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The Short Game

    by Oaks118

      Summary

      Hayden took a bite, chewed pensively, then asked, “So, where are you going?”

Shane felt his lips twitch into a small smile. “New York.”
---
OR: Instead of Ilya moving to Ottawa, Shane moves to New York. Now that he's playing with Scott Hunter, Shane finds himself more involved in the queer scene and on the fast-track to another MLH Cup final. Since he stays in Boston, Ilya's still at the top of his game, setting records as he leads his team straight through the playoffs. What happens when being closer together, means their rivalry is stronger than ever?



      Notes

        Hello! Guess who just finished The Long Game?!

So I've been getting a lot of demand from Scotty Fucking Knows for more Hollanov/Skip together content (particularly getting on each other's nerves). And I've been reading The Long Game and really feeling for Ilya in how he has to be ok with essentially tanking his own career while Shane goes on to win cups just so they can be close together. And that got me thinking of how different it would be if Shane moved instead (even though I know it makes more sense for Ilya to move; being closer to Shane's parents, Canadian citizenship, less rivalry between the cities, plus Shane would honestly never) and Ilya got to keep going at the height of his career. What that would mean for his depression (because I do think part of it is losing all the time), their rivalry, and their relationship (especially if they're hiding while Shane is on a less homophobic team, but Ilya is also still with Boston). And what's the closest team to Boston…? New York :) Cue Shane + Scott besties, nights out at the Kingfisher, and Ilya having many opportunities to get on Scott's nerves.

This is going to be a proper WIP. I'm going to aim for 1-2 updates per month (because I'm also working on other fics) but I'm not committing to a concrete schedule because I don't want to put as much pressure on myself this semester (and the next chp might be a min cause I'm trying to get through the rest of the books to write this properly). But I hope people still follow along as it updates because it's more fun (and encouraging) for me to read the comments on each chapter rather than being alone the whole time I'm writing it. That being said, this is gonna be a fun one and I'm super excited about the concept :)) Enjoy!
-Oaks




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: For the Best
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane breaks the news about his moving to Hayden.



    Chapter Notes

      This chp is technically the prologue, but Ao3 doesn't really let us do that in the chp count so this will have to do. I'll update the tags more as I get into it and decide how in depth with stuff I'm really going. Not sure if I'll do smut in it yet. Also the Metros in this are super homophobic and awful for plot reasons so be warned.

This fic takes place one year after the Cottage in Heated Rivalry. So Shane finishes up his final season with the Metros and then moves to NY when Ilya would've moved to Ottawa. And it'll follow his first season with the Admirals.

Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!

-Oaks







  Shane sat across his dinner table from Hayden. It was just them tonight. No Ilya. No Jackie. No kids. Hayden had been happy about having some ‘guy time’ but Shane suspected he’d be less thrilled when he found out why Shane had wanted the privacy.
He’d waited until halfway through dinner to break it to him. Hayden had spent the evening chatting away about the team, speculating about next season, when Shane finally resolved himself to finally say what he had to say.
“You know,” Hayden said around a mouthful of roast chicken and rice. “This stuff isn’t that bad if I get past the general flavorlessness of it. Like, the texture’s kind of ok.”
Shane put his fork down. “Hayden, I’m leaving.”
Hayden looked around at Shane’s house, a little confused, but still joking. “I mean, it’s your house but go ahead. I’ll watch the movie on your big ass tv by myself. Maybe find some better food. You won’t tell Ilya if I eat his ice cream, right? Cause I know the shit in the freezer isn’t yours—”
“No.” Shane took a breath and looked his friend in the eye. “I’m leaving Montreal.”
Hayden stopped. He put his own fork down. “What do you mean?”
“I’m not resigning with the Metros next season.”
Hayden frowned, eyebrows scrunching in confusion. “I don’t understand. Are you quitting hockey? Did something happen? Are you not able to play?”
“No," Shane said calmly. "I’m moving to a different team.”
Hayden's whole body shot forward, hands on the table. “What? They’re trading you?!”
“No. This is my choice.”
“Why the fuck would you leave Montreal?!”
Shane’s eyes turned a little sad. “I think you know.”
The room went quiet. Hayden sat back in his chair, his own eyes dimming. “Shane.”
Shane held up a hand. “It’s for the best. Really.”
“We can fix it. They just need time—“
“Really?”
“I mean…”
“I think we both know this is a deeper issue than either of us would like. And that if they knew the whole truth it would be even worse.”
Things hadn’t been…good, lately. Hadn’t been good all season. Not after Scott Hunter came out during the last MLH Cup final. It had been such a moment of hope for Shane – that things might finally change, that they might get better. He’d had those blissful few weeks at the cottage with Ilya, and they’d talked about how to make their relationship more real in the future. That maybe one of them could move to a different team when they were free agents next season, so they’d be closer. Maybe they could start shifting the rivalry narrative so they could publicly be friends. Shane never thought he would be the one making the offer to move.
But Montreal wasn’t the same anymore. Or maybe, it was too much of the same way it had always been. The guys said shit – cracked ‘jokes.’ Bad ones. The kind that made Shane very aware that the warm welcome Scott Hunter had received in New York would not be the same for him here.
The hope for his future after spending the summer at the cottage had quickly faded after returning to Montreal. And it had only gotten worse as the season went on. Shane had been on edge for months – obsessively deleting evidence from his phone, barley participating in conversations about their charity idea, almost having panic attacks if anyone even saw him talking to Ilya.
That had been the final straw. It was after a game against Boston in Montreal. They’d made plans to meet up at Shane’s house like they always did but had run into each other on their way to their cars. Ilya had tried to say something and Shane had been about to say something back, when J.J.’s booming voice had echoed through the parking garage telling Rozanov to fuck off. Shane had practically jumped out of his skin. He’d had to sit in his car doing breathing exercises for ten minutes before he could even turn the vehicle on.
When they’d been lying in bed that night – after a quiet dinner and even quieter evening of just holding each other – Ilya had taken Shane’s face in his hands and said as gently as he could, “You have to leave.”
Shane’s first instinct had been to fight it, but Ilya just pet his hair back from his face, eyes sad as he admitted, “It’s tearing you apart. You cannot go on like this. It is not healthy.”
Shane had opened his mouth to protest but all that came out was a sob. Ilya had pulled him close and Shane had hidden his face in his boyfriend’s bare chest as the tears finally came – the anxiety and desolation of the last few months finally flowing over. The realization of everything he’d be giving up. Everything he already didn’t have.
He’d called his agent the next morning to start shopping for trade agreements.
Hayden looked at Shane across the table, his own eyes sad. “Man, I am so sorry.”
He was the only one of the team who knew – not just that Shane was gay but that he was dating Ilya. It had been an impulse decision to tell his best friend after a particularly snide comment Comeau made about Scott following a game against New York. Hayden had made it clear what he thought about Comeau’s opinions and then he’d noticed how quiet Shane was. They’d talked about it after – or rather, Hayden had tried to sus out if Shane was also a homophobic piece of shit – which had led to Shane admitting why he was quite the opposite. Hayden had put together the Rozanov connection after their next game with Boston.
He’d been surprisingly supportive (after some choice words about Shane’s taste in men), but it was probably just so he could make it clear to Shane how far he was from guys like Comeau. Thank god for that.
Shane shook his head at his friend. “It’s not your fault.”
Hayden shrugged guiltily. “But I could speak up more.”
“If I thought it would make a difference then maybe…but we both know it won’t. It’s time for me to cut my losses.”
“It’s not fair. Why should you be the one to leave because of those assholes?”
“This is for the best, Hay. It’ll be better this way.” Maybe if he kept saying it to Hayden, Shane would eventually believe it too.
“After everything you’ve done for them…" Hayden was shaking his head like he couldn't believe it. His jaw was ticking in that way it did whenever Ilya was around. He raised an eyebrow at Shane. "They’re just going to let you go?”
“I’m not really giving them much of a choice either. They know I’m not happy here.”
“Shane.” Hayden's eyes were so sad.
Shane tried for a reassuring smile. “I have the chance to be happy somewhere else. We do.” Neither of them needed him to specify the other part of the we.
“So you’re moving for him?”
“I’m moving for me. And for us. But mostly me. Montreal has been home for my entire career, but I can’t keep living like this. I can’t keep waiting for the other shoe to drop. It’s too risky and it’s tearing me up.”
Hayden blew out a big breath. “Well fuck.”
Shane let out a small laugh, if only to cover up the sting behind his eyes. “Yeah. Fuck.”
They sat there in silence for a minute, processing how big of a change this was going to be. Shane looked at Hayden sitting at his dining room table, in his house. They wouldn't be doing this here ever again.
Hayden’s eyes suddenly widened as a thought occurred to him. “You’re not going to…?”
“No,” Shane was quick to reassure him, knowing where that was going. “Boston would be way to far of a stretch for the narrative – I don’t think the press would ever recover. And it would be way too risky for us – playing on the same team and not getting caught.”
“Right.”
“But we’ll be closer, yes. Get to see each other more.”
Hayden nodded. Then he looked at Shane very seriously – a rare expression from him. “I’m gonna miss you. I want you to be happy but I’m gonna miss you so much.”
The stinging in his eyes turned a little liquid. “Me too.”
“This is really what you want?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. It’s for the best.” He almost sounded convinced this time.
“Ok. Then you have my full support. Wherever you go.”
“Thanks Hay.”
Hayden picked up his fork and knife, sawing back into his chicken. Shane did the same, glad to have gotten through the conversation.
Hayden took a bite, chewed pensively, then asked, “So, where are you going?”
Shane felt his lips twitch into a small smile. “New York.”






      

  












      Chapter 2: Welcome to New York
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane meets the Admirals.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! Wow there are a lot of you here. Super excited about that! And super excited about the plans I have for this fic :)

I've finally finished Common Goal so I've got a better sense of the Admirals team and the timeline of events. So good news, Eric would still be on the team at the time Shane would sign with New York since Ilya signed with Ottawa the season before Eric's final one. So it's the 2018-19 season.

Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!
-Oaks


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “Rolex is on board with the move but I’m still waiting to hear back from Reebok,” Yuna Hollander said over speakerphone as Shane pulled out of the parking garage of his brand-new Manhattan apartment. Manhattan penthouse, to be more precise. Had it been the best financial decision considering the circumstances? Probably not. But Shane had been making a lot of questionable financial decisions lately, as his mother kept reminding him.
“And Speedo is thinking about running a new campaign which will be good since it’ll make up for the gap in your salary from the pay-cut.” She loved to remind him about that part – that the Admirals were paying him less than the Metros did. Shane knew taking a pay-cut to secure the transfer he wanted might have been a possibility when he’d asked for the trade, but it still stung nonetheless.
“That’s good,” said Shane, trying not to harp on the conversation. When he’d told his mother he wanted to transfer teams at the end of last season, she’d been pretty confused. When he’d told her it was something he’d discussed with Ilya, she’d been (somewhat understandably) apprehensive. It wasn’t until a bad game in Montreal that ended in Shane having to pull over on the drive home due to a panic attack and call his dad to come pick him up (thank God his parents had been at the game), that Yuna had finally understood why her super-star hockey player son wanted to leave one of the best teams in the league.
She’d approached the trade with the same efficiency she did everything, getting offers from most Eastern and even some Western teams. But she also did it with the quiet resolve she was known for when something was grating on her approval. Shane knew it broke his mom’s heart to see him leave Montreal. Almost as much as it broke her heart to learn what kind of people her favourite team employed. But she’d at least been understanding about his need to leave.
Shane picking New York had been…more of a point of contention. If only for the fact that it was a very bad decision for his career. And especially because the only clear reason he had for moving there, was its proximity to Boston – to Ilya.
“You know, you could’ve gone anywhere,” his mother mused. “Minnesota would’ve paid big money—”
“I’m not moving to Minnesota, mom.” Shane pulled to a stop behind another car. There was so much fucking traffic here it was ridiculous. Why were so many people up at 6:30?
“It didn’t have to be Minnesota specifically—”
“You know that’s not why I moved.” Shane was getting really tired of having the same argument. “We want to be closer to each other.”
“I understand…But it seems like you’re giving up an awful lot.”
“He would’ve done the same thing, you know that.” Shane had been secretly grateful when New York put in its offer. Sure, moving to a different team to be their top player would be better for his career, but after the year he’d had in Montreal, he really just wanted to be close to his boyfriend. Ilya definitely hadn’t complained when Shane signed with New York.
Yuna made a little disapproving hum across the line. Shane rolled his eyes since she couldn’t see it.
“It’s going to be fine. New York is a good team.” Shane inched his car forward along with everyone else. He wasn’t even that far from the arena, but he could already tell his commute was going to take a similar amount of time to his one in Montreal, regardless of the shortened distance. Maybe he could try running there instead?
“Exactly. They’re a great team. And they’ve already got a star center,” Yuna pointed out.
“Who might retire soon,” Shane countered.
“Or he might not.”
“Mom.” Shane was really regretting calling her. He loved his mom – she’d done so much for him. And she was always supportive. Even if that support came through in an unpreferred fashion. It just hadn’t been a good morning.
He’d been trying to keep his routine as similar to his Montreal one as he could, except things were still going through a bit of an…adjustment period. His bedroom had been too cold when he’d woken up, but the kitchen was too hot. He’d forgotten to pick up acai for his morning smoothie. He was starting extra early today to fit in some onboarding meetings before morning practice, so he hadn’t had time for yoga – a real bummer since his new in-unit gym had a great view of the Manhattan skyline as the sun rose. And now he was sitting in fucking morning commuter traffic.
Overall, New York was turning out to be very overwhelming compared to Montreal. Shane wasn’t exactly the ideal fit for a sleepless city. Even when he’d visited for away games, he’d mostly hung out at the hotel, only going out with his team when coerced after big wins. He didn’t like the noise, or the lights, or how many fucking people there were everywhere all the time. Shane hadn’t left his apartment since he’d arrived two days ago out of fear of being recognized and subsequently mobbed on the street. (Maybe running to work should be off the table?)
“I just don’t want to watch you play second fiddle when you have so much potential,” said Yuna. “You were the Captain. Of a multiple-Cup-winning team.”
Shane really should’ve just called Ilya. But he also had his first practice this morning in Boston and Shane didn’t want to start his boyfriend’s day on a down-note. He’d already talked Shane off a ledge last night when he’d been about to purchase over-priced velvet wallpaper to try to make his extremely modern bedroom warmer. Ilya had thought that was a great idea if it made Shane happy, which clued Shane in that it was definitely not a good design decision. Shane had resolved himself to solve the rest of his anxieties on his own.
So instead of being reassured by his boyfriend, he was arguing with his mom. “I’ll still be on a Cup-winning team. It’s not like the Admirals aren’t regularly in the playoffs.”
“And which one of you is going to Allstars? Are they going to boot one of their own to send you? There’s a lot of seniority on that team. You’ll be back at square one.”
“Mom.”
“Scott Hunter gets a lot of media attention already. This might overshadow—”
“Mom, I don’t care about media attention. Might be nice to not have as much of that, actually.”
“You are a generational player, Shane. I don’t want you to forget that and settle for less than you’re worth.”
“I know.”
“I’m just saying you might be less competitive in the scoring race this year if you don’t get as much ice time. They’ve already got Hunter as the center on the first line, so if you’re on the second—”
“Then I’ll just have to make my ice time count,” Shane snapped.
Yuna sighed. They’d argued a lot about the transfer – especially since Shane wouldn’t specify to the media why he was being traded. The Metros had cited “locker room differences” which did nothing to help the situation. Definitely made some teams question taking Shane in. Yuna had been furious.
“I just worry about you,” she said. “You’re farther away, you don’t know anyone out there. You have no support system.”
Shane was finally coming up on the arena entrance. “I’m not that far away, and besides, I’m seeing Ilya in two weeks.”
“Yes, but all your other friends—”
“Can talk to me over the phone.” Shane didn’t mention that he didn’t have many other friends these days. “It’s not like I can’t handle this. You know, Ilya practically did the same thing when he started in the MLH, except he moved across the world, barely spoke English, and was ten years younger. I think I’ll be fine. It’s not like I’ve never met the New York players before.” And they shouldn’t be homophobic pieces of shit.
The driveway came into view before Yuna could respond. Shane turned on his blinker as he pulled into the player’s entrance of the arena. “Listen mom, I’ve gotta go.” He’d been here many times before, but never this particular part of the parking garage.
“Ok, have a good practice,” said Yuna, tone still a little worried. It did nothing to calm Shane’s nerves. “And let me know how your first day goes.”
“Will do. Bye mom.” Shane hung up the phone before she could voice another anxiety.
He rolled down his window at the security booth. “Shane Hollander. I’m a new—”
“Mr. Hollander!” the guard exclaimed, excited and friendly smile lighting up his face. “Wow, we’re really happy to have you.”
Shane was a little thrown by his enthusiasm. “Oh uh, thanks.” He tried to switch out of the argument-mode that had dampened his drive and into public-facing hockey star. Shane gave the guard what he hoped was a friendly smile back. “Happy to be here.”
He must have succeeded because the guard grinned wider. “I’ll buzz you in and then Poppy is waiting for you in the office with your credentials, so you won’t need me next time. I’m Mikey by the way.”
“Thanks Mikey.” Shane remembered Poppy from the many welcome emails. She was the assistant team manager.
Mikey hit the button and the gate lifted. “Good luck today. Oh and welcome to New York!”
Shane smiled back, this time actually meaning it a little, and drove into the garage.
 
---
 
This had already been a very long morning. Shane had found Poppy in her office after a couple wrong turns in the tunnels – thank you to the friendly custodian who’d pointed him in the right direction.
Poppy had spent the first thirty minutes of their meeting explaining his benefits as a player for the Admirals at a quick, no-nonsense pace, but with a bright, encouraging smile. Shane had tried to take most of it in – things about practice schedules, the game calendar for the year, the rink’s opening hours, the PT team, their coaches, the rest of the staff – but everything today was moving a little fast for him to keep up.
Coach Murdock had come in after the initial debrief. He’d given Shane a polite handshake and told him to call him Harv. Shane had been a little taken aback by the familiarity – Coach Theriault never would’ve stood for his players calling him by his first name – but Coach Murdock – Harv – had shrugged it off with an, “Everyone calls me that. Hockey boys and their nicknames.”
Then Shane had been introduced to Christina, the Admirals’ social media manager. She’d handed him an Admirals cap, asked him to stand against a blank wall and smile, and held up her phone. She’d cheerfully thanked him with a, “Oh perfect, you’re easy,” as she surveyed the roughly ten photos she’d taken, said something about the welcome post going up that afternoon, and walked away to assumedly go get other content.
Overall, the morning had been a whirlwind that ended with Shane being given a thick folder of calendars. At least he’d have something to put up on the walls of his bare-bones apartment.
Now Poppy was leading Shane through the tunnels to the locker room.
“So most of the players are getting ready for morning skate right now,” she said as her stilettos clicked against the floor. “I’ll introduce you and then you can get ready. We’ve got all your gear in your stall already so no need to worry about that. And Coach is usually pretty chill about the first practice so just do an easy warmup and you’ll be good to go.”
Another thing to be surprised about. Coach Theriault never started the season “easy.” He’d always said he needed to assess their weaknesses after the summer – see who kept up training or improved. And more importantly, who didn’t. It had never mattered to Shane – he’d always improved.
But maybe this was a test? Maybe Poppy was supposed to tell him to half-ass it so he’d flail around in front of the team on his first day? Give the coach something to yell at him about. Shane resolved himself to not let that happen. He’d just go extra hard at everything, not give anyone anything bad to say about him.
They reached the door and Poppy turned to Shane. “Any more questions?”
Shane looked at the door, desperately trying to think of something to ask to delay going inside. He came up blank. “Um, no.” Shane took his new hat off, ran a hand through his hair, and put it back on.
“Ok then.” Poppy pushed the door open and stepped inside to the cacophony of loud chatter. She called out, “Boys, you better be decent!”
There was a series of groans from behind a wall.
“Yo dude, cover up, there’s a lady in here!”
“Sure she doesn’t want to see all this?”
“No one wants to see all that.” Shane didn’t recognize the first two voices but they sounded young – like rookies. The last one was definitely Scott Hunter.
“What Scotty, you don’t want a piece of – Ah!” The yelp was accompanied by the whip-crack of a towel. As they rounded the corner, Shane saw a young guy – a kid really (it always jarred Shane to see the 18-year-old rookies coming in. Had he looked that young when he started? He’d never felt like it) – rubbing his thigh while holding a towel to cover his junk.
And sure enough, a fully dressed Scott Hunter was holding another towel twisted up like a rope. “No I do not, Gilly,” he admonished the player. “Now go put some fucking pants on and respect the goddamn lady.”
The boy – Gilly – blushed as he took in Poppy’s disapproving eyes. “Sorry, ma’am.” He grabbed his underlayers and rushed off to change in the shower, seeming to forget that his ass was on full display behind the towel.
Scott and Poppy held their stern stares for a second before they – and the rest of the room – burst out laughing.
“Oh they are so eager at that age,” said Poppy. She smiled fondly at Scott. “And you grow into such gentlemen.”
Across the room, Carter Vaughn yelled, “Yo does anyone got deodorant? I left mine at home.”
Poppy frowned. “At least some of you do.”
Scott was still standing next to them except now he was looking at Shane, sizing him up. Shane straightened his shoulders a little, reminding himself that this was his new Captain. The team’s “star player.” Neither of those titles were his anymore.
“Alright boys, listen up!” Scott yelled and the room went instantly silent. All eyes turned to them and Shane tried not to squirm. The room was a sea of red from jerseys hanging in stalls to merch strewing out of bags. One more unfamiliar thing about today.
Scott gave Poppy the floor.
“Now I know you’ve all heard about our recent trade, so I’d like to introduce you all to Shane Hollander.” She gestured to Shane behind her and he took a step forward.
“Hi,” he said.
“I’m sure you’re familiar with him, and we’re very happy to have him on our team, so make sure to give him a warm welcome.”
The room broke out into whoops and claps and then Shane was being surrounded by a bunch of half-dressed six-foot overly-muscled men.
Scott took the lead on introductions. “This is Cale, he’s on my line.” Scott pointed to a player that gave Shane a tight nod.
“And that’s Cameron. He’s coming back from an injury so don’t check him too hard if you scrimmage.” This man held out his right hand to shake. The other one was in a wrist brace.
“The handsome Fin over there is Matti. We stole him from Tampa last season.”
The man flashed Shane an overwhelmingly attractive smile and held out his hand while saying, “And now we steal you from Montreal.”
“Yep.” Scott grinned. “Just collecting the Allstar team at this point.”
Shane tried to laugh a little at the joke, flashing his own shaky smile as he let go of Matti’s hand.
“I think you know Greg,” Scott continued.
“Nice to see you again,” said Greg Huff. Shane remembered him from the Sochi Olympic team. He’d roomed with Shane and J.J. when they’d played for Team Canada. He’d been nice, even if he snored.
“You too.” Shane smiled while shaking his hand.
“This is Tommy. He’s the backup goalie but don’t be surprised if he starts some games this season.” Shane shook his hand too as Tommy blushed a little at Scott’s praise.
Then Shane’s hand was being shook by another person. “Nice to have another French speaker around here,” said a tall man in French. “Breezy.”
“Shane.” Shane shook his hand. “You from Quebec?” he asked in French.
“Gatineau,” said Breezy.
“Oh nice, I grew up in Ottawa.”
“Then we’ll have lots in common.”
Shane continued down the line, switching back to English and shaking hands as Scott introduced players. Most of them he’d heard of from playing New York over the years, but a couple were new – either rookies or traded from the European circuit. Shane tried to keep track of everyone but every time he thought they’d reached the end, another hand was shaking his.
He briefly tried to see through the crowd of muscled shoulders to find Poppy, but she was already gone.
Gilly came bounding up, now fully clothed and practically jumping with energy. “Oh man, I am such a big fan.” He grabbed Shane’s hand to shake vigorously. “I used to have your poster on my wall.”
Scott clapped a hand on the boy’s shoulder, pulling him back from Shane a little. “Alright, don’t take the guys arm off before we even get him to score us some goals.”
Gilly looked down at his hand still clutching Shane’s in horror before finally letting go. “Sorry!”
Shane gave him a tight smile. “It’s fine.”
“You better go get in your gear,” said Scott, giving Gilly a light shove. “Don’t want to be late to practice.”
“O-Of course!” Gilly bounced away with just as much nervous energy as before. He was the complete opposite of Shane as a rookie. He’d always been quiet, more reserved. If he was nervous, he’d clam up. Kind of like he was doing now.
“That’s Gillis,” Scott muttered. “Sweet kid. A little enthusiastic. Not bad a hockey.”
“Not bad?” Shane raised an eyebrow as the kid put his left skate on his right foot, realized his mistake, and switched them.
Scott shrugged. “He scores goals.”
An arm suddenly appeared around Shane’s shoulder, landing heavy. “Hollander!” Shane turned to see Carter Vaughn. “Boy are we glad to have you, ain’t that right Scotty?”
Scott nodded with a grin. “Better than playing him.”
“I’m telling you boys, I can already smell the success of this season.” Carter gave an exaggerated sniff at Shane to make his point.
Shane resisted the urge to flinch back, trying to stay still with Carter’s arm over his shoulder.
Scott punched Carter lightly in the arm. “Hey, don’t jinx it.”
Carter pulled Shane in tighter. “I’m telling you boys, this is our year! Right Hollzy?” He gave Shane a little shake.
Shane felt his head bobble but tried to laugh it off. “Right.”
“Ok, ok.” Scott seemed to recognize Shane’s discomfort. “Hey Carter, can you go check in with Cale about line drills today? I wanna introduce Shane to someone else.”
“Sure thing, Cap!” Carter said excitedly and his arm finally dropped from Shane’s shoulder. He sagged a little in relief.
“C’mon.” Scott gave Shane a nudge towards the stalls.
“Oh, I don’t think I can remember more names right now,” Shane tried to protest.
“Don’t worry,” said Scott. “Just one more.”
He guided Shane to a stall near the corner of the room that had Shane’s last name written across the top. Inside, his jersey was hanging in pristine condition. It was bright red, with a white Empire State Building in the middle. Shane froze momentarily, missing his blue.
“Shane, I’d like you to meet Eric Bennet,” said Scott.
Shane turned to find an older man with a thick beard giving him a friendly but calm smile. He held out his hand. “Everyone calls me Benny.”
Shane took his hand, feeling the strong grip and callouses.
“I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.” Scott gave Shane a gentle pat on the shoulder before walking away.
Eric sat down in his stall right away and set about pulling goalie gear from his bag.
Shane followed suit, grateful for the chance to finally sit down. He kept his head down, eyes on his new duffel bag as he rooted through the gear. More red – red gloves, red pants, red socks.
“They got your sticks set up for you already?” asked Eric conversationally.
“Oh uh, I’m not sure,” said Shane as he found his underlayers.
Eric gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m sure they have. They’re pretty on top of things here.”
Shane nodded stiffly.
“I’m sure it’ll be a different change of pace from Montreal. In more ways than one.” Eric nodded across the room.
Shane looked up to see Scott talking with Carter, showing him something on his phone. He was smiling broadly, eyes bright, and Shane could make out the name “Kip” as he talked.
Eric gave Shane’s knee a little nudge. “I’m not sure how you boys do it, but there’s some things that we don’t tolerate here.”
Shane tore his gaze away from Scott’s happy face back to the goalie. He was looking at Shane very seriously.
“Yeah.” Shane nodded, taken aback. “Right. Of course.”
Eric sized him up for another second. He seemed to like what he saw, because he gave Shane another one of those friendly, calm smiles. “Good. Then I think you’ll fit in fine here.”
Shane’s eyes trailed across the room again, seeing Scott laughing with his teammates, and not just Carter. They all seemed to like him. Respect him.
Shane looked back at Eric and offered his own tentative smile. “I think I will too.”
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  Ilya shot the final puck in his line at the net, watching it fly into the top right corner with satisfaction – exactly where he meant to put it.
“Alright boys, huddle up!” called Coach LeClaire.
Ilya skated to the bench along with the rest of the Boston Raiders, coming to a stop on the ice facing his Coach.
“It’s a new season. New chance at the Cup.”
A couple of the boys clapped their sticks against the ice. Ilya joined in with a whoop, grinning as Cliff Marleau knocked their shoulders together.
“That’s the fire I like to see,” said Coach. “Now I know last year wasn’t our year.” Ilya frowned. They’d barely made the second round of the playoffs last year – not a state he liked being in. At least Montreal hadn’t made it past the first round – not that he’d tell Shane how he felt about that (not that Shane was too upset about it anyway. The Metros had been a mess by the end of the season, especially after Shane’s move was announced).
“But this year is going to be different,” Coach continued. “We’ve got new blood.” He gestured to their two rookies. Joel Coleman and Matthew “Moose” Mitchells had been drafted together over the summer after playing together in college. Joel said he always called Matthew “Moose,” a nickname he’d picked up in college from a story Ilya had yet to hear, but the name was already sticking amongst his new team.
Ilya had met them in the locker room that morning, both boys stumbling over their greetings with awe-struck faces as they shook the hand of the greatest hockey player in the league (Ilya had agreed when Moose pointed that out). They were nudging each other’s shoulders now, Joel almost knocking Moose over before catching him when he slipped on his skates.
Coach ignored the fumble, instead turning sharp eyes on Ilya. “And we have lots of experience. Veteran players.”
Ilya feigned offense. “You calling me old?”
“Well, you’re no spring chicken anymore,” mumbled Connors on Ilya’s other side.
“Careful, you’ll ruffle Roz’s feathers,” warned Cliff.
Ilya laughed and shoved the both of them.
Coach glared. “And let me remind you that with experience comes maturity.” The boys settled down.
Coach looked at them each in turn. “New season, new year. There’s been some shake-ups in the league—” Ilya tried not to cringe, knowing he was referring to Shane’s move to New York. The Admirals were a good team on the regular, but now that they had two of the league’s top centers in their lineup…it was a good thing Boston had the best center in theirs. “—but this team is still strong. Still whole. We have the advantage of long-standing relationships, and we’re going to use that advantage to run all the way to the Cup. Right boys?”
Sticks clapped against the ice as everyone cheered. Cliff threw an arm over Ilya’s shoulders as he called, “Best team, best players! It’s our year boys!”
Ilya leaned into the contact, feeling the hype of the excitement around him. This was his year.
 
---
 
Ilya toweled off his hair from the shower, drying his hands enough to pick up his phone.
“You comin’ out tonight?” asked Cliff from the locker next to him.
Ilya shrugged, opening his phone to check if Shane had finished practice yet. Sure enough, there was a text waiting for him.
From Jane: Wanna call?
“Roz?” Cliff asked again.
“Uh…” Ilya typed out his own text.
To Jane: Yes. 20 minutes. Just finished practice.
He put his phone back in his locker, screen down. “No. Sorry.”
“What?” Cliff whined. “C’mon, it’s the first practice. What do you mean you’re not comin’ out?”
“Can’t,” Ilya said shortly, hoping Cliff would drop it.
“Dude, you barely come out anymore.”
Ilya tried to brush him off, quickly packing up his things, slipping a shirt over his head. Cliff was right – Ilya didn’t go out anymore. Or at least, not as much as he used to. He’d been known around Boston as quite the party animal for years – going out with Cliff and Connors on the weekends, after big wins, sometimes after big losses. But last year had been different.
Things changed after he went to Shane’s cottage. When he’d returned to Boston at the end of the summer, going out had lost some of its appeal. When he’d drink too much, Ilya had Shane’s disapproval in the back of his head. When his teammates wanted him to stay out with them all night, Ilya would be thinking about the facetime call he’d rather have while lying in bed. And he certainly wasn’t going out to pick up anymore. Clubs weren’t as fun when you had to fend off attention from beautiful women all night – especially when you couldn’t explain to your over-observant and rather nosy teammates why you weren’t taking any of said beautiful women home.
Going out had just become…a hassle. Ilya cringed a little at himself. Who knew all it would take to tame the Russian party animal would be a boring fucking Canadian? With very cute freckles…and a shy little smile…and a great ass…
“Yo, Connors, tell Roz to come out with us!” called Cliff.
Connors gave Ilya a deadpan look, “You should come out with us.”
“Awe come on!” Cliff groaned at Connors’ half-ditch effort. “Not you too.”
Connors shrugged. “I’ve got plans.”
“What fucking plans?”
Connors shrugged again, quickly placing his phone in his bag.
Cliff was onto him immediately. “Who you texting?”
“No one,” mumbled Connors defensively. Ilya turned to him, intrigued.
“Oh really?” asked Cliff. “So this has nothing to do with say, Stacey Camden?”
Connors turned on Cliff with wide eyes. “How do you know about that?” Ilya’s own eyebrows shot up. Stacey Camden was a model – a very beautiful model. If Connors had managed to pull her…
Cliff shrugged, nonchalant. “I didn’t know.” Then he gave Connors a smug grin. “But you just confirmed it.”
“Fuck,” muttered Connors.
Ilya leaned against his stall, looking Connors up and down. “You are dating Stacey Camden?”
Connors’ entire face turned red. He glanced around the locker room. “Keep it down, will you? It’s on the downlow.”
Ilya leaned in closer with a raised eyebrow.
Connors squirmed before caving. “We met over the summer, ok? In Italy.”
Cliff whistled. Connors shushed him, still glancing around nervously.
Ilya took pity on the guy. “Do not worry, we will not tell.” He waggled his eyebrows, “Have a fun night with your lady.”
“As long as you tell us about it after,” added Cliff.
Connors groaned, rapidly packing up his bag. “I hate you both.”
Ilya took the opportunity to finish packing his. Cliff turned his attention back to the Russian.
“Come on, Roz,” Cliff complained. “What are you even doing tonight?”
Ilya shrugged, zipping up his bag.
Cliff misinterpreted his silence. “Don’t tell me you’re meeting some girl too?”
Ilya still didn’t respond, letting Cliff’s imagination run wild as he slung his bag over his shoulder.
Cliff looked at him appreciatively. “You’re a fucking legend Roz.”
Ilya just grinned. Cliff could think whatever he wanted – only Ilya needed to know his real plans. Which were to have a nice long call with his very sweet (and likely anxious) boyfriend.
“See you tomorrow.” Ilya nodded to his teammates, heading for the door as Victor St-Simon came out of the showers.
Cliff lit up. “Vic! You better not let me down!”
Ilya didn’t stick around to see if Cliff’s efforts were fruitful.
 
