches, Shane forging his usual light-hearted check ins, the pats on the back, something the commentators noted with great interest.
Vultures.  
Hayden caught her eye, his gaze immediately drifting to his children, Jade standing on her seat, bouncing and screeching out for her father.
It took a few seconds but once it struck him Hayden looked like he was about to have a conniption, if the jumbotron could be believed, the split screen showing his face and Jades’ Rozanov jersey, the rest of the wags giving her disgusted looks.
“You try getting a two-year-old to wear something she doesn’t want to.” She said with a shrug.
“Why do you even have it?” Alice, Comeau’s wife asked, eying Jade as if she wanted to rip Jackie’s daughter’s clothes off. Jackie realised she didn’t have an answer to that so she just turned back to the ice.
And then it started.
The howling. The stomping. The cheering.
She forgot it sometimes, that here. In the depth of Boston’s territory. They were never safe from him. 
Rasputin. 
For one heart-stopping terrifying moment she thought Arthur was having a seizure.
It was only when she watched her child start clapping that she realised he was dancing.
Arthur was dancing.
He was dancing. In time. To the music. It was the most alive he’d looked since Hayden had dropped him off the night before.
And then Rozanov appeared.
The crowd screamed. Booed.
Ruby and Jade bolted.
“Oh my god. Girls!” Jackie followed without choice as the twins pushed their eager way through the rest of the WAGs, running down the stairs towards the glass, around the rink until they were by the benches, darting around arms and legs until they were pressed against the boards, waving their tiny arms frantically, too short to really see anything without jumping.
Jackie was panting by the time she caught up, trying desperately to both grab the girls before they ended up on the ice and failing to wrangle her violently struggling baby, near crushing him against her chest in an effort to keep him safe, catching a stray fist to the chin as she did.
“Little Pikes!” A loud Russian voice cried out and Arthur screamed, this time in distress, struggling even harder to the degree that Jackie had to abandon the girls, grabbing Arthur more securely around his middle as he wriggled and squirmed in her arms.
“No, no- give here.” Jackie was too stunned to object as Ilya Rozanov, her husband’s greatest enemy, stepped though the gate and off the ice, taking Arthur from her a with steady, experienced grip, settling the baby against his chest where Arthur immediately stilled, looking tiny against the giant gloved hands that settled under his bottom, across his back. “Marley! I have acquired Pikes!” He shouted gleefully and an instant later the girls were attached to Cliff Marlow’s legs, hugging the giant winger as if he was their father.
What the ever-loving fuck was going on?
Thankfully the chaos calmed as Hayden appeared between the two Bears, taking in the situation. “That’s not your baby.” He said calmly, pointing to Arthur who wriggled happily at his father’s voice, babbling incoherently as tiny baby firsts curled into Rozanov’s uniform.
Rozanov blew a raspberry at her husband. “Is lie. Liar told you this. Look, baby Pike loves me more than you.”
“Baby Pike hasn’t seen you for weeks, you’re a novelty, Rozanov.” Shane chirped as he skated past, coming to a stop beside Marlow, reaching over to pat Arthur’s head with a bare hand. “Come on, before one of the refs starts yelling at you.” He gently detached Ruby and Jade, lifting them up over the boards as if he didn’t have knives stuck to his feet. “You two behave for your mum, okay? No more running off.” He looked up at Jackie. “We can grab them after the game, dinner and a sleep over? You can have a break at the hotel?” Both girls shrieked and Rozanov chuckled beside his rival, leaning over the boards and passing each girl a puck that had miraculously appeared from somewhere on his person.
Jackie just nodded.
Accepted Arthur, calmer and quieter as Hayden passed him over, giving her a nervous smile that she couldn’t find it in her to return.
She may begrudge Shane Hollander his place but she had never been so happy that he was in it as he linked arms with her husband, pulling him back towards the benches, the Bears following whilst waving like deranged idiots.
Jackie didn’t understand.
 

 
It terrified her, hockey.
she loved it, but God. 
Since the instant she’d first watched Hayden play she’d done so with bated breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
It always did.
Broken nose, broken bones, bruises, cuts and lost teeth.
They accepted it. The players.
Jackie never had.
And now something had happened over the summer.
Games against Boston were always a bloodbath, brutal and violent and dirty, the refs one sided and Boston truly earning their reputation as the most dangerous team in the Eastern conference.
It was third period now, and whereas usually the stands would be screaming their support for either side, they were silent.
She’d never heard it so quiet.
It had started early. Shane had won the faceoff after a brief struggle and before Jackie would even catch the puck with her eye Hayden was moving, faster than she’d ever seen, ignoring Shane just a foot beside him to the right, scoring within eight seconds.
It had taken the crowd a few moments to realise what had happened before they were on their feet in celebration, even Boston fans acknowledging a truly miraculous performance from the man they knew as the 15th best Voyageur.
Jackie had watched as Hayden dodged each and every one of his teammates, he and Shane sharing a nod before they headed back to centre ice.
Then it happened.
Hayden bumped into Rozanov.
And the giant Russian centre. Evil incarnate. Gave him a pat on the helmet and sent her husband on his way, back to Shane’s side, shaking his head at his back.
Boston had been ready the next time.
It hadn’t mattered.
She’d watched Hayden play hundreds of times by now, in person and on TV. She knew how her husband played. She knew how Shane played.
This wasn’t it.
The way that they moved. Like no one else on the ice even vaguely mattered. Like there wasn’t a single one of their teammates they could count on. Like they knew that if Boston got past them, then the only thing between them and losing was how many goals they had scored.
And they scored.
Again.
And again. Hat trick for Shane- as good as Hayden suddenly was, only Rozanov really compared to Shane Hollander and he couldn’t be everywhere.
Boston retaliated. Rozanov was a beast on a bad day and this was the worst of days, the man slamming through Montreal’s unprepared defence, slap shot after slap shot past Drapeau to the booing of the crowd, the cheering of his team until they were 4-4.
It was then that Montreal snapped.
Comeau first. It always was.
The hit on Rozanov was dirty but the refs turned a blind eye, as they often did.
Marlow didn’t and Gil was limping off the ice, spitting yet another tooth into a puddle of blood as the Bear skated calm as you please into the penalty box, as if he’d been planning it.
Hayden scored on the power play.
All hell broke loose.
The entire third period devolved into a fist fight, the penalty box never empty as each team racked up minutes, retaliatory goals, Rozanov skating with a recently set nose, St Simon with several broken fingers taped.
The Voyageur’s weren’t much better.
Shane and Hayden were too fast to get caught.
The others were fair game.
Jackie had never been so glad to be married to the second-best Voyageur.
A minute before time JJ went down under Carmichael and that was it, the ice became an all-out brawl as the refs fought for control and beside her the girls were screaming incoherently, jumping up and down on their seats, the crowd working itself into a frenzy.
Arthur snoozed through the chaosm bulky headphones set to noise cancelling.
She couldn’t see Hayden in the scrum.
And then.
Down near the Bears bench.
Her husband. Dangling limply from Rozanov’s arms as the Russian spun in lazy circles on the ice, conscious and breathing and kicking lazily at the Bear’s shin guards.
A few moments later Shane appeared, dragging behind him a flailing Marlow, covered in blood dripping from his nose, trying to get free from Shane who looked half his size. It didn’t surprise her that he couldn’t, Shane was far stronger than he looked, despite his smaller stature compared to most hockey players. It was all muscle, according to Hayden.
Eventually the giant man calmed and sat himself up on the boards, Shane joining him as the brawl progressed to an all-out massacre, Rozanov swinging her husband’s legs back and forth as Hayden gestured wildly towards the other two men, Marlow laughing at something he’d said, not struggling one whit.
Something was being translated on the screen but Jackie just didn’t care.
It took ten full minutes to clear the ice.
It was pink. Watery, churned in areas down to the paint. Both goalies were being held back by the refs, still trying to get to each other. Shane, who in the past would have been right in the thick of it, trying to stop it, just ignored the shit storm that was coming for him, the weird looks the Bears players gave as they all shuffled past him onto the bench.
Eventually Theriault was calling for them and to her horror- and likely Hayden’s- Rozanov made his way across the ice, sidestepping the carnage, plopping Hayden down in front of his coach before giving a jaunty salute and wandering back to Marlow’s side as the refs continued to deliberate.
What the hell was going on?
 

 
It wasn't a surprise that Hayden sent her a message a few minutes after he reached the locker room. He and Shane would be delayed whilst the mess of the game was discussed and she could wait by the home team’s locker room.
She could wait by the Bears’ locker room.
Curiosity killed the cat.
She led the girls slowly down the cinderblock corridor, into an area of the arena she’d never had the need to visit. It took all of five seconds since they’d reached the door for a loud spate of Russian to filter through the wood and once again her daughters were on the move, Ruby reaching up for the handle, Jade shoving the door open with her entire body and trooping straight on in.
She caught more than one glimpse of skin and heard more than one panicked shriek.
Jackie wanted to die. 
Instead she stood up tall. Readjusted Arthur on her chest. And knocked.
The door opened up a peek and St Simon’s face looked back at her. “Um. Hi?”
“My daughters have escaped me?” She said tiredly, pointing vaguely in his direction. “I’m Jackie Pike.”
Thankfully he looked as confused as she felt. “O…Kay. Lemme make sure everyone’s got pants on.” He did a quick look over his shoulder. “You’re good.” He ushered her inside and she was assaulted with the smell of man.
Gross man.
Sweaty man.
Bloody and loud and boisterous.
Jade and Ruby had made their way across the locker room and were clambering across Rozanov who was half out of his gear, the girls seemingly uncaring that his compression shirt was soaked through and he was getting sweat all over them, poking and prodding at his bruises and giggling as he made overexaggerated wounded noises.
He noticed her then, grinning up at her, teeth covered in blood. “Lady Pike.” He said respectfully, steadying the girls without thought as they settled, one on each knee, feet still in skates. “I thought you were meeting larger Pike.”
She shook her head slowly. “Ah. No. They may be a while with the coaches. The game was…”
“Shit storm!” One of the Bears shouted.
“Swear Jar!” Both girls shouted, holding out their hands towards the Bears goalkeeper, who looked at them as if they were the most terrifying creatures he’d ever seen.
Rozanov was nodding. “Yes. You did swear. One dollar each. Is tax.”
Oh God. He wasn’t joking.
Hayden had taught Ilya Rozanov about the swear jar.
The girls ended up with twenty-dollar notes and a recently showered Marlow was soon escorting them out of the room for Rozanov to get cleaned up, the girls crawling over him like a jungle gym. They waited patiently in the corridor, Marlow huffing in amusement as he scrolled through Instagram and twitter.
“You… They know you.” Jackie said softly as Ruby reached the pinnacle, settling her legs around Marlow’s neck, Jade sitting on his feet. “I thought… I thought he hated you.”
Marlow’s eyebrows came together in confusion. “What do you mean?”
Jackie scoffed in frustration. “Don’t get wise with me, Marlow, you know what I mean. Why are my girls so comfortable with Bears players?”
To her surprise he still looked confused. “Can I look at your phone?” He suddenly asked, holding out his hand. She was so surprised she handed it over without thought, unlocked, a picture of the girls and Hayden on the background, which when he saw it, had Marlow wincing.
He took a few minutes doing who knows what before he handed it over.
Her messaging app was open.
The chat Hayden had made, with her, and Shane, and numerous other numbers she didn’t have saved.
92 unread messages.
She hadn’t checked any of them.
Impersonal.
She’d needed it that way.
So what the hell was this?
It started the day after he’d left and Jackie felt her heart jump into her throat as she read over the pleas, the begging, the terror, and the eventual acceptance.
And then it started.
The pictures.
He didn’t know if she’d look at them.
But he wanted her to have them.
To know their son was safe.
Loved.
At first it was just Arthur. Little notes telling her what he’d been into. What he’d eaten. The way he smiled. Things he thought she’d miss.
Two days in was a shirtless picture of Ilya Rozanov on an opulent leather couch, Arthur snoozing on his chest as the Russian sipped a coke through a straw, his hand the size of Arthur’s back.
Cliff Marlow wearing Arthur strapped to his chest, dropping spinkles on his head from a giant pink donut.
They came thick and fast after that. Arthur sitting on Scott Hunter’s lap in his dinosaur onesie. Carter Vaughan giving him a bath in the sink, soaked. A young man with curly hair bouncing Arthur on his lap, an unknown woman, so very beautiful, mid stride with Arthur in a stroller, in an area of Montreal she didn’t recognise.
David Hollander. Sitting on that same couch beside Shane. Burping her son over his shoulder.
And Shane.
So many pictures of Shane. Soft, and sweet, and so endearingly competent in a way he hadn’t been with the girls, staring at her son as if he was the most perfect thing in the world, lying together on a rug for tummy time, drinking a bottle and ginger ale together on a porch, rocking him to sleep with just the top of Hayden’s head visible in the region of his lap, Shane’s hand in his hair.
She looked up at Marlow. “Oh.” What else was she supposed to say?
“Yeah.” His look of confusion had changed to one of pity. “They’re safe with us. If you wanted to go.” He said kindly, his fingers already reaching out to her baby.
She nodded. “Please. I… I think I need to... To go.” She turned around and Marlow quickly unsnapped the clasps, performing a seamless transfer and adjusting the straps himself without Ruby even shifting, fingers clenched in his hair in a way that couldn’t be comfortable. “Will you… Will you please tell Hayden I’m sorry. That I didn’t read the messages.”
For a second she thought he’d say no. That she should do it herself.
She gave him far less credit than he deserved. “I will.” He nodded at her phone. “Our numbers are all in there. Let me know when you get to the hotel, okay?”
Jackie’s eyes started to water and she nodded quickly, rubbing her hands across her face before reaching up to tug on Ruby’s leg, ruffle Jade’s hair. “You girls be good for your Uncle Iff, okay?” Both girls nodded.
Marlow said nothing when she ran.
 