---
 
“Hey.” Shane picked up after one ring.
Ilya felt a weight lift off his chest at the sound of his boyfriend’s voice as he pulled out of the Boston arena parking garage. He’d opted for his Lambo today – a bright green model that was loud and fast. Ilya had felt the need for something flashy when he’d left his house this morning and right now he was enjoying the soft comfortable leather cradling his over-worked body as Shane’s voice drifted through the car speakers.
“How was practice?” he asked.
Ilya hummed, feeling the car rev under him as he got on the highway. “Was good. Same as usual.”
“How are the new rookies?”
“They are ok. A little over-eager. Like puppies.” Joel and Moose had mostly kept to themselves after practice. Ilya had tried talking to them during, asking about their experience playing together in school, but his mere presence had sent Joel into a stammering mess until Coach had yelled at them to focus back on the passing drill.
“And their hockey?” Ilya could tell from Shane’s questions that he was avoiding talking about something, but Ilya decided to indulge his procrastination a bit more.
“Hmm, one is better at passing but other is more accurate shot. But is only first day. We will see how season goes.”
“Right.” Shane seemed to run out of questions as the line went a little quiet.
“How was your practice?” asked Ilya.
“It was fine.” Shane said shortly.
“Shane?” Ilya deadpanned.
Shane hummed, noncommittal.
Ilya sighed. “What happened?”
“Nothing,” Shane said too quickly.
“Shane.”
“No, literally nothing. It was fine.”
Ilya frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I mean we didn’t like, do anything.”
“You did not practice?”
“No, we did. But we just like, did passing drills and stuff. Shot at the net.”
Ilya’s frown deepened. “Yes, that is practice.”
Shane stayed silent.
Ilya almost didn’t want to ask but, “Shane, what did you think was going to happen?”
“I don’t know.” Shane still sounded a little unsure. “I guess I just thought, being a new player…”
“What, did they not roll out the red carpet for big hockey star?” Ilya teased.
He could practically hear Shane’s eyeroll. “No, it’s not that—”
“So they did roll out carpet?”
“No, Ilya,” Shane huffed but Ilya could hear the end of the laugh he was trying to hide. “It just wasn’t’ like I expected.”
“What wasn’t?”
“Like the players and stuff. You know, I’m new so I kind of thought the players would kind of like…haze me a little.” Shane laughed it off at the end, but Ilya stiffened in discomfort.
“Why would they haze you?”
“Cause I’m new. You know, gotta make sure my loyalty is to the team and stuff.”
Ilya did not know, but he didn’t tell his boyfriend that. Sure, the Raiders played jokes on each other – harmless pranks – but he wouldn’t say anything they did qualified as “hazing.”
“You know,” Shane continued. “The manager said something about the coach going easy on us for the first practice and I thought she might be setting me up, but instead everyone really was just easing back into it. Was kind of nice actually, after I figured out she wasn’t lying.”
Ilya pulled off the highway at his exit, the weight settling back in his chest. “How long did it take you to figure it out?”
“Uh, I don’t know, maybe like, halfway through laps when I realized Scott wasn’t even trying to keep up with me…and then the coach didn’t even yell at him about it so…Oh, actually,” Shane’s voice jumped up in excitement. “I flubbed this one pass during the drill and I was gonna go around to do it again, and the coach pulled me aside and I thought he was gonna ream me out and then make me do that one pass for the rest of practice or something, but he actually asked me to work with some of the rookies on shooting. So I just taught drills for most of it.”
Ilya stared between the road and his phone in horror. He’d known Montreal hadn’t been the best team for Shane’s health – that he was already an obsessive player and their coach had done nothing to calm that down – but he hadn’t thought it might have been that bad until last year, when Shane had started showing up at his house with bags under his eyes and more bruises than normal. Ilya had spent many nights massaging out his boyfriend’s sore muscles after another practice of bag skating or holding him until he fell asleep after a bad game. But hopefully this meant things were looking better in New York…
“So it was a good practice?” he asked.
“Uh, yeah,” said Shane, but the excitement dropped from his voice again.
“What is it? Were players not nice in locker room?” If Scott fucking Hunter had done anything to upset Shane…
“No, no, they were super nice. Scott’s like, super nice…And so was everyone else.” The pause left Ilya thinking about what Shane wasn’t saying. If any other fucking Admirals had done anything to upset Shane…
“I’m um…” Shane hesitated, voice dropping again as he admitted, “I think I’m gonna be on the second line.”
Ilya frowned. “Yes, you knew this when you moved. Scott Hunter is center on first which means you are on second. Unless you move to winger.”
“I-I know,” said Shane, going quiet again.
Ilya hummed in understanding. “Knowing and seeing are different though, yes?”
Shane sighed. “Yeah.”
“It will be ok. You are good player – very good player. Much better than Scott Hunter.”
“I’m not gonna take Scott’s spot on the first line,” Shane grumbled.
“No?” Ilya asked teasingly.
“No.”
“Then you will have to learn to be winger,” he offered. “Or score lots when you are on ice. So you can still try to beat me in scoring race.”
“Fuck you, I am gonna beat you.”
“Hmm, you will try, but I am very good at hockey so…”
“So am I.”
Ilya grinned. Goal accomplished. “Yes, you are Shane.”
He pulled into his driveway, clicking the button for the garage door. Shane must have heard the sound of it opening because he asked, “Are you home?”
“Yes,” Ilya replied as he pulled into the garage, parking the Lambo next to his Porshe.
“I’ll let you go, then.”
Ilya frowned down at his phone. “Is fine, we can talk more.”
“It’s ok, I told Hayden I’d call him too. See how practice went in Montreal.”
Ilya was now glaring at his phone at the mention of Shane hanging up on him for Hayden fucking Pike.
“But if you want, we could call again later tonight?” Shane offered.
“Is ok,” Ilya said tightly, trying not to let the disappointment leak into his tone. “I am glad your practice was good.”
“Me too. And same with yours.”
“Thank you.”
Silence crept over the line, neither wanting to hang up, even if the conversation was over.
“What are you making for dinner?” asked Shane.
Ilya smiled. “I was thinking I would order Chinese food. I want rangoons.”
He could practically hear Shane’s cringe. “Aren’t those just fried cheese and dough?”
“And crab,” offered Ilya, knowing it didn’t make lick of a difference to Shane.
“That’s gross.”
“It’s delicious.”
“It’s unhealthy.”
“Is good for…how you say, mind health.”
“Well, it’s bad for body health.”
“Hmm, I do not think so. Mind health is body health. My brain is in my body.”
Shane huffed. Ilya laughed.
Shane waited for Ilya to calm down and the line to go quiet again before he said, “Ok um, I should let you go. I love you.”
“I love you too.”
There was more silence before Shane said, “Call you tomorrow?”
“Yes please. Anytime. I am always free for you.”
Shane laughed. “Careful, or I’ll start calling you if I miss you in the middle of the night.”
“That is perfect time to call.” Ilya had meant for that to come out teasing but instead it came out embarrassingly sincere, voice a little gravelly.
Shane’s breath caught before he said quietly, “Ok. I will…If I need to.”
“Or if you want to.”
“…Or if I want to.”
Ilya’s heart ached with the need to reach through the phone and kiss his boyfriend. “Goodnight, Shane.”
“Goodnight, Ilya.”
His phone beeped as the call disconnected. He sat in his car, staring at the screen. His screensaver was a sunset over a lake, taken at Shane’s cottage – the closest he could get to having a picture of Shane as his lockscreen without anyone knowing.
He sighed, disconnecting his phone from the car, clicking the button to close the garage, and getting out. He grabbed his bag from the trunk and walked into his house.
As usual, it was very quiet and empty. Ilya had a brief moment of wondering if he should’ve taken Cliff up on the offer to go out. Maybe he still should?
But as he eyed his couch, Ilya was hit with a wave of exhaustion. It had been a long day between practice, meeting the new teammates, and worrying about Shane. Maybe it would be nice if he just stayed in?
Ilya dropped his bag by the door, not bothering to open it – he could clean it out later. Instead, he turned on the fireplace under his tv, then turned the tv on to the sports channel and…what do you know? They were playing a highlight reel of Shane Hollander.
Ilya flopped down on his couch with an exaggerated sigh and ordered two (three) whole boxes of rangoons.
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  Shane stood in the tunnel listening to the crowd roar. It was the home opener against Minnesota. The whole of Manhattan had been a sea of red today, Admirals jerseys and t-shirts and hats littering the streets and shops and subway (not that Shane had braved the subway yet, he’d barely even left his building except to go to practice).
The Admirals were waiting in the tunnel as the preshow played, Shane standing at the front. Since it was his first game with New York, he would go out at the beginning – something he hadn’t done since his first year in Montreal – to what the team’s management was hoping would be a significant amount of fanfare. Shane wasn’t so optimistic – he was just hoping he wouldn’t get booed.
“You ready for this, Hollander?” Carter’s hands landed heavy on his shoulder as he jumped up and down at his back.
Shane gave him a shaky laugh, invigorated by his shaken body under Carter’s enthusiasm. “I’m ready, Vaughny.”
Breezy let out a whoop from down the line, making Shane smile. He’d grown to like the guy from the brief conversations they’d had during practice. He kind of reminded him of J.J. a little, always chirping at Shane in rapid-fire French. Shane tried not to let thoughts of J.J. dim his mood. He missed the guy, even if things between them weren’t…the best, at the moment.
Skates thumped against the rubber floor as someone approached. Scott walked confidently up the line, practically strutting with his hair all quaffed and helmet tucked under his arm, ever the perfect MLH Captain. He gave Shane one of his dazzling smiles. “How you feeling newbie?”
Shane rolled his eyes. At least Scott hadn’t called him rookie. “Better than you, old man.”
Scott scoffed through a laugh. “I think you’re getting a little old to be calling me that.”
“Oh really? How’s your knees? They creak when you got out of bed today?”
“I’ll have you know my knees could out skate you.” They both knew that was a lie – Shane was the fastest skater in the league. The only one who ever gave him a run for his money at Allstars was Ilya.
“In your dreams maybe.”
“Hey, I’d take you any day.”
Shane opened his mouth…and stopped. He’d almost said the standard chirp back, “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” The urge was automatic, forged from years of locker room banter. But that was Montreal, and this was…not. That kind of language – that kind of negative implication – didn’t fly here.
Shane coughed to cover his misstep. “We’ll see about that,” he muttered, no bite behind it this time.
Scott noticed. “Hey, you’re gonna do great out there. I’m sure you’ll score lots of goals, right?”
Shane nodded, face heating. “I won’t let you guys down.”
Scott’s eyebrows pinched a little. “Ok…I mean, no pressure or anything. Just have fun out there, ok?”
“Will do, Cap.”
Scott was still frowning a little. He looked around the line, seeming to notice… “Hey, where’s—"
“Come on, come on!” a voice yelled down the hall and Shane turned to see their three youngest players running through the tunnel to catch the lineup.
“Gillis, late again,” called Scott.
Gilly sheepishly shrugged his head into his shoulder pads like a turtle before falling into line behind Carter. “Sorry, Scotty.”
Scott frowned more, “You’re being a bad influence.” He nodded at Farmer and Woody who were scrambling into line ahead of Shane, shoving each other a little.
Shane had only learned Gilly wasn’t a rookie last week, when he’d gotten a puck passed Eric in practice and Shane made a comment about his shooting being so good for a rookie. Carter had just laughed, saying, “Oh Gilly isn’t a rookie. That was last year. You’re looking at a seasoned vet.” He’d been joking, of course. Gilly was nineteen and as green as they came – he’d only played half a season last year before getting benched with a shoulder injury. Apparently, some teams had targeted him a little, with being so young and goofy but still rather good at hockey. Shane hadn’t asked if Montreal had been one of them. He probably would’ve remembered one of his players targeting a kid. Probably.
As for Farmer and Woody, they were the same age as Gilly, but they’d been drafted in the third round after playing in college for an extra year. The three boys had become fast friends during conditioning sessions over the summer.
Scott turned to the actual rookies. “You boys ready?”
“Ready as ever, Cap!” said Farmer, jumping up and down. Woody nodded, looking a little green around the gills.
Scott clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ve got this. It’s your first game, no one’s expecting miracles. Just enjoy it, cause it’ll be over before you know it.”
Woody nodded vigorously, looking even more like he might faint from the great Scott Hunter touching him. Shane would offer his own encouraging words, but he wasn’t sure if adding himself to the mix would help Woody at the moment.
It was kind of funny actually, both Woody and Farmer were defensemen and definitely built like it – Farmer from growing up on a Midwest cattle farm, and Woody from a long line of Scotsmen. But seeing them all jittery like little kids, even though they were the size of grown men, reminded Shane of his first game. He’d been so excited. He’d thought he’d spend his entire career in Montreal…Have his jersey hanging from the rafters…
Scott punched Shane’s shoulder with a gloved hand. “It’s gonna be great. It’s just hockey.”
Shane nodded again. “Right. Hockey.”
Scott gave him another one of those dazzling grins. “Smile. You’re an Admiral now.”
Shane let his own lips stretch up in response as Scott walked back down the line, tapping fists with the rest of the guys as he made his way to the end.
Shane turned his attention back to the tunnel entrance, trying to get his head in the game. He needed to focus. This was just another game, just like every other game he’d ever played.
Except it was totally different. He was in a different jersey, coming out of a different dressing room, onto a different rink, with a different crowd, and a different team…
Shane took a deep breath. It was fine. Everything was going to be fine.
He’d kept his head down during warmups, taking shots at Benny with the rest of the guys, trying not to look at the stands. He’d focused on falling into formation, getting used to the new routine. He’d mostly tried to blend in with the rest of the red jerseys, suddenly self-conscious of the 24 on his back, hoping to go unnoticed by the fans who showed up early.
Now, he could tell the arena was definitely full from the roar of applause as the lights dimmed and the laser show started. Music booming through the speakers but didn’t make a dent in drowning out the cheers.
Carter jumped up and down, shaking Gilly by the shoulders this time. Gilly giggled into it, grinning at Farmer and Woody at the front of the line. As rookies, they would go out first, getting their own solo lap to take in everything about their very first MLH game.
“Let’s fucking go boys!” Carter yelled as more whoops went up and down the line. Some guys clapped their sticks against the ground or the wall, everyone making noise.
Shane took in the chaos around him, absolutely silent.
“Ladies and Gentlemen! Your New York ADMIRALS!” The crowd exploded as the lights flashed over the rink.
“For the first time in the MLH, please welcome numbers 10 and 15, JAMES VASSEL and CALUM WOODMAN!”
Farmer and Woody took to the ice and Shane realized he’d never asked for their real names. He’d of course seen their surnames on their jerseys, but he’d never thought to enquire about them beyond their nicknames. Maybe he should pay more attention to his new team?
The lights flashed as the boys finished their lap. Shane took a deep breath. Here it comes.
“For the first time in red, please welcome your newest Admiral, number 24, SHANE HOLLANDER!”
Shane set in motion, steps pounding down the tunnel until his skates hit the ice. His body glided forward smoothly, blades cutting sharply as he propelled himself around the rink at breakneck speed.
The wind was rushing through his ears, except no, that wasn’t the wind…
Cheering. They were cheering for him. Shane looked up in the stands, seeing a crowd of people wearing red and then his eyes landed on a kid standing at the glass. He was holding a sign that said, “WELCOME TO NEW YORK 24!”
Shane pointed at the kid and brought his hand to his chest as a show of thanks. The kid absolutely beamed, jumping up and down as he waved his sign.
There was the scrape of skates as Scott sidled up next to him. “You missed him during warmups.”
Shane looked at his Captain in surprise. “Shit. I should’ve given him a puck.”
Scott opened his glove to reveal a puck and sharpie in his hand. Shane grinned, taking both and signing his name and number. Then he lobbed it over the glass at the kid.
Scott skated away, grinning and waving at the stands. Shane looked in that direction and spotted Kip waving back. Of course. Shane didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred to him that Scott’s boyfriend would be here for the opening game. Most of the players probably had their families here. Shane had declined his parents coming to this one, on account of them playing closer to home in a few weeks. Plus, he didn’t want his mom here if things went bad.
And it was usually better if he didn’t bring people to games. That way no one would enquire about his personal life. Especially, his dating life. It’s not like Ilya could ever watch him from the stands, even if Shane would want him to. It’s not like Shane could do the same.
A whistle blew and everyone skated to the bench as the starting lineup was announced over the loudspeaker. Shane tried not to smart. This would be the first time in years that he didn’t start a game on the ice.
He settled on the bench next to Gilly as Scott, Carter, and Cale lined up at center ice. Scott crouched down in front of the Minnesota center as the ref held up the puck.
It was fine. Shane would be on the ice in like, thirty seconds. He could wait his turn.
The whistle blew and the puck dropped. Scott won the face-off, passing it back to Carter who took off into the offensive zone. Scott and Cale followed, quick on his heels. Carter dodged around a Minnesota forward before getting tied up by their defense. He passed the puck to Scott who caught it on his tape before passing it off to Cale. Cale missed the puck and chased after it as a Minnesotan slammed him into the boards. Scott came up behind him, fighting for the puck before finally getting control and sending it back to Matti Jalo on the defensive line to clear some space in the play.
“Hollander, go!” Harv tapped him on the shoulder and Shane’s body leapt into action as he jumped the boards along with Gilly and Greg Huff, Scott’s line skating into the bench hard and fast.
Shane picked up the pass from Matti with lightning speed, taking it up the ice—
Boom! Shane collided with Vincent Lemaire, both of them going down hard. Shane felt the twinge in his shoulder immediately, a little winded as he rose up enough to watch another of Minnesota’s forwards skate away with the puck and right to Eric.
“Feelin’ a little green, Hollander?” called Vincent as he got to his feet. Shane scrambled to get up after him, shoulder still twinging. Ice was settling over his veins as he could hear the crowd booing in the background. Of course the refs didn’t even call a fucking penalty.
“Hollander!” Coach Harv called from the bench. Shane ignored him, chasing after Vincent.
The other forward was in their zone. Breezy tried to get in his way, but he spun around him, passing it back to Vincent. Shane skated harder, trying to reach him in time—
Vincent let a slap shot rip right at the net, the puck sailing over Eric’s left shoulder, an inch from his head. The goal horn blared and cheers went up from the Minnesotan team and fans.
Shane didn’t watch them celebrate as he skated back to the bench. Didn’t look up to see the disappointed fans. He stepped through the door, held open by their equipment manager, and slumped down on the bench.
The team around him was silent. The tone had been set for the game. By Shane. Fuck.
Scott leaned across Carter to say something but before he could, Shane felt a tap on his back. “You didn’t hear me calling you?” Coach Harv grumbled.
Shane’s entire body went cold and tense all over. “No,” he lied.
Harv grunted. “How’s your shoulder?’
Shane purposefully didn’t move it. “It’s fine.”
“How about you go get it checked out?”
Shane would’ve snapped his head around in shock if it wouldn’t’ve aggravated his shoulder. “I’m fine, I can play,” he pleaded. He was fine. Really. In Montreal he would’ve played through the injury easily. Coach Theriault didn’t pull his boys for minor aches and pains. And that’s what this was – a minor pain.
Coach Harv shook his head. “Tough. Go get it checked.” He didn’t wait for Shane to argue, just moved down the line to say something in Scott’s ear. Scott nodded, completely composed despite the devastating minute-in goal that Shane had just let happen.
Shane didn’t wait around as Scott’s line headed back out on the ice to resume play. He rose from the bench, letting the door slam behind him as he stalked back down the tunnel. He didn’t look up at the fans the whole way.
 
---
 
The PT – Sully – pulled him from the game. “It’s just a strain but it’ll heal better if you don’t aggravate it more. It’s too early in the season for you to get a major injury. This isn’t the playoffs. I’d rather you rest it now and head back out next week.”
Shane was in his clothes by the time the team returned to the locker room. He’d hid in the showers and PT room during the breaks between periods. Now, he kept his head down, avoiding the wary glances.
Eric settled into his stall next to him with a groan. “What a game.”
Shane didn’t say anything. Eric started stripping off his pads.
The final score had been 3-2 in favor of Minnesota. They’d lost the home opener. New York was going to be furious.
Shane took a deep breath, getting ready to do the right thing. It was better to get this over with now. Once the guys got all their frustration out, they could go back to normal. Or at least subtle animosity instead of open hatred and blame.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered, just loud enough for Eric to hear.
Eric looked at him, confused. “What?”
“It’s ok, you can let me have it.” Shane shrugged like it didn’t matter – like he wasn’t bracing for a slew of verbal abuse.
Eric set his pads down. “Hollander, you don’t have to apologize.”
Shane immediately felt a sting behind his eyes. Ok. So this was how they were doing it. He pursed his lips and clenched his jaw. Fake kindness was so much worse than anger – harder to navigate in the long run – because it bled more passive aggressive tension.
He braced for a snide remark – something that would cut deep enough to ring around his head at night – but instead Eric said gently, “Hey, it’s ok.”
Shane looked at him in surprise. Those were the last words he’d been expecting to come out of the goalie’s mouth.
Eric shrugged noncommittally. “It’s one game. I mean, yeah, it’s the first one, but it’s not like it’s the end of the world. This isn’t the playoffs.”
There was that sentiment again: this isn’t the playoffs. How ridiculous. In Montreal, if you didn’t play every game like it was the playoffs, if you weren’t hungry for the win, if you weren’t starving, willing to sacrifice everything, then you were benched. Losers didn’t play.
Eric seemed to sense his confusion. “This loss isn’t your fault. You know that, right?”
Shane dropped his gaze. He didn’t know what to say to that. Of course it was his fault. He’d ruined the fucking game.
Eric turned his whole body towards him, which was kind of comical because his broad shoulders already didn’t fit very well in his cubby, but there was nothing funny on Eric’s face. “Shane, that was one goal. And frankly, that was a bad hit. I mean, you should see the bruise on Breezy’s face from that fight with Lemaire.”
Shane’s head snapped up. “Fight with Lemaire?”
Eric chuckled. “I mean yeah, he took him to the boards as soon as the puck dropped. Guess you missed it going down the tunnel. Even Woody got into it.”
“Woody got into a fight in his first MLH game?”
“You bet he did. Farmer and Gilly looked ready to hop the boards and jump in when it happed if good ol’ sensible Yallo hadn’t been holding ‘em back.”
Shane glanced across the locker room at the rookies who were excitedly taking pictures of a rapidly darkening bruise on Woody’s jaw.
“Dude, I’m getting this printed and framed,” said Woody, grinning through a toothy smile despite the bruising.
“So fucking cool,” said Gilly.
“So fucking cool,” agreed Farmer.
Eric nudged Shane’s knee with his. “I think they’re excited about defending their idol. Real knight in shining armour type bullshit.”
That almost got Shane to smile but… “I don’t really feel like an idol tonight.”
Eric shrugged, waving off his worries. “Ah, even gods get struck down to earth sometimes.” He gave Shane a cheeky smile through his beard. “Or in your case, flattened like a pancake at top speed.”
Shane’s lips twitched a little, but the smile didn’t meet his eyes.
Eric turned serious again. “You know, you’re not out there by yourself. I mean, yeah it’s nice when you guys tie ‘em up before they get to me, but at the end of the day, the thing standing between the puck and that net, is me. So if you’re gonna take this one hard, then I am too.”
Shane looked at the goalie in shock. “You shouldn’t do that.”
Eric bumped his shoulder – the good one. “Then neither should you.”
“But I missed—”
“So did I.”
Shane really didn’t know what to say to that. Eric just kept looking at him, nothing but kindness in his eyes – and not the pretend kind.
Shane kind of felt like he wanted to cry.
“Alright boys, listen up!” Scott put up a hand in the middle of the room. Everyone dropped what they were doing, giving their Captain their full attention, including Eric and Shane. He didn’t envy Scott this moment. If there was anything he was glad about in losing his captaincy, it was not having to be responsible for this part of team morale.
“Now I know tonight didn’t go our way.” There were a couple scoffs and grumbles around the locker room. Scott didn’t let it phase him. “But this wasn’t a total loss. We still have things to celebrate – things that deserve celebrating.” Some of the guys started to perk up a little, especially the rookies.
“It’s still early in the season. It’s literally the earliest in the season we can be. There’s only up from here.” Shane knew that wasn’t true. There was a lot of room for going down from here too – losses and injuries and more losses until even your own fans didn’t love you anymore.
Scott didn’t seem to care. “Vaughny, that was an absolute beauty of a goal in the third.”
Carter gave his friend a nod of thanks, but his enthusiasm had dimmed a little. “Thanks, Cap.”
“And Eric, 25 saves out of 28 shots on goal is no small feat. Especially at your age.”
Eric grunted a “Fuck you,” but his lips twitched up a little.
“And Farmer, Woody?” Both boys peaked up as their names were called. “That was some solid defense – you both held your own. I’m not gonna lie, it needs work, but now we know what we need to work on.”
“We will, Cap,” Farmer said, determined. Woody nodded enthusiastically.
“Good. Because that’s what we learned tonight. That’s what the opener is for. We’ve got a lot of new players on this team this season.” Shane could feel Scott’s eyes on him, but he kept his own on the floor. “It’s ok if this doesn’t gel right away. That doesn’t mean it won’t ever happen. But it does mean we’re gonna keep working on it. Right boys?”
“Right!” everyone said in synch, except for Shane, who kind of mumbled it a half-second later.
“Now I know it’s a little unconventional, but we really do have something to celebrate tonight.” Scott paused dramatically before his eyes landed back on the rookies. “Gilly?”
“Yeah Cap?” Gilly poked his head out from behind Woody’s broad frame.
“First goal of the whole fucking season. Dude, huge improvement from last year. I couldn’t be more proud of you.”
Gilly beamed like a kid on Christmas, practically blushing. “Gee, thanks Scotty.”
Scott grinned back, “That’s one that definitely deserves a celebration. What do you say boys?”
Everyone in the locker room cheered. Plans were suddenly being made to head out to the Kingfisher – a bar where Scott’s boyfriend worked – for celebratory drinks (non-alcoholic ones for the rookies, unfortunately. Thank God Shane had been drafted in Canada). The whole locker room was back to buzzing with excitement, everyone shaking off the loss as they stripped off their gear and headed for the showers.
Scott hung back, hesitantly sitting in the cubby next to Shane.
“You gonna come out with us?” he asked hopefully, but from the look on his face, he already knew what Shane’s answer was going to be.
Shane shook his head, not looking at Scott. “Think I’m just gonna head home.”
“You sure? Might be nice to not be alone right now. You could get to know some of the guys—”
Shane abruptly stood, hefting his bag over his shoulder. “Thanks, but I think I would like to be alone right now. I’ll uh, see you at practice.”
“Ok.” Scott didn’t push. Shane was grateful for it. “See you tomorrow, Hollander.”
“See you tomorrow, Cap.”
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  Ilya laced up his skates with practiced efficiency and a controlled level of rage. The Raiders were in the away-team locker room of the Montreal Metros – Ilya’s most hated team in the league. He had hated the Metros for seven years on principle – on account of them being Boston’s biggest rivals and for obvious personal reasons – but after the last year, he especially wished the fiery depths of hell on everyone still wearing the blue and red logo (maybe less so Hayden Pike, on account of Shane’s inevitable grief if his “best friend” burned for eternity, but Ilya would never admit that out loud).
Ilya was absolutely itching to get out on the ice. He couldn’t wait to look Gilbert fucking Comeau in the eye as he punched him in the face. Except he needed to wait. Because there was no way to explain dropping his gloves at the face-off this early in the season without linking himself to Shane. Even if he was dying to put a fist through Patrice Drapeau’s teeth (which was going to be an extra challenge since knocking around the opposing team’s goalie was a big no-no, so maybe Ilya would have to settle for J.J. Boiziau instead. He never really liked the guy anyway, regardless of the soft-spot Shane had for him).
No, this game was going to be a slow descent into madness as Ilya baited the Montreal team to give him an excuse to drop his gloves. And hopefully his team backed him up when he did.
Finished with his skates, Ilya rose to his feet to address his team. He loved this part of being Captain – getting to hype everyone up before the game. Even when his English was stilted, Ilya loved giving peptalks. He loved feeding off the team’s energy and being able to give it back in return. These were his boys, and he took great pride in being their leader.
“Alright boys!” Twenty-something pairs of eyes fixed on him. Ilya let his lips stretch into a malicious grin.
“We’ve had a good start to season so far but tonight we face our biggest challenge. Or at least, what press calls big challenge because we know the Metros are no match for us.”
Grins and whoops went up around the room.
“And now that they have lost Hollander, they are crippled. So we take gift from hockey gods and grind these fucking Canadians into ice, yes?”
More whoops. The rookies were already shoving each other around in excitement.
“We’re going to take this one, and when we do, Montreal goes home crying, yes?”
A chorus of “Yes, Cap!” rang through the room – music to his ears.
“Let’s fucking go!” Ilya cried.
Sticks clapped against stalls and skates stomped the ground. A chorus of “Let’s fucking go!” echoed through the room as everyone lined up to leave. Ilya stood at the door, tapping each of his players on the head with a gloved hand on their way out, like a priest baptizing his subjects, anointing them with his blessing.
God, he was really looking forward to this. He’d been dreaming about this game since last season and he wasn’t about to waste it. Especially not after last week.
Shane had called him after his home opener. Ilya of course watched the whole thing on tv, having played his own game in Boston the night before.
It was a little weird, seeing Shane in so much red, but he still looked pretty as ever. It kind of reminded Ilya of Shane’s jersey when they’d met, their countries’ flags on their chests. They’d been so young and eager then. And now…
Shane had looked nervous – shoulders tense, head down, not talking to or looking anyone in the eye. He’d had a brief moment of reprieve with a kid in the stands, a smile coming back to Shane’s face in a way Ilya hadn’t seen in a long time. It had raised his hopes, watching Scott Hunter (Ilya still couldn’t believe Shane was playing with Scott Fucking Hunter. Blah.) handing Shane a puck to throw. He’d been happy Shane was around more thoughtful people now – people who cared about the game like Shane did – not in his overly competitive way, but in his I-really-love-this-game-and-want-to-share-that way.
Then came the hit.
Ilya had completely stopped moving, heart dropping to his feet, breath catching. Flashbacks immediately started running through his mind – a game two years ago, Shane’s body crumpled on the ice, unmoving, vulnerable, Ilya getting pushed back to the bench, then a long night of waiting and pacing and trying not to panic while waiting for news with no one to reach out to.
This time Shane got up a lot faster, but Ilya still didn’t breathe again until he did. He’d noticed the way he carried his left arm immediately, even if Shane did a good job of hiding the wince. He’d grabbed his phone as soon as Shane started heading down the tunnel, a litany of fuck, no, fuck, fuck, running through his head.
He’d texted Shane six times in a row, then again every ten minutes for the rest of the game. He’d even called David to ask if he’d heard anything, but David said no and that Ilya shouldn’t worry because, as Shane’s emergency contacts, the team would’ve called his parents if anything was really bad. That hadn’t exactly set Ilya at ease, but David had spent the rest of the game talking to Ilya on the phone about mundane things, keeping him calm while his heart tried to beat out of his chest.
Shane’s contact (or rather, Jane’s) had popped up on his screen about thirty minutes after the game ended. Ilya picked up immediately.
“Are you ok?” he knew his tone was overly concerned if not downright panicked.
Shane at least sounded a little apologetic. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry I didn’t call.” The fact that he didn’t say more didn’t help with Ilya’s worries.
“What was it? How bad is injury?”
“It’s just my shoulder. Just a strain, nothing major.” Shane chuckled a little, but it sounded forced. “Don’t know why they didn’t let me back out to play.”
Ilya frowned, not bothering to school his expression since Shane couldn’t see him. “If you are injured, you should not play. Is too early in the season to, how you say, ‘make mountains out of molehills’?”
Ilya expected Shane to laugh at his joke, but instead he hummed noncommittally, clearly not agreeing. “They want me to sit a couple games. It’s stupid.”
“Is not stupid if you are hurt. This way you will get better.”
“Yeah…” Ilya didn’t push. This was just like Shane to feel disparaged about someone taking an interest in his well-being, especially if it cut into his competitive nature. But he also understood that this wasn’t an ideal time for a setback (not that there was ever an ideal time, but Shane was particularly vulnerable right now), especially with Shane struggling to get his footing in a new city.
“Are you home now?” he asked instead.
“Yeah.”
Ilya waited for Shane to elaborate. He didn’t. Not a good sign. “…Do you want to facetime?”
“Um, I think I’m just gonna head to bed. I barely played, so I’m not really wired right now.”
Ilya tried not to let it bother him. “Ok.”
“But um, I’ll let you know how the healing goes. Hopefully I’m back on the ice by the time we play.”
“Yes. Hopefully.”
“I um…I’ll talk to you later?”
“Tomorrow?” Ilya offered.
“Sure.”
“Ok.”
“Ok…Goodnight?”
“…Goodnight. I love you, Shane.”
“I love you too.”
Shane hung up first. Needless to say, they did not talk about Ilya’s hattrick in his own home opener (even if it was truly glorious).
Ilya had spent the last year watching the Montreal Metros systematically strip his boyfriend’s confidence and security away. His boyfriend, who was supposed to be the best hockey player in the world (don’t tell Shane Ilya admitted it wasn’t himself).
So yeah, Ilya was really looking forward to tonight’s game. And needless to say, Ilya was in a particularly feral mood.
The crowd was extra rowdy tonight – they always were for Boston vs Montreal games. Say what you want about the Canadian fans, but Montreal rode hard for their team. Not as hard as Boston though. Ilya had already spotted quite a few black and yellow jerseys in the stands during warmups, amidst a sea of blue and red.
What he wasn’t expecting tonight, was how jarring it would be the square up at the face-off circle with someone in that blue and red jersey and it not be Shane Hollander.
Kolya used to be the second-line center for the Metros, but it seemed like he was starting tonight.
“I see you got promotion,” Ilya teased, getting his body low, letting that insufferable smirk dance on his lips – the one that got under every player’s skin, even Shane’s.
It worked, Kolya’s body tensing up in annoyance. “Shut your face, Rozanov.”
Ilya basked in the beginning of Montreal’s slow torture. Then he won the face-off.
 