DAVID
 
September 2015- Ottawa
 
David had been thinking.
He’d been thinking since he’d met Svetlana in his puzzle store.
He’d been thinking since he’d walked into the sensory nightmare that was his son’s newly acquired home.
He’d been thinking since he’d watched his son bury himself in Cliff Marlow’s arms as the door closed behind him when he left to grab his uber.
He’d been thinking since he’d asked if he could tell Yuna about the changes in his son’s life.
He’d been thinking about his reply.
“If you think she’d take it well.” The look in Shane’s eyes.
His son had known his secret wouldn’t leave David’s lips.
He couldn’t really blame him.
Once he’d returned home he’d sat down and counted how long it had been since they’d visited Shane on his own turf. At first he’d thought it had been weeks, but staring at the incriminating pages of his diary he’d been horrified to realise it had been months since they’d visited their son at home instead of asking he leave his apartment, Yuna insisting that contact with the outside world would do him good.
The outside world.
His son hated the outside world. He hated the noise. The smells. The bright lights.
There hadn’t been a single white lightbulb in the overhead lights. The bathroom light was a small Turkish lamp that had thrown a pale purple glow over the room, a second one, dark red, for nighttime. The kitchen had multiple large lamps with warm bulbs. The living room, those old styled green glass desk lamps that it looked like his son had been collecting, six or seven scattered on small tables and shelves.
They’d been forcing him to handle it. He’d looked miserable every time.
He hadn’t looked miserable in that giant house surrounded by hockey players.
“David?” He looked up, his wife appearing in the doorway in sweats and fleece lined Ugg boots, her phone in her hand, staring down at it as if it had personally offended her. “Did you move some money around in the investment account?” She peered up at him through her eyelashes, frowning slightly. “There was a massive deposit and I have no idea where it came from?”
What?
He moved to his desktop, quickly logging in and opening up the accounts- whilst they were nominally under Shane’s name their son had very little to do with the day to day running of what was essentially a business, between the charity works, endorsements and Shane’s own significant contract. The upside of having a former accountant for a father, David supposed. Shane had never complained.
He pushed his glasses up his nose and peered at the various numbers in front of him, Yuna draping herself over the back of his chair, arms over his shoulders. “See? That one.”
David squinted.
Scrolled.
“This isn’t right.” He murmured as he clicked on the offending account.
View only access. He hadn’t known that was possible.
He tried the next.
The same.
He clicked on the everyday expense account Shane had set up for his parents the instant his signing bonus had come through.
No problem there. Full access.
No problem with the accounts Yuna used to divert endorsement deals, charities.
But there were five new accounts, largely unnamed, that neither he nor Yuna had access to when she tried with her phone app, with amounts ranging from twenty to just over three hundred million dollars.
They watched in real time as money was deposited, withdrawn in massive transactions they’d never before seen, unable to see anything more than the numbers changing, account names. “What is this?” Yuna whispered, tapping at a single transaction, six hundred thousand from one of the accounts labelled ‘Dinosaur Funds’ to a personal account with a name they didn’t recognise.
He logged out. Closed the window. Took off his glasses. “The last time I checked the accounts was last year’s tax time. Shane had a private accountant do it this year- said the Treasury was working me hard enough.”
“He was hiding it.” Yuna said simply, standing up, her phone screen opened to the messaging app. “Why?”
“I don’t think it’s really our business to ask.” He replied, watching as her fingers tapped furiously, likely a message to Shane. “Maybe wait until we see him next?”
“No. I need to know what’s happening now. If there’s anything we need to worry about.”
“Yuna-”
“I’m going to call him over now.” She bent over, pressing a soft kiss to his cheek before hurrying away, phone pinging in the distance. “I’ll let you know what he says.”
Shane had nothing to say.
David didn’t think he’d gotten the chance.
David came back from the shops the next day to find his wife pacing the living room, his son sitting on the couch, eyes blank, mouth in a harsh line, expression one of careful neutrality.
How had he never noticed the way Shane’s fingers clenched and unclenched in his clothes, hard enough that his knuckles went white with each cycle, just like Yuna when she was in a situation she hated?
How had he just missed it, the way his son’s shoulders would rise around his ears, just taking it as Yuna ranted in front of him, likely not processing a single thing she was saying as he stared unseeingly into the distance, not even registering David’s presence.
She was reprimanding him.
“Yuna?” David called softly, sitting the bags on the dining table. “What’s going on?”
Yuna stumbled, spinning around and giving him a perfunctory smile. “David. See if you can talk some sense into him, I’m not having any luck.”
“With what?” He moved into the living room, taking her hand when it was offered, pulling his wife into his side. “Shane’s pretty level-headed, I’m sure he has his reasons.”
“He’s refusing a deal. One I’ve spent the last six months working on acquiring.” Yuna threw an irritated look at their son and David winced as Shane flinched at her displeasure, fingers digging into the fabric of the hoodie he was wearing- not his, clearly, given the intact drawstrings that were currently being destroyed. “It’s already done, and he’s straight up refusing to do it.”
It had happened before, not often, but more in the last year, Shane expressing discontent with his mother’s heavy handedness when it came to his career, in particular his endorsements. To David’s limited knowledge Shane had never straight up refused. His son negotiated. Weaselled his way out of obligations politically. Politely.
Always politely.
It had been drilled into him from the beginning.
Always politely.
Don’t make a fuss.
Don’t cause insult.
Always polite.
Be small, and careful, and don’t step on toes.
Conditioned.
“I don’t think you realise just how this will look, Shane- this is a massive opportunity for you. They’re one of the few brands that actively support Asian inclusion in the NHL and I don’t think you realise just how much this would mean to kids like you-”
Shane’s fingers tore through the cuff of the hoodie, his fingers picking at the threads. “I don’t care. I’m not doing this.” He said softly, eyes trained on the floor.
Yuna turned to David. “You see? This is ridiculous. It’s childish. It’s unprofessional, Shane!”
“It’s not unprofessional.” Shane looked up, forcing eye contact with his mother. “It’s not childish. Childish, would be letting it happen. Unprofessional, would be saying I wasn’t a homophobic piece of shit like the rest of my team then signing that contract. I’m only going to say this once more. I want nothing to do with them.” He said bluntly, leaning forward, watching Yuna carefully, his eyes trained on her expression. “Their CEO is a racist piece of shit who only supports Asians because he thinks they’re better than Black Americans and actively persecutes the queer community and I’m done with it.
“I’m done putting my name to products and companies whose beliefs don’t align with my own.” David almost took a step back at the look of derision that flickered across his face. “As my mother you should have known that. As my manager, you should have known that.” He stood up, walking towards them, stopping just a metre away. “Was it the money? Was it the prestige? Is that why you did it? Were you even thinking about how I’d feel, putting my name on this? What made you think I’d say yes to supporting people who laugh at hate crimes? I play for a league that spouts hate of minorities day in and day out and you actually thought I’d support this?”
David didn’t think he’d ever seen Shane so angry, colour in in his cheeks, fists balled by his side, near vibrating like an angry cat, stating at them with open disgust. “You have a choice, mom. Right now you’re making it very clear that you care more about my career than who I am as a person, as evidenced by the fact that we haven’t seen each other in over a month and the first thing you said was ‘sign this.’ You care more about making sure my investment profile is profitable than if we’re supporting genocide in third world countries by omission.”
“Shane-”
“You’re going to fix this, mom. You’re going to get me out of this deal and I will provide, in writing, my request for you to no longer have carte blanche over my management.” His eyes, no longer the soft brown David was so used to seeing directed at them seemed harsher, emotionless as he ignored Yuna’s shocked gasp, the way she recoiled as he turned to David. “In the future I’d appreciate that business meetings were moved to a more professional location. I’d prefer not to mar my positive memories of this house with similar arguments.”
David looked at his son in shock but it was clear that he wasn’t backing down. Instead he stepped back, reached down, gathered his jacket and phone and crossed to the front door, opening it and shutting it behind himself, never looking back once.
His wife had cried for hours that night, and he hadn’t known how to help her.
Twenty-four hours later Shane had fired his previous agent, a long-time contact of Yuna’s who had ties with the Voyageurs, signing with a young and upcoming agent, Farah Jalil, who contacted them several hours later with a laundry list of modifications Shane had signed off on. It included a request that all further endorsement deals be run by her before final arrangements were made, Shane quickly and definitively placing firm barriers around his personhood.
Shane hadn’t contacted them since then, except for logistics.
It had taken time for Yuna to recover from the shock. For near a decade she had dedicated each and every moment of her life to Shane’s career and now she was like David, kept on the outside by paperwork and phone calls and emails. Farah was an unyielding barrier between his wife and his son, polite and patient but firm and unwavering, professional to the extreme in the face of Yuna’s micromanaging ways.
It had been two weeks into preseason when Yuna came to him, face pale, revealing that it hadn’t been sudden, impulsive like they’d thought.
Shane had been in talks with Farah for months.
Their son. Who had moved out of his home and given them no way to find him until David had been allowed to enter his sanctuary. Who had spent the last year telling them exactly what he needed from them, and wanted from them, and they had just… Ignored it. Assumed that he was more than capable of handling the pressure of his team and his fame without question, happy to leave the management of his life to his mother and concentrate on his career.
David had never been so wrong in his life.
 