---
 
Ilya settled on the bench after a hard shift, breathing heavy. Montreal might have lost some of their speed when Shane left, but they still played a physical game, as exemplified by the minor penalty Kolya was now serving in the box. It had of course been drawn by Ilya, Kolya cross-checking him after he’d chirped him about their lack of scoring (the game was currently 3-0 as they hit the middle of the third period thanks to Ilya, Connors, and of course, Ilya again).
“You know,” Cliff mused while they waited for their line to get called out again. “I kind of thought your whole hatred for Montreal thing might have mellowed out now that Hollander left, but it seems like you hate them more than ever.”
Ilya shrugged, schooling his features to cool indifference to not let his face betray him. “Is Montreal. Has not changed.”
“Yeah but, like, wasn’t the whole rivalry thing about Hollander? Shouldn’t you be gunning for New York now?”
“I hate New York too. Always have.”
“Because of Scott Hunter?”
Ilya made a ‘duh’ face. “Because they beat us to Cup. But yes, I also do not like Scott Hunter.”
Cliff just shook his head with a laugh, shooting water into his mouth and spitting it out.
Ilya kept his eyes trained on the ice. Montreal was getting sloppy, their defense going for bigger hits, their forwards missing passes, everyone getting a little tired as the Raiders forced them to skate for the puck over and over again. He could almost see Drapeau’s eyes rapidly darting behind his mask as he slowly lost his mind. Good. Ilya wanted to tear their team’s confidence apart with his bare hands.
“Roz’s line, go!” Coach LeClaire called as Brad Hammersmith’s line came in. Cliff tapped gloves with Victor St-Simon while jumping the boards, Ilya and Connors right behind him.
J.J. was scooping up the puck from behind the Montreal net, getting ready to pass it up the ice to Hayden Pike. Ilya intercepted it, the puck landing on his tape with a snap as he set off at break-neck speed back into the offensive zone.
J.J. tried to pivot to block him, but Ilya passed the puck up the ice to Cliff before easily swerving around J.J. in time to get it back. Ilya stared Drapeau right in the eye as he let a slapshot rip right over his left shoulder.
He had just enough time to bask in the blaring goal horn and roaring crowd (God, he really loved Boston fans who travelled for away games) before Gilbert Comeau slammed into him. Ilya immediately swung around, Comeau gliding away like he hadn’t meant to – like it made perfect sense for a defenseman to be skating full speed at the goal line after the puck went in.
Ilya let that fuck-ass smirk stretch over his entire face. “You wish that was you, huh?”
Connors slid in next to Ilya, wrapping an arm around him with a pat on the head in congratulations. “Fucking hattrick baby! Absolute fucking beauty!”
Ilya grinned, raising an eyebrow at Comeau who was still hanging a little too close to the Raiders. Just a little more…
“You lost Comeau? Missing something? No Hollander to carry you on his back?”
Comeau’s eyes darkened. Got him.
Ilya had enough sense to dodge before the punch hit his face. Connors, not so much. Oh well. Ilya would bring him a coffee to practice tomorrow – maybe the extra caffeine would help with his reflexes.
Comeau got a fist in Ilya’s jersey, other hand flying for his face again. Ilya ducked, grabbing Comeau’s jersey in return and swung, knocking the Metro’s helmet straight off.
And then Cliff was there, pulling Sampson off Connors as everyone paired up.
Ilya laughed. Comeau’s fist connected with his jaw but Ilya barely felt it, his own helmet falling to the ice. He just swung back, feeling something knock loose under Comeau’s skin as his knuckles landed on his face with probably a little too much force behind it.
He felt so fucking alive.
Arms wrapped around him from the back, and for a second he thought it was the ref, but then a French accent growled in his ear, “Fuck off, Rozanov!”
Ilya slammed an elbow back into J.J.’s ribs. The other man grunted with the hit but held on. Ryan Carmichael was doing the same with Comeau, trying to pull the opposing players apart – or do more damage in the fight, Ilya couldn’t tell from this vantage point (he sent up a prayer for Ryan to knock in Comeau’s knee with a career-ending injury).
“Not my fault you cannot play without your Captain.” Ilya spat, blood his mouth, the sharp metallic tang on his tongue from Comeau’s last hit. His jaw would definitely bruise and he could feel his lip swelling up a bit, but he still had enough time before Boston played New York for his face to get back to handsome for Hollander.
“That traitor is not my fucking Captain!” J.J. didn’t take kindly to Ilya’s words, arms tightening around his shoulders. Across from him, Ryan yanked on Comeau, trying to free Ilya from the fist in his jersey, which Ilya was really taking no effort to help with, still having his own grip on Comeau’s collar.
“Oh really? Who is then? You will take job, will you?” Ilya knew he was taunting J.J. at this point but he didn’t care. J.J. had been given an A last season – at Shane’s recommendation – but no one had been given the C yet. Ilya would rather watch a bird shit in his coffee than see Shane’s letter on J.J.’s chest.
“You are a pain in my fucking ass,” said J.J.
Ilya grinned. Being a pain in the ass was something he greatly enjoyed. Something he took a lot of pride in. In this context and others.
And he was particularly proud of this accomplishment against Shane’s so-called good-for-nothing, piece-of-shit ‘friends.’ Because even though Shane had been close with J.J. for a decade, the Frenchman had been quick to turn his back when Shane brought up switching teams. Ilya recalled one night last spring with Shane crying over the phone, the word “traitor” ringing through his ears after J.J. had stormed out of dinner when Shane broke the news. Ilya had almost jumped in his car to drive five hours just to hold him, but Shane had protested, claiming he’d rather be alone right now.
As far as Ilya knew, they hadn’t spoken since, despite Shane’s many (too many, if you asked Ilya) attempts to reach out. So Ilya would send his own message in person. (Another elbow to the ribs. He hoped they bruised.)
“Break it up!” The refs had finally worked their way into the scrum, hands pushing Ilya and Comeau apart. The Metro still tried to throw another punch but Ilya dodged again, watching in glee as his hand caught the ref’s shoulder instead.
Then they were both being bodily pulled apart. Ilya let himself go this time, a ref’s hand at his back, but it didn’t stop him from running his mouth at the Metros still wrestling with the rest of the refs.
“Yes, very good effort. You are trying very hard. Maybe they give you participation trophy at end of season since you will never win Cup again.”
“Jesus Christ, Rozanov,” said Hayden, doing a circle around the fight but staying out of the way of flying fists.
Ilya waggled his eyebrows, the ref still pulling him away. “You want a piece of this Pike?”
Hayden rolled his eyes but didn’t engage. Fine by Ilya. Shane was already going to yell at him about this, but he’d go ballistic if Ilya got into it with Hayden too. They were at least on somewhat amicable terms (even if Ilya did spend every second Shane made them hang out antagonizing the father of four).
“Go to the box, Rozanov,” the ref said angrily.
Ilya grinned as the Montreal arena booed him all the way there.
Connors and Cliff slid into the box next to him. Cliff had landed a beauty of a hit on Sampson – Ilya could see his eye blackening from here as the Metros were corralled into their own box. They continued to yell at Ilya through the glass.
He cupped a hand over his ear. “Roll down your window, I can’t hear you!”
“Give it a rest Rozanov,” said the box attendant tightly.
Cliff nudged him in the shoulder. “Guess you were right about the rivalry going strong. These guys really have it in for you.”
Ilya shrugged. “Boston vs Montreal. Rivalry is legacy.”
Connors shook his head, a little miffed by the sudden physicality. “So much for a season of easy Montreal games.”
They all looked at the score board. It now read 4-0 in their favour.
Ilya felt that smirk coming back. “Hmm, I think will be pretty easy.” He watched as Victor St-Simon slammed Hayden into the boards as soon as the puck dropped. The smirk grew into a smile. “And definitely very fun.”
Ilya spent the rest of the game sitting in the box, watching the clock wind down with a stupid fucking grin on his face. Montreal didn’t score a single goal. Drapeau broke his blocker as he left the ice.
Ilya recounted the whole thing to Shane over the phone while listening to him whimper until he came.
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  Shane accepted the pass from Greg, the puck snapping onto his tape with practiced efficiency before taking it up the ice. He lined up with the goal, right at the center, watched as Tommy Anderson’s eyes narrowed in on Shane, body getting low, ready to spring. Shane dragged the puck back, faking a shot to Tommy’s left and Tommy fell for it, skates pushing him to intercept the shot right as Shane switched his stick around to shoot right. The puck sailed over his pad into the back of the net.
Tommy rolled his eyes as Shane grinned, making a wide arc around the offensive zone to head back to the boards. Carter came crashing in after him, stopping abruptly and snowing Shane’s skates in an effort to stop before slamming Shane into the boards like he usually would. Shane was wearing an orange jersey to practice today – no contact. His shoulder was better and he would be playing in the game tomorrow, but the Admirals didn’t need their own players roughing him up again before he did.
“Absolute beauty!” yelled Carter. “I can’t wait to see you use that one in a game.”
Shane grinned back, Carter’s excitement a little infectious. Shane could use some of that right now. The last couple weeks had been kind of bland with nothing but physical therapy and easy skates. He’d kept trying to push the coaching staff to enter practice but Shane was quickly learning that the most intimidating man on their team wasn’t their burly starting goalie or surprisingly friendly coach, but rather Sully, the well-meaning but staunchly strict PT.
“It still needs some work,” Shane said bashfully. “Haven’t perfected it yet.” But perfect it he would. Shane had been practicing Ilya’s favoured shot the entirety of last season, but he still needed to shave another half-second on the release before he’d feel confident enough on its success in a game.
“Well, I can’t wait to see the look on Rozanov’s face when you do it,” Scott said, skating to a much calmer stop than Carter had.
“Ooh! You should save it for when we play Boston!” added Carter.
“I don’t know. I think it’s a little too early for that.”
“Come on! It’ll be so good!”
“Maybe next time,” Shane shrugged apologetically. He was already nervous enough about their next game – he didn’t need to add more stress to it. He was waiting for his moment with this one, and he knew he’d find it when it came.
“Aw fine,” said Carter disappointedly. Then he punched Shane in his good shoulder. “But we’re still gonna take ‘em down, right?”
“Right.” Shane tried to make himself sound more sure than he felt.
Shane’s first game back was against Boston. Not the best idea he’d ever had, but there was no way to explain to his team why this might not be the greatest choice for his self-confidence without revealing way too much about his personal life. And he wasn’t going to risk Sully making him take more time off if he used his shoulder as an excuse.
The media was already drumming up the rivalry. If Shane had thought the press would calm down about the Hollander vs Rozanov stuff when he left Montreal, those hopes had been dashed as soon as the schedule became public. As they’d gotten closer to the date, there’d been speculation about if Shane would be back in time to play against Ilya, or if he’d take the cowardly option of waiting until the next game to get back on the ice, running scared from his greatest opponent.
Shane of course, was going to play. And the Admirals’ management greatly supported that decision.
It especially didn’t help that Boston had absolutely trounced Montreal last week, even if Shane did get some level of satisfaction out of Ilya’s bloody fist going through Comeau’s face and Drapeau’s frustration at the loss (less so about what he’d said to J.J. – Shane was still hoping to repair that friendship – but he at least recognized Comeau and Drapeau were lost causes).
So now everyone was waiting to see if Boston would do the same to New York, or if Shane was truly the factor to keep the eastern powerhouse in check. Shane himself wasn’t as sure about that as he used to be, but he’d beaten Ilya personally enough times to know that he could still hold his own. He thought. Probably…Definitely. Yeah.
But if there was one good thing about playing Boston, it was that Shane would finally (finally!) get to see his boyfriend again. And maybe get laid. (Definitely get laid). He checked the clock on the scoreboard – another thirty minutes of practice meant he could probably be out of here in an hour. If he showered quick and no one tried to talk to him, Shane could be back at his apartment prepping himself before Ilya arrived. Maybe before his plane even landed…
No such luck.
Shane got pulled from practice right before the end. It had gone well, Sully watching the whole thing with hawk-like eyes and pursed lips. But he didn’t flag anything, so Shane took some satisfaction in being cleared to play.
“Hollander!” called Coach Harv – the other guys still just called him Harv, but Shane wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to that.
He skidded to a stop by their bench. “Yeah Coach?”
“Press is here. They want some interviews. You up for it?”
Shane had been the go-to public face of the Metros and was known for being reliable in front of a camera – always having the right thing to say, never flying off the handle, never letting himself get baited into saying something he shouldn’t. He’d kind of expected to take a step back from that here (Scott Hunter was just as good with the press and since he was the Captain…), but maybe it was a good thing if the coach still thought of him as such – reliable and level-headed. His mom would certainly be happy about getting his face in front of a camera.
“Uh, yeah, sure,” he replied. He glanced forlornly at the clock. Hopefully he’d still make it home in time for Ilya’s arrival.
“Good. Ditch the practice jersey before though. Don’t want anyone worrying about you.”
Shane nodded, heading for the tunnel. He stripped off his jersey and pads in the dressing room before heading back to the hall where a small group of sports reporters were waiting. Shane had seen some of them before – for pressers when the Metros were in New York for away-games – but it was a little weird not seeing the familiar faces of the journalists who covered the Metros. Shane had a brief thought about what it would be like to see those reporters while on an opposing team. Those were the people who had built Shane up for his entire career. He’d been their Captain, their leader, their golden boy. But now it would be their job to tear him down. He was the opposition, the rival, the enemy.
Shane shook it off, setting his media-ready smile firmly in place.
“Hi guys.”
They all gave him friendly greetings as the cameras settled around him, microphones being shoved in his face. Shane tried not to feel like a trapped animal as he was backed against a wall.
“Hollander, any update on the upper body injury? Can we expect to see you play tomorrow?”
At least they started with something easy. “Recovery is good and I’ve been cleared to play.”
“Your first game back – first game of the season really—” Shane ground his teeth a little at that remark. “—is against the Boston Raiders. You’ve been long-time rivals with the Raiders as a Metro and Boston has kept that rivalry up with their four-point shutout last week. Will the rivalry continue now that you’ve moved to New York?”
Shane had practiced this one with his PR agent, Farah, before the move. They didn’t need him stuttering through a response and drumming up more tension. “I’ve always respected the Raiders as a top MLH team and I look forward to playing them again.” He let a smile dance on his lips. “But I’m still just as invested in winning as I’ve always been, no matter what team I’m playing for.”
“Does that mean we can expect to see you going against Ilya Rozanov?”
“Like I said, I respect the Boston players and I look forward to facing them on the ice. All of them.”
“Will you be facing Rozanov directly if you aren’t on the starting line and he is?”
Shane tried not to wince at that one. They hadn’t practiced that part. He hadn’t really even thought about that. He was always against Ilya on the ice. But they were right, if Ilya was on the first line and Shane was on the second, then Ilya should spend most of his ice time up against Scott Hunter.
Shane went with a standard, ‘please fuck off’ response. “That’s up to the coaching staff.”
“Do you expect to be the Admirals’ starting center over Scott Hunter?”
Ok. So not keeping to the easy stuff then. “No,” Shane said shortly. Keep it simple – that’s what Farah always said.
“If you were expecting to be demoted on the team, why did you transfer from the Metros where you had a higher standing?”
Shane’s tongue got stuck in his throat. There’d been many, many rumors about why he moved; that he’d fought one of his teammates (lots of speculation if it was J.J. or Hayden, multiple threads on if he’d had an affair with Hayden’s wife), that he was being difficult with the coaching staff, that he’d become a total diva in contract negotiations. There’d been some slightly nicer ones too; that he had a secret girlfriend (lots of fans were hoping it was Rose Landry) in New York and wanted to be closer, that he was secretly having an affair with Scott Hunter (that really drummed up a twitter war, especially with the Shayden shippers), that he was going to leave hockey for a lucrative modelling career (seriously, you get convinced to go to one fashion week show by your movie star not-girlfriend). Shane wasn’t sure what was worse: that he couldn’t tell anyone the real reason, or that the real reason would bring more shock and horror than all of the above. He shuddered just thinking about what these reporters would say if they knew who he was seeing this afternoon (he wanted to burrow to the center of the earth at the thought of how twitter would react).
Shane tried to get his brain to catch up enough to answer the question. He knew he’d already paused too long. There’d be a million articles and videos about that pause alone by the time the game aired tomorrow and the last thing he needed was ESPN speculating on him having ‘differences’ with his new Captain. Let alone him coming in to shake up the Admirals’ starting roster (even if Ilya would be totally thrilled if Shane knocked Scott down a peg. (Not that Scott deserved that. He was just an easy guy to pick on. Mostly because there wasn’t much to pick on in the first place. He was just so perfect.))
Shane tried to unglue his tongue again. He needed to say something—
“Hollander!” Shane heard his name called from down the hall, not from the reporters trying to keep his attention. He craned his head to see around the cameras and sure enough, there was Scott Hunter running up to them, still in his full gear, like a goddamn knight in shining armour.
Scott pushed his way through the reporters. “Hey guys, how are you? Dan, how’s the kids? Shelly, good to see you.”
They parted easily, allowing Scott to get to Shane, responding to his greetings with friendly ones of their own.
“Sorry, but I’m gonna need to steal Hollander here.” Scott put a hand on Shane’s good shoulder to pull him away.
The reporters surged forward, everyone barking questions at the same time.
Scott raised his hand, tone placating. “Ok, ok, you guys can have one question. Uh…” Scott scanned the group, everyone watching him eagerly. Scott nodded at a woman standing a respectful distance back. “Shelly, go ahead.”
“Thanks, Scott.” She smiled, holding out her mic. “You’ve both been the Captains of Cup-winning teams and as Allstars. That’s some big talent to have in the same room, let alone playing the same position. How are you two managing sharing that kind of spotlight?”
Shane tensed up again. Scott felt it through the hand on his shoulder. He gave it a squeeze before taking the question easily.
“We’re really grateful to have Hollander on the team. He’s a great player in his own right – you’ve all seen him score more goals than anyone in a season – but he’s also a great teammate. He knows how to make plays, make things happen, and really lead a team to victory. It’s been nice to have someone else on the team who knows how to do that. You know, I feel like we can really do something together.” Scott shot Shane one of those dazzling smiles. “I mean, with talent like this, we’re gonna take it all the way, right Hollzy?”
Shane goddamn blushed. “Absolutely.”
He breathed a sigh of relief, shoulders relaxing under Scott’s hand.
“Alright, that’s enough for the day. You’ll have to wait for the game to talk to us again, sorry guys.” Scott was outwardly apologetic, even while doing a great job of trying to get them out of there. And he was truly very good at it. The reporters all gave him polite smiles as they let the two hockey players through, Scott’s hand still guiding Shane by the shoulder.
Shane marveled at the other man a little bit. He was always so…put together. So collected. And helpful. Scott didn’t just appear to care about his teammates – he really truly did. And he tried. All the time, he noticed what his team needed and figured out how to give it to them. Shane couldn’t help feeling like this is what a Captain was supposed to be. He wondered if he’d ever even come close to that.
Most of the boys were in the showers when they got back to the dressing room. Eric was still stripping off his pads at his cubby. Scott and Shane went over to him. Shane sat down to undo his own skates.
“Good practice.” Scott fist bumped Eric.
“You were lookin’ good out there Holls,” Eric added.
“Oh uh, thanks. Y-You too.” Eric hadn’t fallen for Shane’s trick shot – he’d seen it coming from a mile away. Shane was going to practice until it went in the net every time. He wouldn’t use it in a game until it was perfect.
“You feelin’ ready for tomorrow?” Scott asked.
Shane shrugged. “Yeah.” He hoped that came out more confident than he felt. It wasn’t that he was worried or anything. It was just Boston. It wasn’t like they were currently the leading team in the league (they were) and Shane hadn’t played a game yet this season. And it wasn’t like they were facing his very public rival so he’d especially be under extra scrutiny…
It was fine. It was just a hockey game. Shane could do that in his sleep.
And he was excited to see his boyfriend. Yeah, that’s why his heart was beating a little too fast.
Eric nudged Shane’s knee. “Well hey, if any of those Raiders come at you, we’ve got your back.”
Shane shot him a grateful smile. “Thanks.”
“Especially Rozanov,” added Scott.
“Ugh,” Eric groaned. “Can’t believe I’m gonna have to look at that guy’s smug fucking face tomorrow.”
Scott punched Eric’s shoulder. “Guess we’ll have to make sure he doesn’t have anything to be smug about.”
“Not sure that’s gonna work,” muttered Shane.
“True,” Eric chuckled. “That guy’s so self-obsessed he’d probably be happy about catching his reflection in the boards even while you were checking him.”
Shane shrugged. “He’s not so bad.”
Scott raised an eyebrow. “No?”
Shane froze, realizing what he said. “Uh I mean, like, he can be nice. Sometimes.” Fuck. Fuck, fuck fuck.
Neither of the Admirals looked convinced.
“He came to see me in the hospital after I got injured during one of our games. And we’ve played together at Allstars.”
“Right, I forgot about that.” Scott’s eyebrows unfurled a little. “You two actually made a pretty good team.”
Shane gave a nervous laugh. “Yeah, I guess.” Ok, crisis averted. This wasn’t going too bad. Neither Scott nor Eric looked like they wanted to roast Ilya on a pike so maybe…maybe this would be a good place for Shane to start…resetting the narrative? The Admirals didn’t have an personal beef with Ilya, not like the Metros. And they had their charity announcement coming up soon but maybe Shane could start laying the ground work for their friendship now?
“Huh. Guess he always just seemed like an ass,” said Eric, but his body was still relaxed as he unlaced his skates. If it were J.J. he might’ve started waving around the bladed boot in outrage.
“Oh I’ve talked to him off the ice a bunch of times. He’s definitely an ass.” Scott seemed to take a moment to think about something. “But yeah, I guess he’s not so bad all the time. Kind of weird though.”
“Oh definitely super weird,” said Shane.
Footsteps sounded as Carter sauntered back into the locker room, towel around his waist, hair dripping water onto his bare shoulders. The droplets ran down muscled pecks to functional abs. Shane looked away.
“What are you boys chattin’ about?” he asked, rooting around his own cubby assumedly for his clothes. He pulled a stick of deodorant from his bag. At least he’d remembered to bring his own today.
Shane tensed a little, trying to think of a lie when Scott said, “Ilya Rozanov.”
“What about him?” Carter pulled a protein bar from his bag and took a big bite.
“Apparently he’s a bit of a weird guy,” offered Eric.
“Oh yeah, totally,” said Carter through a mouthful of bar. “But you know, he’s like, wicked at pool. Lost two grand to him last Allstars.”
Shane remembered Ilya bragging to him about that while fingering him. He’d told is boyfriend to stop talking about Carter Vaughn while he was inside him. Looking at Carter now though, he’d probably be pretty chuffed about being discussed by anyone while in bed.
Scott laughed. “Serves you right, you suck at pool.”
“I do not! I beat you!”
“And I really suck at pool.”
Eric leaned over to whisper to Shane. “He really does. Me though…” Eric winked. Shane couldn’t help but smile.
Carter shot Shane a grin while he finished chewing the rest of his snack. “Don’t worry dude, if Rozanov fucks with you, we’ve got it.”
“Thanks Vaughny, but I’m not worried about him.” Shane tried to let himself believe it. The game was gonna go fine. Besides, they weren’t on the same lines so they’d probably barely even face each other on the ice. He could just go home and have a nice night with his boyfriend and not worry about the expectations of the entire hockey world resting on his shoulders…
Scott, Carter and Eric shared a look before turning back to Shane. Shane ducked his head and started digging through his bag, knowing what they were about to ask and wanting to avoid—
“Hey, a couple of us are gonna grab something to eat,” Scott said casually. “Wanna join?”
“Oh uh…” Shane kept digging, searching for his phone. It should’ve been in the front pocket but it wasn’t there. Maybe he’d thrown it in the big pouch? “I can’t today, sorry guys.”
“Aw, c’mon, Hollander, you never come out,” whined Carter.
Shane tried not to squirm at the observation. It was true that he usually ducked out on team plans, but in his defense, he hadn’t really been in a ‘party’ mood lately and didn’t want to bring down the vibe. Plus, he wasn’t the Captain anymore so technically showing face at team functions was no longer his responsibility. And he really did have plans tonight…
“Maybe another time.” They all knew it was a dead promise. Scott shared a concerned look with Eric that Shane kind of wished he’d missed.
Shane was still distractedly rooting through his bag. “Sorry, just need to find my phone…”
“Oh, here it is.” Carter grabbed Shane’s phone from the top of his cubby. He held it out to Shane as the screen lit up, the phone buzzing in his hand with a text.
Shane’s whole body went tense as he snatched it away from Carter. “Thanks.”
Shane looked at the screen.
Lily: Just landed. See you soon.
He looked back at Carter, trying to gauge if he’d seen anything. Scott was already talking with Eric. Carter glanced between Shane and his phone before joining in on their conversation. He didn’t seem suspicious, but was the way he was leaning against Scott’s shoulder overly casual? Or was that just Carter being Carter?
Shane shook it off and quickly typed back:
Shane: Just finished practice. Have to shower then going home.
Shane slipped the phone back into his bag, securely stowing it away from the eyes of his teammates.
The rest of the team was filing in from the showers now. Farmer and Woody were arguing about something (Shane vaguely heard a female-sounding name) which quickly drew Scott’s attention to go play mediator. Breezy pulled Carter into a conversation and Eric was checking something on his phone.
Shane quickly gathered his towel and soap before heading to the showers. He really hoped his team was gone by the time he was finished.
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    Chapter Summary

    Ilya finally gets to see Shane's new apartment.
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  Ilya snuck out of the hotel without even dropping his bag in his room. Connors had handed him a keycard for their shared abode and took one look at Ilya grinning at his phone before sighing.
“You’re gonna go see a girl, aren’t you?”
Ilya just shrugged, letting Connors assume what he will.
Connors rolled his eyes. “Should I expect you back tonight?”
Ilya’s grin widened. “Nope.”
“You fucking dog.” Connors laughed as he walked away, catching up with Cliff at the elevators. Ilya turned on his heel, bag in hand, and ducked out a side entrance before their management could notice he was missing.
He slipped on a cap and sunglasses – as incognito as Ilya Rozanov could be – and took to the streets. Ilya loved New York. He loved the noise and the people and the towering buildings. He loved the lights and the music and the food. He loved how alive the city was. He took a deep breath of city air – concrete and construction and the odor of too many people – and set off down the sidewalk.
Their hotel was only a block away from Shane’s new apartment. Ilya was looking forward to seeing it. Shane’s real estate tastes were always lavish, his homes furnished to be stylish yet comfortable, but he hadn’t shown Ilya much of this one yet. Most of their video calls had been from Shane’s bedroom (an optimal location for many reasons) so he hadn’t seen the rest of the space yet. Shane always raved about the view – that he could see the whole skyline from his penthouse. Ilya had plans to have them look at that view while he…you know.
Ilya: Here.
The lock on the front door clicked as Jane’s read receipt popped up. Ilya slipped into the building, keeping his head down. There was good security here – almost too good – which meant lots of cameras. Shane had suggested getting a new secret hook-up apartment – possibly outside Manhattan – but Ilya staunchly shot down the idea. He wanted to have his boyfriend in his own bed. He’d fought too hard for them to have that. They wouldn’t be going backwards.
The elevator doors opened in front of Ilya and then there was Shane, waiting, pressed all the way into the back corner. Ilya slipped inside, going to the opposite end of the small box. Shane tapped a key fob to the elevator panel and hit the button for the top floor.
Ilya glanced up at the top corner of the elevator, spotting a camera as they waited for the door to close. Shane was tapping his foot against the floor, refusing to look at him. Ilya watched the numbers climb, trying not to look at Shane either, keeping his ballcap covering his face. The tension was suffocating in the small box…52…53…54—
The doors opened right into Shane’s unit. Ilya had him pressed against the wall of the foyer in two seconds. He had his lips on Shane’s by the third.
Shane melted into the kiss like he always did, a small moan breaking free as Ilya’s tongue swept into his mouth. Ilya had one hand on Shane’s jaw, tilting his head just how he wanted it. The other was on Shane’s chest, palming his pec as he pressed their hips together. Shane pressed back in a slow grind, hands knocking off Ilya’s cap to sink into his hair.
Both of them groaned as their cocks lined up. Both of them were already hard. Both of them felt a little frantic for it, but Ilya was the one to slow things down. His tongue traced languidly around Shane’s mouth, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth before soothing over it with another kiss. Shane was panting and flushed, just the way Ilya liked him. He let his hands settle on Shane’s hips, grip firm as he pushed away slightly.
“I missed you,” Ilya muttered. Shane whined at the loss of contact, surging forward to capture Ilya’s lips again. Ilya let him have another kiss (and another) before taking a full step back to put real space between them. He didn’t want to rush. He wanted to savour this.
“Come on, we have all night.” That was true – their game wasn’t until tomorrow. Ilya would have to be up early for morning practice but the Raiders had flown in a day early, which meant two whole nights with Shane.
Ilya gestured to what he could see of the living room through the foyer. “I want the tour.”
Shane reached for Ilya’s waistline, fingers slipping through his belt loops to pull him close again. “You sure you don’t want to just go straight to the bedroom?”
“Hmm, tempting.” Very tempting. Ilya traced Shane’s full bottom lip with his thumb. Shane’s tongue darted out to lick the pad of the digit before taking it into his mouth, sucking lightly. The sensation went straight to Ilya’s cock. He pulled back again before they could get carried away.
“Come on.” He gave Shane a light pat on the ass (and might have squeezed a little), guiding them both into the apartment.
The first thing Ilya saw was the view. Shane was right, it was phenomenal – the sun peaking between the surrounding high rises, windows gleaming in the afternoon sun.
The next thing Ilya noticed was the furniture. Or rather, the lack of furniture.
“Where’s your couch?” The living room was currently home to a single leather armchair with a side table facing an obnoxiously large tv. No couch. No coffee table. Not even a lamp.
“Oh uh,” Shane looked around the room like he was just noticing the lack of couch. “Hasn’t arrived yet.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “And when is it getting here?”
“Um,” Shane shifted from foot to foot, looking out the windows. He wouldn’t look at Ilya or the chair.
“Shane,” Ilya prompted.
Shane shrugged and mumbled, “When I buy it.”
Both of Ilya’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “You have not bought couch?”
“You know I left most of the old furniture with my Montreal house when I sold it.”
“Yes, and you were getting new furniture for here.”
“Guess I just haven’t gotten around to it yet.” Ilya’s boyfriend was now staring at the floor, which didn’t even have a rug on it, just his yoga mat rolled out next to the window (guess Shane did his morning practice out here instead of his gym because of the view?). Ilya was trying desperately to decide how big of a deal he should make this. It was so unlike Shane – Mr. Real Estate for God’s sakes – to not meticulously plan every part of his home design. Or at least hire someone very expensive and tasteful to do it.
Ilya opted for humour, lightening his tone to see if Shane would take the bait. “What do your teammates think of single chair?”
Shane’s eyebrows scrunched. “What do you mean?”
Ilya knew Shane was a private person – that he’d always been that way. Even in Montreal, he rarely hosted and if it hadn’t been for Hayden being so goddamn pushy, Shane might never have had any close friends in the city. He used his Captaincy as an excuse to keep some boundaries with his teammates – which Ilya wasn’t too pressed by considering his low level of fondness for the rest of the Metros – but Hayden had been the only one to truly break through those walls. Ilya was now wondering if it was because Shane had a soft spot for the guy and caved to his likely incessant advances, or if Hayden was the only one who really tried getting to know Shane.
Ilya knew Shane wasn’t the type of person to put himself out there when making friends. He preferred to be collected.
Guess no one in New York had collected him yet.
Ilya tried not to be too concerned (there wasn’t enough room in this relationship for both his and Shane’s anxieties) since it was still early days. Maybe he should talk to Scott Hunter? Except that would be weird: ‘Hey Scott, you should make more of an effort to befriend your new teammate. Why? Because you’re the Captain and you two secretly have a lot in common (you are both gay and boring). Why am I the one talking to you about this? Because my boyfriend has no social skills, obviously. Since when is he my boyfriend? Since when are we gay? Well, actually I’m bisexual but he is very gay, but he doesn’t want people to know that so…’
Nope. Definitely a bad idea.
Shane had only been in New York a little over a month. Maybe he just needed more time to settle in?
Ilya decided to drop it. For now.
“Nothing,” he brushed it off, going back to joking. “I cannot believe you are playing with Scott fucking Hunter.”
Shane’s eyes crinkled. Score. “He’s not that bad.”
Ilya poked him in the stomach. “He is ancient.”
“He’s not even the oldest on the team.”
“Oh really? You play with Scott Hunter’s grandpa too?”
“Well, I mean, Greg’s grandson was just born over the summer…”
Ilya laughed. “New York is team of dinosaurs. Will be good for you, you can play canasta between periods.”
Shane gave Ilya a deadpan look. “You know we’re the same age.”
“Yes, but I know how to be young. You were born as senior citizen. On inside.”
Shane rolled his eyes, lips twitching. Ilya kept going. “On outside though, you have always been baby.”
Shane’s jaw dropped in offense. “I have not!”
“Oh yes.” Ilya pinched Shane’s cheek just to watch him glare. “Very cute face.”
“Fuck off, I don’t have a baby face anymore.”
“You can’t even grow playoff beard,” Ilya teased, tracing a hand over the nonexistent stubble on Shane’s jaw.
He kept glaring but didn’t pull away from Ilya’s touch. “You know you looked pretty baby-faced when we met.”
Ilya heartily disagreed. “Hmm, no. I was never baby.”
“No?”
“No. I came out womb as Allstar hockey legend. Is fact.”
“A fact? Really?”
“Yes…You were baby, though. At Prospects Cup. Little baby with your haircut—"
“What was wrong with my hair?” Shane’s voice rose several octaves.
“How old were you when your mother stopped cutting it?”
“She did fine. It was fine.”
“How old?”
Shane’s eyes narrowed. Ilya raised his eyebrow mockingly.
“21,” Shane muttered through gritted teeth.
Ilya’s lips split his whole face into a grin.
“Fuck off.” Shane shoved him in the shoulder.
Ilya set his hands on his boyfriend’s waist, pulled him in, and kissed him.
Shane went willing, even if he nipped Ilya’s lip a little for revenge. That just made Ilya growl as let his hands slip around to grab Shane’s ass. He gasped a little into Ilya’s mouth and he took that opportunity to sweep his tongue inside, claiming.
They stumbled through the apartment as Shane led him to the bedroom, neither willing to pull away for more than a breath. The weeks apart had been long and lonely – the first stint away was always the hardest after the summers. They spent so much time together at the cottage that being apart felt like missing a limb until they could get used to the distance again. Get used to being alone.
Ilya didn’t understand why it always felt like this. They’d spent most of their relationship apart, spent years and years by themselves. But it was like once he decided he could have Shane, his body had carved out space for him so it always felt like he was missing something when he went away.
Shane groaned as they stepped into the bedroom, pressing Ilya up against the wall. Ilya loved it when he got like this – desperate enough to manhandle him around. One of the best benefits of dating a hockey player that regularly shoved people into the boards (and got shoved in return).
Ilya was about to switch their places when his usual laser focus on Shane’s pleasure was drawn by something across the room. Or rather, the once again, lack of something.
The wall over the bed was empty. So was the one across from it, except for the tv. No art. No photographs. Not even a hook for something to be added later.
Everything about it was impersonal, almost like a hotel room, but those at least had stock art on the walls. This was just a bed and an end table (which currently hosted a box of tissues and an alarm clock, nothing else). It was like the bachelor pad of a college freshmen, not a multi-millionaire hockey star nearing his 30s.
Ilya used to have an apartment that looked like this. He’d been young – a rookie just moved to America. He hadn’t cared at the time that his home was so empty. He filled it with other things – women and cars and music and parties. He’d even made some questionable art purchases to try to make the space feel more like home, but he hadn’t done that until right before the first time Shane came over.
He hadn’t cared enough about where he lived until he bought his house, and it became very clear why he did that when Shane saw it for the first time, asking Ilya question after question about his builder and designer and a million little details that Shane cared about (and was impressed by) that Ilya couldn’t give two shits himself. Ilya could admit that it had been more about seeing his house through Shane’s eyes and more importantly, seeing Shane in his house.
Now he was in Shane’s house, but it looked nothing like Shane’s home. It looked nothing like Shane.
“What’s wrong?” Shane pulled back from kissing Ilya’s neck, feeling the tense set of his shoulders.
Ilya’s eyes scanned the bedroom, then looked at Shane. Shane had tensed up as he watched him survey the space. As he watched him judge it. And find it lacking.
Shane immediately set about making excuses. “Look, I like, just moved, ok? I’ll get to decorating once I’ve settled in.”
“I don’t know how you will settle in if you do not have stuff to settle in with.”
“I just have to buy stuff, and I will. It’s not a big deal.”
“Shane, your apartment is empty.”
“It’s not empty.”
“You only have two pillows on your bed.”
“You hate it when there’s too many pillows.”
“But you don’t.”
Shane went quiet. Ilya stared at him, trying to find what was wrong in his eyes.
Shane ground his teeth. Dropped his gaze. Shrugged his shoulders. “I’m getting to it,” he said quietly.
Ilya kept his hands on Shane’s hips, thumb slipping under his shirt to rub comfortingly at the skin there.
Shane swallowed. Squared his shoulders back. Met Ilya’s eyes again. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”
Ilya thought about pressing the issue – it was clearly weighing on Shane – but Shane took his hesitation as an opportunity to pull him closer by the belt loop.
Shane dropped his voice low. “I missed you.” He glanced down at Ilya’s lips. “It’s been so long. I’ve been thinking about this for weeks.”
Ilya was such a sucker for that tone. “Thinking about it?”
“Yes.” Shane brought his face close, so their lips were almost touching. “I’ve been all alone in this big bed. Just myself…and my hand…thinking about you…” Ilya’s breath hitched. “Coming here to fill—"
Ilya pressed their lips together and forgot what he was thinking about.
 
---
 
Ilya pulled them away from the bed long enough to cook dinner. Shane actually found a decent recipe – enough that Ilya didn’t complain about his macrobiotic diet – for them to make together. Something with faro and salmon and a sauce that only Ilya ate but Shane still enjoyed making regardless.
It was nice, cooking together again. It had become routine for them in the summers spent at the cottage, but they didn’t get many opportunities during the season. They were usually too busy making up for lost time to worry about cooking and just ordered in. This was a rare instance of having enough hours in a row to not feel the impending weight of one of their departures.
It was nice to do something so mundane. Domestic.
Ilya seasoned the salmon while Shane read off the macros on the side dish. He pulled Shane away from washing dishes to make out while they waited for everything to cook (then cleaned the stove when the faro boiled over). They ate dinner at the bar top since Shane didn’t have a couch or table yet (this seriously needed to be fixed before Yuna saw), conversation slow but comfortable after years of spending so much time together.
It was quiet, and easy, and it made Ilya ache inside for every night he spent eating dinner alone.
He avoided asking Shane about his new team, knowing his not playing due to injury was still a touchy subject – one that would end tomorrow anyway. Instead, they talked about the rookies coming in, comparing their early years to how different the league was now. Shane argued that they were too rowdy, that he was nothing like that as a rookie, and Ilya jokingly informed him that that was just a Shane thing, because Ilya had been just as much of a menace as a rookie. (Shane then informed him that he was still a menace, and he was well aware of Ilya’s rookie shenanigans since Scott still rolled his eyes at the mention of his name. This pleased Ilya enough to kiss his boyfriend through a mouthful of very bland faro).
Shane went a little quiet when Ilya brought up this year’s Allstars game and he dropped the topic quickly, remembering that both of them going wasn’t a guarantee this year.
Shane distracted him from the lull in conversation by grabbing dessert from the freezer – a real ice cream sandwich for Ilya, complete with preservatives and added sugar and plastic packaging (all of which Shane complained about) and frozen blended bananas for Shane. He called it ice cream. Ilya did not agree.
Ilya ate his real ice cream happily, pleased that his boyfriend would go through the effort to get something just for him. Even if Shane hadn’t thought about getting a couch for them both to sit on, he’d still thought about this.
And no couch meant spending the evening in bed – Shane’s head pillowed on Ilya’s chest, a movie playing quietly on the tv. Something high-action with fast cars and an easy to follow plot for when they got distracted by kissing.
Ilya carded his fingers through Shane’s hair. His fingers traced over his ear, his jaw, his neck, collarbone…Shane tensed when Ilya got to his shoulder, the muscle jumping.
Ilya waited a second before finally asking, “How is your shoulder?”
“It’s fine,” Shane mumbled.
“It’s good to play?”
“Yeah.” Shane shifted under the covers a little, trying to get comfortable.
“You’re sure? The team isn’t making you come back too soon?”
“No, it’s good. Honestly, I just want to get back out there.”
“Are you nervous?”
Shane tensed more. “About?”
“The game. I don’t know if you remember, but we play each other tomorrow,” Ilya joked, trying to keep the mood light. Trying not to pop the bubble too soon.
“My shoulder’s fine. You just don’t want me at 100 percent so you can beat me.” Shane responded like a joke, but they both heard the underlying truth in it. The accusation.
Ilya immediately changed his tone. “Shane.”
Shane sighed, sitting up a little to look at Ilya. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.”
Ilya carded his hand through Shane’s hair again, cupping the back of his neck. “I know.”
Shane leaned into the touch, eyes fluttering closed at the comfort.
“I worry about you,” Ilya admitted, almost a whisper.
Shane’s eyes opened. “You don’t need to.”
“Doesn’t mean I won’t.”
They stared at each other for a long time. There was so much that they needed to talk about – so much they should talk about – but neither wanted to say it.
Finally, Shane’s eyes shuttered. “I’ll be ok. Just need to get through the game tomorrow.”
That didn’t help Ilya’s worry. Shane had never referred to hockey like that before – as something he needed to get through. But Ilya could tell that he didn’t want to talk about it. And he didn’t want to ruin their night, so he let it go. Maybe they could talk about it tomorrow, after the game.
Shane lightened his tone. “Besides, no better way to come back than getting to play against you, right?”
Ilya tried to match him. “Right.”
“So be prepared to suffer a humiliating loss tomorrow. I might be on a different team, but I’m still the same player.”
“Oh I know.” Ilya smiled, really trying to make it meet his eyes. “But so am I.”
“Then I expect a good fight.”
Ilya smirked seductively, “You gonna take me to the boards?”
He watched heat rise in Shane’s eyes. He leaned down over Ilya, dropping back into that irresistible tone again. “Only if you really deserve it.”
Ilya eyes dropped to his boyfriend’s lips. “Guess I’ll have to be a bad boy tomorrow.”
Shane kissed him and Ilya went to sleep with a racing heart and exhausted body. If only it could also quiet his mind.
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  Shane glided up to the circle in the offensive zone for the face-off, bending his knees, stick against the ice, anticipating his opponent to tap it good-naturedly, just because he liked hearing the ref tell them off for sportsmanship, even when they knew nothing about what those taps really meant. Shane braced for the usual comment in a thick Russian accent, a retort ready on his tongue, his own eyes dancing with flirtation as he looked up and met—
Blue.
Brad Hammersmith. Not Ilya.
Right.
The puck dropped before Shane could think too much about how he felt about it.
Brad won, knocking it back to Victor St. Simon. Gilly went after it, fighting with Victor against the boards for possession. The puck got knocked out and Shane intercepted it before Brad could beat him there.
He quickly took it around the Raiders net, bracing as Brad tore after him, shoving him into the boards as their sticks grappled for the puck. Shane got a skate on it, keeping it pinned as he tried to elbow Brad out of the way. Greg Huff got in behind him, stick joining the fray until the puck shot out behind them. It got picked up by Victor who cleared the zone.
Greg was already skating for the bench. Shane followed, not wanting a repeat of last time. Gilly took the seat next to him, already pulled into a conversation with Farmer.
Shane watched Scott’s line try to get the puck back. Watched as Ilya’s line hopped the boards to meet them. Watched as Ilya grabbed a perfect pass from Victor to Cliff to himself before sending it up the neutral zone to Connors. He got it into the Admirals zone before passing it back to Ilya to avoid Matti Jalo coming in hot.
This was strange – watching Ilya play from the bench. Shane couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this close to the Russian player and just been able to watch. He was usually focused on keeping track of the puck (and getting it away from Ilya) but today offered a rare indulgence.
Ilya’s powerful strides pushed him down the ice as Scott gave chase, but Scott was no match for Ilya Rozanov. His quick reflexes swerved around Carter with easy grace. When Scott caught up, Ilya slotted the puck between his legs to keep momentum up the ice and caught it back on his tape before Scott even knew where it went. Ilya went straight for the net, stopping on a dime before he ran into Matti and let a slap shot rip right at Eric—
Who caught it in his glove. The hometown crowd roared. Ilya snarled as he turned back for his bench. Shane’s own bench exploded in cheers of “Nice one Benny!” as Scott’s line skated back.
He held his hand out to fist-bump Shane while hopping the boards. “Go get ‘em.”
Shane gave a short nod as he fist-bumped back and skated out to take the face off.
 
---
 
Boston played like Boston always played – hard hits, fast passes, relentless pace the whole time. And Shane played…not like Shane.
He’d missed at least six passes from Gilly. Half as many from Greg. He’d had two shots on goal go wide, not even hitting the bar, which his third shot did. And the rest had been stopped by Morkin, the Raiders’ starting goalie.
Shane needed to get his head in the game. They were down one point, Boston leading 3-2. If they lost this game, they would officially be on a losing streak and Shane couldn’t have that. He couldn’t start his first season with the Admirals like this.
It didn’t help that the Raiders were in their usual top form. Gilly took a big hit from one of the Raiders’ rookies at the end of the first period (Shane couldn’t remember his nickname. Something like Horse maybe? Or was it Goose?). Breezy almost got into it with Victor at the beginning of the second. Ilya had clearly been taunting Scott all night from the way he was chewing his mouth guard on the bench. And things were getting chippy in the third.
No one had drawn a penalty yet, but they were all clearly trying. Everyone needed the power play.
Shane braced as another hit came from Brad behind the Raiders net. He quickly sent the puck around the boards, needing to get it out of there. Victor was already on it, one step ahead of Gilly as he tried to intercept.
Everyone paired off, the Raiders in a practiced formation, passing it around; Victor to Brad, Brad to the other rookie, back to Brad, to Victor, to Kane, to the rookie—
The pass went wide, back to the boards.
Woody got there first, the rest of the Raiders coming at the Admirals’ defenseman fast. Shane tried to get clear, to give Woody someone to pass to as he frantically looked for a way out—
Woody shot it up the ice instead. Shane watched with heavy breaths as it passed the Admirals’ goal line. The whistle blew.
An icing call on the Admirals. Long shift for Shane then. He slowly made his way to the defensive zone, tracing the circle before stopping with his back to Benny, knees bent, stick ready, eyes on the ice—
“So should I go for hattrick tonight or would that look bad for you?”
Shane’s head shot up. Warm hazel eyes, already dancing with flirtation.
Ilya. Finally.
Shane bit back his smile.
“I’ve got a streak going,” the Russian continued, totally bragging. “Want to keep it up.”
Shane set his stick on the ice with a clack in response. Ilya did the same, bumping his into Shane’s. Shane tapped back, fighting for dominance—
“Alright that’s enough you two. Don’t make me kick you from the circle.” Ilya grinned at the very apparent eye roll in the ref’s tone.
Shane kept his eyes on the ice. When the puck dropped, he won the face off, sliding the puck over to Greg to take it up the ice.
Except Ilya was already stealing it back before they could clear the zone. Shane huffed and skated after him.
Ilya went to take the puck behind the net and Shane came in hot, the slam of their bodies making the boards shake. There was a split second of hesitation from Ilya, like he was checking in…Shane used it to pass the puck to Greg.
“Push me around all you want, I’m still faster,” called Shane. He watched the fire ignite in Ilya’s eyes and felt a spark in his own. This part – this was familiar. This part was fun.
Shane lagged just enough for Greg to pass the blue line before taking two fast strides to put him ahead and accept the pass to center the play. Feller was on him a second later, but Shane heard a clack and shot the puck across the offensive zone to Gilly without looking.
He felt a tap on his skate before he could take a step forward. Shane looked just in time to catch Ilya zooming past, swinging his stick around from where he’d clipped Shane’s blade. On purpose.
“Asshole,” Shane mumbled under his breath.
“Hollander!” Coach Harv called before Shane could get back in the play. He glanced at the bench, Scott sitting on the board, ready to jump over. Greg switched with him, Carter getting ready for when Shane returned.
Shane took one glance at Ilya who was trying to help Cliff get the puck out of the boards, wrestling against Gilly and Breezy.
Shane sighed. Guess it was fun while it lasted.
Scott shot past as he skated into the bench, Carter flying after him with Cale as Woody came in.
Shane sat down in time to watch the puck get shot wide. Cale skated hard to grab it, picking it up on his tape as Kane came swinging around the net, stick out to intercept—
“Oooh,” cringed the entire arena in unison, quickly followed by booing from the New York crowd.
Cale’s head snapped back down as he raised a glove to clutch his bleeding lip.
The whistle blew. The ref made the penalty signal for high sticking.
Carter was across the ice in a second, getting in Kane’s face. Shane couldn’t hear what he was saying but there was spit flying from his mouth with the vigor of his words. The two men went chest to chest, Kane spitting back, stick falling to the ice…
Scott pulled Carter away before he could start anything, muttering in his ear, likely reminding him that they’d just drawn a penalty and didn’t need Carter fucking up the power play by getting in a fight.
The refs got between everyone before a real fight could break out but Shane saw Marleau knock into Gilly as he skated back to the bench. Their rookie (or, not technically a rookie, but at this point, anyone under 20 was a rookie to Shane) almost spun on the massive Raider, indignation in his eyes and a retort clearly poised on his tongue, but Scott got there first again. Shane could just make out Scott’s stern, “Hit the bench,” before he let him go.
Gilly plopped down between Woody and Farmer with a huff. There was a mix of cheers and boos as Kane skated to the penalty box.
The remaining players on the ice dutifully hung by their benches while waiting for play to resume. Breezy sat down. Matti and Cameron went out. Harv looked at Scott, then at Cale who was still bleeding all over.
“Go get that fixed,” he grunted at the winger. Cale scowled and grumbled as he left the ice.
Coach Harv turned to Scott again. “What are you thinking?”
Scott looked down the line. Greg would be the ideal fit to replace the missing winger, but they’d been trying out different lines in practice for the power play…
“Give me Hollander.” Scott said it so confidently, like he knew Shane would make it work, even if he was more of a center than a winger.
Coach Harv tapped him on the back and Shane slid a leg over the boards, pushing off on the ice as everyone headed back into play.
Shane set himself up in the left wing as Scott took the face off against Ilya, everyone having enough rest in the pause in play to send their top lines back out. He’d thought watching Ilya play from the bench had been weird, but this was even weirder. Now Ilya was right there, but Shane wasn’t the guy in front of him.
Ilya won the face-off. A quick pass back to Connors and then Ilya was around Scott and heading up the ice in time to accept the puck back. Shane’s first instinct was to chase him down before remembering that he was supposed to be guarding Marleau, which became very clear when Ilya passed the puck back to the open man in time for him to make a breakaway into the Admiral’s zone.
Shane kicked himself for that one. Fucking stupid.
Eric crouched down, feet constantly moving, positioning himself at the top of his crease but backing into the net as Marleau got closer.
But luckily Shane was the fastest skater in the league.
He caught Marleau in time to pull the puck away, messing up his shot. Shane shot it behind the net where Carter scooped it up on the other side. Shane turned to skate after him and got an elbow to the gut from Marleau instead. He grunted, pushing back against the other player.
Marleau shoved him again but skated off before the refs could see. Shane let out a frustrated huff and put his head back down, skating hard up the ice to catch up to Scott, who accepted the pass from Carter…
And promptly lost the puck to Ilya.
Who then got checked by Shane.
The puck went wide in the neutral zone, the right wingers skating after it. Ilya had just enough time to look at Shane in shock but the Canadian was already getting open for a pass, with a little shit-eating grin on his face.
Shane slapped his stick against the ice, the satisfying clack calling to Scott who sent the puck fast up the neutral zone in time for Shane to catch it perfectly heading over the blue line. He could see Marleau coming at him out of the corner of his eye, so Shane sent a ringer of a pass back to Scott, fast and hard. It snapped onto Scott’s tape with a satisfying clap.
Shane got open again, just as Ilya caught up to Scott. He sent it back to Shane, the two of them finding a rhythm, everything finally starting to click.
Marleau was in front of the net, blocking what Morkin couldn’t. Shane took a split second to debate passing back to Scott, but Ilya was too close…Shane switched his weight, swerving behind the net instead, a little too far from the boards—
Boom! Shane winced as his shoulders smashed into plexiglass. Both he and Marleau grunted at the contact. Shane couldn’t tell if the hit was clean – Marleau was twice his size, he crushed Shane easily – and he’d keeled over a little as he’d fallen into the boards.
He sucked in a gasp as Marleau was suddenly pulled away.
“What the fuck man?!” Shane wasn’t sure who said it, still trying to get his bearings. He looked out at the ice, the refs skating over almost in slow motion as everyone paired up.
Matti was the one with a fist in Marleau’s jersey, gloves off. Ryan Carmichael was at Matti’s back, but Carter was already jumping in to get between them.
Marleau dropped his gloves to square up with Matti, both of them with one fist raised, the other in a jersey. Marleau swung first.
Shane could see Cameron and Connors facing off, still keeping their gloves on. Scott was frantically looking around, debating if he should jump in the fight to help, or if Cam was gonna need him in a second.
“Are you ok?” The voice was quiet, close to his ear.
Shane looked up into hazel eyes, a little too unguarded behind their visor. Ilya placed a hand on Shane’s arm – the good one. “Hollander?”
Ilya was suddenly bodily shoved away from Shane, two hands on his chest, pushing him back until he hit the boards.
“Back the fuck off, Rozanov.” Scott had his hands raised from pushing Ilya’s shoulders, positioning his body between Shane and his boyfriend.
The open concern in Ilya’s eyes immediately shuttered, replaced with disdain. “Fuck off, Hunter.”
“You leave my boys alone.”
Ilya scoffed. Scott’s boys. Shane could see how that one hit.
“Oh, should we go instead?” the Russian asked mockingly. And Scott, bless him, looked like he was actually going to drop his gloves.
Shane got a hand around Scott’s bicep in time. “Hey, we don’t need to be more men down. Don’t let him bait you. He’s not worth it.” And Shane didn’t want his boyfriend to come home with a black eye or bleeding lip. Not that that had ever held them back from anything before – Shane would privately admit Ilya looked quite good a little bloodied up – but it certainly would make their evening plans a little more difficult.
Scott looked back at Shane, eyes doing a quick scan of his body, taking in the extent of his injuries. Shane stood up a little straighter, both for his Scott’s assessment and his own. No twinge in his shoulder. He hadn’t hit his head. It was just a hit. Shane could take it.
“I’m good,” he muttered quietly to Scott. Then he looked at Ilya who was watching Shane intently, eyes scanning the same as Scott’s. Shane caught the hazel in his own. He put a little more inflection into his voice, “I’m good.”
Ilya’s jaw worked. Shane thought he might have seen his lip wobble. Then he dropped Shane’s gaze and skated back to the away team bench.
The remaining minutes were brutal. No one scored on the power play. The Raiders were relentless, but now the Admirals had a chip on their shoulder. The hits were hard, and more penalties probably should’ve been called, but the refs must have been fucking blind (which worked both against and for the Admirals) so Shane tried to keep his temper in check.
Ilya of course, did no such thing. The taunts got worse. Both Scott and Shane were now biting their tongues. And it only seemed to egg Boston on.
Cale came back with five minutes left. Coach Harv pulled Benny from the net at the two-minute mark. The extra player didn’t make a difference – Morkin was on fire tonight.
Every shot Shane made got stopped by a blocker or a glove or a goddamn fucking post. He could feel the tension building in his body, a twinge right between his shoulder blades going all the way up his spine. His legs were burning as the minutes counted down, pushing himself to skate harder. Faster. To beat Ilya. To win one fucking game.
They got the puck back into the offensive zone, Scott passing to Carter, then Cale who flubbed the pass again. Shane almost rolled his eyes, but instead turned his focus to skating after it, needing to get it back.
Matti caught it before it could clear the zone, but Ilya was on him in a second. Matti shot it deep, totally blind. Shane huffed as he skated after it again. He’d been out long. They’d all been out long. He didn’t even know how many seconds were left on the clock at this point.
One point. That’s all they needed. Just one point to tie it up and then they could grind the Raiders into dust in overtime and Shane could finally leave the ice to a roaring crowd.
He went around the net fast, the puck snapping onto his tape. He could practically feel Marleau breathing down his neck and he pushed his body faster, not wanting to take another hit. He just needed a second of clear view of the net…
Top corner.
Shane shot—
Wide. Again.
The buzzer rang. Boston cheered. Shane hung his head.
After a second of wallowing, he felt a hand on his shoulder. Shane looked up at his Captain who gave him a sad look. “Come on, let’s line up.”
Boston’s celebration was fast, Ilya corralling his players to line up quickly. Shane slipped into the Admirals line between Breezy and Gilly. He stomached the onslaught of Raiders with gloating smirks plastered across their faces, a polite grimace on his own.
“Hey, sorry about the hit man,” said Marleau. Shane wasn’t sure if he meant it so he just shrugged and moved on, shoulders slumping a little more as each handshake reminded him of every missed pass, every missed shot.
When he got to Ilya, he grimaced a little more and muttered, “Good game.” Ilya almost looked sorry for winning, which was even worse.
Shane skated off the ice with his team, a parade of red all the way back to the locker room. Everyone kept their heads down, shoulders slumped, not an inch of pride left.
The losing streak was official.
Maybe Shane’s mother was right. Moving to New York had been a bad idea.
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  Shane went through the motions. He took off his gear, showered, put his street clothes back on. The locker room was pretty quiet, no one in the mood to talk. Cale was getting his lip checked again. Sully was looking over Gilly’s range of motion in his wrist. Matti was bandaging his knuckles. Even Carter was keeping his head down.
Shane was happy not to talk to anyone. He didn’t have it in him to keep up a good attitude right now. He’d fucked up so many times tonight – more than he had in his entire career. Nothing was clicking. Their lines were a mess, their passes faulty, and his shooting was a level of inaccurate he hadn’t suffered through since middle school.
Shane needed to get it together. He couldn’t be a fucking loser for the rest of his MLH career. And if things kept going like this, then who knows what the Admirals’ management would do. Could he be traded? Would any team even want him if he’d become this bad at hockey?
Shane used to think he’d built the Metros into what they were. They were the best because he was the best. He made them that way. That dynasty was his legacy. Now, he wasn’t so sure.
He slumped in his cubby, wet hair dripping in his eyes, jeans and hoodie on so he could leave as soon as he texted his boyfriend. There were already a couple messages from Ilya.
Lily: Have to make appearance at team celebration but will leave fast
Lily: Sorry
Lily: Will be home soon
Lily: I love you
Shane sighed and typed out a response.
Shane: I love you too. See you at home. Use your key to let yourself in whenever.
Then, after a second;
Shane: Enjoy the win.
Shane put his phone away, ignoring the texts from his parents. There was one from Hayden too, but he didn’t want to look at it right now.
Ilya would probably be home in an hour, enough time for Shane to eat dinner, maybe shower again. He was tired. Every part of his body ached. He wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed and bury his head under the covers and maybe never come out again, but this was Ilya’s last night in the city, and Shane wouldn’t see him for a couple weeks, so they had to make the most of it.
Scott was the last out of the showers. He immediately stopped in his tracks, towel around his waist, water dripping from his hair onto sculpted shoulders. He took in the room – Carter silently toweling off his hair, Eric and Shane sagging against their cubby walls, their beat-up defensemen, the rookies too quiet in their corner.
“Ok, listen up.” Scott’s voice boomed through the room. Everyone’s heads snapped up immediately, eyes on their Captain. He stood tall, despite his half-naked appearance, shoulders pulled back stiffly, like he was bracing himself. Shane knew that look – he’d worn that look a lot last year. He’d been hoping not to wear it this year too.
Scott cleared his throat before starting again, a little quieter this time, but with just as much conviction. “I know this wasn’t the outcome we were looking for.”
Carter scoffed. Eric shuffled his feet.
Scott shot them a look. The veteran Admirals both quieted down.
“But we can’t let that get us down,” Scott continued. “I know we’re still finding our footing. And I know we’d all love it if everything clicked right away. But we all know that’s not how it works.”
“No shit,” mumbled Cale. There were a couple brave grunts of agreement.
“Come on, guys. I know this sucks. Losing fucking sucks.” Scott threw his hands up. “But you think this kind of attitude is what’s gonna get us out of the shit?”
That silenced everyone again.
“No.” Scott looked at each and every one of them. When his eyes met Shane’s, there was fierce determination and Shane knew, even if things were bad, that Scott still believed in them. He believed in his team, and Shane was included in that now.
No one said anything and Scott rolled his eyes. “Ok, enough of this. No more wallowing, boys. We’re goin’ out.”
A great roar of groans went up around the room. Shane stiffened in his cubby.
“I don’t wanna hear it.” Scott waved them all off. “Carter, call up the usual joint, tell ‘em we’re bringing the whole team.”
“You got it, Cap,” Carter put forced enthusiasm into his tone. Some of the vets followed suit, attitudes lightening reluctantly.
“I’ve only got sweats to wear,” whined Gilly. “I don’t wanna wear my suit.”
“Sweats are fine, we aren’t going anywhere fancy,” Scott assured him. “You can wear whatever.”
“You gonna go like that?” Eric called across the room, eyeing Scott’s still dripping abs on display.
Carter turned on him with, eyes dancing with scandal. “Jesus, have some decency, Benny. Captain can’t go out in his drawers.” He tossed Scott his jeans. “Put some fucking clothes on.”
“You not enjoying the view, Vaughny?” joked Matti.
“Oh you know I do, but it’s supposed to be just for me, not you lot.”
“I think it’s supposed to be for his boyfriend,” grunted Greg.
Carter swung to Scott with mock affront. “Scotty, you two-timing me?”
“Fuck off,” Scott laughed.
“Careful Vaughny, you get any more public and I’ll have to tell Gloria about you two,” chirped Eric.
Scott let out a great big sigh. “You lot put your fucking clothes on and get out of here. First round’s on me.”
And just like that, the locker room came alive. The rookies perked up, Carter called the bar, Scott put a shirt and pants on, and the stiff set of his shoulders relaxed.
Shane grabbed his bag in the chaos. Maybe he could slip out without anyone noticing, text the team to fake a headache so he could go home in time to meet Ilya…
“You want a ride, Hollander?” Scott appeared next to him in all his hockey Captain glory, wet hair pushed back from his face, a single strand falling in his eyes. He’d changed into jeans and a leather jacket, sneakers already on and bag slung over his shoulder.
“Oh uh…” Shane tried to come up with a quick excuse to get out of it.
Scott plopped down in the cubby next to Shane and nudged his knee, leaning in conspiratorially. “Don’t worry, I promise it’s not a gay bar. Just your regular old pizza and beer kind of place.”
Shane cringed. “I don’t really eat either of those things.”
Scott took it in stride. “I’m sure we’ll find you something.”
Shane felt like his phone was burning a hole in his pocket. “I don’t know, Scott. I kind of just want to go home.”
“No can do. No moping by yourself tonight, you’re coming out with us. You can’t keep sitting with all this.” Scott gestured at Shane’s entire body, like there was a cloud of melancholy hovering around him.
Shane stared blankly back. He needed an excuse. A good one. Maybe he could say his parents were visiting? But if they were, they would’ve been at the game. Maybe a girlfriend then? It was kind of true…But Shane was a terrible liar and if Scott caught him, it would just make the excuses worse. And open the floor to more questions.
“Come on, I promise you’ll have a good time,” Scott tried again. “I’ll make sure of it.”
Shane cringed more. “I really do kind of need to get home…”
Scott didn’t accept the protests. “Sorry man but I’m putting my foot down this time. Captain’s orders.”
There wasn’t a good enough excuse in the world for Shane to get out of that. Damn.
Shane gave a short affirmative nod. “Fine.”
“That’s the spirit!” Scott perked up. He jumped up, grabbing Shane’s hand to pull him to his feet.
Shane gave him a too-wide smile, already thinking about sitting in his car for twenty minutes to himself. Maybe he could arrive late and leave early and it would be good enough that he showed up…
Scott slung Shane’s bag over his shoulder. “You can ride with me.”
And if that wasn’t an, ‘I know your word means shit so you get to be babysat all night,’ then Shane didn’t know what was. Taking Scott’s driver service meant he would have to leave his car at the rink. And then pick it up tomorrow. Great.
But Shane was a team player, so he bit his tongue and followed his Captain to the car.
 
---
 
Shane: Scott’s making the whole team go out.
Shane: I’m really sorry.
Shane: I’ll try to get out of it as fast as I can.
Lily: Don’t worry. Is ok
Lily: Take your time
Shane: I promise I’ll be home soon.
Lily: No don’t worry. Have fun with your team
Shane: I want to spend the night with you.
Lily: You will later. I will still be here
Shane: But we don’t have a lot of time.
Shane: I’d rather spend it with you.
Lily: I want to spend time with you too
Lily: But it might be good to bond with your team a little
Lily: Get to know them. Make friends
Shane: I don’t care about going out with the guys.
Shane: I just want to see you.
Lily: I know. But might be good for whole team to be together right now
Shane: What would be good is getting fucked by my boyfriend instead of watching Carter drown his sorrows in beer.
[this message was deleted]
Lily: You can drown sorrows together. Might be what you need
Shane: What I need is you.
Shane: Don’t you want to see me?
Lily: Yes. Always.
Lily: But I think you need this more
Shane stared at the last text Ilya sent over an hour ago. Had he gone home already? Was he in Shane’s apartment right now while Shane himself was stuck at this godforsaken sports bar?
His leg bounced under the table as he glanced at the door again, wondering at what point he could make an exit without seeming like a total douche. Or like he was opposing their Captain. That would be way worse.
“Anyone want that?” Carter asked, pointing to the last nacho on the demolished platter in front of them that the team had been picking at.
“All yours,” said Scott.
Carter raised an eyebrow at Shane (who hadn’t eaten any of the nachos to begin with). Shane waved him off.
Carter grabbed the chip piled with miscellaneous toppings – cheese and sauce and Shane kind of couldn’t even remember the last time he’d had sour cream – and popped the entire thing into his gaping mouth.
Shane quietly sipped his ginger ale. He didn’t know why he was here. He should be at home being taken apart by his boyfriend, maybe getting a post-game massage, maybe sucking Ilya off as a congratulations for winning. But instead he was here. At a bar. Not eating nachos.
Shane wasn’t in the mood to party with the guys and frankly, he had better plans. Ones that included a long soak in a tub and an orgasm by someone else’s hand. This was Ilya’s last night in the city and Shane would be damned if he wasn’t going to spend every second he could with his boyfriend.
But Shane knew the underlying threat in Scott’s invitation was a little too real – that if Shane kept saying no and it became a cause for concern, then management would notice. The team already had, so it was only a matter of time before Coach caught on. So Shane was going to have to suck it up to save face for a couple hours.
He really didn’t want to ditch Ilya, regardless of what Ilya said. He wished he could go home. He wished Scott didn’t have to pick this night to make it a bigger deal, but there wasn’t anything Shane could do without making a scene. Which would prompt too many questions. Ones Shane couldn’t answer.
The bar was crowded with Admirals and some regular non-sports people. Or maybe they were in sports but Shane didn’t know them. The important thing was that it didn’t seem to matter that there was an entire team of hockey players milling about the room. No one was yelling insults for them losing to Boston. No one was coming up asking for photos and autographs. No one was even talking to them.
Shane surveyed the empty plate and everyone’s almost empty drinks. He was about to make an excuse to duck out early (surely an hour was a respectable enough amount of time) when Carter threw back the rest of his beer and got up.
“Another round?” Carter asked.
Shane groaned internally.
Scott nodded affirmatively but Shane waved him off again. “I’m good.” He’d only finished half his ginger ale anyway (plus, pop wasn’t as fun to chug as beer since it only came with extra burps and no tipsy buzz).
Carter shrugged and walked off to the other end of the bar where it was less busy, already waving down the bartender.
Shane: Still can’t leave.
Lily: Take your time
Lily: I don’t mind waiting
[picture of Ilya’s long bare leg amongst Shane’s rumpled sheets with the game highlights playing on the tv]
Lily: Your bed is very comfy
Lily: And I look great on tv ;)
Shane: The bed would be more comfortable with me in it.
Lily: Guess I’ll have to be patient
Lily: Wonder what I’ll get up to in that time…
[picture of Ilya’s leg again, this time higher up with his long fingers splayed over his thigh]
Shane: And if I asked you to wait for me?
Lily: Are you asking or telling?
Shane: Telling.
Lily: Fine. I’ll be good
Shane: I’ll try to be home soon.
Lily: Don’t rush. You know I like to wait ;)
Lily: Especially for you <3
Shane snuck one more glance at the photos before deleting them.
Carter grabbing more drinks meant Shane was left alone with Scott. He tried not to be weirded out by that. He’d been out with Scott plenty of times over the years – they’d played on the same Allstars team for his entire career, Shane had even Captained that team before – but something about Scott now being his Captain reminded Shane of being a rookie. Like everything and everyone was new and you didn’t know where you stood and you spent all your time trying to prove yourself. Which Shane hadn’t been doing a very good job of, both on and off the ice. He didn’t like being back here.
They fell into silence, both sipping their drinks. The tv above the bar was playing the highlight real from the game tonight. Shane would normally cringe at seeing himself on tv in a bar, but if there was any comfort to be had in this moment, it was watching hockey.
It would probably be more comforting if Shane didn’t have to watch himself get slammed into the boards. Even he had to cringe at the way his body crumpled in on itself under Marleau’s weight.
Shane hadn’t been all there in the moment, but now he could see how quickly the Admirals jumped in. Matti was hefting Marleau off Shane in seconds, not even hesitating to drop his gloves. Carter flew across the ice with speed to join in the fray. The entire bench was standing up, gesticulating wildly at the refs.
The camera zoomed in on Ilya sliding up next to Shane. He could see from the set of his shoulders, the way he ducked his head to look at Shane under his visor, trying to catch his eye, that Ilya hadn’t just been worried – he’d been terrified.
“What did he say to you?” Scott’s question broke the silence.
“Huh?” Shane turned to him in surprise. He tried to blink away that look on Ilya’s face.
“Rozanov. After Marleau hit you.”
“Oh uh, nothing. Just the usual stuff.” Shane didn’t know why he didn’t say that Ilya was checking in on him. He probably should say that. Scott clearly thought Ilya was being an ass when he was anything but, and it wasn’t fair for Shane to keep letting people assume that just because it kept them hidden—
“Ah, so just general concern for your safety out of the goodness of his heart.” Sarcasm dripped from Scott’s tone.
On the tv, Ilya was scoring a goal on a highlight real. The subtitles were talking about the end of his hattrick streak but still praising his gameplay and leadership tonight. From here, Shane could see what everyone else did; Ilya rallying his team, Ilya making things happen, Ilya playing at his best. But Shane could also see more; that split second hesitation when he pushed Shane into the boards, every time his eyes lingered on the New York bench right where Shane was sitting, the delighted little smirk on his face after Shane checked him in the third that Shane had missed while skating away, the fear in his eyes as Marleau slammed Shane behind the net, that fear multiplying when Shane was slow to get up...
“What’s the deal with you two?” Shane jumped a little as Scott bumped his shoulder.
“Huh?”
“You and Rozanov.” Scott used his beer to gesture at the tv just in time for them both to watch the Admiral pull Ilya away from Shane again, shoving him back hard.
“Oh uh, nothing,” Shane said too quickly. “Why?”
Scott shrugged, but there was a little too much skepticism behind his eyes for Shane’s comfort. “Just wanted to know if the whole ‘rivalry’ thing was just Boston and Montreal or if it’s more of a you and him thing. I mean, I saw Boston throw your old team around a bunch last week but…”
“Oh uh, yeah, it was a team thing. Or no, it’s also an us thing. I don’t know.” Shane didn’t know how to respond to that. He and Ilya had been making plans for the press conference to ‘reveal’ their friendship to the world, but that wasn’t slated until later this fall. He wasn’t sure how Scott would take the news if he were to break it to him right now, so he just went with, “We’re competitive.”
Scott nodded, still watching the tv where Ilya was glancing back at Shane while skating off to the bench. “Alright then.” He tapped Shane on the shoulder. “Just let us know if you need our guys to fuck with him a little bit.”
That made Shane smile. He could imagine how Ilya would react to Scott’s offer (with lots of haughty laughter and probably a snarky comment about Scott’s age, followed by an expression of Ilya’s own obviously superior grit and prowess).
Scott straightened suddenly. He pulled his phone from his pocket, the device buzzing in his hand. He read the screen, then glanced at Shane.
“Go ahead,” Shane offered.
Scott looked at the screen again, hesitated a second, looked back at Shane. He dropped his gaze and answered the phone.
“Hey baby.”
Oh. It must be Scott’s boyfriend – Kip.
“Yeah, I don’t know how long I’ll be, sorry…Thanks babe…Ok, love you too…See you soon. Bye.”
Scott hung up and turned back to Shane with a slight blush. “Sorry about that, he was just checking in.”
Shane nodded. Scott looked like he was waiting for him to say something.
“That’s nice,” Shane offered.
Scott nodded again, pursing his lips. He looked down at the bar and started picking at the label on his beer.
Shane tried to think of something else to say. He was actually kind of curious about the guy. How could he not be after Scott pulled him out on the ice after winning the Cup? Shane would be lying if he said he’d never had that dream himself – the one where he got to hold the Cup, and Ilya’s hand, and have an adoring crowd cheering for him. He knew Ilya had certainly had that thought on more than one occasion.
There were some days when Shane wanted that dream to come true so badly, it consumed every part of him. He’d think about what it would be like, not just to be a hockey player in love, but to be able to do the normal stuff too – go out to dinner, buy a house together, even just be seen together.
But that dream didn’t exist. They couldn’t all be Scott Hunter.
Scott Hunter, who was currently looking at Shane with a deep-set frown. Oh. He was still waiting for Shane to say more.
He scrambled for another question (observation?). “You’re um…” Shane nodded at the phone.
“Boyfriend,” supplied Scott.
“Right. Boyfriend.” Why was he so fucking bad at this? Just think of something to say. Literally, ask anything.
“Does he…like hockey?” Shane resisted the urge to drop his head on the bar.
Scott’s expression remained unreadable. “He does…but he wasn’t really into it until we started dating.”
“Oh. That’s nice.”
“It is…he’s very…supportive.” Scott said the word like it had a double meaning. Then he raised an eyebrow at Shane.
Oh.
Oh.
He hadn’t thought about how his ruminating might have come off to Scott. And now Scott thought he was…homophobic?
Shit.
Ok, now he really needed to say something. Literally anything.
“I-I wouldn’t’ve had a problem i-if this had been a gay bar,” Shane blurted out. Or more so embarrassingly stumbled through. Whatever. His face was on fire. “Just so you know.”
Scott side eyed him.
Shane tried to recover with an even more awkward shrug. “Just felt like that maybe needed to be said?”
Scott kept looking at Shane out of the corner of his eye as he sipped his beer. Finally, he set his drink back on the bar. “Benny shovel-talked you, didn’t he?”
“Uh,” Shane could see the goalie playing pool against the rookies across the room. From the looks of the colours remaining on the table, Gilly was losing spectacularly. Shane cringed back at Scott. “Yeah.”
Scott kept looking at him very seriously for a second. Shane resisted the urge to squirm on his stool. Maybe he’d said that wrong? Maybe he shouldn’t have said anything at all?
Then Scott’s face split into a grin and he clapped Shane on the shoulder. “He does that to everyone. But I appreciate it, man. Seriously.”
Shane chuckled with relief. “I don’t uh…I just wanted you to know that I don’t think of any of that stuff as a big deal. And I’m happy for you. You deserve it.”
“Thanks.”
“And he seems like a great guy.”
“He is.” Scott got a wistful lovesick look on his face. She wondered if he ever looked like that when people brought up Ilya. He hoped not. It was too obvious.
“You should meet him.” Scott’s eyes lit up with an idea. “Hey, I’m having a thing for Halloween before we hit that roadie. You should come.”
“Oh uh…” Shane was surprised at the invitation. He kind of wanted to decline. He hadn’t been super social lately. But he didn’t have any plans that weekend (beyond phone sex with his boyfriend) and Scott was right that it had started to seem weird how much he avoided the team outside of practice. So maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea. “Sure.”
“Yeah?” Scott’s entire face lit up this time.
Shane felt his own lips stretch into a smile. “Yeah.”
“You’re gonna love him. He’s—“
Eric plopped into the seat next to them with a sigh. “Fucking rookies.”
Shane and Scott turned back to the table where Farmer and Woody were patting Gilly on the back in jovial congratulations as they reset the game.
Shane looked back at Eric. “What happened? I thought you were winning by a mile?”
Scott slid Eric his half-finished beer. He took a long swig before answering grumpily, “Kid cleared the table in one turn.”
Shane and Scott looked at each other with raised brows. Then they looked back at the pool table in time for Gilly to expertly break the rack, two stripes sinking into the left pocket. Farmer was already looking at his own cue like he regretted every decision he’d ever made.
Scott let out a great guffaw of laughter. “Don’t tell me you got hustled by the kid?”
Eric took another long, long sip.
Shane couldn’t help his own chuckle.
Carter came sweeping in, almost dropping a handful of beers on the counter. He eyed the morose goalie. “What happened to Benny?”
“I don’t wanna talk about it,” he grumbled as he finished Scott’s beer, then grabbed a fresh one from Carter’s haul.
Greg came up behind Carter, dropping a bowl of chips on the table, then a platter with vegetables and ranch.
“We brought more sustenance,” said Carter. “Don’t worry, Scotty, there’s plenty more rabbit food where that came from.”
Another plate was placed down, half filled with greasy chicken wings, the other half plain grilled chicken cut into cubes.
Scott immediately picked up a fork and stabbed a cube. “Thank God, I’m starving.”
“If you would just eat nachos like a normal guy, we wouldn’t have this problem.”
Scott shrugged, grabbing another piece of chicken. “I’m on a high-performance diet.” He nudged the plate toward Shane. “Have some.”
Not ‘You want some?’ Not a question. An order.
Shane’s stomach rumbled and he hoped the sound was swallowed by the din of the bar. He grabbed the proffered fork and had a bite of chicken. Salt, pepper, a tiny bit of oil, nothing fancy. It didn’t smell as good as the wings, but it hit Shane’s stomach with satisfaction.
Carter went straight for the wings. “Mmm mm, delicious.”
Both Scott and Shane cringed. Shane had a brief flash of Ilya digging into a McDonald’s burger and resisted the urge to gag.
“The fat content in that is insane,” said Scott.
Carter shrugged. “I’ve got abs.”
Eric made a show of looking at Carter’s shirt-covered stomach. “I don’t see ‘em.”
“Oh you want a peak Benny?” Carter started to slowly lift up his shirt, shimmying his hips in a strip tease.
“And that’s my cue to leave,” grunted Greg. Shane perked up at that. Surely if Greg was leaving then Shane could make an exit excuse…
Carter dropped his shirt. “Aw, c’mon Greg,” he whined.
“Nope. I’m getting too old for this shit.”
“I promise all clothes will stay on.” Carter leaned over to Shane. “Unless…”
“Keep it in your pants,” admonished Scott. He winced at Shane. “Sorry, he loses his filter when he drinks.”
“He has a filter?” Shane asked jokingly.
“Oh, Hollander’s got chirps tonight?” Carter looked practically giddy.
Shane felt his cheeks heat again. “Fuck off, Vaughny.”
“This is why I’m retiring,” grumbled Greg.
Shane whipped around to the man in shock. “You’re retiring?”
Sure, Greg was pushing…forty?...but he was still a powerhouse on the ice. It had been a couple years since Shane had played with him in the Olympics, but Greg was still in the same form. But none of the other Admirals looked surprised, clearly having heard this news already.
Greg shrugged. “Can’t keep putting my body through it, you know.” He gave Shane a reassuring smile. “Time to start something new.”
Something new. Shane couldn’t even fathom leaving hockey. He’d only ever had hockey. What else even was there?
“Alright boys, have a good night. I’ve got a grandbaby to see.”
“Awe Clara’s visiting with Joseph?” Eric cooed. Nothing softened burly hockey players faster than a baby.
“Clara moved in with us. Makes it easier for Laura to help with the baby.” He smiled at Shane. “My wife just loves having our daughter home, especially if it means a new baby in the house.”
“Wasn’t she living with the father? What happened to him?” asked Carter. Scott elbowed him for his lack of tact.
Greg frowned, clearly unimpressed. “Beats me, but you know what I think of him.” There was a grumble of agreement from the other vets. “But it’s been nice to have Clara home. I’ll take that any day.”
Carter elbowed Greg this time. “So you’re doing the whole diapers thing, then?”
Greg elbowed him back. “Already done it before, not that hard to pick up again.”
“Like riding a bike, is it?”
“Fuck off, Vauhny.”
Scott stepped in amicably. “Have a good night, Greg. Say hi to Laura and Clara for us.”
Greg waved him off before they could get too sentimental, already calling his wife on the way out of the bar.
Shane was about to make his own excuse to leave when Carter said through a mouthful of chicken wing, “Yo Hollander, did you see the new stick tech coming from CCM?”
“Uh yeah, the new flex strengths?”
And then suddenly another hour had gone by. They started talking about hockey and gear. Then they started raving about the refs at that night’s game. Then Carter said something about performance art (Shane had no idea how that came up) which started a whole argument with Eric about the merits of modernism (seriously, how did that come up?).
The rookies eventually abandoned the pool table after both Farmer and Woody lost to Gilly (individually and playing as a team). They picked at the last of the food while Carter dragged Eric to the table and the goalie got some redemption to his ego when he won by the skin of his teeth.
Everything was warm. The bar was loud with a mix of chatter and laughter and chirping. Shane spent most of the night silently watching the games and conversation. Scott stood next to him, seeming comfortable with his vantage point of his team, occasionally chiming in to rib a player good-naturedly or break up the chirping before things went too far. Shane used to do the same in Montreal, always preferring to quietly observe rather than be the center of the show. Maybe it was a Captain thing?
Ilya for sure didn’t Captain like that.
Shane almost startled at the thought of the Russian – the one currently waiting in his bed. He didn’t know at what point he stopped feeling like his phone was burning a hole in his pocket. He only became aware of the late hour when the crowd began to thin, players going home to their wives and kids.
Or, not all wives.
Scott clapped Shane on the shoulder. “Thanks for comin’ out, man.”
“Thanks for the invitation.” Shane was surprised by how much he meant it.
“You got a ride home?”
Shane pulled up a rideshare app on his phone. “Yeah, don’t worry.”
Scott shot him that million-dollar smile. “Great. See you at practice.”
“See you at practice.”
Shane left the bar feeling lighter than he had in a long time.
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  “You have to get it on the back of your tape, then release with a flick,” Ilya said to Joel as he demonstrated the shooting technique. Joel, to his credit, was laser focused on Ilya’s stick as he made the shot.
Ilya had been trying to normalize himself to the rookies lately. While their hero-worship was fun, it was getting in the way of practice. Last week Ilya had told Moose he was doing a good job and the poor boy had promptly tripped over his own skates. While standing still. And he took Joel down with him.
“Ok, you try.” Ilya gestured at the remaining line of pucks in front of the net.
Joel skated up and carefully tapped a puck before mimicking Ilya’s shooting technique. It went sailing right into the top shelf.
Ilya grinned proudly. “Good.”
Joel blushed under his visor.
“Ok, Moose. You’re turn.” Ilya gestured for their other rookie to take a shot.
Moose skated forward from his place off to the side and copied Joel. His puck hit the bar, but still went in.
“Needs work but still good,” said Ilya, already skating away. “Keep practicing.”
“Thanks Cap!” the rookies chimed, lightly shoving each other as they fought for the next puck.
He left them to it, skating over to the bench to grab some water. Practice was going well today. Like always. He didn’t want to jinx it, but there was something in the air this year. The team was clicking, the locker room was good, their plays were really coming together. And Ilya was on fire.
But when was he not.
He heard the sound of skates and braced himself before Cliff ‘lightly’ slammed him into the boards. Ilya shoved him back, the taller Raider sliding away on his skates with a grin.
“Gotta love a beautiful morning, right Cap?”
“Right.” Ilya gave a forced smile back. The air had been crisp with autumn when he’d left the house this morning. In the dark.
He’d been doing that more and more lately; getting up early, hitting the rink in his off hours. There were suddenly too many hours in the day when he wasn’t spending his mornings sleeping off the night before. And those quiet hours in his big house all by himself…waiting for the sun to rise…
Ilya preferred to be at the rink. He’d see the sunshine after practice.
Across the rink, Victor and Ryan had started shoving each other around, getting a little too physical.
“Hey, no roughing at practice!” yelled Coach LeClarie.
The boys broke it up with sheepish looks back at the bench. Ilya added his own disapproving glare to back up their coach.
“Alright boys, let’s run a down and back,” Coach directed the team.
Ilya passed the water bottle to Cliff for a quick sip before they both fell into line. They passed back and forth, Ilya to Cliff, then to Connors, then back to Cliff as they took it up the ice before circling around the net. Their line moved with years of familiarity. Ilya fell into the monotony of it, their passes sharp, their skating fast. The team moved with practiced efficiency as Coach watched with a pleased face (which meant a straight mouth that looked rather unimpressed, but Ilya had known the guy for years and that was about as outwardly happy as he got unless there was a Cup in his hands) from the sidelines.
“Let’s switch up the lines. Rozanov and the rookies. Marleau and Connors with Hammersmith.”
Ilya accepted the puck from Victor’s last run and took it up the ice before passing it to Joel. It hit his tape with a snap and he shot it back. Then Ilya passed to Moose who caught it easily again. Ilya put on a little extra speed, just to have something a little fun to do, seeing if the rookies could keep up. They did.
By the time Ilya swept the puck behind the net again, he was bored. He fell back into line, watching as Cliff and Connors passed with Brad. He watched the puck slide across the ice, back and forth, back and forth. Simple. Easy. Boring.
Maybe it would be more interesting if they’d been in a game – having to watch out for their opponents trying to steal the puck or slam them into the boards. Or maybe it would still be the same, Ilya ahead of everybody, waiting for someone to catch up. Wondering if anyone ever would. Wondering if any of this mattered if no one did.
A brief thought flashed through his mind, one he’d been having more often this season. A ‘what if?’ What if this all ended? What if he couldn’t play hockey anymore? What if he took a hit a little too hard? Or what if his winning streak ended? What if he never scored again? What would happen?
Who would he be if he wasn’t Ilya Rozanov; hockey Allstar, best player in the League. Ilya Rozanov; Captain of the Boston Raiders, MLH Cup winner. Ilya Rozanov; rival to Shane Hollander.
The last one was supposed to happen soon. November. That was the ballpark date they’d set for the press announcement of the Irena Foundation. But with how everything was going with Shane’s move to New York…Ilya was waiting for the other shoe to drop. For Shane to walk their plan back.
For Shane to walk away. (Deep down, he knew Shane would never do that, but the thought was still there sometimes. The wondering if he was worth all this trouble. He certainly thought Shane was, but that was different; Ilya got Shane out of this, Shane got him).
Ilya wouldn’t blame him if he pushed the announcement back. He had enough pressure with his new team right now. How the league was treating him after the move. The injury. Ilya didn’t need to pile onto that.
Plus, he had no idea how his own team would react. Sometimes he thought they might hate Shane more than he did. Or at least more than he appeared to hate the man he was actually in all-consuming love with.
He felt a nudge on his shoulder. Cliff and Connors had fallen back into line behind him as Victor’s line went. Cliff was looking at him funny. “You ok, Cap?”
Ilya shook it off. “I’m fine.”
Would Cliff be ok with it? Could he accept Shane as Ilya’s friend? What about as his boyfriend?
No. He was getting ahead of himself. They needed to stick to the plan. The very, very long plan. So that maybe one day, when Ilya wasn’t Captain of the Boston Raiders or an Allstar hockey player, he could at least be Shane Hollander’s…something more than friend.
“Hey, maybe we should grab lunch after practice?” posed Cliff. Then he elbowed Connors sharply.
The shorter man jumped. “Yeah. Lunch. Great idea.”
They both stared at Ilya.
Ilya got ready to fall into line again as Victor’s group approached the end of the ice. “Sorry. Can’t.”
“Come on, let’s just grab a meal, Roz,” said Cliff.
“Yeah, we’ve barely hung out this season,” added Connors.
“I’m busy,” said Ilya shortly.
“You meeting someone?” asked Connors.
Ilya really wanted them off his back so he smirked but didn’t say anything.
Cliff rolled his eyes. “Of course you are.”
Ilya shrugged. “Sorry.”
His teammates just shook their heads. “Ditching us for a girl again.”
“What are we gonna do with him?”
“Ah, he plays better after a romp anyway.” Ilya caught the puck and skated away before they could really get going.
They didn’t bother him about it for the rest of practice, but Connors still gave him a teasing smirk as he packed up to leave. “Have fun with your date!”
“And send me her insta when you’re done,” added Cliff.
Ilya smirked. “You want my seconds Marly?”
“Hey, if they meet your standards…”
“You are not good enough for this woman. She is way better than you.”
“I think you underestimate my charm.”
“I think you underestimate her ability to bust your balls.”
“Oh, are you attached to this one? Has someone finally managed to lock down the Ilya Rozanov; playboy extraordinaire?”
“Fuck off Marly.”
The other Raider just patted him on the back. “Have a good night Roz.”
 