 
October 2015- Boston
 
Something was wrong.
He and Yuna were sitting in their customary seats a row behind a frazzled looking Jackie Pike as she tried to manage the twins and poor Arthur, David aching to reach forward and snatch the miserable looking child from her arms but knowing it would raise too many questions he wasn’t prepared to answer.
It was the first game of the official season, the first game they’d been to since Shane had left their house, leaving behind years of safety and security to live on his own, more so than he had ever before. They’d never missed a Boston game, knowing intrinsically that Shane would both want and need their support.
They’d watched as he’d stepped out onto the ice for warmups, his hair longer around his neck, longer than David had ever seen it in his life. His stick was taped in black, the characteristic white gone, Yuna’s name no longer prominent on the grip. He knew he wasn’t the only person who noticed it when his wife gasped softly at his side, reaching for his hand.
Shane had used the same tape since he’d turned sixteen, the same colour, the same pattern of wrap, insisting on it even though more than one brand had offered millions for endorsements in the past.
Hayden was there, as he always was but something had changed since they’d last seen Shane’s best friend. He was more confident, carving through the fresh ice in wide arcs around their son, keeping himself between Shane and those players David knew he’d been having trouble with.
Trouble.
How many times had they ignored Shane’s concerns, waived them off as teething issues- they were teething issues when Shane first became captain, they became real issues when Scott Hunter had escorted their son off the ice and defended him against his own team.
That had been an absolute nightmare.
David had never seen Yuna so furious- at Theriault, for allowing the dynamic of the team to fester. At the team, for not respecting Shane’s authority. At their son, for not doing something about it sooner. At their son, for letting another team publicly condemn the Voyageurs.
As if it was his fault.
David had just stood behind his wife, silently supportive of her words, not knowing any better.
That was the first time his son had looked at him with anything other than affection. Disappointment. He had looked at David with disappointment.
He should have defended him then. He hadn’t. He’d trusted that Yuna knew the way to their son’s heart, knew how to fix this. They had always been so similar, the two of them, so much so that David had always felt somewhat on the outside, never pushing, never prodding, content to leave them to manage each other.
He had been very, very wrong to do so.
And so he sat and watched in silence as the Bears captain abducted Arthur, the girls wrapping themselves around Marlow’s legs, Shane and Hayden barely reacting, ignoring the hostile and shocked looks their team threw them. David watched carefully as Yuna’s face fell, as she mumbled under her breath, fingers twisting in the fabric of her jeans as a look of anger and frustration overtook her usually calm features. “What is he doing?” She whispered, lips twitching as Rozanov patted their son on the head before skating away to centre ice with a wink for all to see.
The game was… He’d never seen anything like it.
David had played hockey. He understood it. Not on the level of his wife and son, but he understood it.
He understood that there had been a massive change in team dynamics between last season and now.
He understood that this wasn’t a team anymore, at least not to his son. Not to his best friend. Not to Hayden who was playing far above his pay grade.
He watched as JJ skated behind Shane, calling for the pass, Shane ignoring and passing straight to Hayden who scored.
He watched as Comeau positioned himself, just a little too far away, expecting the pass that went to Shane.
He watched as his son’s own team stopped bothering.
As they left the two men open, again and again.
He watched as Hayden, distracted, hit the boards with an audible crack when Andropov didn’t get there in time to protect him, Marlow’s enormous body covering the slighter man as the glass shuddered above them. Rozanov stole the puck and Hayden reappeared, slapping Marlow on the side with a grin, seemingly no worse for wear.
It became a pattern.
Comeau went down with a broken nose and a cracked implant under Rozanov’s shoulder.
Gagnon flipped head over heels after a missed block, St Simons dropping his gloves for a double finger as he skated to the penalty box.
Schneider smashed face first into the glass as Connors ducked out of the way just a little too early, the Voyageur drifting off the ice with a concussion to the Bear’s knowing grin.
Shane and Hayden?
It was like the entire Bears roster had made a pact.
Oh, they took hits- it wasn’t possible for them not to, but it was… Professional. Not the characteristic violence the Bears just loved to deal out to their greatest rivals. They looked … David wanted to say… Fond? Little bonks on the helmet, grins, Rozanov squishing Shane into the boards and holding him still whilst his son struggled ineffectually, skates lifted off the ground as the giant Russian laughed on the screens, Marlow scoring whilst they were distracted.
The rest of the Voyageurs were fair game.
The final few minutes of the game weren’t even hockey. Frustrated and humiliated the Voyageurs gave up any sense of decorum and opted for violence, throwing themselves onto the ice and the Bears with prejudice, the Bears aching for a fight.
 Yuna stiffened beside him as Shane grabbed the back of Rozanov’s jersey and dragged him away from where Marlow and Comeau were whaling on each other, yelling as he was pulled backwards towards Hayden, the giant Russian resting his chin on top of Pike’s head as they waited out the inevitable scrum. Shane ducked back into the now full team scrimmage and returning with Marlow, towing the giant wing by his padding, the four men content to wait, making soft conversation as blood continued to fall onto the ice.
Something had changed.
He watched as Rozanov picked Hayden up and started to spin him around like a child, Pike looking vaguely displeased but putting up with the manhandling that would likely make the highlight reel. They were close enough to the mics picking up the Bears bench that he could pick up Rozanov chirping in Russian, and then-
Hayden. Mimicking him. Rozanov laughed. Corrected him. Again. And again. Until Pike was saying the word perfectly. And his son, laughing as he buried his grin into Marlow’s shoulder, waiting for play to resume as he chirped back in what sounded like conversational Russian, Rozanov responding in kind with a boisterous laugh, throwing in a word or two of French as if it was an exchange.
Translations ran across the bottom of the screen.
Toaster oven. 
Angry kitten. 
Shiny fish.
His son could speak Russian.
“What are they doing down there?” Yuna asked softly. “Don’t they know what it looks like?”
David pressed his hand against her knee. “Sweetheart, he’s allowed to have friends outside his team. You know that.”
Yuna shook her head and for the first time David felt… Disappointed, in his wife. That she couldn’t see what was clearly there. “No, he doesn’t. It’s… Any other team, any other people, yes, but this? David, can you imagine what they’re going to be saying? He knows this won’t look good to his fans, to the team.”
David tried to find a way to explain it without betraying his son’s trust. “Yuna, Hayden is good but you know Shane is in an entire other league. When those two are on the ice together, even though it’s on opposite sides the rest of their teams may as well not even be there. And who can understand that sort of divide better than the man standing next to you?
“I’m not saying they’re friends, love, but Shane laughs when he chirps. Our son, always so serious, laughs. He’s speaking in Rozanov’s language, Rozanov is speaking French, and I doubt that Shane has been learning Russian for his teammates. They are trying to understand each other, Yuna.”
Yuna bit at her nail. “But does it have to be him, David? It’s Rozanov. We hate him…” They watched as Shane laughed at something Rozanov had said. “I… I don’t know him anymore, do I?”
“It’s not just you, sweetheart. He’s been changing but it was so slowly that we didn’t notice until it was too late.”
The game restarted but David remembered very little of it. He knew they won. Somehow.
He knew Theriault and the other coaches weren’t impressed, if the chopping movements of their hands, the waving of their arms was telling him anything from where they sat behind the benches.
He knew Yuna.
Which meant he knew the look of utter adoration that was right there, obvious on his son’s face as he stared across the divide, at the man who looked right back, grinning like Shane Hollander was the best thing he’d ever seen.
From the way Yuna gasped, her hand tightening in his, he knew she’d seen it too.
He didn’t want to believe it.
But it made sense.
Too much sense.
Their son was in love with Cliff Marlow.
 
ILYA
 
October 2015- Boston
 
“Marley, what is the thing- want to squeeze so hard pops.”
Marlow looked at him as if he was an idiot. “Um… Murder?”
Ilya groaned, flopping over onto Carmichael’s shoulder. “Nooooo. When is cute! Want to grab and squish!” He mimed the action with a stray puck.
“Cuteness aggression, Rozanov.” LeClaire said from beside him, half muffled around his customary gum, arms crossed over his chest. “It’s called cuteness aggression. Get it with cats all the time.” He frowned down at the idiots before him. “Why the fuck do you wanna know that?”
Ilya just turned back to the ice where Shane and Pike were skating around each other in lazy whorls, pushing a little ball of snow between them just as they had over the summer. “Nooooo reason.” He leaned his chin in the boards, eyes intent on his two boys. “No reason.”
“Bullshit. Stop staring at Hollander’s ass and get on the ice.” LeClaire thumped him on the helmet and Ilya felt a boot on his ass, pushing him off the bench. “Idiots, the lot of you.”
Ilya sniffed, insulted, as he stood. “Was not staring at Hollander’s ass.” He gave his coach his best mischievous grin. “Was staring at Pike’s ass!” He cackled as LeClaire threw a drink bottle at him, heading out to the faceoff.
He tapped Shane on the shoulder with his stick as he settled at centre ice, grinning at his husband as he lowered himself into position. “Are you going to disappoint them, Hollander?” He chirped with a grin, a parody of that first game together.
And Shane.
His wonderful husband Shane Hollander.
Just looked up at him with those dreamy doe eyes.
Smirked.
“No, Sir.”
He swiped the puck before Ilya could even compute.
His brain was blank.
Nothing there.
Blue screen of death.
He hadn’t known it was possible to get that hard, that quick.
He really did love his husband.
Even if he was a little shit sometimes.
 

 
His team was the best. Really. The best.
When he’d walked into the locker room and told them to completely and utterly destroy the Montreal Voyageurs to the degree that half of them would be limping off the ice his team hadn’t questioned it.
When he’d told them that Hollander and Pike were to be treated like Bears-in-law he’d gotten some weird looks until he’d explained- they still hated them, but for certain reasons he was forbidden from disclosing, they hated them less. 
Bless their hearts those idiots just nodded and broke off into little groups, giggling as they thought of all the ways they could fuck with the minds of their opponents, Eskel purring violently from his spot in Ilya’s stall, inside his giant banana bed, furry chin resting on his little wolf plushie.
His phone had been buzzing all morning after they’d left the house, the Dinosaur Support Group being spammed with picture after picture of Arthur Pike variably covered with a sentient orange rug, Eskel prominent in every photo, his hideous, deformed face with its scars and half an ear the very picture of bliss, the weird growling noise Cliff had been so terrified of on the drive the kitty’s version of a purr.
Shane, as expected, had taken one look at the cat and immediately fallen in love.
It certainly helped that Eskel’s belly fur was just the right texture for his husband to shove his hands in when stressed.
Even better than the Alpaca rug.
Pike hadn’t had the same reaction.
It had been wonderful.
Even more wonderful when Eskel had caused the tiny Pike to crawl.
He had crawled. 
Ilya had never seen himself as a particularly paternal person- the idea of children was both terrifying and too far in the future for him to really think about but right then?
He’d never been so devastated that Shane couldn’t get pregnant.
Eskel had taken great delight in fucking with Pike, following him around the entire night, never giving the man a moment’s peace, sitting just out of reach and watching him with his eerie yellow eyes, yawning massively, giant canines clacking together.
Pike had been devastated when Arthur had decided Eskel was the best thing ever, covering the cat in drool and all manner of baby food, chewing happily on the cat’s tail.
Shane had been disgusted.
Ilya had pointed out that it was good for the immune system if Shane wasn’t going to let Arthur roll in dirt.
His husband had looked horrified but relented when Arthur had turned his big blue Pike eyes on him as the tail was removed, lip quivering.
His husband was pathetic. Ilya loved him so much.
He also loved crushing him into the boards, giggling as he did so, Marley crowing in delight as he stole the puck from the man currently struggling to get free from under his weight. “Get off me, asshole.”
“Hmm- ow! I do not think you want! Oof!” He accepted the elbow in the ribs with grace, skating off after Marley who, after skating in a straight line straight through Montreal’s defence, Connors blocking Boiziau, sent the puck sailing straight over Drapeau’s shoulder into the net.
Stunning.
Marley slammed into his front, laughing happily. “That was beautiful!” He screamed as the rest of the team slammed into them, the crowd a mix of rejoicing and boos from the spate of Montreal fans.
He loved this beautiful game.
 

 
The fight at the end of the third period was not part of the plan but really. Was it a Voyageur’s game without the fuckwit twins Patrice and Gilbert driving up the temperature to the degree of boil over?
It really wasn’t.
He wasn’t overly invested, not like usual. He let Shane drag him to the benches, pushing him at Pike with a stern- “Stay.” That had a shiver of heat running up his spine and wasn’t that a new one. Pike just looked so cute, a little bit roughed up, jersey askew, sweat dripping down his face.
What was he supposed to do but grab him and squeeze?
Cuteness aggression indeed.
Pike had been wonderfully conditioned in his month of being around Ilya and he just went limp when his skates left the ground, grumbling unhappily as Ilya hummed, awaiting his lover’s return with his best friend.
Marley was not so happy to be removed from his happy place but didn’t have the guts to tell Shane that, instead settling down for another impromptu Russian lesson, one of Ilya’s few stipulations in letting the man live rent free in his house. It made Pike feel less shitty, watching Marley try to get his tongue around the tricker consonants, the two men often facetiming in the afternoon to compare notes, Shane holding back laughter in the background.
Ilya had near fainted in shock when Shane had told him that Pike was learning Cyrillic with him. When he’d pulled himself together enough to ask why Shane had just shrugged. “Bonding activity?”
He adored that man but he was a bit of an idiot sometimes.
“Rasputin?” Shane asked as he thunked his skates along the boards, less than half of his attention on the expanding brawl. “How the hell’d you convince your team to change your walkout theme to that?” He rubbed at his cute little red nose. “Bit on brand?”
Ilya cocked his head to one side. “You did not see?”
Shane shook his head in confusion. “See what?”
Ilya indicated with his head towards the giant screen above them. “Arthur.” He rested his chin back on Pike’s helmet. “Wanted to make happy. Likes to dance.” Sometimes he did nice things for his own benefit. Sometimes he did them for others. Most of the time he did these things to see the look of utter adoration on his husband’s face, returning the look without hesitation. “Was very cute.”
“Ex fucking ‘cuse me?”
They all turned to find LeClaire standing behind them, looking pissed. 
“Oh.” Shane whispered. “Um. Hi?”
“Hi? Hi, Hollander?” He gave Ilya the stink eye, pointing to his Pike. “Put that thing back where it came from or so help me-”
“Get that thing away from me you guys!” Cliff yelled in response.
LeClaire was not impressed.
Ilya tightened his arms, causing Pike to make a little squeak. “No, is mine.” He said haughtily, skating just a little further away with his burden. “Am tying up. Cannot let largest Pike get into fight.”
“Yes, because Pike is the fucking problem.” LeClaire shoved Shane in the back, causing him to fall forward, off the railing and back onto the ice. “Get off my fucking boards, Hollander.”
“Wow. Your coach is mean.” Shane said as dragged Marlow to Ilya’s side, out of the range of the bench mics. “Abuse.”
“No, no. Is very nice. Tells me to stop staring at your ass before.” He took great pleasure in watching Shane’s entire face turn bright red.
He dodged the drink bottle this time.
 

 
It was maybe worth losing to see his team’s reaction to having Jade and Ruby sprinting into the locker room, dicks in the wind and covered in varying degrees of blood and muck. He had never seen towels go up so fast.
The girls cared not one whit and ended up wriggling in his lap as Jackie Pike made her way into the locker room.
She looked terrible.
A small part of him was delighted.
A larger part recognised that as Jackie Pike deteriorated, his Pikes would hurt more and more. Which meant it was now Ilya’s responsibility.
He both liked this, and very much did not.
He hated being the responsible adult in a situation.
He needed to talk to Hunter.
Head Queer.
The Old One.
Haver of All Knowledge.
On second thought likely even more useless than Ilya himself.
They needed an Ancient One. A Master Queer. Someone who had been there in the times of hot Elton John. Someone to guide them through these murky waters. He would need to start looking.
The girls headed outside with Marley and Ilya rushed through his shower, exiting to find Cliff comforting the girls who looked vaguely worried, Jackie nowhere in sight. “Where is Lady Pike?” He asked softly as he quickly dressed, pressing a quick kiss to Arthur’s head.
“Wasn’t feeling well, right girls?” Marley said softly, running a hand over Arthur’s back where the baby dozed against his chest. “How about we go get ourselves a milkshake, huh? Tasty tasty milkshakes.” Not even the promise of sugar could pull the girls out of their funk and Ilya found himself with the two in his arms, grips cinched around his neck.
“Rozanov!” LeClaire stormed into the locker room. “You wanna tell me why Jackie Pike… Why the fuck is there a baby in my locker room?”
“Swear jar!” Both girls said, and Ilya had a reprieve on his throat as both of them held out a hand.
“What the fuck is this?”
“You owe money to swear jar. Is not joke. Also? This is not baby. Is tiny fish.”
Despite being a grouchy old man LeClaire was already pulling out his wallet. “This is not the time to be fudging with me, kid. I saw that stunt you and those idiots pulled over the break, I won’t have that sort of nonsense in my team. Now whose baby is…” He trailed off. “Is that fucking Pike’s baby?!”
“Swear jar!” LeClaire flinched in surprise as his entire team bellowed the words in unison, the twins squealing in delight when he handed over a thick stack of bills, for some reason thinking the best place to shove their gains was down Ilya’s shirt.
He squirmed a little as the crinkly bills scratched his chest. “Yes! Tiny fish!” Around him, his team, all conspicuously present were watching the proceedings with far too much interest.
LeClaire ran his hands down his face. “Why do you have Hayden Pike’s baby?”
“I think better question is why does Pike not have baby?” He bounced Ruby and Jade who giggled, once against doing their best to strangle him. “Is okey, does not care. Little Pikes love me.”
“What am I, chopped liver?” Marley grunted beside him, Arthur letting out a happy gurgle.
“You… Whatever I did in my past life to deserve you two idiots cannot have been worth it. Go and give him back. Now.”
“No.”
“Nyet.”
Marley nodded. “We’re going to McDonalds. And getting pie.”
“You can’t just take off with Hayden Pike’s baby.”
They looked at each other.
“Lies.”
“Liar told you this.”
 
SHANE
 
October 2015- Boston
 
Shane Hollander was used to being surprised. The primary reason for this was that people had long ago caught on to the fact that it was very easy to do so, Shane just didn’t.
Pay.
Attention.
At least not like normal people did.
Did he pay acute attention to every single message Ilya sent him, looking for flaws and concerns and reasons for his husband to realise that he suddenly wanted a divorce?
Yes.
He’d be stupid not to.
Easiest way to nip that in the bud.
Prophylactic paranoia.
Did he watch Hayden like a hawk day in and day out to make sure his… Whatever Hayden was now, was happy and healthy and sane and eating well and playing well and not about to collapse from depression and totally okay with the fact that Shane had this constant overwhelming need to be touching him all the time?
Yes.
Did he pay attention to the way Scott’s messages had dropped off the face of the earth for a good few days not long ago until Shane threatened to get on a plane to New York and was instead informed that he was busy having marathon sex with his hot boyfriend?
Yes.
So he could pay attention.
To the important things.
Did he realise that his husband had adopted Cliff Marlow as his very big and hairy baby, and thereby extension Shane had also?
No. He had missed that one.
Did he realise that his husband was planning on obtaining this… thing? That was now growling softly in his living room?
No.
Did he realise that Hayden had a fairly severe phobia of cats?
Hadn’t really come up.
“Ilya… Babe. This is…” He got down on his knees, staring at the creature who was sitting in his entryway in a dark green harness, giant yellow eyes staring around the house, a predator surveying his kingdom. “What is this?”
“Is Eskel!” Ilya sounded far too delighted as he bent down to release the creature from his harness, rubbing his hand messily across one thing that looked vaguely like an ear, the other like a cauliflower. “Is cranky Russian kitty.”
Shane sighed. Stood. “Ilya. I had plans for tonight.”
His husband, like the dog he was, came right to heel. “Oh?”
He ran a hand through his ever-lengthening hair. “Yes. I did. There was wine. Your favourite chicken parmigiana. I’ve got a fucking plug in.” Hayden wailed in the background but really? He’d watched Shane carry the piece of black silicone into the bathroom thirty minutes before Ilya was supposed to arrive. It’s not like it was a surprise, what did he think Shane had been doing? “I’d planned to send you to bed well fed and well fucked but now there is a cat that you have named after a Witcher.” He looked down at the blank space where said cat was supposed to have been sitting. “Where did it go?”
Ilya nodded as Marlow- why the fuck was Marlow here too- came in carrying a large metal litter box. “Yes. We do that. Eskel will be fine.”
“Eskel will not- Argh!” He gave a very manly yelp as Ilya swooped in and shoved him over his shoulders, trotting towards the stairs. “Rozanov, I have- stop fucking bouncing me asshole- there’s a fucking cat in my house and I don’t know if it’s gonna shit on everything-”
“We think of this later.”
Shane thought of it later.
His husband was an excellent distractor.
That was why when he came downstairs to Cliff putting little parcels of parsley on dinner- this being the singular thing he could cook without burning the house down, thank you Hunter- he’d near completely forgotten about the monster Ilya had let into his house and therefore came to an ungainly stop when he saw Arthur lying on his stomach, head resting on the belly of the cat, Eskel making a hideous growling noise in his throat that had the far smaller baby vibrating.
“Hay…” He said softly, not wanting to startle it. “Is this… Okay?”
Hayden, wan and miserable, was sitting on the couch above them, looking ready to grab his son and run. “Does this look like it’s fucking okay?” He hissed. “Your fucking husband has bought a wild fucking animal into our home-” Oh, Shane liked that- “And now my son refuses to let go of it and I’m fucking terrified it’s gonna eat him.”
Shane frowned as he tiptoed closer, Ilya ignoring them in favour of food. “Hay he’s seven months old, I’m pretty sure you can just move him.”
That earned him a haunted look and Hayden shook his head. “You didn’t hear him, Shane- it sounded like I was murdering him.” He looked back down to Arthur and Eskel. “This is the worst thing to ever happen to me.”
Shane thought that was a bit dramatic. “Sure. Worst thing.” He crouched down in front of the cat and settled his ass on the rug, reaching out a hand towards the creature who huffed in disgust before turning back to Arthur, licking over the top of his head, causing the baby’s legs to kick happily. “It’s kinda cute.”
“Is very cute.” Ilya plopped down beside him, handing over a plate, ignoring Shane’s protests about eating on the rug. “He also only understands Russian.” He offered a piece of cooked chicken to the beast who snapped it up with frankly far too large teeth, deceptively gentle as he nibbled on Ilya’s fingers. “He’s a very good boy, my Eskel.”  He leaned in against Shane’s side. “Is very good. Has passport and all vaccinations.”
Oooooh that could not be good. “Ilya.”
“Hmm?” His husband replied as he shoved a forkful of food into his mouth, accepting a beer from Marlow.
“Why does my cat need a passport?”
Ilya gasped. “You ABANDON Eskel?! You abandon him to languish alone? With people do who not care in nasty shelter for abandoned cats?”
“No! I’d never-”
“Jail for Hollander! Jail for one thousand years!” Ilya threw a piece of broccoli at his head. “You disgust me. Abuser.”
“I fucking hate you.”
“No, you do not.” Ilya placed a chaste kiss on his frown. “You also do not hate Eskel. Have said, is very good boy. Does not scratch nasty airport people and does not cry on plane.”
Oh God. “You’ve taken him on a plane.” Why was his husband looking at him like he was an idiot. “You’ve taken this cat with you to games.”
“Yes? Is this not allowed?”
“You’ve had him in hotel rooms?!”
“Have booked own rooms with Marley. Much nicer beds. Is good we are very rich.”
“And during games?”
“Sleeps in bag.”
That had him dropping his fork. “You… You’ve been smuggling my cat into arenas?” He wheezed, thumping on his chest as he did his best in inhale a hunk of low-fat cheese. “And your team just what, lets you?”
Ilya was nodding. The even more terrifying thing? So was Marlow. “Team fucking loves the little shit. And he knows he’s not allowed to sit on anyone until after the game, so he doesn’t get fur on the uniforms.” Marlow reached down to give the cat a scritch under the chin. “Roz is right- he’s a good boy. We’re gonna miss him.”
“And you don’t think that your entire team is going to notice that I suddenly have your cat?”
“Joint custody.” The two men replied in unison.
“If we’re gonna push the friends narrative, co-owning a fucking monster Roz gave you as a prank’s gonna be a pretty good way to excuse you showing up at his house sometimes, right?”
“Wow.” Hayden finally piped up from somewhere around Cliff’s feet, Eskel sniffing at his socks. “Look at that. Bears with brains.”
Shane couldn’t help but agree. Mentally. He still wasn’t overimpressed with the fact that he’d been gifted a cat with separation anxiety. “You do realise that we can just leave him with Jackie, right?”
“Jacks hates cats. It was one of the things that brought us together in the beginning.” Hayden shoved a piece of chicken into his mouth. “Good fucking luck…” He trailed down as Arthur, tiny little baby Arthur, pulled himself up on wobbly hands and knees, and crawled. 
Arthur was crawling. 
Arthur was crawling after Eskel. 
Hayden screamed, throwing himself into Shane’s lap as he broke into delighted laughter, Shane cheering as Arthur continued to follow the giant cat around the rug, Eskel flicking his enormous feather duster of a tail just out of the reach of the boy. Marlow was jumping up and down like an idiot and Ilya, the only one of them with half a brain cell was videoing the whole thing, encouraging Arthur along in Russian, like every proud father before him.
To say the rest of the night was a wash was an understatement.
And if Hayden insisted that Eskel be allowed to sleep in with him and Arthur that night, Shane didn’t object.
Not even when at two in the morning he was dragged, half conscious and half naked into the guest room next door, Ilya arranging them until Eskel was settled around Shane’s ankles, Ilya between he and Hayden.
Not even when they woke and the cat had taken it upon himself to entertain the usually early waking Arthur, the cat pressing a giant, likely dirty paw on the baby’s head every time he started to stir.
Shane’s cat was magic.
His husband was a witch.
 