---
 
Ilya arrived at the Italian restaurant in style. He’d picked his red Ferrari today, something flashy and loud. He could see people gaping as he pulled up. Even the valet gave an appreciative once-over when Ilya handed him the keys.
The hostess gave him his usual table in the back – somewhere quiet and a little more private. The restaurant was already getting busy. Ilya kept his head down until he made it to the table. He still heard a couple whispers of his name as he passed.
He’d barely sat down before the click of stiletto heels announced the approach of a woman. Ilya rose and turned to find long legs in a short but classy skirt leading up to red lips and curly hair. He grinned.
“Hello, Sveta.”
She flashed him a pearly white smile and kissed his cheek. “Hello, Ilya.”
He held out her chair as she sat down before he joined her across the table. She immediately picked up the menu.
“How was Russia?” Ilya asked out of obligation. Svetlana had spent a significant portion of the summer there with her father. This was the second year she’d gone without him – the second summer Ilya had not returned home.
“It was fine,” Svetlana said curtly. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”
“Hmm.” Ilya pretended to look at his own menu.
“I did not see Alexei, before you ask.”
“I wasn’t asking.”
“Hmm.”
Svetlana surveyed the options with a frown. “I don’t know why you insist on this place when we both know Vernissage is better.” Vernissage was a Russian restaurant a couple blocks away. Ilya had spent a lot of time there when he’d first moved to the States. When he was homesick for Moscow and wanted food that tasted like his mother’s cooking, even if it could never quite live up to it.
He hadn’t been back since his father died.
Not wanting to tell Svetlana why, he just shrugged. “I like pasta.”
“Pasta does not compare to pelmeni.”
“You just spent two months in Moscow. Are you not tired of Russian food?”
She shot him a look that clearly said, never.
Ilya hid behind his menu.
Their waiter suddenly appeared. “What can I get for you?”
“I’ll have the bolognese. He’ll have the chicken parm. We’ll take a bottle of the pinot noir.” Ilya let Svetlana order for him. He was used to it by now.
“Coming right up. Would you like some bread for the—“
“Yes.” Svetlana passed over her menu.
“I’ll get that for you right away.” The waiter walked back to the kitchen.
Svetlana waited exactly six seconds before saying, “Alright, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
Svetlana raised an eyebrow.
“At least wait for the wine to get here,” Ilya whined.
The waiter appeared next to him with the bottle. Ilya let out a great big sigh.
Both glasses full and a bread basket set between them, Ilya took a long sip while Svetlana eyed him impatiently over the rim of her glass.
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Nothing is wrong. I am fine.”
“How was practice?”
“Good. It is always good.”
Svetlana made that little “Hmm,” again. “You are playing well this season. On a winning streak.”
“Yes. The team is very good.”
“You are very good.”
“I am always good.”
“Yes, you may be…but there is someone who is not right now.”
Ilya wished he still had his menu to hide behind. Count on Svetlana to always know the root of a problem. Ilya kept quiet.
Svetlana took another sip of her wine. She switched to Russian, not wanting to be overheard. “How is Jane?”
“Fine,” Ilya responded shortly in his native tongue.
“He is injured.”
“He was injured.”
“He is losing.”
Ilya had nothing to say to that.
“How is he handling the move?”
Ilya was still getting used to this – talking about Shane with someone who knew what he meant to him. He’d spent so much of their relationship with only himself as a sounding board. It felt weird to expose these raw parts of himself – those parts of Shane – with someone else. But it was also cathartic.
Ilya let out a great big sigh. “He does not have a couch.”
Svetlana’s whole face scrunched up comically. “What do you mean?”
“I mean he has no couch in his apartment. Or table, or anything really. He has a bed with two pillows and enough plates in his kitchen for like, three people. The rest of his stuff is in storage.”
“Maybe he’s just taking his time with moving?”
“That is not like him. He takes great care in his home. He does not like to live with all this nothing. No couch is not good for him.”
“So buy him a couch.”
“It’s not the same. I cannot just go in and fix everything. It wouldn’t fix anything.”
“So the house isn’t actually the problem?”
“No. It’s…he’s lost. And he’s alone. He has no friends and he doesn’t know where he fits on his new team, and they keep losing which he hates…And I don’t know how to make it better.”
“Have you talked to him about this?”
“I tried…I don’t think he wants to hear it from me. He likes to fix things on his own.”
“Well maybe this is something he can’t do on his own. It’s ok if he needs help…Is there someone else you can ask? Someone who knows?”
“What like his parents? I think he’d be more upset if I called his mother on him.”
“Who does he talk to when you two have trouble? I thought you said some of his friends know about the two of you?”
“They do…But everyone is so far away. I am so far away.” Ilya took another big gulp of wine, feeling its warmth in his chest, trying to find that comforting instead of queasy. “I don’t know, this feels bigger than something one person can fix. Especially when he won’t admit there’s something that needs fixing.”
“How are you handling it? You still talk every day, don’t you?”
“Yes, but we barely see each other. I’m just worried that things are worse than I can see and he’s not telling me about it. How am I supposed to help if I don’t know what’s going on?”
“You saw him last week, right?”
“Yes. But we had to go out with our teams after the game. We didn’t get much time to talk.” Shane had gotten in late that night. Ilya had fallen asleep in Shane’s bed alone and woken up to a cold nose pressed against his neck and hips slowly grinding into his. They’d fallen into a rhythm of more touch than words and before Ilya had known, it was time for him to leave for his early morning flight.
Leaving was never easy but leaving Shane alone in that big empty penthouse all by himself…Shane practically had to shove him out the door to get Ilya to make the plane on time. He’d spent the entire flight playing over everything they’d said to each other, every moment from the game, rereading all their texts. Shane hadn’t seemed too off in the morning, just a little sad to see Ilya go, but he had no idea if he might have been hurting more and hiding it for Ilya’s sake. He really hoped not.
He also didn’t want to admit that not wanting to leave might have had to do more with himself than his concern for Shane. He wasn’t the only one going back to a big empty house by himself.
Ilya spoke his greatest concern aloud, “I just don’t want him to lack companionship. I don’t want him to be lonely.”
“What about you?”
“What about me?”
“I haven’t seen you in the tabloids much. You don’t party like you used to – go out with your teammates.”
Ilya picked up a piece of bread just to have something to do with his hands. “I don’t have as much reason to party anymore. It’s not like I’m finding girls to take home.”
“No, but that doesn’t mean you can’t hang out with your friends.”
Ilya kept quiet again, spreading butter before chewing on a small piece.
Svetlana sighed. “I don’t want to think about you sitting around your house by yourself just as much as you don’t want to think about Shane doing that.”
“I’m fine. It’s different. I have friends here.”
“Oh yeah? Like who?”
“You.”
“We haven’t seen each other in months. Don’t tell me you spent the whole start of the season alone?”
Ilya tried to shrug it off. “I saw my team.”
“Outside the rink?”
He didn’t respond. He couldn’t. She was right.
“Ilya, you need to get out more. Hang out with your friends. You can’t spend all your time worrying about your—” She caught herself before she said ‘boyfriend,’ even in Russian that word was dangerous amongst this many people. “—Jane.”
“I know how to have fun, Sveta.”
“Oh really? When’s your next outing then?”
And because he wanted to shut her up, Ilya said the first thing that popped into his head. “Halloween.”
“Halloween?”
“Yes, I am hosting a party. At my house. You are invited, of course.” Fuck, he was going to have to send out invitations or something. He’d probably just text the team group chat and tell them to bring whoever they wanted. Maybe he should hire a cleaning service? And find a costume – he was definitely going to need one of those.
“What makes you think I don’t have Halloween plans already?”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Do you?”
Svetlana gave a noncommittal shrug. Of course she did.
“Fine, do not come then. Will only be many very fit and handsome hockey players in slutty costumes—"
“Oh they’ll be slutty, will they?”
Ilya grinned. “Of course.”
“Especially yours?”
“I have a reputation to uphold.”
Svetlana laughed. “I’ll see if I can fit it in my schedule.”
Their waiter appeared again holding two steaming plates of food. Their conversation transitioned to lighter topics as they ate – a boy Svetlana had hooked up with in Russia, a disastrous party she’d attended, who was her pick to make the playoffs this year (she actually had quite a bit of faith in Boston this season, which excited Ilya even if he was also expecting it – Svetlana was always right about this stuff). They stayed away from talking about Ilya’s family, or his team, or his boyfriend, and Ilya was grateful to have the reprieve from all of his worries. He’d really missed Svetlana while she’d been gone.
By the time they finished dinner, Svetlana sent Ilya off with a kiss and both their leftovers in to-go containers (she cited a hatred for reheated food but Ilya knew she just worried about him eating). He waved her off in her car while waiting for the valet to bring his Ferrari around.
He tried to ignore the hollow feeling in his chest as she drove away, getting into his own car, feeling the luxurious leather seats cradle his body perfectly. There was a twinge in his muscles from practice – the kind that was always there, telling him that his body was strong, reminding him of what he’d accomplished.
There’d been a point in his life where the soreness of a good workout meant an easy night of heavy sleep. He was feeling that less and less lately, finding himself staring into the darkness, itching for a cigarette. He tried to shove that feeling down too.
He was good. He was the best hockey player in the world. What more could he want?
Ilya rolled the windows down, put the music up, and drove a little too fast on the way home.
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  There was someone in Shane’s house. He knew it as soon as he got home from practice. And if it hadn’t been for the kitten heels sloughed off in his doorway, he probably would’ve been more concerned.
Still, Shane hadn’t been expecting Rose to scream in his face when he found her dancing in his living room, headphones in and a measuring tape in her hands.
“Ah!” Rose almost (almost) threw the measuring tape at him.
“Ah!” Shane flinched back out of self-preservation.
“Oh my God, you scared the crap outta me!” exclaimed Rose, taking her headphones off.
“Me? You’re the one who broke into my house!”
Rose rolled her eyes. “I didn’t break in.”
Shane raised an eyebrow.
“Your doorman let me in.” She shrugged with a sweet little smile. “What can I say, it pays to be me.”
Shane was going to have to have a word with his doorman. Not management – he didn’t want to get the guy in trouble since no one on the planet could resist Rose making that face, least of all him – but maybe he’d just tell the doorman to add her to his approved guestlist so there’d be less legal risks.
Rose held out the end of the measuring tape. “Here, hold this.”
Shane gripped it automatically, watching skeptically as she stretched the tape across his living room to the far wall.
“Not that I’m not happy to see you, but…”
“What am I doing here?”
“Yeah.”
“I had a shoot in New York. Thought I’d pay my favourite hockey player a visit.”
“Ok…” Shane was unconvinced this was just a social call. Especially as Rose wrote the measurement in her phone and snapped the tape back to him.
“Rose.”
“Shane?” She started measuring the other side of the room. Shane dutifully held his end of the tape measure steady.
He sighed when she wrote that measurement down too. “Rose, what are you doing here?”
Sensing the lost cause, Rose caved with an overly casual shrug. “Ok so don’t be mad, but I got a call from a mutual friend—"
“Oh, you’re friends now, are you?” Seems like Shane was going to have words with Ilya too.
“And he might have expressed some…concerns…about the state of your living arrangement.”
“My apartment is fine.”
“He told me you didn’t have a couch,” Rose deadpanned. Then she pointedly scanned his living room – still couchless.
“So?” Shane was going to kill Ilya.
“So where are people going to sit when you have all of your many, many friends over?”
“Rose.”
“Shane.”
Shane dragged a hand over his face. “Why do I need to have people over?”
“You have a whole penthouse to yourself. This is the perfect place for entertaining! Well, it will be when we’re done with it.”
“What if I don’t want to have people here?”
“Shane.”
“Rose.”
Her eyes softened. She took a step towards him. “He’s worried about you.”
Shane looked at his feet. “He doesn’t have to.”
“He wants to. He doesn’t want you to be alone here.”
Shane took a shaky breath.
Rose immediately dispersed the tension. “And to be honest, this place is kind of sad. I mean, you could practically be a Kardashian with these plain grey walls.”
“A what?”
Rose rolled her eyes. “You’re hopeless.”
Her phone buzzed and she checked her texts, eyes lighting up. “Ooh perfect, they have availability at the showroom.”
“Showroom?” Shane was already dreading where this was going.
He gave one longing glance down the hall to his big comfy bedroom before Rose exclaimed, “Come on, get changed. We’re going shopping.”
The police would never find Ilya’s body.
 
---
 
“Oh this is perfect! It totally goes with that ottoman that you have.”
“That’s in storage.”
“Then you should get it out of storage.”
Shane was clinging to Rose’s side as they perused the furniture showroom. They were the only ones in the store, the floor having closed for their little visit (apparently it paid to be friends with Rose Landry, being dragged from your apartment after hockey practice excluded). Rose was happily bounding from tables, to seating options, to shelving, excitedly chatting with the saleswoman about wood finishes and upholstery while Shane tried to keep up.
It wasn’t that he didn’t like home décor – he was rather known for his design taste – but he wasn’t really in the mood. And the whole floor of options and big books of wallpaper samples and paint chips and more colours than Shane knew existed were grating on his already tired nerves.
“Shane try this couch, it’s got a good give to it.” Rose was sitting on a black leather three-seater.
Shane sat next to her. His whole body sunk in with no support. “Um, maybe too much give?”
Rose took it in stride. “Ok, what about this one?” She jumped onto a similar one with brown leather.
“I don’t know how I feel about leather,” said Shane. It was hard to clean – at least for the activities he liked to do on the couch – and it either got too hot or too cold and Shane hated when his sweaty skin would stick to the fabric in the summer.
“Maybe we’ll look at different fabric options?” Rose asked the saleswoman.
She gave a polite nod as they continued through the floor. She gestured to a large stack of fabric binders. “Here’s some sample books. We can reupholster anything in those fabrics if you would prefer. Feel free to sit anywhere while you look.”
Rose plopped down on a green couch, giving a slight bounce as she ran her hands over the plush fabric. “Ooh this one’s comfy. Shane come try.”
Shane sat next to her. The fabric was soft and the colour was nice and it wasn’t hard as a rock. “It’s good,” he said noncommittally.
“I’ll leave you two to make some decisions.” The saleswoman walked away with a wink at Rose.
She laughed and leaned in to whisper to Shane. “That woman totally thinks we’re a couple.”
He knew that. He was already dreading the tabloids tomorrow, the ribbing he’d get in the locker room. The only good part about hanging out with Rose (beyond her being a genuinely likeable person) was that it made Ilya unreasonably jealous (which Shane planned to take full advantage of after he got home and set up his tripod).
When he didn’t say anything, Rose changed the subject. “So did you like the blue or the red better?”
Shane looked at the two couches Rose was pointing to. “Uh, I don’t know. Either’s good.”
“Do you want to try them out again?”
Shane felt kind of exhausted. He didn’t really want to get up from where he was sitting. “Maybe later.”
“Ok well, do you want to look through some fabric samples? Or wallpaper?” She pulled out one of the big books of samples, leafing through to hold up a dark blue with simple pinstripes. “What about something like this for the dining room? It could go with that mahogany table we saw earlier?”
Shane stared at the sample, not feeling anything.
Eventually, Rose let out a little sigh and closed the book, setting it on an antique end table. She turned to Shane so their knees were touching, then she placed a delicate hand on his wrist. “Shane, why didn’t you buy yourself a couch?”
Shane looked her in the eyes for a second before dropping her gaze.
“Come on, it’s me. You can talk to me.”
She was right. If Shane could talk to anyone about this, it would be Rose. She’d understand. And more importantly, she wouldn’t judge.
“I just…I didn’t feel ready.”
“Ready?”
“It doesn’t feel like home.”
She paused to think about it for a second before asking, “What made Montreal feel like home?”
“I don’t know…” But Shane did. It was his team – Hayden and J.J. and the rest of the boys. His parents only two hours away. A city he’d spent his childhood going to and was familiar with. A country and culture he’d grown up in. Weekends with the Pike kids.
He’d left all that behind because this was supposed to be better. The sacrifices were supposed to outweigh the loss, but he’d spent the last couple weeks sitting alone in a big empty apartment with no one to invite over (or to invite him over). He was in an unfamiliar city, the scale of which kind of made him scared to go outside. And he was losing.
He’d taken hit after hit, and he wasn’t sure how much more he could take.
“I think…I think I haven’t bought a couch because I don’t want one more new thing. What if I get something and then I hate it?”
“You mean what if you change your life and you’re not happy with where you ended up?” Trust Rose to always know the root of the problem.
Shane felt a sting behind his eyes. “I don’t want to let everyone down. They all said this was a bad idea. What if they were right?”
“What if they’re wrong?”
Shane let out a little chuckle, wiping his eyes. “Doesn’t feel like it.”
“But have you given it a try? A real honest try?”
“What, you think I’m not trying? I don’t know how to make myself stop playing like shit.” He’d been trying very hard to make that happen.
“Shane, I’m not talking about hockey.”
“You’re not?” What else was there besides hockey? If he could fix his hockey, that would fix everything.
Except…that wasn’t true. If it was just about hockey and winning, then he would’ve stayed in Montreal. But he’d been miserable there too, MLH Cup be damned.
“You know, not everything’s about hockey. There’s more to life than that game.”
“Don’t tell the Metros fans that,” Shane tried to joke.
Rose didn’t take the bait, staying serious. “Shane, this is New York. It’s supposed to be the city where everyone can find a place to belong, and I’m not talking about the MLH. There can be more to life than just playing hockey. You just have to actually go out and find it.”
“And how am I supposed to do that?”
“Well, you could start with buying a couch. And finishing your apartment. That way if people come along who you’d like to invite over, you can actually eat with more than two forks.”
“I have more than two forks.”
“Not from what I saw.”
“Did you snoop through my kitchen?”
“Your practice ran long. Don’t worry, I stayed far away from your bedroom. There’re some things a girl does not need to know.”
Shane squirmed. “I don’t know…Everything’s just so different here.”
“Maybe that’s a good thing.”
He stayed quiet again, mulling it over. He’d liked his quiet penthouse in Montreal. He’d liked running through the parks in the suburbs. He missed the bar he’d go to with his team after big wins. He missed the familiarity of a place he’d taken years to get to know. He missed his…
Rose seemed to sense what he was thinking. “What do you miss most about Montreal?”
“I don’t know, I miss…the guys.” There. He’d admitted it. Shane missed his super shitty homophobic teammates. Because it wasn’t like they were shitty all the time. They’d won two MLH Cups together. They’d partied and celebrated like the champions they were. They joked in the locker room, and ribbed him about his secrets, and said hi to his parents when they came to games. He’d been there for their weddings and the births of their children. For their injuries and screw ups and slumps.
But Shane had left because he didn’t know if they would do the same for him. Would they go to his wedding if it was with a man? Would they celebrate him building a family if it was with Ilya? Deep down, Shane knew the answer to that – it was what had kept him up at night all last year until he’d cracked under the pressure and fear and no sleep. It was why he’d made the seemingly drastic decision to move to the only team in the league with an openly gay player (but he’d never tell anyone that that was the real reason why).
“Have you talked to Hayden lately?” asked Rose gently.
“Last week.” It had been a short call – they usually were nowadays, both too busy with practice schedules. Hayden too busy with his family. Shane missed them. “We made plans to hang out when we play Montreal.”
“When’s the game?”
“Next month. We have a roadie with a bunch of Canadian teams – first Toronto, then Montreal, Ottawa, Winnipeg, then back here.”
“And how do you feel about that?”
“Seeing Hayden? Fine. Good. It’ll be nice to hang out. See the kids.”
“I’m sure, but you know I was talking about the game against Montreal.”
Shane let it hang before admitting, “I don’t want to play them like this.”
Rose waited, an open question on her face.
Shane caved again. “I thought I’d be better by the time I went back. I kept picturing going there with the Admirals and wiping the floor with them – showing them that I didn’t need them to be great. That I was great on my own—"
“You are great on your own.”
Shane let out a cruel laugh. “Not how I’ve been playing lately.”
Rose shrugged it off. “You’re in a slump. You’ll get over it.”
“When?” Shane snapped. Then he felt like shit. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to take that out on you.”
Rose, ever so patient Rose, twined their fingers together and gave him a smile. “I know. But Shane, if you keep beating yourself up for every little mistake, you’ll talk yourself out of ever trying anything again. You aren’t great because you’re on it all the time—"
“I used to be—”
“Oh, you’ve never made a single mistake in a ten-year career?”
Shane wilted under Rose’s sharp gaze.
“That’s what I thought.” Her eyes softened again. “Shane, being good – being great – at something doesn’t mean never making mistakes. It means knowing how to get back up when you do. It means encouraging your team not to let the hard times overcome the good. And I know that you are great at that part.”
“I don’t…I don’t know how to do that with these guys. I don’t know them.”
“Have you tried getting to know them?”
They both knew the answer to that. It made Shane want to roll his eyes. Why did Rose always have to be right?
“Maybe you should give them a chance? Who knows, you might find more than you were hoping for.”
“I did tell Scott I would go to his Halloween party.”
That really got Rose’s attention. “Ooh a party?! Oh Shane, you have to go!”
“I don’t know, what if it’s not my scene?”
“What if it is?”
Shane thought about that for a minute. What if it is? What if you gave them a chance?
“Would it help if I came with you? That way there’s one more familiar face there?”
“Actually…” Shane was mostly dreading going because he’d be by himself in a new space. Sure, most of his teammates were probably going, but they were also probably bringing their girlfriends and wives. Shane had been trying to psych himself up to hide in the back by himself all night but now… “Yeah, that would be nice. You’re in town?”
“I can be.” She put a hand on his arm. “You’ve got people in your corner, Hollander. We’re still rooting for you. You’ve just got to take the opportunities as they come.”
Shane took a breath and nodded. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all? At least he’d get to spend more time with Rose. He’d missed her – they hadn’t had much time to talk with time changes and her filming schedule.
She elbowed him with a grin. “Plus showing up with the Rose Landry on your arm will really help your street cred with your teammates.”
Shane laughed. It felt good to do that. “Oh it will, will it?”
“Yes. And I’ll be expecting you to fight the fit hot hockey players off of me all night.”
“That I can do.”
“Oh this is going to be so much fun!” Shane could already see the gears turning in Rose’s head. “I’ll get to meet all your new teammates, and it’s been so long since we’ve gone out together – you really are impossible to get out of the house – and we’ll get to get all dressed up—"
Then her eyes truly lit up. “You need a costume!” Shane’s stomach sank with dread at the pure glee there. He was already regretting this, but he was in too deep to back out now.
Rose grinned at Shane as she declared, “And I know just what it should be.” She started rapidly typing on her phone.
Shane tried not to ruminate on what undoubtedly cheesy outfit Rose was going to make him wear as the saleswoman returned.
She took one look at Rose’s rapid typing and gave Shane an overly friendly smile. “Have you made any decisions?”
Shane felt the soft green fabric of the couch beneath him. He gave the saleswoman a hesitant smile back. “I’ll take this one.”
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  “I look ridiculous.”
“You look hot.”
“I look like an idiot.”
“You look hot,” Rose reiterated while tugging Shane towards the bar.
Shane, admittedly, was dragging his feet. He kept adjusting the red goggles over his face. When Rose suggested he dress up as a character from her X-Squad movies, he hadn’t thought it was too bad of an idea. The particular character she’d chosen for him was played by her friend Miles (he’d responded to the selfie Rose talked Shane into with a panting face and multiple fire emojis that did very little to help Shane’s nerves). The outfit had a cool leather jacket and straight red sci-fi style goggles to keep Miles’ eyes from shooting lasers at people. He looked pretty badass on the screen.
Shane felt like a dork in real life. At least he wasn’t painted blue.
But if his own costume wasn’t humiliating enough, then Rose’s was making him feel worse.
“I can’t believe you’re wearing that.”
“It’s funny. Plus, I didn’t have a lot of time to find something.”
Shane gestured to his outfit. “You pulled this together in like, four days.”
“That’s cause guys are easy.” She gestured at her own ‘costume.’ “Case and point.”
Rose was wearing a New York Admirals jersey with the number 24 and ‘HOLLANDER’ across the back which she’d stolen from his closet. She’d also tucked her hair up under an Admirals cap with the ends sticking out over her face like a fringe. And she’d drawn freckles across her cheeks with an eyebrow pencil.
She was absolutely thrilled with herself. Shane, not so much.
And if the texts he’d received from Ilya after Rose’s post of her and Shane on Instagram, then he was absolutely outraged. So much so that he’d refused to show Shane his own costume ahead of the party he was hosting, saying that Shane could see Ilya’s outfit at the same time as the rest of Instagram (and his ‘girlfriend’) when he posted his own undoubtedly sexy selfie.
But even through his grumbling, Ilya had still complimented Shane’s costume. Mostly the leather jacket and glasses (Shane had learned over the years that if he ever wanted his boyfriend to crumble at his feet, all he had to do was wear glasses, and he’d used that to his advantage a lot). He’d even thrown in a ‘good job’ to Rose for putting it together before reassuring Shane that everything was going to be ok tonight.
It was no secret that Shane wasn’t exactly the party type, let alone costume parties. Normally he spent Halloween hanging with the Pike kids and handing out candy. Hayden sent Shane a picture of the whole family dressed as Super Mario characters (which featured Jackie as Princess Peach holding a very cute mushroom Amber, and Hayden in a Bowser onesie pretending to attack the twins in matching Mario and Luigi costumes while they guarded Arthur in a Yoshi suit). Rose made Shane send their selfie back and Hayden responded with crying laughing emojis at the thought of what Ilya was going to say about it (Shane didn’t mention that Ilya had quickly switched the costume discussion topic to Shane’s obvious nerves, whether out of jealousy or genuine concern, Shane didn’t know).
But the costume wasn’t the only reason Shane was dragging his feet. Scott’s Halloween party was being held at a sports bar called The Kingfisher where his boyfriend worked. But it wasn’t just a sports bar, it was a gay sports bar.
Scott had assured Shane with his invitation that the place was pretty lowkey – not really ‘gay’ in a loud way, just a chill place for queer people to hang out – but there was something inside Shane that was still terrified of being seen in queer spaces, lest someone make the (correct) assumption. Even if most of his (straight) teammates were going to be there and Shane was showing up with a girl on his arm, he could still hear his heartbeat in his ears as Rose dragged him through the door.
The pounding of his heart was instantly drowned out by the thumping bass of some kind of party Halloween music mashup (not that Shane was particularly well-versed in regular Halloween music, he hadn’t listened to the stuff since middle school). The bar was packed with people. Shane recognized a few of his teammates – Cale in a top hat with a blonde girl in a bunny costume on his arm, Breezy wearing a cowboy hat and boots chatting with Matti at the bar who was dressed as an…elf? Shane could see pointed ears sticking out of his bright blond hair. There were women on a makeshift dance floor in short skirts and low-cut tops, and men without shirts and shorter skirts than the women.
Definitely not lowkey.
He put his glasses on his head, the red tint fading as the bar came into colour.
“Hollander! You showed up!” Carter came bounding over as soon as Shane was clear of the door, wrapping a heavy arm around his shoulders. The leather of Shane’s jacket crushed against the gun holster of Carter’s Han Solo costume (at least it was from a movie Shane had actually seen and recognized). On his other arm was a stunningly beautiful woman who made Rose instantly light up.
“Oh my God Gloria, you look amazing! Literally so iconic.”
“Thank you.” Carter’s girlfriend smiled at Rose, showing off her Princess Leia outfit. Right. Shane forgot Carter was dating an actress – one who had worked with Rose.
Gloria started laughing as she took in Rose’s outfit. “Oh yours is perfect! You two are so cute together!” Neither Rose nor Shane corrected her.
Carter elbowed Rose while raking his eyes over Shane’s outfit. “What, you couldn’t get him to dress up as you?”
Rose gave a dramatic sigh. “He wouldn’t let me paint him blue.”
“I still can’t believe you let them paint you blue,” said Shane.
“A contract I severely regret signing,” agreed Rose.
“Oh please, like you weren’t at the top of the box office last year,” said Gloria.
“You try seven hours in the makeup chair and see if it’s worth it.”
“Actually, I got a call from my agent about a role…”
And then Rose was lost to actor-y business.
Carter pulled Shane in closer. “Come on, they could be at this for ages. Ladies, you want anything to drink?”
The girls remembered the boys were there long enough for Gloria to say, “I’ll take another cocktail.”
Rose waved them off. “Shane knows what I like, just grab me anything.”
Carter grinned, steering Shane away. “Alright Hollander, let’s get you a drink.”
“Oh, I don’t…” but Carter was already dragging him to the bar.
It was packed with people, everyone from burly hockey players to very beautiful women to people that must be Scott’s friends or maybe his boyfriend’s friends because they looked a little…well, gay. And they were all being served by two bartenders. One was wearing a bleach-blond wig with dark sunglasses and a lot of leather while the other had on a severe lack of…anything really. It seemed his costume was entirely made up of leather pants and cat ears perched atop dark hair, the main attraction being six-pack abs.
The shirtless bartender was talking to a man leaning over the counter dressed in a Captain America costume, complete with a broad-shouldered and big-bicep muscle suit tapering down to a tight ass that was definitely all whoever was wearing the costume without any foam enhancements.
The bartender looked at the approaching hockey players over Captain America’s shoulder and asked in a deep voice with a Brooklyn accent, “Hey Carter, you want another?”
“You know it! And one for my boy Hollzy.”
Shane stepped in before the beers could be poured. “Oh, I’m not drinking.”
The bartender took it in stride. “No worries, we’ve got a great mocktail list.”
Shane glanced at the overwhelming menu of ingredients that the bartender pointed to. “Uh…surprise me?”
The man gave him an overly charming smile. “You got it.”
He winked at Captain America before turning his back to them, busying himself with making their drinks. Carter slapped a hand on Cap’s shoulders. “Dude you will not believe who Hollander brought! Rose fucking Landry!”
“Shouldn’t you be used to movie stars by now, seeing as you’re dating one?”
Shane immediately recognized that exasperated drawl but he was still surprised to find Scott’s face attached to Captain America’s body (and ass) as he turned around.
“Hey Hollander.” Scott shot him his standard dazzling grin. “Glad you could make it.”
“Oh uh, yeah.” Manners. Right. “T-Thanks for inviting me. Nice costume.”
Scott blushed. “Kip liked the muscle suit.”
Carter nudged Scott’s shoulder again. “I bet he likes what’s underneath it more.”
“That he does.” The shirtless bartender returned, sliding their drinks across the bar – beer for Carter and Scott and some sort of clear fizzy liquid for Shane. Were those mint leaves? He took a sip. Not bad. Definitely not alcoholic.
“Shane, I’d like to introduce you to Kip.” Scott gestured to the bartender again. Oh. Right. Scott’s boyfriend worked here. Shane had seen the clip of them kissing after Scott won the Cup way too many times, but he hadn’t recognized the guy in this setting (he hadn’t expected to meet Kip half-dressed either).
“Hi.” Shane gave a stiff nod. “Nice to meet you.”
Kip took Shane’s nerves in stride. “You too. Scott was pretty psyched when you signed to the team.”
“Oh yeah?” Shane looked at Scott a little surprised. He would’ve thought Scott had been skeptical of Shane’s move, especially since they played the same position, usually on the starting line.
Scott just shrugged. “You’re a generational talent. We’re happy to have you.”
Carter shook Shane by the shoulders in excitement. “This guy’s gonna take us all the way to the Cup.”
Two months ago, Shane might have agreed, but with the way he’d been playing lately…he let out an awkward chuckle to cover up his lack of response. He was supposed to be having fun tonight. Rose had made him swear that he was going to try to have fun tonight before they left his penthouse. He wasn’t supposed to be thinking about hockey…
“Yo Kip, can you make another one of those cocktails for my girl. She loved it.”
“Coming right up.”
“Oh, and a negroni for Rose, please,” added Shane.
“You got it.”
Carter toasted his beer. “Here’s to no practice tomorrow, boys! We’re getting fucked up!”
“Not too fucked up, Vaughny,” admonished Scott. “I didn’t negotiate the day off for you to all go nuts. Some of the guys actually want to spend the night with their kids, you know.”
Carter nudged Shane. “And to the bachelors go the spoils.”
Shane laughed it off again. Skipping a day of practice because they all wanted to party seemed pretty fucking stupid to him. Especially when they were already so behind in the league. But Scott did things for ‘team morale’ all the time. Things Shane had never even considered when he’d been Captain…
“Oho, look who finally showed up!” Carter bounced on his feet a little as a burly man walked in wearing a formerly-white henley and cargo pants covered in streaks of (fake?) dirt.
“Boys.” Eric gave the group a tight smile as leaned on the bar with a sigh.
“Oh no, what’s with the face?” asked Kip with a skeptical look at Eric. Face? Had Eric been making a face? Shane thought the guy was always just a little stoic.
“No face,” he said noncommittally.
“Hmm…” Kip definitely wasn’t buying that.
Eric sighed again. “Kip?”
Kip nodded. “Pint coming right up.”
“Thanks.”
Carter scanned Eric’s costume. He was also wearing some sort of leather holster. “Who are you, Indiana Jones?”
“He doesn’t have whip,” said Scott.
“Or a hat,” added Kip as he slid the beer over to Eric.
Eric took a long sip before answering. “I’m Nathan Drake.”
Everyone looked confused. “Who?” asked Scott.
“You know, from Lara Croft.”
Carter’s whole face scrunched up. “Why’d you dress up as him?”
“Nobody’s gonna know that,” said Kip.
Scott nudged Eric’s elbow teasingly. “Lookin’ for something easy to put together last minute?”
Eric sighed and took another sip, his beer already half gone. “No. It makes more sense with Holly. She’s dressed as Lara.”
Ah’s of understanding went around the group as the boys started scanning the bar for Eric’s wife. Shane hadn’t met her yet – Eric didn’t talk about her much – but he had at least known Eric was married from the wedding ring he always wore.
But there was no Lara Croft to be found.
“Where is she?” asked Scott.
Eric drained the rest of his beer. “Not coming.”
The men all eyed each other silently. Kip looked skeptically at the empty glass but went to poor another one anyway. Shane felt like he probably shouldn’t be here for this conversation. He started scanning the room for Rose.
“Holly’s not coming?” asked Scott quietly.
“Nope. Her uh, friend was hosting a party and she wanted to go to that so…”
“So you still wore a couple’s costume?”
Shane automatically jabbed an elbow into Carter’s ribs. He flinched back but mercifully shut up.
Kip returned with Eric’s second beer. He started chugging that one too.
“Sorry boys, had to finish trick-or-treating with the grandkid,” another burly man interrupted their watching Eric drink. Greg Huff was dressed in an alarming amount of plaid and carrying a fake axe.
“Nice costume,” snorted Carter.
Greg sighed. “Clara wanted the whole family to dress as Little Red Riding Hood.”
Carter nudged Shane again with a laugh. “The things we let girls get us into, right Hollander?’
“Sure,” Shane said noncommittally.
Greg eyed Eric’s slumped shoulders. “What’s up with him?”
 “Trouble in paradise,” said Kip.
Eric rolled his eyes.
“Oh no, where’s the missus?” asked Greg.
“Not here,” Eric grumbled.
“Hey, why don’t we go find a table,” suggested Scott. He was right, their little group was starting to draw attention, mainly from some of the short-skirt wearing women on the dance floor (and some of the men).
“Fine.” Eric grabbed his beer and slipped back from the bar, stalking towards the back of the room where the booths were. Scott, Carter, and Greg followed. Shane stayed at the bar, feeling like he probably shouldn’t get in the middle of whatever that was.
“You sure you don’t want something with a little more pep, Hollander?”
Shane swung back to the bar, surprised that Kip was still there and hadn’t disappeared to serve other customers. A quick glance down the bar showed the guy in the blond wig was handling the crowd with expert efficiency.
Shane turned back to Kip. “No thanks. It’s the middle of the season and well…” they weren’t doing well enough for Shane to deserve a little ‘pep’. He couldn’t afford anything that would set him back.
“Hey, no one’s gonna fault you for lettin’ loose for one night,” offered Kip. Shane tried not to scoff. This guy might be dating a hockey player and he certainly looked pretty fit, but Shane doubted an arts major (ok, so Shane might have looked the guy up once or twice after the whole kissing at the MLH Cup Final incident) would understand the perils of ‘letting loose’ in the middle of the season (even if their Captain had already sanctioned tonight’s activities).
“I’m good,” said Shane shortly.
“Suit yourself.” Kip started wiping down the bar. He kept glancing up at Shane. Shane didn’t say anything. He didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t great at talking to new people on a good day. Sure, he could handle schmoozing with sponsors and management when he had to, and he got along with his old teammates after like…six? (ten)...months of getting to know them, but Shane had absolutely no idea what to talk about with Scott’s artsy boyfriend. Even if the guy looked more like a jock…
“I think your other teammates are somewhere on the dance floor,” offered Kip.
Shane pursed his lips. He definitely wasn’t going to go out of his way to find people he barely knew out there.
“Oh and the young guys are all hiding outside or something.”
“The rookies are here?”
“Yeah. Got here way too early.”
“Guess Scott’s finally getting through to them.”
“He tries.”
“Wait. Why are they hiding?” Shane was already running every possibility of drugs and underage drinking through his head. He didn’t have too many problems with the rooks in Montreal, but it was normal for new players to test the boundary of authority. Barely out of their teens and with all that money…Scott was still busy with Eric. Maybe Shane should check on them?
Kip laughed. “They’re hiding cause you showed up with you know who.”
Shane frowned. “Rose? What’s this gotta do with Rose.”
“Just wait ‘till you see their costumes.” Kip nodded at the door as it creaked open, three boys slipping inside and making a beeline for the bar, like they were trying not to be seen by the party-goers on the dance floor. They kept their heads down, only glancing up as they approached—
Gilly promptly stopped in his tracks as he made eye contact with Shane, wide eyes framed with an excessive amount of blue paint.
Shane felt his own crinkling with a smile. So that’s why they didn’t want to see Rose…
Shane smirked at the stressed rookies. “Nice costumes boys.”
“G-Good to see you Hollzy,” Gilly stammered out, hands folding over his chest like he could hide the fact that his entire body was painted blue. Or that he was wearing a bright red wig. Because Gilly was definitely dressed as Rose’s character from X-Squad.
Farmer and Woody pulled up behind him, bumping into each other a little in their haste to follow Gilly’s abrupt stop. They too were dressed as X-Squad characters; Farmer in a bald cap and button down, and Woody with a metal helmet and cape from some cheap costume store.
“Hey, Hollander,” squeaked Woody.
Farmer didn’t say anything, just stared with wide eyes at Shane, occasionally glancing across the bar where they could all see Rose still chatting with Gloria.
Behind Shane, Kip burst out into full-bodied laughter. “Oh my God, it’s like you’re in a group costume!”
Shane felt the colour drain from his face. “What? No—”
“Oh it totally is. You match the rookies!” Kip pulled his phone out of his very tight pants. “I’ve gotta get a picture of this.”
“Hey—” Shane tried to protest again but then Kip did the unthinkable.
“Yo Landry!” he yelled, deep voice carrying over the music.
To Shane’s horror, Rose heard, stopped dancing, and then he watched in slow motion as she took in Shane, Gilly, Woody, and Farmer all standing around in what could definitely qualify as a group costume. Rose’s entire face lit up.
“Fuck, she’s coming over here!” exclaimed Gilly.
“What do we do? What do we do?” Farmer and Woody were dancing around, fully panicking as they tried to hide behind each other – a sight Shane would’ve found more comical considering their defensemen statures if he himself wasn’t panicking over impending social humiliation.
“Oh my God, you guys are so cute!” Rose beamed as she got close enough to make out the details of the costumes. She turned her most dazzling smile on Gilly. “Great choice.”
Gilly was red all the way to his ears (Shane could feel his own face heating to know he wasn’t doing any better) and opened his mouth to assumedly thank the movie-star in his midst, but no sound came out.
“Oh this is too good.” Kip was still laughing behind the bar, wiping tears from his eyes.
“W-We’re big fans of your movie Miss Landry,” stuttered Farmer.
“Yeah. Huge,” added Woody.
Gilly still couldn’t get a word out, frozen as he stared at Rose like she was an angel descended straight from the heavens.
As always, Rose took everything in stride. “You guys are too kind. We should get a picture! Shane?” She sidled up next to him, wrapping an arm around his waist as Kip held up his phone.
“Can I put it on the bar’s socials?”
“Ooh yes! Tag me.” Rose pulled Shane in a little tighter.
Shane reluctantly wrapped an arm around her back, trying not to look as stiff as he felt.
“Come on, get in,” Rose beckoned to the rookies. She winked at Gilly. “You can stand next to me.”
Gilly looked like he was about to pass out, but still shuffled over to Rose, Farmer and Woody clumsily crowding in on his other side.
Kip pointed the camera at them with a shit-eating grin. “Everyone say, ‘X-Squad!’”
“X-Squad!” said Rose proudly, while the other boys mumbled through tight smiles. Shane could practically feel Gilly vibrating from the other side of Rose.
Kip snapped way too many pictures. “I’ll post these right now.”
Shane held on to Rose a little tighter. If Kip was posting that photo to the bar’s socials…then they would definitely get picked up by some sort of news outlet. Shane would probably end up on Halloween costume compilations and celebrity ranking lists and everyone was going to see…his old Metros teammates would probably see. They’d see Shane hanging out with his new team and Rose and they were all at a gay bar. Shane was at a gay bar.
He felt that earlier panic double.
Rose was still talking to Kip as he slid over two glasses, one clear, one red. “Negroni, right?”
Rose flashed that signature smile again. “Yep.” She grabbed her drink, plus the one for Gloria, then tugged on Shane’s hand.
“Come on, let’s go dance.”
Shane’s feet felt like they were stuck to the floor. The rookies had already fled the scene. Shane didn’t see if they’d gone back to hiding outside or decided to brave the party now that they’d been caught. He looked at Rose, then the dance floor, then Kip’s phone resting on the bar.
Rose tugged on his hand again. “Shane?”
Shane’s eyes snapped back to her. Her eyes softened a little, giving him that encouraging smile he’d become all too familiar with. “We’re going to have fun tonight, right?”
Shane took a breath. Another. Rose matched his pace.
“We could try dancing? Just for a little bit?”
Shane gave a stiff nod. Rose didn’t make him say anything, just gently guided him onto the dance floor until they met up with Gloria. Rose passed off her friend’s drink, then slung an arm around Shane’s neck, swaying to the music.
Shane focused on his breathing, and the swaying, and the gentle reassuring heat of Rose in front of him. He tried to tune into the music. Tried to ignore the other bodies on the dance floor occasionally bumping into him.
Rowdy cheering suddenly went up as the crowd parted, led by Carter making a beeline for Gloria. He wrapped his arms around her waist, planting a drunken kiss on her neck.
“Baby, we gotta show Benny Boy a good time tonight. He needs cheering up.”
Sure enough, Eric was being dragged onto the dance floor flanked by Scott and Greg.
Gloria laughed. “What do you want me to do about it?”
“Hmm…” Carter’s eyes swept the dance floor as if that would provide an idea. When his eyes stopped on Shane and Rose and a smile stretched over his face, Shane felt his stomach drop straight to his feet that had only just figured out how to lift from the floor.
“Hollander!” Carter linked an arm through Shane’s, totally getting between him and Rose. Carter turned apologetic eyes on the woman. “Sorry Landry, but I’ve gotta steal your man. He’s needed by the boys tonight.”
Rose just laughed him off, gladly stepping away and giving Shane a gentle shove toward Carter despite his panicked eyes. “As long as you don’t mind me stealing your woman,” Rose called as her arms went around Gloria’s neck, the two of them going back to dancing together.
Carter ignored the teasing, turning his focus to dragging Shane over to the group of older Admirals (Shane couldn’t believe he was at the point in his career where he counted as an “older” player. Ugh. (Ilya would vehemently deny that accusation)).
Carter bounced up and down, trying to get the group pumped. “No more moping boys, we’re having fun tonight. Captain’s orders!”
“Don’t hear that coming from Scott’s mouth,” Eric grumbled, body frozen solid while Scott and Greg half-heartedly bobbed around him.
Scott shot Eric a look. “Captain’s orders. Dance.”
Eric rolled his eyes but reluctantly began to sway to the beat. Scott turned that withering look on Shane. He too scrambled to attune to the beat, body moving left-to-right in what could probably be considered dancing (if one was very generous with that description).
Carter jumped around, Scott swished his hips, and Greg kind of bounced up-and-down as the boys fell into a rhythm. Shane tried not to be so aware of everyone around them. Everyone that was probably watching them. Staring at the men all in their ridiculous costumes and dancing rather poorly. He slipped his glasses back on, hiding behind the red lenses.
Then the music changed. “We’re gonna get funky!” came over the speaker.
A great cheer went up around the bar as the goddamn fucking Cha Cha Slide came on.
Oh my God, Shane wanted to die.
“Everybody clap your hands!”
The boys all fell into line quickly, clapping their hands to the beat (kind of – Greg was a little off). Shane scrambled to make a run for it, but they were in the middle of the dance floor, and he was flanked by Eric and Scott, and then Scott was giving him that look again and Shane couldn’t escape and—
“To the left!” The whole room stepped left, Scott shoving Shane to move a little.
“Take it back now, y’all.” Everyone stepped back. Shane could do nothing but follow or he’d be trampled by the drunk Barbie in very high heels dancing in front of him.
“One hop this time.” Scott and Eric jumped. Scott glared at Shane. He jumped reluctantly.
“Right foot, let’s stomp.” Shane stomped.
“Left foot, let’s stomp.” Shane stomped again.
“Cha-cha real smooth.” Shane was not going to do that (everything about this was his worst nightmare).
Scott threw his hips into the movement, getting his shoulders involved. Shane couldn’t help his little laugh at the sight. Scott grinned, like that had been his goal all along.
“Turn it out!” Scott spun. Shane spun because it was either that or get smacked by Barbie’s flailing arms. As he turned he caught Eric’s gaze, who rolled his eyes, but his lips were stretching up too.
“To the right now!” Shane stepped with the crowd.
“To the left!” Again. His shoulders loosened.
“One hop this time.” Shane jumped on beat with Scott. He sort of fell into the rhythm of it, following the instructions with the rest of the dance floor. He didn’t really think of himself as someone who could follow a beat, but this was easy and when everyone dropped their hands to their knees and crossed them over, Shane followed, not wanting to stand out for not dancing when everyone around him was having such a good time.
He caught Scott’s eye again. The scowl was gone, replaced with a grin and waggling eyebrows as he started throwing more and more of his body into the simple steps. Shane’s own shoulders were shaking, but more from holding back laughter than dancing prowess. Eric was letting out deep chuckles next to him too, starting to put his own flare on the steps.
Good. Shane was glad this was cheering Eric up. He didn’t want the guy to be bummed out all night.
“How low can you go?” Everyone on the floor started crouching down. Carter was bending over backwards and Scott seemed like he was trying to beat him. Eric surprisingly had the most flexibility with bending down thanks to his goalie flexibility. Even Greg got into it (but much less so on account of his ‘old’ knees).
Once again, Shane could do nothing but follow the crowd, crouching low and then popping back up (a second later than Scott, maybe his knees were getting a little old. Maybe he should eat more salmon?) when the song instructed.
Scott kept shimmying and Eric was throwing his whole body into it now, bumping into Carter who happily bumped him back. That made Eric bump into Shane who was caught by Scott and then all the guys were shoving each other around as they tried to keep up with the steps.
The song ended and the music transitioned back to some mix of groovy-spooky Halloween music, but it didn’t break up the dance floor. If anything, it came more alive.
Shane was facing Eric who was seemingly trying to stay in it, head nodding as he kept throwing his whole body into the movement. Like he was trying to keep his thoughts from something else.
He caught Shane’s eyes. Shot him a smile. Shimmied his shoulders in a totally goofy way.
Shane couldn’t help but laugh more, his own body loosening up completely. Eric laughed back.
Shane couldn’t believe he was out dancing at a bar. A gay bar. But no one was looking at him funny (even if his dance moves were somewhat comical) or paying any attention to the people he was dancing with.
At some point Gloria came back to dance with Carter, and Greg’s wife stole him away. Rose rejoined the boys but didn’t monopolize Shane’s attention. They formed a little group with Scott and Eric, all of them jumping (Shane was jumping!) around clumsily and drunkenly and laughing (Shane was laughing!) as the music continued through a playlist of questionably festive tunes.
Rose stole the glasses off Shane’s face, slipping them over her own. Then she put them on Eric and that made the man laugh, and then Shane was smiling more, and he wasn’t even bothered that he lost his ability to hide.
Eric jumped a little closer and their shoulders kept bumping, but Eric was nudging Shane on purpose until they both fell into uncontrollable giggles. Shane bumped back, shimmying his shoulders (and his hips might have even swayed a little bit). Scott was throwing his whole body into the movement, head banging, hair falling in his eyes.
The music changed again, slowing down to something more suitable for swaying with a partner.
“Mind if I cut in?” came a deep voice behind Scott.
The Captain easily spun around and slid a hand around his boyfriend’s bare waist. Shane looked away before they started kissing.
A quick glance around showed no one else was watching either, but they weren’t doing it like Shane – because watching Scott and Kip made something inside him feel like it was trying to claw out from the depths of his chest. Instead, they were caught up with their own girlfriends (and Shane could make out some other men dancing together around the room, even if he didn’t recognize them (apparently Scott had a surprising number of friends)). They weren’t paying attention to the gay hockey player because no one here thought that was anything special enough to draw them away from their own lives.
Shane leaned down to Rose’s ear. “I’m gonna go to the bathroom.”
She raised a questioning, are you ok? eyebrow but Shane waved her off like he was fine. Because he was fine. He was fine, he just didn’t really want to dance anymore and he kind of wanted to be alone (not true; there was one person he wanted to be here but that was never going to happen so…).
He heard Rose sidling up to Eric with a “Hi handsome,” as he fled the dance floor.
By the time Shane was finished his business, the music changed back to something more upbeat. He stopped before heading back into the bar, opting to take another minute in the quiet hallway.
He leaned his head against the wall, pulling out his phone (at least the leather jacket had lots of pockets). There was another text from Hayden – a photo of Mario and Luigi asleep on the couch with Yoshi across their laps. Shane hearted the message, then he went to Instagram.
His notifications were already blowing up because Kip had tagged him in the photo with Rose and the rookies. Shane didn’t look at any of them. Instead, he went straight to Ilya’s page, but before he could pull up the latest post, a voice came from the hallway.
“You doing ok?”
Shane turned, a little startled to find Scott’s boyfriend standing next to him. Shane quickly turned off his phone, slipping it back into his pocket before Kip could see what he was looking at.
“Fine.” He didn’t sound very convincing.
Kip nodded anyway. “You enjoying the party?”
“Oh uh, yeah. It’s great.”
Kip laughed. “Not much of a party person, are you?”
Shane shrugged, face heating. “I don’t get out much.”
“Scott mentioned it. He’s been trying to get you out with the guys all season.”
“Sorry.” Shane’s blush darkened.
Kip waved him off. “How you liking New York?”
“Oh it’s uh…” Shane didn’t really know what to say. The city wasn’t awful or anything it just wasn’t…
“Not home yet?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. Yet.”
“Give it time. It might grow on you.”
“You grew up here?”
“Brooklyn born and raised.” Kip grinned proudly.
Shane gestured to the bar. “You work here long?”
“Since undergrad.”
Shane could understand that. He’d been in the same career since he could legally work. But still… “You ever think about doing something different?”
Kip thought about it for a second. “Sometimes. I’ve tried other stuff too but I always come back here. It’s uh, a place with community. You know?”
“Yeah.” Shane could understand the appeal.
“You know the guys come here sometimes to watch games if they’re not playing. You’re welcome to join,” offered Kip.
“Oh.” Shane didn’t want to invade Scott’s place without his invitation. He also didn’t want to invite himself into Scott’s friend group and just assume he should be allowed there because they played on the same team now. Tonight had been fun but Shane didn’t want to push it. “I don’t want to intrude—”
“Nonsense. Scott would want you invited. You should come when you guys get back from that roadie.”
Shane nodded stiffly. He could talk to Scott about it later. Or make excuses to get out of it. “Thanks.”
Michael Jackson’s Thriller came over the speakers as a cheer went up from the dance floor. Kip nodded at the rowdy bar. “You gonna get back out there?”
Shane peaked out at the room. He could see Rose was back to dancing with Gloria, Scott and Carter back with Eric.
Kip nudged Shane. “Your girlfriend’s gonna steal Carter’s.”
“Oh she’s not my girlfriend,” Shane said automatically.
Both of Kip’s eyebrows shot up. “No?”
Shit. “N-no. We’re just friends,” Shane stuttered through his usual excuse.
“So you two never dated?”
“Well, we did, but we decided we were better off as friends.”
“Ah, not compatible, were you?”
“Right.” Kip was looking at him again. Shane hated when he did that. He tried to think of something else to say, anything to get him from seeing—
“Kip? You back here?” Kip didn’t startle at the new voice, not like Shane who felt like there were ants crawling all over his skin and more coming around the corner.
“Over here Kyle,” Kip called.
The other bartender appeared around the corner. He stopped to look between Kip and Shane, standing together outside the bathroom. Kyle raised an eyebrow. Kip raised one back. Shane shrunk into himself more.
“We need more Guinness.”
Kip cringed. Him and Kyle rolled their eyes at the same time and muttered “Straight men.” Then they both laughed.
“I’ll grab it in a minute,” said Kip. “Try not to roll your eyes at the customers.”
“I’ll keep my poker face on.” Kyle grinned as Kip let out a little chuckle.
Shane looked at them in confusion. Maybe it was an inside joke? Kyle caught his confusion and raised an eyebrow, clarifying, “I’m Gaga.”
Shane furrowed his eyebrows. “Who?”
Kip stared at Shane. “Oh you sweet summer child…”
“There are too many straight people here,” Kyle sighed dramatically and swept out of the hallway, leaving Shane and Kip alone again.
Luckily, their awkward silence didn’t last long because two women came around the corner, giggling between themselves.
“I’m telling you, his abs are positively sinful. All I want is to take a bit out of that v-line.”
“You are way too obsessed with hockey players.”
“But this one’s sooo pretty.”
“Didn’t you say he’s got fake teeth?”
“He’s gotten them replaced. Besides, with those curls…”
“Hmm, you do like ‘em blond.”
“Exactly. What I wouldn’t give to be at that party.”
“Hey, Boston’s not far if you want to go next time.” Shane froze.
“Oh please, like I’d ever have a chance with Ilya Rozanov.” Shane stopped breathing.
“According to the tabloids, lots of girls get that chance. Who knows, maybe you’ll get to be lucky number six-hundred-and-fifty—"
The shorter woman shoved her friend with a laugh as they slipped past Shane and—
“Oh Kip, Kyle’s looking for you,” called the taller one.
Kip gave a nod. “I know.”
Both girls slipped into the bathroom at the same time. Shane heard the lock click behind them.
“You good?” Kip asked him for what seemed like the umpteenth time tonight.
“Oh uh, yeah,” Shane tried to sound more reassuring this time, even though his mind was running a mile a minute.
“Cool. See you around Hollander.”
Shane didn’t say anything else as he watched Kip leave. The instant he was out of the hallway, Shane pulled out his phone again, navigating to Ilya’s Instagram page. He tapped on the latest post.
There Ilya was in all his glory – literally. The man was wearing possibly the sluttiest gladiator costume Shane had ever seen. Deep red fabric draped over his shoulders but didn’t help to cover anything. A golden breastplate glinted against his tan skin, stretching over rock-hard abs and accentuating his narrow waist trimmed in an alarmingly short skirt. Shane’s mouth watered at the view of Ilya’s thighs wrapped in strips of leather.
Then he noticed the second photo.
Ilya was facing away from the camera this time. He’d ditched his cape and his breast plate cut to show off the strong muscles of his broad shoulders as he flexed for the camera. His head was perfectly tilted to show off his chiseled jaw and aquiline nose. He looked like a real Roman god. It made Shane understand why people wanted to worship them at altars.
The photo was captioned with “Entertained? 😉”
Likes and comments were pouring in, most of them along the line of how those two women had talked about the photo. Shane couldn’t blame them. Ilya looked good. Really good.
Shane wanted to lick every one of those abs all the way down to the little skirt that he knew was hiding Ilya’s long thick…
Fuck it. Boston’s like, less than four hours away. It was the middle of the night, there would be no traffic, and Shane has the day off tomorrow. He could actually make use of that…
Shane made a beeline for the door.
He didn’t make it far before Scott caught him at the edge of the dance floor. “You sneaking out early, Hollander?”
“I uh…”
“Without even saying goodbye. Shame.”
“I just…” His phone was burning a hole in his pocket. “There’s something I gotta do.”
Shane met Scott’s eyes and his Captain must’ve seen something there because he nodded once and said, “Ok.”
“I’m sorry. This was fun. I just—"
Scott held up a hand. “I get it. Go do what you gotta do.”
Shane didn’t know what that meant. He didn’t know what Scott thought that meant. But it didn’t matter. Shane was on a mission.
He sent Rose a text to explain his absence, then a text to Ilya, and walked out of the bar. He had a very long drive ahead of him.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Funny thing about this timeline is we are right in the middle of Eric's divorce. Rip. Will be more on that later.
Since X-Squad is based off of X-Men, I'm dressing Shane up as Cyclopes because that is a costume he would 100% wear. (It would also be hilarious if Rose got Shane and Ilya to dress up as Professor X and Magneto but that would be too obvious at this point in the story). Plus I love what Rose's costume is in this as a little nod to Rachel's short story from her website (even though this is technically the year Ilya would dress up as Shane, the reason he did that was because he had moved to the suburbs and was having a quiet Halloween by himself. In this universe he's still a Boston party animal (ish) so we're totally going with sexy gladiator).
Honorable mention goes out to my backup rookie trio costume: the power puff girls, skirts and crop tops included. Also super exciting that we finally met Kip!
Part 2 coming in the next few days. See you soon :)
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      Chapter 13: Halloween Part 2: The Haze
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya's Halloween party at his house in Boston.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! I want to start by saying I can't believe this is at 100k hits. THANK YOU all so much for following along. I'm having so much fun with this one and I'm so glad you're all here :))

I also want to say thank you for all the really nice comments on the last chapter. It's always nerve wracking to put a WIP on hold (even if it is to catch up on life stuff) so I really appreciate the positivity. I'm super excited to continue this fic and don't want to burn myself out so I'm taking my time to make sure the writing is good and that I can do it at a sustainable pace. So this will be the last chapter for a month-ish and then we'll go on the Canadian roadie with the boys when I come back in June.

Also just want to note; peep the updated rating to mature. This chapter has smut in it. It's nothing crazy and it's mostly taken from TLG book but with a little twist to make it different in this AU. I know the Halloween scene is one of everyone's favourites from TLG so I couldn't not include it here.

That being said, I hope you like this one (it's also a little long) and I'll see you all in June :) Enjoy!
-Oaks







  Ilya was sitting in his bedroom staring at his phone. He probably should’ve been in his living room, or kitchen, or foyer, or even patio – anywhere the party was in full swing – but instead he was slumped over on his bed, obsessively scrolling through Rose Landry’s Instagram.
As always, she was very beautiful in every photo. Charming smile, expensive clothes, lots of friends and laughter. Stunningly sexy. Endearingly clumsy. The perfect girlfriend. Who everyone thought was Shane’s perfect girlfriend.
Rose posted the photo of her dressed as Shane with Shane as a character from one of her movies three hours ago. She was grinning and Shane had an arm around her shoulders while exasperatedly rolling is eyes (you couldn’t actually see it behind the glasses, but Ilya could tell). The likes and comments had been rolling in all night, everyone speculating on the timeline of their relationship or reacting to the ‘reunion’.
Ilya had posted his own slide show of costume photos after his party got started. Just long enough to make Shane sweat a little for the reveal. It was a truly fantastic photo of him (taken by Svetlana of course) that showed off the body he played so hard for (Ilya might have even given up McGriddles for a week to make sure everything popped), but if the post had caught Shane’s attention, he didn’t know. Shane hadn’t said anything about it yet.
Hopefully that meant he was having fun at the bar. With Rose. Ugh.
There was another photo of Shane in Rose Landry’s reposts; one she was tagged in posted by the bar they were at tonight. Rose was in the middle flanked by four hockey players all in costumes from that superhero movie franchise she was in. Through the makeup and masks (and the Instagram tags), Ilya could make out the other three men as the rookies from Shane’s new team. It looked like they were in a group costume with Shane.
He was going to hate that. It almost made Ilya laugh.
Until he read the comments under the post. There were the usual fans liking the photos and cracking jokes about the accidental group costume. Then there were the ones focused on the post’s account. That it was a gay bar. That the whole New York Admirals team was out tonight at a gay bar.
Ilya had been to that bar before – once or twice when Boston played New York and he wanted to make Scott hunter sweat a bit more after the game. It was a relatively quiet establishment.
It didn’t look quiet tonight. Ilya could see hordes of people in costumes behind Shane in the photo. It looked like some of the tables had been pushed back to make a dance floor. Ilya wondered if Shane was dancing. Was he dancing with Rose? With his teammates?
If Ilya were there, would Shane dance with him?
Probably not.
Definitely not.
Shane wouldn’t take a risk like that.
Ilya dropped his phone on the bed and stood. His whole body listed slightly but he caught himself on the nightstand. He’d probably had one too many drinks tonight. Or two. And he might have been a little high.
Sue him, he was in his own house.
He made his way back out to the party. His teammates were all over the dance floor mixed in with random women from God knew where. Ilya had opted for an open invitation in the team group chat, telling people to bring whoever. He probably should’ve known better from experience (and a couple broken tv’s, and dishes, a coffee table, and one armchair soiled beyond repair) but he hadn’t really cared when he sent the text.
He didn’t really care now either. The cleaning service would take care of whatever spills and trash were left around the house tomorrow.
Bass thumped through the speakers as bodies moved on the dance floor. There were beautiful women everywhere dressed in very little clothes as they draped themselves over burly men. One of the rookies was doing a keg stand by the looks of the orange shoes in the air. Joel maybe? The rookies had shown up together in a neon orange and baby blue suit from some American comedy movie. Ilya couldn’t remember who had been in which colour.
A general scent of weed and cigarettes drifted over everyone’s heads (Ilya would have to air that out before the next time Shane came over) and clung to Ilya’s cape. He decided to take it off, the whole thing too heavy and hot with the number of people in the house. His costume looked better without it anyway – showed off more of his body.
He made his way to the kitchen, looking for more booze or anything really. Instead, he found Connors by the punch bowl. It looked like he’d been making two drinks before he got distracted. Said distraction was Stacey Camden’s tongue down his throat. Connors’ hands were on her ass as he pressed her into Ilya’s kitchen counter and she was moaning into his mouth. Neither of them noticed Ilya.
He probably should’ve been more excited about the very famous supermodel in his house. Maybe he should post a photo with her in her Daisy Buchanan costume. Maybe it would get more likes than Shane and Rose’s.
Ilya let out a long whistle. Connors jumped apart from Stacey, blushing up to his ears. Stacey glared at Ilya over his shoulder.
“H-Hey Cap,” said Connors.
Ilya smirked and nodded at the two cups next to the punch bowl. “Thirsty?”
“Parched,” Stacey deadpanned.
That made Ilya’s smirk widen. Snarky. Good. Connors needed a little bit of that.
Ilya sidled up next to them, reaching around Stacey to grab a cup and fill it with punch, just because he could. Neither of them moved. Ilya poured his drink nice and slow. Connors wouldn’t meet his eye.
Ilya sipped his drink. The punch was a little too sweet, kind of ruining the vodka base. Oh well, Ilya would just have to buy more.
He waited a few more seconds before taking a step away from the couple. He raised his plastic cup to them. “Have a good night.”
Connors ducked his head. Stacey rolled her eyes.
Ilya couldn’t resist leaning into Connor’s ear as he passed, dropping his voice low. “Guest room is on second floor. Third door on left.”
He slipped out of the kitchen before Connors could stutter out a response.
He drifted around the party aimlessly, letting the high drown out the surrounding buzz of people laughing and talking and dancing and drinking and having so, so much fun.
Ilya should be having fun. He didn’t know why he wasn’t having fun.
Maybe he should find Svetlana? She’d cheer him up. Make him dance or something.
He scanned the dance floor for her curls. She’d done her hair up tonight with a golden circlet to match the flowy white toga of her goddess costume. She’d posted the photo of her and Ilya dressed up together to her Instagram before the party started. It was already going viral. But unlike Shane, most gossip rags didn’t speculate on Ilya and Svetlana being together-together anymore. Ilya had spent the past ten years with too many other women to make that believable.
The dance floor (living room with the couch pushed to one wall and disco lights on the ceiling) was littered with his teammates. He could see Brad Hammersmith and Ryan Carmichael with their wives. Morkin and Maxum were chatting up some women Ilya had never seen before. So was Joel (he was definitely the one in the orange suit), although he seemed to be making more progress from the way his girl was grinding on him. Victor had brought his flavour of the month – Tessa something or other – and sure enough, next to him was Cliff, smile wide to show off vampire fangs, dancing with—
Svetlana.
His hands were low on her waist and hers were slung around his neck. Their bodies were pressed completely together, faces barely an inch apart.
Ilya sighed. There was no way he was going to pull her away from that just to get him to stop moping. Even worse, she’d probably let him just to help him feel better.
Ilya stalked out of the room and straight for the patio door, grabbing a pack of cigarettes from the bar on his way.
There wasn’t anyone outside, the air already too cold this time of year to really enjoy the night. Ilya’s pool had been covered for the season and the deck furniture was mostly stacked away except for two chairs. Ilya went to flop his body across one but paused.
A baby blue suit was curled up on the other chair, body hidden from the windows looking into the house. The man raised his head enough for Ilya to make out Moose’s crooked nose (a puck to the face as a college freshman; Joel’s was from the resulting fight). He looked up at Ilya with red-rimmed eyes, and not for the same reason as Ilya’s.
Ilya looked at the people dancing in his living room, Bad Bunny filtering through the windows. Then he looked back at Moose. He decided to take the seat next to him.
Moose didn’t say anything when he did, just turned his gaze back to the stars. Or where the stars would be if the night wasn’t so cloudy.
Ilya fumbled with his cigarettes, discovering a joint amongst the Marlboros. He glanced at Moose again, pulled out the joint, and put the cigarettes away. He lit the joint and took a long drag, feeling the haze settle over him again.
He held the joint out to Moose. The rookie didn’t say anything but took a drag before passing it back to Ilya. They stayed in silence like that, passing it back and forth until it burnt down to the filter, letting the smoke fade into the night. Maybe Ilya should’ve worried more about being a good influence, but he wasn’t feeling the whole ‘Captain’ thing tonight.
He took the last drag and flicked the butt onto the patio. The cleaners would pick that up tomorrow too.
“You do not like dancing?” he asked Moose.
The rookie shrugged.
“Not one for parties?” Ilya prodded more.
Moose shrugged again.
Ilya watched the clouds drift across the sky. “I used to like parties. Now, not so much.”
“Then why’d you throw this one?” The question came out with more snark than Moose probably meant. Ilya decided to let it go for now.
He shrugged this time.
They fell into silence again, Moose shifting on his chair until he finally admitted, “I like dancing, just don’t feel like it tonight.”
Ilya wished he had another joint. “You going to tell me why or do I need to ask many questions first?”
Moose stayed quiet again.
“Why are you not inside with Joel?” asked Ilya. The boys were always attached at the hip. They didn’t go out unless they were both going. Hell, they showed up in matching costumes tonight (which didn’t make as much sense without their counterparts).
Moose picked at his fingernails and mumbled. “He’s busy.”
From the way Moose was avoiding looking through the living room window, Ilya could guess what Joel was busy with. It had long blond hair, was dressed as a mermaid, and danced rather suggestively.
“You do not want a catch tonight?” Ilya tried to lighten the question with a joke.
Moose made no effort to laugh. He was staring at the pool cover as if he could see the water rippling beneath.
Ilya tried to find something to say. Seeing his rookie all alone and sad reminded him too much of his early years in the MLH. He’d been in the constant flux of the adrenaline rush from games to the silence of a too-empty luxury apartment. He’d spent most nights chasing more adrenaline in clubs and cars. He didn’t like to think about those days.
“You know,” he started gently. “Your shooting is getting better. At practice.”
Moose looked over at him, like he hadn’t been expecting the compliment or change in topic.
“You are getting more confident,” Ilya continued. “It is making you better.” He glanced back inside the house. Joel still had his arms around that girl (and his face attached to hers), but if Ilya’s hazy vision was correct (and not seeing double), her mermaid friend was dancing alone not too far away. “I am sure Joel will help you find something to occupy your night.” Ilya gestured at the woman dancing alone.
Moose curled on on himself a little more, mumbling, “It’s fine. I’m not really feeling it tonight.” He was still refusing to look through the windows at the women. Or Joel.
Ah.
Ilya turned to watch Joel again. He wasn’t making out with the woman anymore. His hands were still on her waist, but his focus wasn’t on her or anyone else in the room. He was also looking out the patio window. When his eyes met Ilya’s he was quick to look away, like he’d been caught. He immediately went back to making out with the woman.
Shit.
Ilya looked back at Moose who’d gone back to silently watching the stars. He was probably too high for the conversation they should be having right now, but maybe it was because of his lowered inhibitions that Ilya said, “You know, hiding does not make the problem go away.”
Moose turned to him with wide eyes, the raw redness making the blue stand out against the light of the moon peeking through the clouds.
“Sometimes people do not know they are hurting us if we do not tell them. They do not know there is something to hurt.”
Moose kept staring at him, not saying anything, whole body locked tight. Ilya made sure to stare back.
The patio door opened. Ilya didn’t turn as the click of heels echoed across the stone. He kept still as delicate fingers slipped over his collarbone and long curls brushed against his cheek.
“Why are you hiding?” asked Svetlana.
“I’m not hiding.”
“The party is in there. Not out here.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Where is Marly?”
“Inside.” Svetlana tugged on his shoulder. “Come dance, Ilyusha.”
Ilya went because she asked, leaving Moose outside with his thoughts.
He found himself in a throng of people as a mixture of rap and pop reverberated through the room. Svetlana led him back over to Cliff and Victor. Cliff waggled his eyebrows when he saw him.
“Roz! Where have you been fucker?” One of Cliff’s very heavy arms draped over Ilya’s bare shoulder. He let himself be pulled in, still feeling kind of unsteady on his feet. The weed probably hadn’t helped with that.
Victor leaned into their little trio, yelling over the music. “Probably bagged some chick in his room.”
Ilya, as always, didn’t say anything, letting them assume what they wanted. He caught Svetlana’s eye. Her lips were pursed in disapproval. Or concern. Ilya didn’t know which was worse.
He ignored it, trying to lose himself in the music. At some point, Cliff’s hands found their way off Ilya and back onto Svetlana. She spared Ilya another concerned glance but he turned away before she could make out anything on his face.
It didn’t matter, some woman in a kitten costume was trying to get his attention. She sidled up to him with rotating hips and a sultry smile. Ilya took a step back before she could touch him, trying to look anywhere else in the room.
Women kept coming up to him. One covered in sequins that scratched against his bare skin. One with a top so low-cut Ilya could see all the way to her navel. Another in a sheer skirt with only a thong underneath. Things that should’ve been more enticing to him. That would’ve been enticing five years ago.
He wasn’t even tempted by it anymore. There was only one person he really wanted to dance with right now. He privately wondered what that would even look like if Shane was here. What would Cliff think of it? Victor? Shane wasn’t really one for parties, but would he come if Ilya asked? Would he spend the night dancing with Ilya’s friends, his team, if they knew? Would everyone be ok with it?
Ilya couldn’t really picture the Raiders going to a gay bar like the Admirals. He had no idea how most of them would take their Captain coming out as queer. As being in a relationship with a man. They couldn’t all be Scott Hunters.
Ilya kept politely turning all the beautiful women down but eventually got tired of that too. He leaned into Svetlana enough to shout something vague about getting another drink, and then he prowled through the crowd for his bedroom.
There were a couple girls giggling inside. How they got in there, Ilya had no idea. He didn’t really care, anyway. They fled as soon as they saw Ilya’s face. Whoops.
He shut the door and locked it, leaning his head against the wood. The music muffled enough for him to hear his own heartbeat again. He took one deep breath. Another.
Ilya grabbed his phone that he’d left on the nightstand. He intended to go straight to Instagram again but was distracted by a text from Jane sent over three hours ago. He opened it immediately.
From Jane: Don’t take that costume off.
Ok. Whatever that meant.
To Jane: How is your night?
Ilya waited several minutes for a reply, then gave up. Shane was probably too busy with Rose and his new teammates. Ilya should be busy with his teammates. He wondered if Shane felt this same phantom presence at his party, the weight of the missing body that should’ve been next to his. That couldn’t be next to his.
The bass was still thumping through the doors, laughter filtering down the hall. Ilya should go back out there. Be part of the party.
He adjusted his expression to look less miserable and stalked back to the kitchen to pour himself another drink. It was already well past midnight but his house was still full of people. Probably his own fault – he had quite the reputation around Boston for ragers that went into the morning.
He posted up against the counter, half-heartedly scrolling through Instagram and occasionally glancing at the dance floor. Svetlana was still dancing with Cliff. It seemed like Brad and Ryan had left for the night (old fucks). Joel was nowhere to be found and a quick glance out the patio window showed Moose missing too. So were the mermaids.
Ilya navigated to the Kingfisher’s Instagram page, scrolling through that night’s posts. The one with Shane, Rose, and the rookies was by far the most popular, already insanely viral. There were a couple quick clips of Scott Hunter dancing with his boyfriend, Carter Vaughn in a couple’s costume with his movie-star girlfriend, said movie-star also dancing with Rose. No Shane though. Maybe he’d left early? Or maybe he was sulking at the bar. Ilya hoped not. Shane was supposed to be having fun (Ilya had made Rose promise that Shane would have fun).
A text appeared at the top of his screen before he could scroll further down.
From Jane: Party still going?
Ilya couldn’t help his little smile, the same one he got every time Shane texted.
To Jane: Yes
Three dots appeared as Shane typed. Ilya took another sip of his drink, staring intently at his phone, waiting.
From Jane: Come outside.
His brow furrowed, smile dimming in confusion.
To Jane: Why?
From Jane: Just come outside.
Ilya set his half-finished drink on the counter (he’d probably had enough anyway) and slunk through the party for his front door, dodging curious and flirtatious looks, hands trying to pull him back to the dance floor.
He waved off another person he’d never met, and slipped out the door, closing it behind him. The air had gotten colder and his high was wearing off enough that he was regretted ditching his cape.
The porch light glinted off his armour as he surveyed his driveway and the surrounding street. There were cars parked everyone, some had even run over a couple Halloween lawn ornaments (RIP the RIP tombstone). Nothing out of the ordinary…Nothing suspicious on his porch…
A black jeep flashed its high beams from down the road. What the…
From Jane: Open the garage.
Holy fucking shit.
Ilya immediately scrambled around the house, heartrate picking up as he popped the key panel on the garage to open the farthest bay door. The spot was empty, awaiting the arrival of the Ducati he’d purchased (and still hadn’t told Shane about).
The jeep pulled in, Ilya slipping inside after it. He shut the door behind them, plunging the garage into darkness except for the jeep’s dimming lights.
Ilya took slow careful steps to the driver side door, feeling a little like he was in a dream. There was no way this was real. There was no—
The window rolled down and Shane’s beautiful brown eyes scanned Ilya’s barely-covered body from top to toe. “Oh wow. That costume is even better in person.”
Ilya blinked, unable to find words.
Shane let out a shaky breath. “I didn’t want to park so close that people might see me. This is probably so stupid. I know you have practice tomorrow, but I’ve got the day off and—”
He didn’t get to finish that sentence, because Ilya was grabbing Shane by the collar of his leather jacket and kissing him through the window.
Shane groaned into his mouth, tongue sweeping inside. He pulled back enough to nod at the back door. “Get in.”
Ilya was quick to slide inside, pressing himself against the far window in time for Shane to follow—
Shane’s hands tangled in Ilya’s hair, pulling him in for another consuming kiss. Ilya went easily, Shane’s hands running over his mostly bare back as he crowded into his lap. Warmth seeped back into Ilya’s skin. All night he’d been dying inside, wishing he could have the man he loved at his side. Wishing Shane was in his arms, in his lap, in a ridiculous costume, in front of everyone.
“You smell like weed,” Shane said when Ilya finally let him breathe.
“You’d know.”
“I know what weed smells like,” Shane said testily.
Ilya grinned at him. “You’re here.”
“Yeah.” Shane smiled shyly. “Is that ok? You sent that photo and I’ve just been – fuck, I missed you so much.”
Ilya took in Shane’s body. He was still in his costume, thighs stretching against leather where they were pressed against Ilya’s bare skin. Ilya splayed long fingers over the muscle beneath the fabric, then he let them sweep around Shane’s back side and sink into the meat of his ass. God these fucking pants.
With a growl, Ilya began stripping Shane of his leather jacket, and then all the rest of his clothes. “Fucking help me,” he snarled as he tugged at Shane’s tight leather pants.
Shane laughed and pressed his smile into Ilya’s neck, lifting his hips enough to strip himself of the too-tight clothing. Shane’s hard cock sprung up as he ditched his briefs, sliding back into Ilya’s lap to settle against the leather of his skirt.
“Fuck,” muttered Shane, driving his hips forward in a slow grind.
Ilya kissed him again, then said, “You want to get fucked by a gladiator, Hollander?”
Shane gazed down at him through his dark lashes.
“Lube?” Ilya asked.
“Glove box,” panted Shane, already craning back to grab the bottle.
Ilya grinned. “Wow, whole bottle? That is very slutty.”
“Not as slutty as that costume.” Shane raked his gaze appreciatively over Ilya. “Jesus.”
“Worth the drive?”
“Fuck yeah.” Then Shane was back in Ilya’s arms, kissing him with a hand gripping the back of Ilya’s neck.
Ilya’s were quick to go back to squeezing Shane’s ass as he rolled their cocks together. Ilya fumbled with the bottle, slicking up two fingers and prodding at Shane’s hole.
Shane shuddered as they sunk in, then whimpered, then bit Ilya’s shoulder.
“Been thinking about this all night,” Shane said, gazing down at him with dark, lust-drunk eyes. Then he flipped the front of Ilya’s skirt up and slid a hand into his underwear to pull his cock out. Ilya barely had a moment to register the way Shane clenched around his fingers before Shane spit into his palm and began stroking his cock.
“Fuck, Hollander.” Ilya slipped another finger inside Shane, trying to regain some semblance of control. It made Shane whimper again as Ilya brushed up against his prostate, years of practice making it easy to find the target.
Shane panted into his mouth. “Fuck, love this. Love you.”
Ilya’s eyes prickled with tears, which was weird and alarming. He closed his eyes, pressing his lips to Shane’s neck in hopes that he hadn’t noticed. Ilya had felt oddly fragile all night, and the wonderful surprise of having Shane here combined with the fervent way his dick was being worshipped was too much.
Enough. Time to take control of himself and this situation.  “Did you come here for this, or did you come here to get fucked?”
Shane blinked dazedly as Ilya grazed his prostate again. “Shit,” he said quietly.
Ilya smiled, fingers slipping out of Shane. He grabbed the bottle of lube again, slicking himself up as Shane rose up on his knees, hovering over Ilya. He took the opportunity to trace Shane’s hole with the tip of his cock, the other hand planted firmly on Shane’s hip to hold him in place.
“Fucking hurry up,” Shane whined.
Ilya pressed in a little. “Is this what you came here for?”
“Yes. Come on.”
Ilya pushed in all the way, gripping Shane’s hips tightly to keep him steady. Shane’s body welcomed him, already loose and open. It felt like heaven.
Shane cried out, rolling his hips as Ilya started a steady rhythm, thrusting into Shane so hard the car shook. He could still hear the bass of the party thumping through the house, keeping pace with their panting breaths.
“Fucking love you so much,” Shane panted. “Needed this.”
Ilya grunted, tilting his hips up where he knew his next thrust would hit—
“Holy—” Shane gasped. “That’s perfect. Oh my god. Don’t stop.”
Ilya didn’t want to stop, but he could feel his orgasm building already. He reached for Shane’s cock, wrapping his hand around it, and started stroking.
“Harder,” Shane demanded. “Want to feel this for days.”
Ilya grunted placing both hands on Shane’s hips, gripping the flesh tight enough to bruise and began snapping his hips so vigorously that he was almost worried he was hurting Shane. Except Shane was smiling like he’d never felt anything so wonderful.
“Ilya,” he panted. “So perfect. Love this.”
“Make yourself come,” Ilya ordered, somewhat frantically. “Now.”
Shane stroked himself furiously, his gaze fixed on Ilya’s face. His eyes were huge and shiny and Ilya wanted to dive into them. He wanted to stay buried in Shane forever, making him come again and again and again.
“I’m coming. Holy fuck. Ilya, I’m—” Shane’s words dissolved into a groan as he spurted between them, cum streaking against Ilya’s breast plate.
“Yes,” Ilya said quietly. “So beautiful.”
It only took a few more thrusts before he was emptying himself into Shane, driving his hips up while pulling Shane’s down so they were pressed flush together.
“Wow,” Shane gasped.
A weird giggle erupted out of Ilya. He covered his mouth quickly.
Shane grinned. “Oh my god. What was that?”
“Nothing. I don’t know.” Ilya distracted himself by carefully pulling out of Shane.
Shane slowly rose off of him, settling back on Ilya’s thighs. “Gotta say, that was totally worth the drive.”
“Gladiator sex lives up to the four-hour-drive booty call?” Ilya snarked to hide the way his insides were vibrating. He realized his hands were shaking. He settled them back on Shane’s bare thighs, squeezing tight to keep them steady.
“I just really needed to see you,” Shane said seriously.
Ilya nodded, then wrapped him in a tight hug. His eyes were burning with tears again, which was embarrassing and inappropriate after amazing sex.
“Thank you,” he said into Shane’s hair. It was so unlike Shane to be impulsive like this. To drive to Boston in the middle of the night for some quick sex. To leave a party – his team – to come so far just to be with Ilya because he missed him…
But it was also unlike Ilya to cry after sex, so everyone was experiencing new—
A knock on the window made both their hearts jump out of their chests as their souls jumped out of their skin.
Before either of them could panic too much, a familiar voice drawled, “You know, for people in a secret relationship, fucking at your house when it’s full of people is probably not the best place to do that.”
Ilya let out a great big sigh, letting his head fall back against the seat as he pressed the button to crack the window an inch, just enough to make out the head of curly hair posted outside the car.
Svetlana peered inside. “Hello Shane. Nice to see you.”
They’d met last year after a Montreal game in Boston (Boston had won, of course). Shane had expressed minor curiosity at meeting Ilya’s closest friend from Russia (who he used to sleep with) and since she was Ilya’s only friend who knew about their relationship, it seemed fitting to introduce the two. They’d gotten along as Ilya had expected – Shane a little jealous (and in denial about it) with Svetlana egging him on. He supposed it was probably his own karma for Hayden Pike.
What Ilya hadn’t expected was for the two of them to team up on him by the end of the night to win at Wii tennis. He should’ve known that the best way to get Shane Hollander to bond with anyone was bring competition into the mix.
“We’re naked,” Shane gritted out, keeping his voice low so only Ilya would hear.
It didn’t matter. Svetlana grinned through the window. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.”
Ilya rolled his eyes as Shane huffed against his neck, keeping their bodies close to not expose themselves more than they already were. Svetlana definitely had a point; this was not the best place for a midnight rendezvous.
“I’m going to go give everyone a gentle nudge to head out,” offered Svetlana.
“Thank you,” mumbled Ilya, chastised.
Svetlana was already walking away, passing by Ilya’s Porshe, and Ferrari, and Lambo. “I’ll text when the coast is clear. Put some clothes on before coming inside!”
They waited until they heard the door to the house shut. The thumping bass cut off moments later. Then Ilya’s shoulders started shaking.
Shane hit him in the chest. “It’s not funny! We could’ve been caught!”
Ilya laughed harder. “Is your fault! You came to my house because you could not go any longer without my big, long—”
Shane went to move off of him, huffing angrily. Ilya reached out to pull him back into his lap. “No, Hollander, don’t go. Is cold.”
“Then close the fucking window.” But Shane let himself be pulled back until their chests were flushed again.
Ilya followed orders, closing the car window so they were in their own little world again. Then he kissed Shane, humming into his mouth sweetly until the other man’s lips parted and his body melted into Ilya’s once more.
Eventually, Ilya pulled back enough to ask, “When do you have to leave?” He was already dreading the answer but—
“I’m off tomorrow.”
His brow furrowed. They didn’t get days off like that. Certainly not for silly holidays like Halloween. “No practice?”
“No,” Shane shook his head. “Scott got us the day off.”
“Hmm,” Ilya mused. “Maybe I will like Scott Hunter a little bit.” He kissed Shane again, both of them leaning into it.
“You?” Shane asked a little breathless.
Ilya sighed. “Afternoon practice.” He wanted the day off. He wanted to spend all day with Shane in bed. As much time as they could have before he inevitably had to leave like always.
“So we could have all morning?” Shane dropped his voice low, suggestive.
Ilya matched his tone, hands tightening on Shane’s ass. “And all night.”
Shane grinned. “What we do in life echoes in eternity.”
“What?”
“It’s a quote from Gladiator!” Shane gestured at what was left of Ilya’s costume. “Come on!”
“Ok, nerd.”
“I only know it because…” Shane trailed off, getting that faraway look in his eyes. Ilya ran a hand comfortingly up his side, petting over his ribs. “One of my old teammates had it tattooed on his arm.”
Ilya let that hand settle over Shane’s heart, feeling it beat against his palm, warm and steady.
His phone buzzed, interrupting the moment.
Shane grabbed it from the seat, holding it up for Ilya to see.
From Svetlana: Coast is clear. Have a good night.
From Svetlana: I’d say use protection but it seems that ship has long since sailed.
Ilya sent back a heart and a kissy face. Then he took his boyfriend to bed.
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  Shane watched the puck go from Carter to Scott before it snapped onto his own tape. He didn’t wait – he already had his line. He shot a perfect slap shot at the net and watched it sail right over Eric’s shoulder.
Carter let out a long whistle. Scott’s skates skidded to a halt before he snowed Eric.
“Damn Hollzy, you trying to take my head off?” the goalie joked, fetching the puck from the back of the net and sliding it back out on the ice for them to practice with.
Shane blushed as Scott gave him a nod of approval. His lips turned up a little.
Carter was already gliding around the back of the net to his side. “By the time we get to Montreal, they’re not gonna know what hit ‘em.”
Shane’s lips turned down.
Scott set a firm hand on Carter’s shoulder that definitely said, shut up. He looked reassuringly at Shane. “You’re doing great. No pressure.”
Shane nodded back. “Course.”
Breezy skated up behind them, obviously hearing Carter’s loud comments. “Don’t worry Hollzy, any of those Metros cause you trouble, we’ll take care of ‘em.”
Shane grimaced but still said, “Thanks Breezy.”
Matti tapped Shane’s stick with his. “Or we can rough them up a bit just because you want us to.”
“I don’t know if that really helps…”
“Ok, ok, lay off the guy. We’ve still got a whole other game before we’re even in Montreal,” said Scott.
Eric came over to join their little huddle, crowding in with his goalie pads. “That’s right. You boys better score some fucking goals tonight.”
“Don’t worry Benny,” said Carter with a grin. “We’ve got this! Toronto’s—“
Scott’s hand squeezed Carter’s shoulder harder. “If you’re about to say ‘easy’ and jinx us, I’m making you pay for the whole team’s drinks tonight.”
“Come on, Scotty. It’s Toronto. These Canadian’s aren’t gonna know what hit ‘em.”
Shane scoffed. Toronto was decent. They were no Montreal, but they were definitely also no Ottawa. However, they were still one of Shane’s least favourite teams in the league to play, and that had nothing to do with their skill.
Three years ago, Toronto quickly shot up in the standings after signing Dallas Kent, a hot-shot rookie center who’d taken the team almost to the playoffs last season. But his skill wasn’t the reason Shane hated playing against the guy. That was all due to his mouth.
Dallas Kent was one of the most homophobic, sexist assholes Shane had ever had the displeasure of sharing ice with. And if going against him on Toronto’s starting line wasn’t bad enough, then his left-winger made things infinitely worse.
Troy Barret was the kind of player that was easy for a home team to love and very easy for everyone else to hate. He and Kent were a team in every sense, not just in how they played on the ice, but in how they ran their game off it too. Shane hated being asked about them in interviews. He hated having to take their vitriol between plays. And he despised the attitude they gave everyone. He’d heard rumors about what they got up to at All-Stars. He made it a point to stay far, far away from those assholes.
The rest of the league had similar opinions on Kent and Barret and had made that known, the two young players often being targets. The Guardians decided to solve that problem by trading for Ryan Price – a known enforcer – after he’d suffered what the media called a “mental breakdown” near the end of last season. Shane didn’t know if he believed that. He had nothing against the guy specifically, (Ilya had played with him a couple seasons ago and said he wasn’t a bad dude) but he definitely pitied him for having to go to bat for the two assholes that were surely going to get their team into a lot of trouble this season. Shane was hoping Price would stay off the ice tonight.
“Whatever. I’m not worried.” Carter waved off his teammates before grinning at Shane. “And if Hollzy starts ripping shots like that…”
“If only he’d do it during a game.” The muttered joke came from Cale. Shane hadn’t even noticed him join the group. Scott shot his winger a look.
Shane gave a forced chuckle to show he wasn’t offended. Honestly, that was probably the easiest chirp anyone had given him all year (and it wasn’t like it wasn’t true). He’d certainly had worse in Montreal.
Eric rubbed a glove on Shane’s helmet, jostling his head. “He’s just taking his time to warm up. Soon he’ll be pulling hat tricks every game.”
“What, like Rozanov?” asked Breezy.
Scott waved him off. “Nah, he lost that streak already.”
“Still impressive. He hold the record now?”
“Not sure.”
Everyone looked at Shane.
He blinked back. “Why would I know?” (He did. Ilya was one game off the record when his streak broke.)
“Aren’t you two always head-to-head in the scoring race?” asked Matti.
“Not this year,” muttered Cale. Scott shot him another look.
“And you’re like a hockey fanatic, right?” asked Eric.
“Uh, I guess.” (Shane totally was, but he at least tried to seem mildly chill about that.)
“We just mean that if any of us knew, it would be you,” said Scott good naturedly.
Shane shrugged, still a little on edge. “I don’t know. I’m not the Rozanov expert or anything.” (He absolutely was but the team definitely couldn’t know that.)
“I pity anyone who is,” said Breezy. “Guy’s practically as much of an asshole as Dallas Kent.”
A couple of the guys laughed. Shane bristled.
“No, he’s not.”
Everyone stopped to look at him again. Shane tensed more. “I-I just mean, he’s not that bad. He’s a dick but not like Kent. He’s never like, racist and stuff.”
Some of the guys shuffled their feet. Scott gave Shane a funny look before saying, “Yeah, you’re probably right. Rozanov’s got a mouth, but he’s never made a homophobic comment to me or anyone I know of. Can’t say the same about Kent. Or Barret.”
“God I can’t believe we have to play those fucking losers tonight,” Carter whined.
“I can’t believe they’re allowed in the fucking league,” Eric agreed.
“Boys!” They all jumped as Coach Harv’s voice boomed through the arena. “We practicing this power play or are you all gonna chat like you’re at the salon some more?”
There were a couple mutters of, “Sorry Coach,” as the conversation broke up. Shane went to skate back to his position on the right wing when Scott’s stick tapped his boot. Shane looked up into inquisitive eyes.
“You good?”
Shane gave a stiff nod. “Yeah.”
Shane tried to shake it off as they set up for another play.
 