 
“What in the name of fucking fuck was that shit?!” Shane didn’t think he’d ever seen Theriault so angry, arms flailing, spit flying through the air, face bright red as he slammed into the locker room, Assistant Coaches Petellier and Murtagh close behind, the door slamming in the face of their media manager.
Shane paused where he’d just pulled off his gear, pressing back against the wall of his stall, Hayden slipping sideways until they were touching, moving away from the furious man who was clearly working himself up to a rant. Hayden shifted and Shane looked over his shoulder, seeing the text thread open to Jackie, telling her not to wait. “Tell her to give the kids to Ilya.” He whispered, keeping his gaze locked on the rest of the room as Hayden nodded just enough to acknowledge, already typing out the instructions.
“You don’t get to fucking whine to me, Gilbert Comeau, you useless fuckwit! What the hell was that positioning! You’re whinging that you didn’t get a pass well maybe GET IN POSITION FOR THE FUCKING PASS! You’re not two Goddamned years old! Do your damned job!”
“Well maybe if Hollander wasn’t so fucking far up Pike’s ass-” Shane flinched, full body, as JJ’s voice piped up from the other side of the locker room, sullen and angry as he held an icepack to the back of his head.
To his surprise that had Theriault laughing. “Oh Boiziau, you self-centred little shit. I do not give. A fuck!” Theriault slammed his fist against the door, causing them all to jump. “If Hollander spends every instant of his off time with his dick so far up Pike’s ass Pike can taste it, I do not care, because clearly? It’s fucking working.”
Crass, but okay. Maybe homophobic? Shane honestly couldn’t tell.
They both shrunk back as Theriault whirled on them, arms flailing dramatically in their direction. “This? This right here? This is my fucking dream team. These are my fucking- what’d you call them, Andropov? My ‘pair of fairies?’ Yeah. They’re my fucking fairies because right now they’re the only thing keeping us on the score board. So the rest of you? Start acting like a fucking team!” He turned to stare at the entire team. “If I hear it one more time. One. More. Time. That you are not following Hollander’s orders. If I hear one more time. That you are showing these two, fucking or not, any less than the utmost amount of respect for their ability to keep this team functioning because you lot decided to throw a little tanty, I will have you running bag skates until each one of you is puking ‘til the sun comes up! Capiche?”
“YES COACH!”
“…Yes coach.”
“What the fuck?!”
“Oh, now Pike speaks Russian too?”
 

 
The locker room was completely silent as they packed up, the rustling of gear, the clacking of sticks and skates the only noise. It was a nice contrast to the last few weeks of preseason, not hearing the whispers, the jeers, the slurs behind their backs. “You played well.” Shane said softly as Hayden bent over to tie his sneakers beside him, watching as his fingers trembled just a little, as they had been since the game had ended. “Really well.”
It earned him a nervous grim, bright white intact teeth on show. “You think so?” Hayden stood, slinging his bag over his shoulder as his phone buzzed. “Felt kinda… Easy?”
Shane shrugged. “Helps when you’re not compensating for dead weight.”
“Go fuck yourself, Hollander.” Miitka grumbled under his breath from where he was getting stitched up on the other side of the room, refusing to go to medical.
“That’s the plan!” Shane chirped back, turning to grin at the giant goalie. “At least some of us played well enough to warrant getting off tonight, can’t say the same to you.” He greatly enjoyed the way Miitty’s jaw dropped in shock at the retort.
Fuck this fucking team.
Maybe Boston would take them.
Hayden chuckled beside him as they made their way into the tunnel, heading out the back towards the bus, most of the team slipping out behind them, muttering venomously under their breaths.
A quick glance to Hayden had them both increasing their pace.
No need to take any chances.
It was cool outside, dark, and Shane found himself hating their driver for parking so far away from the player’s entrance. Heavy footsteps sounded behind them, hurrying to catch up. He turned, already bracing himself for the attack.
JJ.
Grinning. “Hey, man, it’s just me!” He shouted in his Quebecois accent, hauling his bags over his shoulder as he bumped into Shane’s side. “Hell of a win there, my man! You coming out for drinks?”
Hell of a win there. 
Like he hadn’t just accused Shane of foul play.
He honestly didn’t know what to say.  
Thankfully Hayden did. “Go fuck yourself, Boiziau.” He spat out, shoving JJ right in the middle of his chest, causing the surprised man to stumble back a few steps, garnering the attention of the rest of the guys. “You don’t get to fucking talk to him after that shit in the locker room.”
JJ help up his hands in supplication, still grinning, like it was all a joke. “It was just a joke, Capitaine!” He darted in, slapping Shane on the back, just clipping one of his fresh bruises. “Come! We must celebrate the first win over Boston!”
So distracted by the glares being thrown his way over JJ’s shoulder, Hayden’s grip tight on the sleeve of his hoodie, Shane didn’t notice the massive black SUV pulling up beside them until a horn honked, causing them all to jump in surprise.
Oh God.
The windows rolled down slowly, Taylor Swift’s Bad Blood blaring through the speakers to reveal Ilya in the front seat, chewing on what looked like a pocky stick. His husband loved the strawberry ones.
In the second row of seats sat Marlow, Arthur dead to the world in his car seat, in his Boston Bears Beanie, holding his emotional support Eskel and wearing Ilya’s noise cancelling headphones.
“DADDY!” Their shrieks were muffled by the glass but the girls were slapping against the back windows until Hayden started to walk towards them.
“Get in losers! We are going to McDonalds!” His husband called lazily, wriggling his fingers in JJ’s direction in what could only be called an inflammatory manner.
Shane looked at him, confused. “But we won.”
Ilya gave him a look that told him he was truly disgusted to be married to Shane. “Tonight we are watching Mean Girls!”
“What the fuck is mean girls?!” Shane whispered Hayden as he buckled himself into the passenger seat.
“Some chick flick, I dunno man.” He eyed Ilya suspiciously. “It better not be porn.”
“You disgust me, Pike.”
 
SOMEWHERE. IN THE AETHER.
 
BIG BEARS WITHOUT MARLEY AND ROZ
I, VICTOR ST SIMON
DEMAND A CALL TO ORDER
SOUND OFF BEARS
Hammer Time: Tired
CC: Depressed
Carmie: I wish only for death. That game was a fucking nightmare
Beloved of Eskel’s Butt: Why the fuck am I in this group?
How the fuck do I get out of it? 
St Simon I swear to God I will have you running bag skates until you can’t breathe
No no, Coach, if we have to deal with the weirdness that is Marley and Roz fucking off with Pike’s baby AND SHAYDEN then so do you
Solidarity
Bears for Bears
 
Beloved of Eskel’s Butt: The money isn’t worth it. 
And what the fuck are you talking about, who’s Shayden?
Oh, poor Coach. 
Carmie: Poor poor coach
Hammer Time: Prepare to have your brain blown
Shane + Hayden = Shayden
Beloved of Eskel’s Butt: Oh. That makes sense. Wouldn’t be surprised if those two were fucking
No one’s that close without having the inclination to obtain carnal knowledge
Coach. 
I just want to say this. 
I love you. 
You are the best of Coaches
Beloved of Eskel’s Butt: Please stop
You’re all morons
What have those two-fucking got to do with Rozanov and Marlow?
Carmie: We figure someone’s fucking someone and have made it our mission in life to figure out who it is
Hammer Time: There’s a whole spread sheet
Connors: We can add you to it!
Beloved of Eskel’s Butt: Rozanov’s fucking Hollander, no fucking question. 
No Russian spends that much time talking about his rival. 
100% fucking. 
…
…
…
…
Carmie: Makes sense. 
Connors: I hate that it does and hate that we fucking missed that.
Hammer Time: To be fair, I thought it was far more likely Marley was gay than Roz. I mean. The threesomes. 
The threesomes. 
Connors: SO many threesomes. 
Beloved of Eskel’s Butt: And you lot try to convince me you’re not having orgies at those sleep overs
Coach. 
I can say with complete certainty. 
That only one orgy has ever resulted from a sleep over
Connors: You forgot about post cup cellies
Ah yes. 
Two orgies. 
Beloved of Eskel’s Butt: Get me out of this fucking chat
Sebby: Sorry, had to get the kids down
Reading up
…
…
What the actual fucking fuck? 
 
YUNA
 
November 2015- Ottawa
 
Yuna Hollander was not one to make rash decisions.
Most of the time.
She had spent the last two decades of her life ensuring that her son was happy, and until she watched him stare at Cliff Marlow with stars in his eyes she had thought that the best way to do this was to ensure he was able to play hockey.
Now things had become much more complicated.
She and David had… Hypothesised, if that was the correct word. Theorised. Guessed. Assumed. That their wonderful, perfect son may be less than completely straight. It was difficult not to contemplate the issue of Shane’s sexuality when he seemed completely and utterly uninterested in women and spent so much time staring at tapes of men.
So yes. This wasn’t coming completely from left field, but really.
Cliff Marlow?
So sue her if she’d always assumed Shane would like people who were pretty. Sweet. He was a dominant personality on the ice, if a polite and well-mannered one, and it had never crossed their minds that he may be…
Well.
The bottom.
Not that they spent much time picturing their son in such positions, in fact it was something they tried to avoid as much as possible.
But back to the problem. “David?”
Her husband, her perfect, patient husband just flicked his eyes over the top of his tablet where he was no doubt reading the New Yorker, sitting his coffee down on the table beside him. He hummed in acknowledgement.
She tapped her fingernails- getting too long- against the dining table before rising, coming to sit beside him. “Have you… Thought about it. What I said?”
From the way David looked at her he knew exactly what she was talking about.
The night after the game, after Shane had informed them- despite their travelling all the way to Boston to support him- that he wasn’t going to be having dinner with them, they’d ordered takeout and stayed in their hotel room, watching as the city of Boston celebrated their loss with an aplomb Montreal had never really shared.
Despite David not bringing it up Yuna had known he was thinking about it, the revelation they’re shared rink side, the way Shane’s face had just… Lit up, in a way they’d never seen before, and certainly not directed to one of his rare romantic partners in the past.
God, it had been nothing short of a revelation to see him look so happy, happier than he’d been in years, weighed down by the duties of captain, the expectations his team, his city, pressed into his shoulders.
An hour or so after the game, after the press and the drama a video popped up on Shane’s feed, posted by her son himself.
It had been slightly wobbly, primarily due to the fact that Shane was stifling his laughter as he filmed Cliff Marlow standing at the counter at a McDonalds, Hayden fastened onto his back like a koala, ordering over the Bear’s shoulder. Rozanov stood to the side, one arm holding Arthur Pike, the other a very large, disgruntled looking cat, both creatures perfectly content to allow the Russian to manhandle them.
“Shane! Nuggets?”
“I’m not eating nuggets, Hayden!”
“You are idiot, Pike- will only eat sad salad!”
“Fuck off, Rozanov.” The Russian stuck out his tongue at her son, Arthur giggling and waving his tiny baby fists around, Rozanov bending over to press a kiss to the little Bear’s beanie the child was wearing.
It was like a surrealist painting. The video cut out soon after as the group trundled out of the restaurant, Shane accepting an apple pie, Marlow carrying several large bags that appeared to be her son’s dinner.
Her son. Eating MacDonalds.
“He must really like him.” She’d whispered as the internet went wild, Bostonites very clear in their adoration of the situation, Montreal… Less so. “If he’s eating like that-”
“He’s an adult, Yuna, he’s allowed to eat whatever he wants.”
“But that’s just the thing. He’s not.” She’d turned to her husband. “You know what he’s like, how strict he is. He may as well be married to the team nutritionist and Nathalie would never approve something like this.” She turned back to one of the stills, Rozanov in the background as Shane stared lovingly at the man carrying Hayden like he weighed nothing. “How long has this been going on?”
It was then that she knew.
Many people assumed that because of their superficial similarities Shane looked like her. In some ways he did but in terms of his expressions?
Oh no.
That was where David’s genetics came in.
It was why neither man could keep secrets from her.
She knew. 
“David, what is it?”
He twitched. He shifted. He thought. It was one of the things she loved most about him, that mind, the way he would consider each and every variable until he knew exactly how he wanted to handle the situation… Except this time he was trying to figure out how he could protect their son.
From her.
When had she become the one he needed protection from? “When Rozanov and Hunter were in Montreal, I met them.” He said softly, reaching out to grasp her hand, sitting it in his lap like he expected to need to hold her down. “I met them several times because I truly believe I am cursed to forever be surrounded by hockey players.” He deadpanned and Yuna had to let out a huff of amusement as he continued. “They were living with Shane.”
Weeks.
Months.
“Why didn’t you tell me- why didn’t he tell me?!” She couldn’t help but shout, near throwing herself to her feet only to have David drag her back down beside him forcefully, turning her to face him. “David-”
“Because he knew you wouldn’t take it well.”
He. 
Her son. 
God.
It took the wind from her sails, the anger from her chest as she realised her son had been hiding his life from her.
They’d had breakfast.
Lunch.
Dinner in the months that the Bears and Admirals had been hanging around Montreal, and never once had Shane ever mentioned that he had anything to do with them. He’d… He’d ignored it.
He’d ignored when she asked what he thought about them.
He’d redirected when she asked what the Voyageurs were doing about the situation.
He’d distracted her when she tried to show him clips, photos, posts, suggesting statements he could make, things he could do, how they could elevate his brand- “How did you find out they were staying with him?”
For a moment her husband looked guilty.
That was when she realised that this was far more serious than what she’d thought.
This went deeper than friends or a crush living in her son’s apartment.
“He sold his apartment.”
What?
“What?”
“He sold his apartment. At least a year ago, I think. He moved out of the city. He has a house now. It’s… It wasn’t what I’d expected.”
David had been there.
“You went there.” His hand squeezed around hers. He nodded. “And they…”
“They were there and Yuna it was…” She’d watched as David’s eyes had narrowed in concern, the way he inhaled heavily. “It was nothing like the past. It was… It was bright. Colourful. Loud in ways I’ve never seen him tolerate. And it wasn’t just the hockey players, Rozanov’s girlfriend, the Russian he’s seen with, she was there. Another man, a New Yorker, I think. And Hayden. Arthur. They-” He shook his head violently. “They were friends, Yuna.”
That had her pulling her hand free. She’d stood, pacing the length of the hotel room, her mind racing.
Friends.
Friends. 
For years, since the beginning of his career they’d discussed this.
The image they were trying to portray.
They’d agreed on aims.
Ways.
Means.
They’d negotiated and compromised until between them. As a family. They’d created the brand that was Shane Hollander.
So Shane knew the risk he was taking by associating with Rozanov.
Yuna had always played into the rivalry and she he thought Shane had too. She’d been more than happy to take on the CCM contract years ago, pushed Montreal to play them against each other, offered sound bites and quotes that pushed the antagonistic agenda between the two men and now.
Now Shane had opened his house to the enemy and she was terrified that he hadn’t done it of his own free will. “Did… Why didn’t you tell me? Was he safe-”
“Don’t do that.” David’s tone had brooked no resistance and she’d paused, waiting for him to continue. “Don’t say things like that about them. I…” He sighed heavily, sadly, disappointedly. “I did that. I thought like that. I was invited into his home for lunch. I stayed there for hours. I treated him like you would have. Like I thought I should have.”
She knew. “Rozanov.”
David nodded. “Rozanov. I treated him like I thought Shane would have wanted me to. It wasn’t until Shane asked me in no uncertain terms to leave that I realised they had closed ranks around him, and I was the one in the wrong.
“So no. I don’t believe he was being forced to have them there. He was happy. Safe. And Ilya Rozanov deserved far better than I gave him. Far better, Yuna. He was… Honestly? He was a delight. He was polite, affable, unhealthily obsessed with puzzles, Pike seemed glued to his side and not once did I see a trace of that damned rivalry when I was in that house.”
Yuna was… She was going to need to think about that. She knew herself. She knew her capabilities, and limitations- of which there were few but they were still there- she knew that it would take her far longer than a few hours to accept that Ilya Rozanov had any real place in her son’s life, but she would try.
For Shane.
But that wasn’t the true matter at hand. “And Marlow?”
“That’s the strangest thing. Shane spent more time balled up on Rozanov’s lap-” Yuna choked on that- “than interacting with Marlow. But maybe they were hiding it? Or Shane was?”
Hiding.
What had happened on the ice hadn’t been hiding.
And that bought Yuna back to now. Sitting at home, on their couch, trying to figure out a way to show their son that they loved him no matter who he loved, even if that man was the AC of the Boston Bears.
It wasn’t going as well as they thought it would. Shane wasn’t exactly the easiest person to communicate with by dint of him simply not, he tended to hold his personal life close to his chest unless he was specifically asked, and even then his answers were deliberately vague and veiled, as evidenced by their current dilemma. “He can’t keep hiding this forever.” Yuna murmured as she settled against David’s side, her husband’s arm coming to wrap around her shoulder as he returned to his coffee. “I can’t even imagine how scared he must me, to hide it from us. Is it something we’ve said? Something we’ve done?”
“Maybe we pushed him too hard, with asking to set him up on dates, that sort of thing?”
Yuna shook her head. “No, I don’t think so… It’s not like we do it often and surely he understands that we’ve only been doing it because we’re worried about him. He’s been so alone, David, I want him to be happy, I want him to have what we have one day and he can’t do that if he lets the world dictate what he can and cannot have.”
David ran his fingers against the edge of his tablet, nodding pensively. “We can’t push him, Yuna. You know what happens when we push.”
Complete and utter mental and emotional shutdown.
Silence.
Like now.
Weeks on from Shane removing her as his manager Shane was only just starting to open up to them again, texting more than once a week when previously he’d checked in daily.
Things were just starting to get back to normal.
It was time to strike.
“I have an idea. I need to call Farah.”
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He’d thought this shit was over. He’d thought it was done. He’d thought that finally ‘severing the umbilical,’ as Carter had put it, would put enough distance between the force that was Yuna Hollander and himself that she wouldn’t be able to do this.
Turned out his mother and Farah had stunningly similar ideas sometimes.
“Bulgari. Like. The jewellery? The handbags?” Shane stared down at the laptop screen, seeing the snake pendant she’d shoved in his face. “They use actors. Actual models.”
His mom’s tone was… Placating. As if she knew he wasn’t impressed and was heading off a meltdown at the pass. “You are a model, Shane.”
He’d never been so glad that he wasn’t a model. “I’m a sports model. I do beer and gear and athletic wear.” He closed the laptop gently, sitting it to the side and staring up at her. “Who thought it would be a good idea to get me in jewellery? It’s not even slightly my brand and you didn’t mention anything about branching out.”
The way that his mom’s eyes darted to the side, towards his dad, had something in Shane… Clenching. Maybe this was what Ilya meant when he said that things gave him a vibe.
This entire situation was giving him a bad one.
He recognised the slight twitch at the side of David Hollander’s mouth as his own, the way his mom’s shoulders raised just a little then settled back as if she’d made a decision. “They… They’re trying something different. And they think you’re… Pretty.”
Mind blank. So blank.
“Pretty.”
She winced. “Yes. Pretty. I know-”
“I guess it’s not a lie.” Ilya called him pretty all the time. Hayden did too. Sure, it sucked that he wasn’t the hot one, but he figured Ilya and Scott needed something they could claim, given the title of best hockey player was in his pocket. “Still don’t get why they’d choose me, Hayden’s prettier.” He muttered to himself, poking at the laptop. Not that the man had agreed, leading to a particularly unmemorable night by dint of the fact that they’d drunk so much arguing they couldn’t remember it at all.
He enjoyed the way his mother mouthed ‘Hayden’s prettier.’ “I thought… I thought that would make you angry.”
Shane settled back into the couch in what had become his ‘business apartment,’ the sex/murder condo finally being of some use once he’d realised that tenants weren’t the worst thing in the world. He liked keeping one of the downstairs apartments vacant for short term rentals, one of the new rookies had just moved in. “Why? My face is everywhere, mom, social media is loud. All those magazines can’t be wrong.” He said as he looked up at the ceiling, scowling at the popcorn finish. He hated it. It was impossible to get out the dust. He’d need to rip it out.  
“I… See. Then if you’re happy to go ahead they asked for a suggestion for another player, and I put up Marlow.”
Shane stiffened.
The vibes were making sense now.
“Marlow. Cliff Marlow. Of the Bears. Giant, hairy, wouldn’t know a ruby from a sapphire Cliff Marlow. In diamonds. For Bulgari.”
Oh. He didn’t like that look. That was his mom’s ‘I have a plan and I know I’m right and I’m going to force it through to the end no matter what you want’ look.
He wanted his husband.
He wanted to sleep.
He did not want to do this.
His mother had continued in the background. “You seemed comfortable with him! And their ideas were… The storyboards were… Intimate. I didn’t want them finding someone you weren’t able to work with.”
He felt vaguely queasy- if there’d been even the slightest doubt in his mind as to whether he found Marlow attractive it was gone now. “Intimate. You thought intimate, and your mind immediately went to Cliff Marlow.” His phone buzzed and he looked down. Speak of the devil.
“Hollzy, they want to make me wear diamonds! Diamonds! I’ll break them! My agent already said yes! I don’t wanna!”
Shane wanted to die. “The whole point of diamonds is that you can’t break them, Marlow.” He pointed out, rubbing his hand over his face. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”
“But Hollzyyyyyyyyyy I don’t wanna. Can’t you ask Roz?” 
His son was a moron. “It’s not really up to me, if you’ve already agreed to it-”
“But I don’t wanna!”
“Can you stop screaming like an idiot?”
“Why not Pike? Pike is pretty! Put him in pretty jewellery! I knew being friends with you was a bad idea! Look what you’re doing to me!”
“Stop whinging.” Shane hung up. Looked up at his mom who looked like she was chewing on a lemon. “Yeah. He’s super happy about this.” He said, trying to sound vaguely amused but coming off frustrated given how his mom was looking at him. “Maybe next time you try to set me up on a business date you ask my opinion on the matter.”
“But you looked at him like-”
Like what?
It was like a shaft of ice had speared through his chest. He pushed himself to sit up straight, staring at his mother, holding up a hand to halt her words. “What the fuck is this?” The fury in his tone surprised even him, his mother taking a step back, his dad appearing in the archway connecting them to the kitchen. “What are you doing here?”
Guilt. Guilt was the look on both of their faces. His parents shared a look before they turned to him, a united front. “We… We were watching the Boston game. We… Shane, we saw the way you were looking at him.”
He felt like his world was falling apart. “The way I looked at him.” He forced out through clenched teeth, holding his jaw tight to stop them from chattering as he felt his entire body go cold, tensing to stop himself from trembling.
“In a certain way.”
His nose twitched. His jaw tightened further, his teeth creaked as they ground together, the sensation making him nauseous. “What way. What way did I look at him?” He asked softly.
He watched as a flicker of annoyance crossed his mother’s features, as if his reactions were somehow inappropriate.
Like he was overreacting.
A tiny portion of himself felt validated.
That he’d been right.
About their reactions.
Like what he was needed to be managed.  
“Shane, sweetheart, I don’t understand why you’re angry-”
He scoffed, throwing himself to his feet and starting to pace, his hands shoved into his pockets.
Except.
He pulled out his phone, opening the dictation app he favoured, hitting record.
He texted Hayden, currently at the shops with Arthur with Shane’s- realistically their- car.
He placed the gadget back into his pocket. Turned to his parents.
Took a deep breath.
“I’m not angry, mom. Well, I am.” He sighed frustratedly, struggling to voice what he was feeling and wishing, for the first time ever, that he wasn’t alone doing this.
He wanted his husband.
He wanted Ilya here, fuck the consequences.
“Why aren’t you angry-”
“Because I’m fucking terrified!” He was yelling by the end, the overwhelming fear, the panic bursting out of him as his parents flinched back, like they expected him to explode. “Because if you’re saying what I think you’re saying-”
To his surprise it was his dad who stepped forward- that was when he realised that they’d rehearsed this.
Planned this.
It had been a fucking trap. 
“Shane, calm down. There’s nothing wrong-”
He barked out a laugh at just how fucking stupid that sounded. “What the fuck are you saying, there’s nothing wrong?!”
“Language, Shane-”
“Don’t reprimand me like I’m a fucking child, mom!” He spat out furiously. “Seriously. Are we talking about the same fucking sport here? In the same fucking NHL?! What you’re accusing me of-” His hands were in his hair, tugging until it was painful. He couldn’t bring himself to look at their faces, head down as he continued to pace across the living room rug, between table and couch and back. “What you’re saying I am-”
Long, gentle fingers landed on his shoulders and Shane flinched back from the contact, his mother staring at him with pity. “No no no, sweetie, we’re not accusing you of anything! Calm down, Shane-”
Oh.
Oh fuck you.
He channelled his inner Ilya, his expression icy. “No. You do NOT. Tell me to calm down. You don’t get to do that.” He shoved her hands away when she continued to try to paw at him, as if she thought contact would help. 
It had never helped.
“How can you not see why I’m fucking terrified? If you’re noticing something, then other people will too! I’m already dealing with one of the most homophobic teams in the league without my ever admitting to anything, and now I’m finding out that my parents saw me look at a guy and assumed I wanted to fuck him? And that’s supposed to make me feel safe?”
“We just assumed-”
“You assumed I was gay. So instead of coming to me and asking, instead of having an actual fucking conversation like a normal parent you what. Decided to fuck with me? Thought you could just slip under the radar and set me up for the low, low price of five million?” He scoffed in disgust. “Fine. Let’s do this. I’m gay.” Both of his parents turned from each other to stare at him in shock. “I don’t know why you look so stunned, you already knew that, right? Is this what you wanted to hear? Concrete evidence?” He shook his head in disgust. “Congratulations. To both of you. I’ve just come out to you in the middle of an argument. Just how every kid wants to come out to his parents. Your son is a bonafide cocksucker-”
His mom let out a distressed sound, hands flying up to cover her mouth, his dad flying forward to grab his shoulders, shaking him gently. “Shane, don’t say that-”
He just shrugged. “Why not? It’s true. I hear it every day from my team. From other players on the ice. I’ve heard it from you, mom, what was it, ‘Fuck him. Right up the butt?’ Reducing my sex life to a fucking insult?” He enjoyed it, the way she went pale, just he had when he’d heard it the first time. “Did you actually think you were helping me? Did you think it would get better, when you signed me up to drape myself over Cliff Marlow?” He asked simply. “I’m really, really trying to understand the logic here because there is not a single person out there who’s going to look at us and think oh yeah. That Shane Hollander. One hundred percent straight. Or at best, top energy right there.”
He ran his hands through his hair, stepping back from both of them, ignoring the way their hands immediately reached out as if to keep him in place. “You had no right. No right to do this. To put me, to put Cliff in danger like this, mom, Cliff, who I have absolutely zero interest in sleeping with, let alone dating.”
They were crying now, tears running down his mother’s face as she stared at him in horror. “We didn’t know- Shane. You didn’t tell us!”
His hands clenched into fists and he shoved them into his pockets just to hide the shaking. “Because it was none of your fucking business-”
“There’s no need to speak to us like that-”
“Well clearly trying to speak to you like a normal person isn’t working!” Shane spat out angrily. “It was none of your business, you get that, right? The only person who should have decided when I was ready to come out was me, and I sure as hell wasn’t ready now. I’ve spent my entire life being told I was wrong, just for existing. Too brown. Too Asian. Too autistic. Too soft. Too pretty. The last thing I wanted to be was the token gay NHL player too.
“Do you have any idea how miserable I made myself, trying to be normal, trying to avoid this exact situation? To be what you wanted? The perfect poster boy for your perfect league? For Montreal? The perfect example?! If I’d never taken a stance against it, accepted what I was how much I would have missed? Would you have just kept on pushing, and pushing, until I was married to some woman you picked out for me like an apartment? Would you have ignored how miserable I was? Standing there beside some perfectly lovely woman who interested me as much as Marlow does?” He shook his head. “Sorry to disappoint you, mom, but you’re not getting that wedding you’ve been planning since I was seventeen.”
“Shane, sweetie-”
He turned away, unable to stand the look of pity on her face. “Don’t do that. Don’t look at me with pity. I’m not ashamed of who I am. And I’m sure as hell not in the closet because I want to be. And I don’t want to talk about it anymore than I have today. I would however appreciate it if you didn’t jeopardise a multimillion-dollar ad campaign to try and get me laid next time. Great idea there, mom.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Wow. Thanks. I didn’t appreciate you meddling in my life before I was gay, what made you think I’d appreciate it now?” He didn’t wait for a reply.
He didn’t wait for anything
He didn’t wait for his mother hurrying after him.
He didn’t wait for his father calling him to come back.
He walked straight out the front door.
Down the stairs.
Into the carpark.
Onto the footpath.
He ignored Mrs Slouvakis, his Greek next-door neighbour who had spent years introducing Shane to each and every one of her granddaughters as they came by her bakery. He ignored said eldest granddaughter when she called out, waving frantically. He ignored the painfully cold gust of wind that reminded him he’d left his coat and gloves on the rack, leaving him in just a thin sweater, his hands already feeling icy cold.
His phone was buzzing in his jacket.
The thought of seeing his parent’s names on the screen was enough for him to ignore it.
He kept walking. It was closing in on dusk and the streetlights started to come on, the cars that passed him blinded him with their headlights and he pulled his shoulders up around his soon to be frost-bitten ears as yet another set had him staring down at the footpath, keeping one foot moving in front of the other.
He was so intent on getting as far away from his parents as possible that he didn’t notice the car stop. He didn’t notice anything until a hand closed around his elbow and yanked him backwards.
Ilya would be proud of the punch he threw.
He’d probably be even more proud of Hayden’s reflexes as he threw himself backwards, barely dodging Shane’s fist, eyes flashing in shock. “Fuck, dude!” He held up his hands in defence. “What the fuck?!”
And Shane?
Shane was done.
Hayden let out an ‘oof’ as his back slammed into the car door, arms immediately coming up to catch Shane as he threw himself at the taller man, sobbing uncontrollably, not able to get out a single coherent word. “Shit, Shane- what the fuck happened?” His words were somewhat garbled in Shane’s head, like Hayden was speaking through a pool of water, indistinct and meaningless. “Come on, you’re freezing.” He ushered him into the passenger seat, hurrying around to the driver’s side and fiddling with the heating until it was blasting in Shane’s face, throwing his own heavy woollen coat over his lap.
He buckled Shane’s seatbelt into place then pulled out onto the street, and Shane had never been so happy as to have bought an automatic because he refused to let go of the hand resting on his thigh, interlacing their fingers as he continued to sob, feeling disgusting, and snot filled, and congested and about ready to have another of his famous panic attacks.
Turns out Ilya Rozanov wasn’t the only person his body decided was safe to shut down around.
He really should have picked up on that sooner.
“Moy lyubov? What is happening?” The soft Russian filtered through the speakers and Shane made a truly pathetic noise, collapsing against the central console, the top of his head digging into Hayden’s ribs as he curled up pathetically, Hayden’s hand shifting to the back of his neck, kneading rhythmically, something for Shane to match his breathing to.
His mind went to mush.
He recognised the cadence of the words, could tell Ilya and Hayden were talking- they talked a lot these days.
He didn’t mind that.
Sometimes he thought his husband liked Hayden more than he did Shane.
He didn’t mind that either.
He got it. He liked Hayden more than himself too.
Hayden was amazing.
His hand was amazing. His fingers. His nails were the perfect length as they traced through the steadily growing hairs at the back of his neck.
He liked that they could talk to each other. They liked to talk. Shane didn’t. Not all the time.
He didn’t want to talk now.
He didn’t want to talk at all.
Why the fuck did I tell them like that?
After all these years. 
So many years of hiding. 
For nothing. 
What if they tell people?
They wouldn’t. Surely they wouldn’t. They’re my parents. They love me. 
He hoped they still loved him.
He honestly didn’t know.
“I think he’s coming out of it.”
“You are sure?”
Why couldn’t he have just kept his fucking mouth shut? Why did he have to fight back? When had that ever helped him?
“Well he’s stopped screaming into my coat so that’s a win?”
“Sometimes silence is also not good.”
“You’re saying that like I haven’t weathered more than one breakdown, oh causer of most of them. I know which silences aren’t ‘good’.” Shane felt, in a weirdly detached manner, the car shift around a series of corners which were oddly familiar, then the smooth transition onto the highway. “This is an okay one. He’s still sniffling.”
“Sniffling is cute or very sad?”
“Bit of both, I think.” He could feel it more now, the way the console dug into his side, the warmth seeping through Hayden’s t-shirt into the top of his head, the scratchiness of the wool between his teeth. He felt a weight settle along his side, squished between his back and the seat, warm and vibrating as Eskel- who had long since claimed the passenger seat lap as his own- nuzzled into his ribs. “Do you have the booking numbers?”
“Have texted. You have passports?”
“Bitch please.”
“Swear jar.”
“I’m a parent to multiple children-”
“You have three, Pike.”
“Are you telling me not to count Marlow amongst my children? Because I can not, you know, and you can manage his bullshit the next time he forgets to book his flights?”
“Hmm. No. I will be fun papa. You are boring Uncle. Shane is mama.”
“Shane is dissociating in my car.”
He was fucking not.
Okay.
Maybe a little.
The car pulled to a suspicious stop and Hayden was yanking on his coat which Shane relinquished unhappily, pulling the hood of his sweater over his head, his eyes already dry and itchy with tears and salt and his sleeve a mess from wiping at the mess. He wanted a tissue.
Arthur made an unhappy little noise as he was unbuckled and transferred into his travel stroller and Shane grunted as Eskel launched himself off his side, over the back of the seat and into the detachable bassinet-style carrier beside Arthur, letting Hayden cover them both with a blanket before he was rummaging around for Arthur’s diaper bag.
That thing was Mary Poppins calibre. He’d seen Hayden pull an entire full-length umbrella out of it the other day.
If he was cognisant enough to think about diaper bags he was probably okay to sit up.
The murky gloom of an underground carpark met his gaze and he winced at the thought of the gross, muggy air that was about to greet him as Hayden appeared, pulling the door open and handing Shane the bag. “Where are we?”
Hayden huffed as he attached Shane’s unsteady grip to the pocket of his coat, eyeing him up and down. “Sure. Where are we. You have a panic attack on the sidewalk and you’re actually wondering where we are.” He shook his head in disappointment. “Absolute dumbass.”
Shane didn’t even object as he was led quickly to the lift, Arthur continuing to nap, Eskel watching through the mesh like a tiny sentinel. It wasn’t until he was hit with the sound a sight of Montreal International Airport that he realised what was happening.
Boston had two home games coming up.
Montreal played in Toronto the next night. They were flying out the next morning. “Hay-”
“I’ve already messaged Theriault to scratch us.” Hayden murmured as they hurried through the late afternoon crowds to check in. “Told him there’s been a family emergency, kids, right?” He laughed nervously as he handed over his phone with the booking numbers. “He thought it was bullshit but it’s fucking Buffalo, if they can’t win without us there that’s not our problem. We’ll have to catch them in Detroit.” The woman behind the desk gasped in delight as she saw the final passport, Eskel’s face there for all to see, the cat allowing a soft scritch on the top of his mangled head in return for a call ahead to the gate.
Hayden hurried them along, throwing his own coat over Shane’s trembling shoulders as they headed towards security, Arthur whining as his carrier went through the metal detector, Eskel ignoring the fuss in favour of Shane’s other shoulder as Hayden threw their shoes into trays, pushing Shane towards the line.
Either the TSA agent gave zero shits about anything other than getting to the end of their shift or they didn’t know hockey because they were through a clear in minutes, the advantage of having next to no luggage, and they rushed through the airport to their gate, arriving as the last passengers were being ushered aboard, settling in first class. Hayden quickly disassembled the base of the stroller, sitting down beside Shane and placing Arthur in his arms, Eskel in the bassinet on the floor between them.
Shane buried his nose in Arthur’s pale blonde hair, inhaling the baby’s soap and Ilya’s cologne, rubbed off from where Hayden had been holding the baby.
He didn’t have his toothbrush.
He didn’t have his facemasks.
He didn’t have his clothes.
Arthur wriggled slightly before settling into a nap as they lifted off, the baby giving not one shit as Shane leaned over, resting his head against Hayden’s shoulder, the tension finally leaving his body as he shuddered pathetically, Hayden’s arm going around his shoulder as he pulled Shane in close. “Go to sleep, man. I’ll wake you up when we land.”
“I love you.”
“Love you too, pookie- oof.”
 