---
 
Another one of Shane’s shots landed right in the goalie’s glove. Wyatt Hayes, stood taller in his crease as the whistle blew. Shane was already smarting from the insult of Toronto starting their backup goalie tonight – that they didn’t think of New York as enough of a threat to throw out their best first. No, tonight the Toronto Guardian’s starting goalie was getting a nice long rest. And the worst part about it was the Guardians were right. They were three periods in and the Admirals hadn’t scored a single goal (but not for lack of trying. Shane had two that should’ve gone in if it weren’t for Hayes. Scott had at least four).
Toronto was currently up a humiliating three points and the Admirals were feeling the pressure.
Shane didn’t tap any fists as he skated into the bench, just slumped down, breathing heavy. He was gassed. Scott was gassed. Coach put out the third line.
Shane hung in head between his knees. “God, I’m such a fucking loser.”
He’d never made it this far into the season without scoring a goal. Usually he was already at the top of the leaderboard. Being so behind he wasn’t even on the board was unheard of.
“Ah, ah, none of that.” Shane peeked up to find Scott looking down at him through his visor.
Shane grimaced. “Heard that?”
Scott shuffled closer and brought his glove up to cover his mouth. Shane glanced up to see them on the jumbotron. The commentators were no doubt saying something about Scott showing leadership; trying to rally the team and strategizing with Shane. Or arguing. The media still hadn’t let go of the speculation around Shane coming to New York to take Scott’s position.
“Look,” Scott said, voice low enough that only Shane could hear. “I know you probably don’t want to talk about it, but I’ve been where you are. It fucking sucks man. But you’ve gotta know that it won’t be like this forever. You’ll find your stride. You’ve just gotta relax a little. Don’t feel like there’s so much riding on this.”
Shane didn’t say anything back. At this point all the platitudes just felt like empty promises. The only thing that was going to get him out of this rut was himself. Even he didn’t see how he was going to do that right now.
He was fine in practice, but once the games started, once the crowd was watching and he was across the net from a different goalie, Shane choked. Every fucking time. He didn’t know why he couldn’t just get it to click.
“Hollander, go!” Coach Harv tapped him on the shoulder.
He briefly heard Scott shout, “You got this!” as he hopped the boards but didn’t wait for the fist bump. Shane kept his head down, eyes focused on the puck as Matti held it at centre ice. He caught his gaze long enough to accept the pass and then Shane was off.
He deked around a Toronto forward to take it over the blue line and spotted Gilly skating hard to get ahead. Shane shot it to his teammate. They battled at centre to get it into the Guardian’s zone. The defensemen tied them up long enough for the Guardians to make a line change and then Shane was being shoved into the boards by Dallas Kent.
Shane shoved back, shooting the puck wide to Greg. Troy Barret chased him down. Shane went to skate after them, but Kent elbowed him in the gut to get ahead. Shane took one brief glance at the refs. They hadn’t caught it. Fucking blind.
Shane huffed, skating back for centre in time to accept the pass from Greg. He tried to find space to get ahead, but the defensemen were converging fast and Kent was on him like a fucking leech.
“Hollzy!” The call was accompanied by the clap of a stick against the ice and Shane shot back to Woody instead.
The rookie didn’t waste any time, taking two hard glides forward to put him over the blue line—
The whistle blew.
Shane looked over incredulously as the ref made the signal for offside. Then he looked across the ice to where Gilly had a toe over the line ahead of the puck.
Jesus fucking Christ. Shane was so done with this game. He was so done with this whole fucking year. He resisted the urge to smash his stick against the goal post. Or the boards. Or Dallas Kent’s face.
Instead, he slid up to the circle in his own zone, crouching low across from his least favourite Guardian.
“Having a good night?” Kent smirked.
Shane gritted his teeth.
“Tell me, how are you going to make up all this losing to your Captain? Do you get on your knees in the showers—"
The puck dropped and Shane shoved his whole body forward, shoulder landing straight in Kent’s chest to push him out of the way and send the puck over to Gilly. The rookie caught it, skating up the ice fast. Barret was hot on his heels, but Gilly had been putting in the work. He was fast, each push of his skates smooth, efficient. He got ahead.
Shane used his own speed to catch up. He had just enough time to get on the other side of Barret before the Guardian caught up to Gilly. Shane picked up the puck as the two collided, maneuvering around in time for Breezy to run a screen through the Toronto defence and give Shane a clear break at the net.
He reared back his stick—
“Oof.”
Shane’s knees hit the ice as Troy Barret tumbled down on top of him.
The whistle blew.
Shane shoved at the Guardian bodily, heaving him off and panting through his own frustration.
Breezy was there a second later, one hand hauling Shane up, the other shoving hard at Barret’s shoulder as he rose to his feet. “The fuck you doing man?”
Barret shrugged. “Didn’t see him. Sorry.” The grin on his face said he didn’t mean it in the slightest.
“You little—”
Shane pulled hard on Breezy’s arm before he could punch Barret’s overly pretty face. He wished he could’ve let him but they couldn’t afford to be a man down right now. Plus, Dallas Kent was skating over.
He stopped next to his friend. “You’d think you’d know not to skate with your head down, Hollander. Not after Marleau laid you out on the ice last time. Or maybe that’s the position you like to be in.”
Shane had to pull harder at Breezy this time. “Stop. He’s not fucking worth it.”
“He can’t just—"
“I know.”
The slow fucking ref skidded up next to them. “Barret, two minutes for charging.”
Barret turned wide eyes on the ref. “What? He got in my way!”
“He had the fucking puck!” said Breezy.
The ref held up a hand. “I don’t want to hear it. Go to the box.”
Barret skated off with a huff. Kent shot the Admirals a haughty smirk as he returned to his bench. Breezy looked like he was going to follow him there when Shane shoved him hard in the direction of their bench.
“You good, Hollander?” asked Coach Harv.
Shane nodded. “All good.”
“Ok. Let’s run the power play we’ve been working on. Make the most of this boys!”
Scott, Carter, and Matti joined Shane and Breezy on the ice, fist bumps exchanged as they headed for the face-off circle. He saw Ryan Price hitting the ice on the Guardian’s side. Great.
Shane bent ready next to a Toronto forward, keeping his eyes on Scott. Then he saw Kent’s lips move. Saw Scott’s jaw clench. Scott’s lips moved. Then Kent spat on the ice.
Shane’s own eyes hardened.
Scott shot the puck over to him hard and Shane didn’t waste any time getting it up the ice before passing it over to Carter.
They fell into the rhythm of the power play. They’d practiced this. They had it down.
Carter skated hard up ahead of him with the puck. Kent was coming in hot from his left. Shane tapped his stick against the ice. Carter ran the interference, dropping the puck as he collided with Kent for a big hit. Shane easily picked up the discarded puck behind him, taking it up free ice. By the time the Guardians got back around to him, Scott was already getting open on his right for a wide shot at the net. Shane shot him a ringer, right to Scott’s tape—
The Admiral went down hard as Kent cross-checked him from behind.
A dirty hit. Carter was already flying across the ice, but Shane got there first.
“What the fuck, Kent!”
“He got what he fucking deserved,” Dallas Kent sneered back. Price started approaching slowly from behind, eyes shifting between the three players. Shane didn’t give a fuck.
He looked at his Captain. “You ok, Scotty?”
Scott was rising up behind Shane, glove over his face. It came away bloody, the matching scarlet streak trailing from Scott’s nose.
Carter was already shouting across the ice. “Ref! Ref! That’s a penalty!”
The refs were taking their sweet time to get over.
“He’s fucking bleeding! That’s totally a major!”
“Looks like your boyfriend’s jealous,” said Kent. “Does he get this way when the guys pass you around the locker room too? Your boys like that don’t they? Whole team of fa—"
Shane’s bare fist made contact with Dallas Kent’s jaw before he knew what he was doing. He didn’t even remember dropping his gloves. All he knew was the rage burning through his body, dulling the sensation of rapidly bruising knuckles.
There was a brief second where Kent’s gloved hand went up to his face, obviously not expecting Shane to actually do anything about what he’d been saying. His fingers came away with matching scarlet to Scott’s. The shock faded from his eyes as they found Shane with a satisfied glare.
Oh shit.
Kent’s gloves hit the ice. His fist found Shane’s jersey. Shane braced himself for the hit—
Large hands wrapped around Kent from the back to haul him off Shane. Scott. He had both arms around Kent, one hand (gloves also dropped) wrapped around his wrist to keep that fist from Shane’s face. Shane was jerked forward by the one still clasped in his jersey, his own hands grappling to free himself.
“You keep your fucking mouth shut about my fucking team.”
“Why? That’s all your fucking good for Hunter. Washed up old man can’t win a fucking game. Too busy taking it up the ass—"
Suddenly Shane didn’t care as much about getting free. He threw another punch.
“Ok, ok!” Hands on his own shoulders were hauling him away now as Carter tried to help Scott separate them. Then the refs were there. Price was still hovering in the back, looking surprisingly reluctant to get involved. A whistle had been blown at some point, but Shane was deaf to it all. Blood was rushing in his ears and everything Kent said was ringing through his head. Shane was so fucking sick of it. He’d spent his entire fucking career dealing with these assholes, keeping quiet to make himself unnoticeable. Fuck that.
“How about you come pick on someone willing to fight back, huh?”
Shane was still pulling against Carter’s hold. Kent had finally been forced to let go and there were two refs between them – one facing Kent, one facing Shane, both with exasperated disappointment in their eyes.
“Dude, cool it before you’re kicked from the game,” Carter gritted out, hands still on Shane’s shoulders.
“What, like you?” Kent sneered. “Look Hunter, your new boyfriend wants to defend your honour. Is that why he can’t score anymore? He’s too busy scoring with you?”
“Oh, I’m gonna settle the score with you,” yelled Shane.
“Go to the box, Hollander!” one of the refs yelled.
“Dude—“
Shane shook Carter off before he could admonish him further. He wanted to go after Kent again – he was just so fucking fed up – but then Scott appeared in front of him.
He pressed a forceful hand to Shane’s chest, giving him a little shove up the ice. “Enough. You’re done.”
Shane glared, pushing against Scott’s hand.
Scott held firm. “You’re. Done.”
Shane huffed but he wasn’t going to argue with his Captain.
“Fine! I’m going.” He fumed all the way up the ice, stomping into the penalty box to resounding boos through the arena. Whatever. It wasn’t like Toronto liked him very much to begin with.
The door of the opposing box slammed hard enough to shake the plexiglass as Kent stomped to his own bench. Guess his mouth finally earned him a misconduct. He took a seat next to Barret, saying something with a half-scowl half-smirk on his face. Barrett’s head gave a little shake.
Shane turned to the ice from his own seat, ignoring the fans banging on the glass behind him. He didn’t want to look at those assholes anymore.
When play resumed, Scott took the face off against the Guardian’s second centre. Their man-advantage didn’t last long before Barret was let out of the box. Toronto roared as he got back on the ice, immediately back in the fray and fighting with Carter against the boards for the puck.
Shane wanted to be out there. He wanted his team on the power play – his line. He wanted to give his team an advantage, not put them a man down. He didn’t want to see Dallas fucking Kent get to go home with a shutout.
He watched with a bouncing knee as both teams fought back and forth. One second the puck was in the Admirals’ zone and the next it was in the Guardian’s. Scott’s line switched out with Greg and Gilly but that didn’t last long before Scott was jumping the boards again. They took shot after shot, trying to make something of the four-on-four but no dice. Hayes got the puck every time.
Shane was so fucking fired up. He needed to get back out there. The clock beneath the Admiral’s score card felt like a ticking bomb, each beat of adrenaline dragging the seconds into lifetimes.
Come on, come on.
They went back to Gilly and Greg. Shane was itching to get out of the box. Get back in the play. To just do something—
The attendant opened the door. Shane leapt onto the ice at the same time as Dallas Kent. Both of them raced into the Admiral’s zone as Woody and Breezy tried to keep Barret from scoring.
“Troy!” Dallas called as he skated up behind him. Troy shot a no-look pass, expecting Kent to pick it up, but Shane was still the fastest skater in the league.
The puck snapped onto his tape. Shane planted a toe and spun on a dime to avoid Kent coming in hot, feeling a rush of wind as he went sailing past instead of colliding with Shane. Good. That would’ve been a bad hit. Shane kept his head up.
He didn’t wait for anyone else. Putting on a burst of speed, Shane cleared the puck from their zone and past the defensemen at the blue line. Then it was just open ice and the Guardian’s goalie.
A breakaway.
Shane skated harder, keeping control of the puck. He could practically feel Kent and Barret breathing down his neck. It didn’t matter. He was Shane fucking Hollander. This was his signature.
He zeroed in on Wyatt Hayes as he scuttled out of his crease, knees bent, hips shifting, eyes tracking every part of Shane; the position of his feet, his stick, his eye-line.
Shane didn’t bother with fancy footwork. Barret was only a step behind. Hayes was already pressing back, widening his frame to fill the net, not willing to risk trying a poke-check on Shane, knowing that wouldn’t work on him.
That didn’t matter either. Shane could see the tiny sliver between Hayes’ blocker and pad, right over his left leg.
He let the puck fly.
Come on. Please.
The goal horn blared.
Shane barely had a moment to smile before Gilly was crashing into him, body practically on top of Shane’s as he yelled in his ear – nothing intelligible, just sounds of pure elation. Then Woody was there, and Breezy, and Greg. The older player set a big glove on Shane’s helmet and jostled it around. The boys were all laughing, even Shane.
By the time he freed himself from the hug, his entire face was beet red. He could see the whole team standing up at the boards, sticks clacking and letting out whoops and cheers. Shane skated over, tapping fists down the line and trying to graciously accept the praise from his teammates. Everyone was ecstatic. From all the jumping around, you would’ve thought Shane scored the game winning goal. He wished.
There was less than a minute left on the clock. They were still going to lose tonight. But when Shane looked at his entire team beaming at him – at the rookies’ excitement and Scott’s genuine pride – something about it still felt like a win.
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  Shane was lifting heavy in the hotel gym. He probably should’ve asked one of his teammates for a spot but he didn’t feel like talking to anyone right now.
This was their final night in Toronto before flying into Montreal tomorrow morning for an evening game. Then they had one more overnight before heading off to Ottawa.
Shane was doing everything he could to not think about the 24 hours he was about to spend in his former city. Which meant bench press. He’d already given up his favourite hockey podcasts – the commentary too stressful about the state of his career. Even if he’d finally gotten on the points board last night, his current season was still an embarrassment to his legacy.
Shane opted for another set.
He added weight and laid back down on the bench, lifting the bar out of the hold. Rep one. Two. Thre—
A twinge in his shoulder. Oh no.
Shane held frozen, muscles straining to get the bar back up, shaking a little with the effort.
“You good Hollander?” asked Scott by the squat rack.
Shane let out a grunt.
Scott’s hands were pulling the bar off him a second later, setting it back in the rack.
“Thanks,” Shane panted a sigh of relief. He sat up, rolled his rotator cuff. Everything still felt fine.
“Maybe you should get that checked out?” said Scott. “I think Sully’s in the other room—“
“I’m good.” The last thing Shane needed was Sully finding out and benching him again.
“Still, it wouldn’t hurt to look.”
Shane looked at Scott with an eyebrow that said, Seriously?
Scott raised one back. Yeah.
Shane huffed and got up from the bench. He might have stormed out of the weight room a little, but he wasn’t in the mood right now. He’d mostly been waiting for an appropriate amount of time to pass from his last call with Ilya (that morning before Boston’s practice) so he could call him again. And now instead of taking his impatience out on the dumbbells, he was going to have to play it cool in front of the PT.
He found Sully in a room the team had reserved for player needs. It was currently occupied by the PT and assistant team manager, Poppy. Shane interrupted their conversation with a light knock on the door.
“Sorry, but could Sully look at my shoulder?”
“It still bothering you?” asked Sully.
“No,” Shane was a little too quick to reply. He couldn’t really say the Captain made him come like a petulant child so he went with, “Just want to make sure it’s in good shape to play.”
Poppy and Sully shared a look. Then Poppy turned to Shane with knowing eyes. “I know our next game is probably weighing on you so if you want someone to talk to about it, the team has a therapist—“
“No, no, I’m good,” Shane protested. “Just need my shoulder checked.”
The two team staff shared another look before Sully nodded and Poppy stepped back. She gave Shane a gentle pat on his good shoulder as she left the room, shooting a smile back at Sully on her way out the door.
Sully gestured to a chair. “Have a seat. Shirt off.”
Shane knew the drill. He let Sully rotate his arm around, pressing into the muscles and bones around his shoulder.
“Seems fine. You could always do some hot/cold therapy if you’re worried—“
There was a knock as Eric popped his head in. He stopped as soon as he saw Shane. “Oh uh, sorry. If you’re busy I can come back later.”
“No, we’re just finishing up,” said Sully. He tossed Shane’s shirt back at him. “What do you need Benny?”
Eric gave his head a little shake. “Uh, one of those roller balls? Forgot mine at home.”
Sully rooted around in his bag and tossed Eric a hard rubber ball.
“Thanks.” Eric gave Shane a stiff nod. “Hollander.”
Shane nodded back. “Bennet.”
That at least made Eric’s lips twitch.
“Thanks Sully.” Eric walked out before more conversation could start.
Not wanting to spend more time in this room than he had to, Shane followed Eric into the hall. “Benny, wait up.”
Eric slowed a little so Shane could join him.
“You heading to the gym?” he asked, eyeing Shane’s clothes.
“Uh no, just finished.” It had probably been long enough since he’d called Ilya. Maybe he could go back to his room and his boyfriend could keep his mind off their next game with…other activities.
They passed through the lobby, Eric hitting the up button for the elevator. They stood in silence, Shane not really knowing what to say. What to start a conversation about.
The elevator doors opened and they came face to face with Woody.
“Oh hey—“
The other elevator opened and Farmer stepped out. He smiled at Shane and Eric before his face completely dropped upon spotting Woody. Then Farmer turned around and went straight out the door without a word.
“Sorry, I’m gonna…” Woody stepped between Shane and Eric and went running out of the lobby in the direction Farmer had vacated.
Shane frowned at the rookies’ retreating figures. “What’s up with them?”
“Fighting over a girl.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, Scott’s sorting it out.”
“He is?”
Eric stepped into the elevator and Shane went after him. Eric pressed the button for the floor their team was staying on.
“Sure. The rookies ask him for advice all the time. No idea what they think he knows about girls though,” Eric ended with a chuckle.
Shane joined in with a light laugh a second late. Right. Cause Scott was gay. He wondered if he’d ever dated a girl? He didn’t think he’d ever seen Scott in the tabloids with one. Not like Shane with Rose. Honestly, that relationship (if one could really call it that) was probably the only thing keeping his reputation afloat in the media these days. God knew they liked to speculate on anyone in the league who’d remained a bachelor a little too long now. Fucking vultures.
“Not like I’d be much better though.” Eric shrugged. “I’d probably just tell them to give up now and never put all your eggs in one basket.”
Shane frowned, not a clue what that meant.
Eric saw his confusion. He let out a long sigh.
“Holly wants a divorce.”
“Oh.” Shane paused, looking at his teammate in a new light. “I-I’m sorry.”
Eric shrugged. “Honestly, it’s kind of mutual. I think we’ve both known it for a while.”
“Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt, though.”
Eric let out another big sigh, whole body slumping a little. “Yeah.”
Eric’s melancholy for the last month came into focus. Shane had thought it was just about their losing streak – that all the team’s attitude was about the losing streak – but he was starting to see that everyone had a lot more going on than hockey.
Shane had never felt like such an ass. He’d been so wrapped up the last few weeks with the move, and the injury, and falling behind in his stats, that he’d completely missed everything going on with his team.
He was trying to come up with something to help Eric feel better when the other man’s eyes lit up, turning to face Shane fully.
“Hey, do you like art?”
“Uh…sure.” Shane didn’t have any particular inclinations towards it, but he also didn’t have anything against art.
“There’s a gallery around the corner i wanted to check out. Wanna join?”
Shane hadn’t really been planning to leave the hotel, but maybe he could run an errand. Anything to keep his mind off their next game. Plus, Eric could probably use the company.
Shane forced a supportive smile. “Sure.”
 