 
Delays had them stepping off the plane after ten and by then Arthur was hungry, Shane was vaguely nauseous and Hayden was the single thing holding them together, quiet and competent and if Ilya made a single joke about Hayden today he’d punch his husband in the face because Hayden Pike was the only thing keeping Shane upright as they near jogged through arrivals, heads down, Eskel growling at anyone who came too close to his charges.
Shane was near comatose, exhausted and tired and cold and miserable and all he wanted to do was eat an apple pie with a ginger ale and bury himself under a blanket, so he let Hayden drag him straight to the pick-up zone, the man on his phone, Marlow on the other end of the line as Ilya’s SUV rolled up in front of them, picture perfect, his husband throwing himself out of the passenger side, face hidden by a mask, Marlow grabbing Eskel and Arthur, Hayden slipping into the vacated passenger seat, directing Cliff to the nearest McDonalds.
Ilya curled Shane up into the smallest ball possible, his arms pressing and squeezing until Shane felt he could breathe again, tears streaming down his face as Ilya whispered softly in Russian, endearments and reassurances without rhyme or reason, a stalwart bastion of uncompromising adoration and safety.
The house was warm, the central heating chugging away in underrated silence as they filed in, Hayden and Marlow remaining in the kitchen as Eskel stalked straight to his litterbox, Ilya carrying Shane straight into the master bathroom, stripping him out of his stress-sweat wet clothes and pushing him into the shower where he spent a good half an hour just running shampoo and conditioner through his hair, massaging the stress out of his shoulders and lower back, eventually wrapping him up in his favourite Bears hoodie, bright pink socks and what were likely Marlow’s joggers, even longer than Ilya’s usually were.
“You want to talk here?” His husband whispered, the first words he’d said all night.
Every day, Shane thanked whichever Godly being had decided Shane deserved this man.
Shane thought about it, thought about having to have this conversation more than once. He shook his head. “No.” His voice was gross. “Do you… Do you think Scott and the others, Svetlana, would be able to call?”
Ilya pressed a fond kiss to his forehead before taking his hand and leading him through the house to the living room where Hayden was dozing under Eskel, Cliff laying on the floor in front of the fire, Arthur in the spare room down the hall. Both men shot upright as they entered the room, worry lining their tired faces. “Hey.” Shane whispered, already feeling guilty for overreacting and ruining what should have been a relaxing night before a game for them all. “I’m sorry-”
“Don’t you fucking dare.” Cliff butted in quickly, point at him. “I have never once seen you crash out over something that didn’t deserve crashing out over.” He patted the rug beside him. “Come on, I put some shitty pizzas in the oven, you look like you need sugar.”
Whilst his in-season diet winced at the thought of even more junk food he couldn’t make himself care. He knew Ilya had pre-made bags of steamed vegetables in the freezer.  “Go sit, krasivyy, I will bring laptop.” Ilya pushed him towards Cliff and like a newborn foal he wobbled his way over to the giant forward who settled him down against the couch base and wrapped him up in one of the many weighted blankets.
The distinctive pings of the Dinosaur chat started to flood the room and Hayden poked at his phone, a second separate ping- Jackie’s- causing him to frown. “The twins are less than impressed that Arthur gets to go on a plane and they don’t.”
Shane hadn’t even thought of that. “Shit- was Jackie okay with you bringing Arthur?”
The snort Hayden let out broke his heart a little. “Do you actually need me to answer that?” He shifted as Ilya vaulted the back of the couch, landing on his legs, settling his laptop down on the coffee table so they could all see the screen.
Shane couldn’t help the watery sniff he let out when he saw Scott, Kip and Carter all in Scott’s bed with steaming cups and toast, Svetlana in a facemask and her hair in a bonnet, and lastly, to his surprise, the woman Kip had introduced as Maria a few weeks ago curled up on her couch, waving nervously. “Hi.” He said softly, Cliff looping a heavy arm around his shoulders. “I’m sorry-”
“If I’d forgotten he was Canadian.” Marie said with a wink, a large tabby cat crossing her camera with a dismissive meow. “Sorry, I was talking to Kip when Rozanov called, I can go?”
“No, this group needs more women. We are the only ones with brain cells.” Svetlana said firmly as she picked up a giant diffuser, muting herself as she put in earbuds.
“Are you okay, Shane? You don’t look great.” Kip was leaning forward, staring into the camera. “What happened?”
“Um…” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Can I… I recorded this. I didn’t… I’m not good at this stuff. I wanted to… To ask. If I overreacted.” He shook himself, hating how he wasn’t able to find the words to explain himself, just so. Fucking. Grateful. That they were here. That he was here. That he hadn’t had to beg them to be.
He sat his phone down on top of the keyboard. “I was in Montreal. My mom and Farah, my agent, signed me as an ambassador for Bulgari-” He flinched as the roar of the diffuser came through the speakers and Svetlana started screaming in Russian. “Yes, I’ll get you one of the snake things.” He waved her down until the mute returned. “The whole campaign is some rubbish by a director who’s obsessed with the Boston-Montreal rivalry so mom suggested Cliff.”
“Which I am not a fan of.” The giant forward gestured vaguely at his face, the scars, the broken nose. “Not exactly model material.”
“That’s not even the worst thing.”
“I don’t know what could be worse than seeing Cliff Marlow draped in gold.” Carter yelled out from behind Scott’s muffled chuckles.
“She suggested Cliff because both she and my dad are convinced I’m in love with him.”
Silence.
Ilya squeaked.
Hayden inhaled.
Cliff looked like he was about to throw up.
Scott had stuffed his head under a pillow but his laughter was still audible.
Maria looked like this was the best thing ever. 
“Yeah. I didn’t really react well.” He leaned forward and turned up the volume on his phone.
Pressed play.
 
CLIFF
 
Cliff Marlow had never been so terrified as when Shane Hollander mentioned his name and ‘love’ in the same sentence.
He was going to die.
He looked to Roz who was staring at him, wide eyed and his lips pursed tight as weird little nasal squeaking noises erupted from his throat, his face turning red.
Hollander pressed play.
Everyone went silent.
A minute in Cliff was nauseous.
His heart was beating out of his chest.
Behind him Hollzy was rubbing his hand against his sternum and an instant later Roz was on the ground beside him, pulling his husband into his lap, dragging Pike with him.
By the time Shane came out to his parents Pike was wrapped around Roz’s back, soft, distressed whines sounding from where he’d shoved his face into the Russian’s neck as Roz dripped tears onto his husband’s face. On the screen Hunter was sobbing silently into Kip’s shoulder, Svetlana looked like she was about to fly to Ottawa and shank a bitch.
By the end Cliff didn’t think there was a single dry eye on the call, even Marie, their token straight- at least he assumed- was raiding a tissue box. “Fuck, Hollzy.”
Shane let out a guttural sob from somewhere within Roz’s limbs. “Yeah. That sucked.”
“Oh sweetheart. Am so sorry.” Roz whispered as he traced along Hollzy’s cheeks, wiping away his tears. “Am so sorry this happened to you. Was very wrong.”
“I just… I just don’t know what they were thinking! And Farah! Was it… Did they think it would come off as a joke? I told them! I told them how bad Montreal was. I’ve been telling them for years and they just…”
“It could tip them over the edge.” Pike’s voice was somewhat muffled by Roz’s shirt. “It’s already shit but it’s not like something like this would help.”
“We can’t get out of it, though.” Cliff pointed out. “My agent’s already accepted the offer- asshole was fucking chomping at the bit when he told me, it’s the biggest offer I’ve ever gotten and I reckon Hollzy’s earning way more than I am.” Shane was nodding in agreement. “And it’s not like we can just say no to whatever campaign they’ve got planned.”
“Maybe you should not.”  He and Hollzy turned to the screen where Svetlana was scrunching something into her curls. Or maybe just squishing them. He’d ask Roz later. “Your team, Hollander, it has already made up it’s mind, yes? Nothing you can say will change this. You are gay in their eyes.” Her gaze flickered to Roz. “Why do you not just… Stop?”
Hollzy snorted in misery-tinged amusement, grunting as Eskel appeared from under the couch, covered in dust and settling in his lap. “Stop being gay? Tried that, didn’t go well.”
Roz looked ready to murder his best friend who wasn’t Cliff. “I do not like this plan. Any plan that does not involve fucking my beautiful husband is not good plan.”
Svetlana gave him the finger. “You’re an idiot, Ilyushka. I mean that you should stop saying no. Do not deny anymore. Fuck with them. They say you are gay? You make joke to make uncomfortable. They accuse you of fucking Pike? Slap his ass on the way to the shower. They say you are gay because Marlow and you are being sexy on a billboard? Be gay.”
“Play it up. Lean into it. Fuck with their heads.” Hunter was nodding furiously. “It’s not the worst idea. They’re so used to you shutting everything about your personal life down, yeah?” Cliff got the idea he was looking at Roz now. “Plausible deniability.”
Roz cocked his head to the side. “What does this mean? Is too late for big words.”
“It means that if one day I come out as gay to my team not a single one of them will be able to claim they were blindsided.” Hollzy sounded interested now, uncurling from his little ball. “It means, that if management tried to fuck with me, all I’d have to say is that it was old news.”
“It is not a long-term solution, of course.” Svetlana pointed out, a cow-print facemask in place. “It will shock them in the beginning, but soon they will move on.” She was looking at Pike now, who was hiding behind Roz’s shoulder. “You will still need to leave Montreal.”
“My rookie contract was only up last year, I resigned with Montreal until 2021 and Hay’s stuck for just as long…”
“I am working on it, little kotenok. You leave this with Sveta.” She tapped the side of her nose. “In the meantime, I suggest you get Cliff to manscape.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    And next time...
Jackie has the worst possible time.

Ilya takes the Hobbits to Isengard.

Snakes and bite marks.

Yuna makes the poorest life decision EVER
And moooooore :-) Maybe Troy.


  






  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Heated Rivalry has me in its grasp, and I can't stop thinking about all the different ways these two boys could interact if Ilya started to teaching Shane Russian earlier. If they weren't outed when they were. If JJ was less stupid... Let me know if you'd like more :-)
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