---
 
The gallery was a hole in the wall type of place from the outside, just a single door and a small sign, but it opened up on the interior with clean white walls adorned in paintings with splashes of vibrant colour lit by skylights.
“My curator recommended this place,” said Eric as they stepped inside.
“Curator?”
“Her name’s Jeannette. I collect art so she finds me pieces I might like and then I go take a look. Decide what I want to buy.”
“Oh.” Honestly the goalie didn’t look like the type but… “So do you own a lot of art?”
Eric shuffled his feet. “Uh, yeah. But I’m going to be parting with some of it soon so I’m looking for new pieces.” He didn’t elaborate farther. Before Shane could ask any follow up questions or offer sympathy, a woman in a pencil skirt came out of a back room.
“Hello, welcome to Howard Gallery. Are you just browsing today or looking to buy?”
“Buy,” said Eric confidently. “Jeannette sent me.”
“Oh yes! You must be Eric.” The woman’s entire demeanour changed as she came around to shake Eric’s then Shane’s hand. “I’m Claudia. I own the gallery. We house a couple local artists here. Mostly watercolour. Some oils. Is there anything you’re particularly drawn to?”
“I’m fond of oils but I’ll look at anything.”
“How about we start over here.” She gestured to the far wall. It held three paintings that were a mix of floral landscapes. Bright oranges and purples splashed against clear blue waters. They stopped in front of the centre one.
“This artist likes to focus on detail. See the little cat hidden amongst the flowers?” Claudia pointed to a small tabby sleeping under an orange blossom.
“Oh yeah. Cute,” said Eric.
“There’s plenty more to find. Hidden moments of joy and tranquility. I’ll give you some time with it.” Claudia left them standing in front of the painting.
Eric kept staring at it, his eyes carefully tracing over each flower. Occasionally, his lips would twitch up but they always slowly came back down.
Shane glanced around a little, not really sure what he was supposed to be looking at. Or looking for. Maybe he should look at the next painting? Yeah. That one had more red flowers than purple. Maybe it had another cat too…
“You know,” Eric’s voice startled Shane in the silence. He turned back to his friend. He was still staring at the same painting. “It’s not her fault – Holly. I think I’ve just spent too much time on the road. Too much time in the game. I used to think that was the whole world but now…”
Shane stayed quiet.
“I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but I’m thinking about retiring.”
That surprised Shane. “You are?”
“Don’t know how much more my body can take honestly. Probably only got one or two more seasons in me. Definitely no more than two playoffs.”
Eric’s eyes kind of went unfocused, no longer taking in the art. “It’s our whole lives when we’re in it but at the end of the day, it’s just a game. There’s more important stuff than that.” Those words rang through Shane’s head like a bell. He suddenly didn’t care if it had been enough time since he’d last called Ilya – he wanted to hear his voice right now.
But he was still here with Eric and the goalie was still staring at the painting with something haunted behind his eyes.
“Are you two going to trying to make it work?” Shane asked hesitantly.
Eric didn’t even think about it. “Nah, that ship’s long since sailed. But maybe I’ll find something new. I don’t know, I’ve just been thinking about a lot lately.” He turned heavy eyes on Shane. “Something tells me you know something about that?”
Shane nodded softly, throat a little dry.
Eric turned back to the painting. He seemed lost in his own head. Shane decided to let him have a moment.
He turned around to the other wall, finding a less striking piece but as he got closer, he found there was no lack of detail.
The painting was of a dark lake in the middle of the night; calm water surrounded by trees, faint moonlight barely even reflecting off the surface. The only light source was a single beam cutting through at the back of the woods. As Shane got closer, he could just make out the tiny brushstrokes of a log cabin through the trees. It had a single lit window, casting a light glow through the woods.
Shane was so lost in thought he barely heard the click of approaching heels. “You have a good eye,” said Claudia quietly so as not to disturb Eric’s brooding. “That one is by a Japanese artist that moved here a couple years ago.”
“Oh?”
“She has a place out near Vancouver. Very secluded. She struggled a lot with the move but found peace out in the wilderness. This one is about her new home.”
Shane held his breath a little as Claudia gestured to the light through the trees. “Some people might think of this scene as spooky – the solitude, the darkness. But this artist likes to express how she’s found peace in seclusion. The privacy. She likes to say that this is a hidden place, except for when the light is on, inviting people to come find it.”
There was something about it; the wide brush strokes following an easy flow along the water. The thin lines of the trees emerging through the foliage. That single source of light. Calm. Quiet. Personal. Shane felt something in his chest loosen.
He took one more look at the painting, then turned to Claudia. “Do you ship to New York?”
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  Ilya’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He couldn’t help his sigh of relief, even if his teammates groaned as he got up from the table.
“Aw, c’mon Roz!” whined Cliff, holding out the hand that wasn’t clutching the girl in his lap. They’d beaten Detroit 5-0 on home ice tonight and the whole city was congratulating them for it. The team dragged Ilya out with them this time, their Captain unable to turn down the invitation after such a trouncing win.
“No, don’t leave me with them,” complained Connors, eyeing the rest of his occupied teammates. He and Ilya had been keeping each other company seeing as they weren’t accepting the advances of the very available women at the club. Not that the Raiders knew why their Captain was turning them down.
Ilya did nothing except hold up his still-ringing phone as he walked away, stepping outside to the smoking area. There was one other guy out there, but Ilya’s glare must’ve still been perfect because he quickly put out his cigarette and fled back inside.
It was quieter out here, only the faint sound of the thumping base coming through the closed door. The air was cold enough for Ilya to see his breath and the brick wall he leaned back against was freezing. He wished he could have his own cigarette to warm himself up, but that wouldn’t make Shane very happy.
Speaking of…
“Hello, moy zont.”
“My…umbrella?” guessed Shane over the phone. Ilya had been calling his boyfriend random Russian words to test him. So far, his progress in learning the language was coming along well.
Ilya smirked at the confusion in his tone but said proudly nonetheless, “Yes, is right.”
Shane snorted. “Ok.”
The line went a little quiet for a second, the two of them just listening to each other breathe. Then Ilya asked, “Where are you?”
“The hotel. My room.”
“Ah. No roommate?”
“Uh no. They paired me with Breezy for the roadie. He went out with the guys.”
“You did not want to go with them?”
“Not tonight.”
“And Scott Hunter did not drag you this time?”
He could hear the little smile in Shane’s reply of, “No, not this time. I told him I wanted to go to bed early.”
“Ah, and he actually let you?”
This time he could hear Shane’s eyeroll. “You’re never gonna let that go, are you?”
Ilya played up his dramatic pout even though Shane wasn’t there to see it. “He took boyfriend from me on only night I see him. Had to cut sex short.”
“I seem to remember us still having sex. And you being asleep when I got home.”
“Yes. Had to wait so long for you to come home from party. And you said no touching myself, so my poor dick was all alone.”
“Ilya.”
“All alone in your great big empty bed.”
“Ok, I get it. I’m pretty sure I made that up to you though.”
“Hmm yes. Was nice surprise, finding you at my house during party.”
“And you got a whole extra day out of it.”
“Still not enough.”
Shane’s voice dropped a little. “…No. It’s not.”
Ilya really wished he could have a cigarette.
“But I’ll see you soon, right?” asked Shane hopefully.
“Yes. Ottawa. The announcement.” And then because Shane didn’t say anything in response, Ilya asked hesitantly, “You still want to do it?”
“Yes,” Shane said with more confidence than Ilya was expecting. Ok, that was good. “I’m actually kind of excited about it? Is that weird?”
“No, is good. I am excited too.” He was. As nervous as he was about letting the world in on such a personal aspect of his family history, he was looking forward to the good they were going to do with the charity he’d been planning with Shane and Yuna for the last year. Being able to hang out with his boyfriend in public was an added bonus.
“We’ve just been planning it for so long,” said Shane. “I’m kind of ready for it to just be out there.”
Ilya felt a small spark of hope. “Me too.”
“And my mom invited us over for dinner after.”
“Yes. She texted me.”
“Ok good.”
“Good.”
“So, I’ll see you the morning of the conference? What time does your flight get in?”
“Uh, early, I think.” Ilya should probably check that.
“Ok…I could pick you up from the airport? Since, you know, things will change in a couple hours anyway.”
Ilya smiled stupidly into the night. Shane was full of surprises lately. “Yes, ok. Would be nice.”
“Just no kissing me at the gate.”
“No. Not yet.”
“Ilya.”
“No kissing. Promise.” But he could picture it; walking through baggage claim with his suitcase and finding Shane standing there with his hands all folded and that shy little smile on his face. Ilya would drop his suitcase before he reached him so he could take Shane’s face in both hands before planting a deep kiss on his lips. Shane would blush when they pulled away. Then he’d pick up Ilya’s suitcase for him as they walked to the car…It would be nice.
They both went quiet, Ilya knowing why Shane was hanging on the line, even if he didn’t want to be the one to bring it up.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
Ilya could practically hear the way Shane’s shoulders rose up to his ears. “I’m fine.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“So you are not planning on punching any Metros…?”
“Fuck off,” Shane scoffed but Ilya could hear his smile now. Good. That was better.
His own lips twitched up. “How is hand?” Ilya had watched Shane’s fight in Toronto with an equal sense of trepidation and glee. More glee once Scott got his hands on Kent and it became clear that no one would be messing up Shane’s pretty face. Not even Ryan Price. Then Shane scored that goal…Ilya sent Shane a very pretty (and naked) picture of how that made him feel.
“It’s fine. Bruised but fine.”
“Hmm, looks better than Dallas Kent’s face.”
Shane snorted.
“And I will be there soon to help with things you cannot do with bruised hand.” Ilya let the inuendo slip into his voice.
“My hand is fine. I can use it fine.”
“Oh, so you do not want my help with hand activities?”
“Ilya.”
“Because I am very good at this as you know.”
“You’re ridiculous.”
Ilya sighed deeply, like Shane was the ridiculous one. “You know, I will not blame you if you do punch any Metros.”
“I’m not punching any of my old teammates.”
“You sure? Even Comeau? He is real asshole. I would know since I am also asshole.”
“But not like that.”
“No?”
“No,” Shane said definitely. Then, less sure, “…I don’t think I’m gonna punch Comeau. Or anyone.”
“Ok.”
“I just…”
Ilya stayed quiet, letting Shane think it through.
“Do you think they have anything planned? Like, for me?”
Ilya frowned. “Like prank?”
“No. I don’t know. Just like…do you think they’re going to do anything to me?”
“Shane.” Maybe Ilya should text Scott Hunter?
“It’s not that I can’t take it – I can – I just want to be prepared, you know.”
“Shane, you should not worry about this. Metros will not hurt you—"
“You don’t know that.”
“But new team – Admirals – they will not let them, yes? Admirals will help you?”
“I mean, yeah. They have my back.” Shane said it too fast, like it was an automatic response. Ilya hoped it was true.
“Good…Have you told Hunter about this? Your worry?”
“What? No. I-I don’t want them to worry about it.”
“Shane.” Ilya would definitely be texting Scott Hunter, plausible deniability or whatever be damned.
“It’s fine. I’m just being paranoid.”
“You should talk to your team.”
“Yeah…” Shane didn’t sound like he was going to do that.
“And you can keep talking to me. If you want.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes. I am always here.”
“Ok um…” Shane paused like he was thinking of something to say. “I bought a painting.”
“Oh? You are art collector now?” Ilya sagged a bit against the wall even though he kept his tone teasing.
“No. Just thought it was nice.”
“Hmm, you have picture?”
“Uh yeah. Hang on.”
Ilya waited and then a text came through. He looked at the picture of a painting hanging on a gallery wall that Shane sent. Ilya didn’t know much about art, but it seemed nice enough. Shane probably liked it. “Is nice.”
“Yeah, I thought so.”
“Where will you put it?”
“Uh, I was thinking like, the living room or something. In my apartment.”
“Yes, would be good. Wall is very empty.”
“Hey, at least I have a couch now.” The furniture arrived the day before Shane left for the roadie. He’d made Ilya facetime him all afternoon deciding on the exact placement in the living room. Then Ilya made use of Shane’s tripod to christen the new couch.
“Yes. I remember, is very nice couch. And you looked so good on it.”
Shane made a pleased little sound that made Ilya’s blood heat. Fuck. He couldn’t get hard here.
“I could show you again?” Shane offered, his voice a little breathy. “But you’ll have to use your imagination for the couch because it’s just me alone in this big hotel bed…”
Ilya shuffled his feet, glancing at the club door. “I um, I cannot here. I am outside.” He briefly contemplated slipping into the night, but then he’d have to answer his team’s questions the next day and he was running out of plausible excuses.
“Oh. Where are you?”
“At club with team.”
“Ah. Teaching the rookies your ways?” Shane joked.
Ilya responded with a long sigh. “In more ways than I want to.” He’d seen both of them dancing with girls tonight, though he’d caught Moose looking at Joel when the other wasn’t watching a few times. Poor kid. Ilya could sympathize.
“I should let you get back to your team, then,” said Shane.
Ilya shuffled his feet again. “I can stay.”
“It’s ok. I should get some sleep tonight.”
“Ok.” Ilya really didn’t want to hang up the phone. He also didn’t want to go home alone to his big empty house. Most of the guys on the team would take home whatever tail they’d chased tonight or go home to their wives, their kids, their pets. Maybe Ilya should get a pet? He wondered what Shane would think of a dog.
Either way, he was still going home alone tonight and he couldn’t keep Shane on the phone forever, so he just said, “Good luck tomorrow.”
“Thanks.”
“Shane?”
“Yeah?”
“Will be fine. Ok?”
Shane breathed out a sigh. “Ok.”
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Ilya waited two more seconds before he hung up. Then he leaned his head back against the wall and stared up at the night sky. His hand was itching for a cigarette again.
The door burst open, letting out a roar of house music and laughter. Ilya startled, straightening up.
“Oh Roz, there you are!” exclaimed Cliff. He leaned back through the open door and yelled, “I found Cap!” He must’ve gotten an affirmative answer because Cliff stepped fully outside and shut the door. He drunkenly lumbered over, joining Ilya against the brick wall.
“God, you gotta love a winning night.”
“Hmm, yes.”
“And a fucking shutout!”
“Yes. Was good for Morkin.”
“Fucking Mork!”
Ilya scuffed his boot in the dirt.
Cliff seemed to realize the mood, turning to Ilya with a more toned down, “What, you not feeling like celebrating tonight?”
“Uh, no, is good. Celebration is good. Team deserves it.”
Cliff elbowed him. “So do you. You scored twice.”
“Yes. I am very good at hockey.” He fiddled with his phone in his hands, looking at the lake on his lockscreen. He sighed and put it back in his pocket. Next to him, Cliff shuffled his feet before settling more of his weight against the wall.
“That uh, bird you were seeing…” Cliff started, voice much quieter now and carefully casual. “Jane…”
Ilya let the question hang with a raised brow.
Cliff sighed, sensing that Ilya wasn’t going to make this easy. “She still around?”
“Why you ask?”
Cliff shrugged, totally failing at the nonchalant air he was trying to impress. “You’ve been seeing her for a while. Just wondering if things were maybe getting…serious?”
Ilya pursed his lips, not sure how much he wanted to say. Sure, he could tell Cliff that he had a girlfriend. Or that he was at least tied down. Maybe that he was in love. Just not that it was a man, and definitely not that it was Shane. Finally, he settled on a half-truth. “Yes. We are – how you say? – exclusive.”
Cliff’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow.”
Ilya frowned. “What?”
“No, just…never thought I’d see someone tie you down. She must be pretty special.”
“She is.”
“Huh.” Cliff thought about it for a moment then asked, “You gonna let us meet her then?”
Ilya’s frown deepened. “No.”
“What? C’mon, Roz! We wanna meet the girl that got the fucking player to settle down.” He punctuated it by elbowing Ilya jokingly.
Ilya elbowed back. “No chance.”
“Why not?”
“She is…shy.” It sounded like the lie it was immediately. “Private,” Ilya corrected. Either way, Cliff didn’t push.
“Ok, fine. Keep your secret girlfriend to yourself.” Cliff rolled his eyes good-naturedly before turning serious again, dropping his voice low. “Just…is everything ok with you two?”
Ilya stiffened. “Yes, why?”
“You’ve just been a little…” Cliff gestured to Ilya’s entire body.
He raised another unimpressed eyebrow. “What? Devastatingly attractive? Better at hockey than you? Too sexy for—"
“Fuck you, asshole. I’m serious.” Cliff slapped him across the chest. “Just, is everything ok? Is she ok?”
Ilya’s picked at a fingernail, debating again what to reveal. Maybe it would be ok if Cliff knew some details? Nothing specific. Just…stuff that would make Ilya’s behaviour make more sense.
“She is…going through something. I worry about her.”
“Oh.”
“Yes.”
Cliff nudged him more gently this time. “You know, I worry about you.”
Ilya huffed. “You do not have to. I am fine.”
“You don’t seem fine. You seem different, Roz.”
Ilya stayed quiet again.
“The guys are starting to notice.”
Ilya’s frown deepened. “I…Sorry.”
“No, there’s nothing to be sorry about. I just mean that we’re here for you, if you need us. Ok?”
“Yes, ok. Thank you.”
“Anytime.” Cliff shuffled around, pulling a box from his pocket and getting out a cigarette. He held the box out to Ilya. “Want one?”
And Ilya did. He really, really did, but…
“No. I quit, remember?”
“Right, yeah.” Cliff lit his and Ilya looked at it longingly until Cliff’s eyes lit up with recognition. “Wait a second, did you quit for Jane?”
Ilya huffed, totally giving himself away.
Cliff laughed, throwing an arm around Ilya. “Yeah, you’ve gotta introduce me to this girl. You are absolutely pussy-whipped.” He blew out a breath, smoke trailing into the night as both men leaned back against the club wall.
“Jane…” Cliff let out another chuckle, shaking his head. “Fucking legend.”
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  Shane sat in a cubby in the away-team locker room of the Montreal Metros, meticulously taping his stick. He’d already prepped a bunch for the game tonight, but he needed something to do with his hands.
It wasn’t like he’d never been in this room before. He’d just never used it. No, tonight his former team was in his former locker room, probably talking about their former Captain. He did not want to know what they were saying (but he could probably guess).
He’d been trying to avoid most of the chatter leading up to this game. His ‘homecoming’. Usually Montreal liked to play on the emotions of returning players, either with tribute videos or some sort of display on the ice. He had no idea what they had in store for him. He was not looking forward to finding out.
The rookies were huddled in the corner looking at something on Farmer’s phone.
“What is it?” asked Carter, peaking over Gilly to take a look before Farmer could pull the phone away. His eyes immediately shuttered. Then he glanced at Shane.
Shane looked back at his stick. He heard Carter mutter a, “Don’t show him that,” before walking over to Scott. Shane kept busy with his tape job.
He could guess at what they were looking at. Likely an effigy of himself being burned outside the stadium. It had been a little funnier (Still weird. Always weird) when it happened in Boston while he played for Montreal, but this was different. Tonight his city was burning him alive.
The cubby next to him shifted as Scott sat down. He eyed Shane’s bouncing leg.
Shane felt that weird combination of overtired and too much anxiety, keeping him jittery. He’d slept a bit on the plane this morning and the game tonight was a late one. More time to prepare, take a nap at the hotel, eat a meal. Or stress.
Shane had definitely done one of those things.
“How are you doing?” asked Scott, all Captain, no nonsense. Guess they weren’t beating around the bush tonight.
“Fine,” Shane said shortly. He laid down the last strip of tape and cut it off with his teeth.
“I know this cant be easy for you…”
Shane shrugged. “It’s just a game.”
Scott gave him that look Shane had become all too familiar with.
Shane sighed. “What do you want me to say?”
“I don’t know just…” Scott sighed back. Ran a hand over his face. Pushed back his hair. Then, like he wasn’t sure if it was the right move, Scott set a hand on Shane’s knee until it stilled. “Look, I know you still feel like you’re new here, but I want you to know that you’re a part of this team. That you can feel like you’re a part of this team. And you can talk to us about whatever’s got you all tied up if you want to. We’ve got your back.”
Shane looked from Scott’s hand on his knee to his eyes. They were staring back at him, unafraid.
“It um,” the words got caught in Shane’s throat. “I just really don’t want to lose tonight.”
Scott’s hand tightened on his knee. “Then we won’t.” He said it so determined, like their own stats weren’t working against them. Like wanting it badly enough meant they could actually do this.
Shane tried to feel a little more of that confidence. “Ok.”
Scott’s lips turned up a little. “Ok. You’re good?”
“Yeah.” Shane even kind of believed it this time.
“Ok.” Scott patted Shane’s knee once, then took his hand away. “I gotta go talk to Harv about something.”
Before Shane could think too much about Scott’s retreating form, a text came through on his phone.
Lily: Good luck tonight. No matter what, I love you.
Shane put his phone away without responding and spent the remaining pregame trying to get his head straight. Then he followed his team out of the locker room.
 
---
 
The entire arena booed as Shane took to the ice for warmups. He kept his head down. Didn’t look at any of the signs. Didn’t check to see if anyone was still wearing his jersey – 24 set against blue and white. He wished he could tune out the expletives being shouted his way. Traitor. Loser. Washed up. That he deserved his losing streak for betraying his team. His city. He’d let everyone here down.
Even if they’d been the ones to let him down first.
He probably should’ve at least looked up to find his parents in the stands. He’d tried to convince them not to come since he was going to Ottawa tomorrow, but his mom insisted. He didn’t know where to even begin looking for them. He kept his eyes on the ice for now.
The Metros were warming up on their side. Most of them kept shooting glaring looks at Shane, J.J. most of all. Guess that answered any question of if J.J. was ready to talk about it yet. Shane watched as he sent a particularly hard pass across the ice to Hayden, and Hayden…did not look good. It had been a while since they talked face-to-face, but Shane was shocked to see the dark circles under his friend’s eyes, visible even from a distance. He too was keeping his head down, going through the passing drill he used to do with Shane with J.J. instead.
Shane tried to shake it off. They’d talk later tonight. After the game.
He tried to keep everything routine, but something about doing his warmup in the same arena from the opposite end of the ice was throwing him off. He grit his teeth and shot a puck extra hard at Eric, watching it slide under his pad.
“Oho Hollzy came to play tonight!” called Eric. Shane still didn’t look up.
When he returned to the tunnel, Scott was waiting for him.
“Hey. Starting face off is yours tonight.”
Shane’s head finally rose in complete shock. “What?”
Scott put a hand on his shoulder and dropped into his Captain register again. “This was your team. Your city. You know them better than anyone. But something tells me that they never got to know the real you. Go show them what they lost.”
 
---
 
For the first time this season, Shane stood at centre ice as the national anthem played. He tried not to look at the crowd or the rafters – the ones he thought his jersey was going to hang in. Now, they’d probably burn it right at centre ice if the MLH would allow such a display during a game.
He wished briefly that he’d taken the time to find his parents in the crowd. It was too dark now to see anything beyond the sea of blue that was Montreal. Shane’s white and red jersey felt extra bright in contrast.
He caught Hayden’s eye across the red line as the pregame announcements played. His friend shot him a small smile and Shane returned it. It would be weird, playing against Hayden. They’d spent their entire careers together. Now Shane’s left wing was filled by Gilly who had just as much pep as Hayden but the years of bonding, of knowing what the other was going to do before they did it, weren’t there.
The video finished and the lights came up as the refs skated to the circle.
Shane paused, staring at the jumbotron. The preshow was over. They were already displaying a camera view of the ice, the ref showing the puck. The score board was up and the time added to the clock. Nothing else.
Confusion developed into a slow sense of rage.
Shane had spent the past week stressing about what Montreal would do to make sure he understood their upset at his departure, but instead of a tear-jerker video or smear campaign to start the game, they’d done nothing.
Nothing.
Shane’s punishment for leaving was a complete erasure of his contributions to this team. He’d given them everything – countless playoffs, two Cups, ten long years of his body and his sanity and they were treating him like he was nothing.
Fuck. That.
Shane was going to make sure they couldn’t ignore him tonight.
He met Kolya’s eyes as they crouched low over the circle. He could see Hayden squaring off with Gilly on his left, J.J. set up behind him.
Kolya glared, then spat on the ice. Shane didn’t flinch.
The whistle blew, the puck dropped, and Shane shot it through Kolya’s legs with just enough time to get around him and pick it back up on his tape before the Metro even knew what hit him.
Shane had been the best in the league when he was here. Now he was back and he was going to do exactly what his new Captain had ordered him to do. Shane was going to show Montreal what they lost, and he was going to make them pay for it.
Shane moved up the ice fast as Kolya spun around to get on his heels. Then J.J. was in front of him with a snarl. Shane shot the puck back to where he could hear Gilly’s clap. J.J. crashed into him anyway. Shane shoved back hard, keeping his feet and skating right for the net. He had just enough time to make eye contact with Gilly – to see his stick rear back and come down – then the puck was hitting Shane’s stick with a tap that put it right between Drapeau’s legs.
The goal horn blared. New York’s song played through the arena. Their fans stood up to cheer.
Shane didn’t bother to look at any of the Metros as he skated around the goal. He knocked his helmet into Gilly’s, then jostled it with a glove for good measure.
“Thanks for the assist kid.”
Gilly laughed and Shane joined in as Breezy, Woody, and Greg jumped on them.
“Woohoo! Go Shane!” one voice distinctly rang over the cheering crowd.
Shane looked up to find his mom jumping up and down next to his dad behind the Montreal goal. He put a hand to his chest and raised it to his parents. His dad clapped harder.
When Shane skated up the Admiral’s bench line, he took an extra second to face his Captain before he hopped the boards.
“Knew you had it in you,” said Scott, holding out a hand.
Shane clasped it in his. “Knock ‘em dead.”
 
---
 
Montreal’s goal song played through the arena. For ten years that had been a sound associated with vindicated joy for Shane. Today it made his heart clench, a pit settling in his stomach.
There was five minutes left on the clock and Hayden had just tied the game.
“Come on boys, let’s get that one back!” called Coach Harv as Scott’s line skated into the bench. They were all breathing heavy and looked as beat up as Shane felt.
The game had been brutal so far. Kolya had managed a goal early into the second period to tie the score, but Scott got his own shortly after. Shane had almost been hopeful they’d actually clinch the win tonight when Greg got a beauty off Drapeau’s blocker, but J.J. didn’t let that stand for long. Shane should’ve known better; a two-goal lead was always the most dangerous position to be in.
Now, the third period had Montreal’s tying it up again, and they were making their desire to win known. That’s to say, things were getting…chippy.
“How you like that New York?” called Comeau standing at the Montreal bench. “Ready to lose again tonight? It’s what you’re good at now, right Hollander?”
“What was that? Thought that was your specialty? Or did you not take an O-four to Minnesota last week?” Scott set a gloved hand on Carter’s shoulder before he could say more.
“Don’t bait him.”
Carter looked at Scott affronted. “He started it! If anything he’s baiting me!”
“And you’re falling for it. So shut up and sit down.”
The Metros had been talking like that all night. Shane chewed on his mouth guard, trying to keep his focus. Let it roll of his shoulders.
“You good?” asked Scott as he sat next to Shane, giving him a little nudge.
“Yep.”
Shane felt a tap on his shoulder. “Hollander, you’re up.”
He swung a leg over the boards, already feeling the fatigue from taking hard hits all game. He turned fierce eyes on Scott. “Just really want to beat these guys.”
“Then go get us another one.”
“Yes Captain.”
Shane met Kolya at the face off circle again.
“Should’ve known you were going to play like the fucking snake you are,” growled Kolya, still smarting from Shane’s opening move.
Shane couldn’t help but snark back. “You gonna be ready this time if I do it again?”
Kolya shoved him hard as soon as the puck dropped, neither of them getting a stick on it as it slid across the ice. It was a dirty move. One that was followed up by another fifteen seconds later when J.J. checked Shane into the boards.
“Feeling the pressure? Good,” snarled J.J. as he got his stick around Shane’s, trying to fish out the puck. Shane used his skate to pin it against the boards where the other player couldn’t grab it.
When he didn’t say anything in response, J.J. pinned him harder and spat in angry French, “What, too good for us now to even say anything to my face?”
“We can talk about this later,” Shane gritted out in English.
“Why? Too distracting for you? Or are you too busy sucking up to Scott Hunter?”
Shane’s whole body locked up. Before he could ask what J.J. was implying by that, Gilly was at his back, stick going for the puck. Right, the game.
Shane loosened his hold on the puck long enough for his teammate to fish it out.
Gilly shot up the ice, Shane lagging behind after one last shove from J.J. Whatever. If the dude wanted to play it like that, Shane wasn’t going to let it affect his game. He’d let Montreal get in his head too much already.
Shane skated hard to catch up with Gilly who was passing the puck around with Greg, trying to get through the Montreal defense and clear their zone.
“Gill!” Shane clapped his stick.
Gilly dropped the puck behind him, taking a big shove from Comeau for his troubles, but the kid kept his feet. Shane used the interference to get around the bigger player and take the puck up the ice.
He tried to get centred in front of the net, seeing Drapeau’s eyes focused on Shane behind his mask, but Kolya came in hot before Shane could get a good position. He diverted, heading for the boards behind the goal.
He had just enough time to shoot the puck around to Greg before J.J. was pinning him again.
“Little prodigy Hollander, always thinking he’s too good for us.”
Shane shoved him off. “Fuck you.”
“What? Gonna run off again? Hide behind your Yanks?”
Shane was getting really tired of this keeping his head down thing. He huffed, skating back around the net to set up a play for another goal. One more. They just needed one more.
He watched as Greg shot the puck across the ice, Hayden just missing the intercept as Gilly got a stick on it. Shane circled around, screening in front of Gilly, picking up the puck and deking around Hayden with a smirk at his friend before skating towards the goal again.
He was almost at the crease, trying to find a good line between Drapeau’s pads, when Comeau shoved him hard. Shane went skidding back, bumping into Gilly as he skated in fast, trying to get in front of Shane for the assist.
Shane saw the next bit in slow motion.
Gilly’s skate catching on Shane’s stick as they collided. The rookie losing his balance, unable to slow down from top speed. Then Gilly went crashing into the goalie.
Shit.
This was about to get bad.
Shane put himself between the rookie and the Metros before he could think better of it, hands up, pushing players back by the shoulders as they shouted vitriol.
“What are you idiots doing?!”
“Keep your fucking hands off our goalie!”
Shane could hear the rookie scrambling to get up behind him.
“You good, Gilly?”
“All good, Hollzy.”
Greg fought his way next to Shane along with Breezy, the two bigger men adding muscle.
The teams faced off testily as their defensemen wormed their way to the front. Shane could see Hayden behind J.J., putting a hand on his shoulder and mumbling something, trying to pull him back. J.J. wasn’t having it.
“So what, you’re too good for us now and you have to play dirty?”
“He’s better off with us than you assholes,” said Breezy, trying to get in front of Shane. Shane boxed his shoulders out, keeping himself at the front. He didn’t want his teammates taking a hit for him tonight.
The whistle had blown and the refs were skating over to tell them to break it up. Gilly was back on his feet, Woody at his side to check on him, and Shane was trying to keep his own as J.J. got close enough to shove him again. Breezy placed a hand on his back to hold him steady against’ J.J.’s hand on his chest.
“Bet you don’t even care about hockey anymore, huh? Tell me, what did Hunter offer you to throw it all away for him? You got more secrets Hollander?”
“The fuck did you say?!” That came from Gilly who was very ill-advisedly trying to push his way between Greg and Shane with Woody pulling him back (although the other rookie looked about ready to jump in too).
Shane glared at his old teammate. “I didn’t leave for Hunter and you can keep him out of this. This is between you and me, J.J.”
“Well that’s news to me considering you never mentioned anything until you fucking moved.”
“I did what I had to do.”
“You abandoned us! For them! For the enemy!”
“J.J. that’s not fair,” said Hayden but he’d given up on pulling him back, probably not wanting to get caught by a flying elbow.
Shane was also so fucking done with this. He rolled his eyes at his former friend. “They aren’t the enemy, J.J. It’s a fucking game! You’re the one bringing personal shit into it.”
“This has always been personal. It used to be personal to you too.”
“Yeah well, maybe I’m better off when it’s not.”
J.J. reared back, clearly not expecting Shane Hollander to ever imply anything close to that, let alone say it out loud. On the ice.
“So that’s how it is huh?” Shane expected J.J. to maybe back off a little, to at least try to understand where Shane was coming from, but instead he looked angrier than ever. “You’re already so far up New York’s ass that we don’t even matter to you anymore?”
“Dude,” said Hayden sharply.
Gilly tried to push through Shane again. “I’ll shove something up your ass!”
Shane could see the refs in his periphery, trying to push their way through players before the inevitable fight broke out. Shane needed to deescalate things before the whole line got thrown in the box. He’d been hoping to find a way out with his friendship with J.J. still reparable but—
“Thought that was Hunter’s job?” spat the Frenchman.
You know what? Fuck this.
“Fuck you,” Shane spat back with conviction.
“No Hollander. Fuck. You.” J.J. threw his gloves down on the ice.
“Guys…” Hayden was looking between them, whole face distraught.
Shane scoffed. “I’m not going to fight you.” Honestly, this whole thing was so fucking ridiculous. Who even cared this much? Why had he ever cared this much? It was a fucking game.
J.J.’s face turned red with rage. “What, you gonna let the kid do it?”
And Gilly – God bless him – looked like he was actually going to take up that mantle, when a roar went through the stadium as all the fans rose to their feet. Shane had a brief moment to wonder why everyone was so excited about the fight that hadn’t even happened yet when he saw it – Eric’s oversized body in all his goalie gear leaving his crease.
“Oh shit,” whispered Gilly.
When Eric got to the centreline, he called. “Drapeau! You gonna leave my boys alone?”
The Metros’ goalie was at the back of the pack, his own defensemen between him and the Admirals, but at the challenge from Eric, he turned his back on the group with a grin.
“Why don’t you come over here and make me?”
Eric’s skates pushed him forward at the same time as Drapeau’s. Time slowed down again as the goalies dropped their gloves, then their helmets. Then they collided.
One fist in the other’s jersey, the other flying for their face. Eric threw the first punch, hitting Drapeau square in the jaw. The Metro barely flinched, throwing one back with a solid hit on Eric. His nose came away bloody.
The arena roared. Fans were banging on the glass. Shane could hear half the team tapping their sticks against the boards from the bench.
“Get him Benny!”
“Take him down Drapeau!”
“Show him who’s boss!”
Eric yanked hard on Drapeau’s jersey, pulling him into the next hit. The other goalie fought back, the two wrestling around until Eric pulled hard enough to send Drapeau onto the ice. The Metro yanked Eric down with him, both of them tumbling over, fists still flying.
“Holy shit!” Gilly and Woody were practically bouncing with glee. Goalie fights were rare. To get to see one live…
Shane stood frozen, everything with J.J. and his old team completely forgotten. He knew the Admirals had said they’d go to bat for him but he hadn’t really thought…he didn’t think Eric would go to such lengths.
On the bench, the entire Admirals lineup was on their feet, still shouting encouragement at Eric. All except one. Scott was staring right at Shane. When they locked eyes, the Captain raised an eyebrow as if to ask, ‘you ok?’
Shane nodded back.
Then Scott glanced briefly at Eric and looked back at Shane with a smirk. He mouthed, ‘Gotta love hockey.’
Shane let out a kind of hysterical laugh.
The refs stepped in, two of them getting hands on the backs of jerseys, trying to pull the goalies apart.
Eric threw one last punch that landed more on Drapeau’s shoulder than anything before backing off with his hands up, letting the ref pull him away. Drapeau didn’t go so easily, snarling and pulling and spitting on the ice at Eric.
“Benches, now!” yelled the head ref. Coach Harv was already waving them over.
“Atta boy Benny!” exclaimed Carter as they all skated over, hovering around the boards.
Matti tossed the goalie a water bottle who squirted it over his face, wiping away his bloody nose with an equally bloody hand.
Coach Harv eyed Shane from the back of the bench and for a moment, he thought he was about to get chewed out on the ice (totally fair, he’d instigated the fight) but instead he just asked, “You good, Hollander?”
Shane gave a firm nod. “Yes, Coach.”
“Benny?”
The goalie grinned through a fattening lip. “Just peachy.”
“Still good to play?” Shane noticed Tommy had disappeared, likely getting dressed just in case.
Eric squared his shoulders back, standing tall. “Coach, it would be an honour to be on the ice when these fuckers lose.”
“Alright then. Hunter, Vaughn, Hollander, Yallo, you’re up. Farmer you’ll sit the penalty.”
The rookie groaned a little, knowing this would take him out for the rest of the game, but swung a leg over the boards to head to the box. Scott and Carter got up too, Scott reaching out a hand to clasp in Shane’s, then Eric’s as he hopped the boards.
“Let’s show these fuckers what New York’s about!” yelled Carter as he skated off. Shane went to follow, heading for the right wing, when Scott stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.
“Take centre, I’ll wing.”
Shane almost stopped skating. “We haven’t run that play.”
“What, you can’t do it on the fly?” Scott was already skating away, grinning like they weren’t one point away from the win. Like there was no pressure at all. Like this was the perfect time to try out a new line arrangement.
Shane shook his head as he skated up to the face off circle, but he couldn’t help his own lips from stretching up.
He met Kolya’s eyes as they crouched low. Kolya was glaring again. Shane grinned.
When the puck dropped, he shot it quickly off to Carter, shoved Kolya practically off his feet, and took off up the ice. Carter passed it over and Shane dropped it back to Scott. The three of them moved in sync, Scott dodging around Hayden before firing it off to Shane again.
He didn’t hesitate – there was less than ten seconds left on the clock. Shane ripped it to Carter.
Nine.
He set himself back up in front of the goal, just to Drapeau’s right, where he was weaker.
Seven.
Carter fired it to Scott.
Five.
Shane heard it snap onto his stick, then slide across the ice again.
Four.
Shane’s stick came down just in time.
Three.
He angled his stick on the way back up, giving the puck a little tip.
Two.
The goal horn blared.
Shane might’ve fallen to his knees in relief if it weren’t for the full weight of Carter smashing into him. Then Matti. Then Scott. Carter was yelling right in his ear. Scott was laughing. Shane was trying to catch his breath amidst it all.
They’d won. They’d actually won a game.
Their whole group was enveloped by the team as they crashed onto the ice. Everyone was jostling Shane’s helmet and patting him on the back.
“Talk about coming in clutch when it counts!”
“Hollzy with the buzzer beater!”
“Game winning goal baby!”
Shane looked up to find his parents on their feet in the crowd. He waved and they returned the gesture excitedly before Shane was pulled into another hug by all three rookies.
They probably celebrated for a little too long for true sportsmanship, but Shane didn’t care. He was riding on a high. One that carried him through the entire handshake line and gave him the confidence to look his old teammates in the eye as he shook each of their hands, even if they didn’t meet his.
That feeling continued all the way up the Admirals line when Shane finally came face-to-face with Eric’s bruised jaw and glowing eyes. He smiled at the goalie as they tapped their helmets together.
“Thanks for that one, Benny.”
Eric nodded at the opposing goal. “Thanks for that one.”
“Anytime.”
“Likewise.”
They skated off the ice to resounding boos, Eric waving at the crowd and Carter putting a hand to his ear like he couldn’t hear them. Shane never thought the entire Montreal arena booing him would feel so good.
As he returned to the visiting team locker room and the guys started making plans for the celebration, Shane couldn’t help but notice that out-of-place feeling drifting away. It wasn’t home ice anymore, but Shane still felt at home tonight.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I would like to remind everyone before they go in on JJ that no one knows Shane's gay in this AU (except the known associates). While I do not condone JJ's behavior or his language, he has a right to be angry about his supposed friend up and leaving with no notice. Like in canon, JJ's main gripe with Shane's revelations is that he kept him in the dark (and is still doing so), derailing how close their friendship might have been. So while Shane's on a journey of self-discovery and healing, JJ is trying to figure out why he (and the team) have been abandoned by someone he thought was a ride-or-die.


  


      

  












      Chapter 18: Old Friends, New Places
  


    Chapter Summary

    The Admirals go out in Montreal after their win.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! Glad everyone was psyched about Shane's win last week. I was really looking forward to that goalie fight. Here's the aftermath of the Montreal game :)

Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!

-Oaks







  Shane walked into a bar along Rue Sainte-Catharine E with Hayden trailing one step behind him.
“Dude, when you dragged me to come out with your team, I didn’t think we were going to a gay bar.”
Shane raised an eyebrow at his friend. “You have a problem with that?”
“Me? No way. But you…” Hayden eyed Shane with apprehension. He was right. Shane’s shoulders had been creeping up to his ears since Scott named the bar they’d celebrate in tonight, but Shane was trying not to let it be a big deal. He was riding the high of his first win of the season, on a two-goal game, on a buzzer beater winner…Who cared if he was in a gay bar? Nothing he hadn’t done before.
He’d just never done it here. In Montreal. Where people knew him, and would definitely recognize him, and the press were probably going to make a big deal about it.
“Hey.” Hayden stopped him in the doorway. “It’s gonna be ok. And if you want to leave, we can go—“
“No, it’s fine. I want to stay.”
“Ok then.” Hayden gave him a little nudge forward. “Now go introduce me to these Yankees.”
Shane rolled his eyes as they made their way inside. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting but this was more…low-key than whatever he’d pictured. It was still very obviously queer – with a plethora of rainbow flags littered throughout the room and two bartenders in full drag – but there was nothing beyond that that you wouldn’t expect from a regular bar.
Ok. Maybe Shane could do this.
They found his teammates huddled at one end of the bar, still handing out drinks as the conversation flowed.
“Oho Hollander, you made it!” Carter exclaimed like he hadn’t actually expected Shane to show (and he totally saw Matti, Breezy, Greg, and Cale exchanging money out of the corner of his eye). Shane couldn’t blame them. When he’d declined to ride with the team because he had to pick something up first, they’d probably thought it was one of his usual excuses to not come out.
But Shane was kind of looking forward to this one. He deserved it this time. And when he’d laid eyes on Hayden in the Metros parking garage, he knew his friend needed it.
“Boys,” Shane nodded at the group. Hayden was still lagging at his back.
“And he brought a Metro,” observed Eric with a raised eyebrow.
“He’s friendly,” Shane said with what he hoped was a reassuring smile. The Admirals definitely didn’t have high opinions of the Metros after tonight, but he was hoping they’d at least go easy on his friend. “Guys, this is Hayden Pike. He used to be my left winger.”
“Hi.” Hayden gave a nervous little wave.
Scott raised his own skeptical eyebrow. “Friendly you say?”
Shane shrugged. “Long as you don’t wake him up from a nap. He gets grumpy like a toddler.”
“Hey!” Hayden exclaimed as the rest of the Admirals laughed.
“Alright then.” Scott waved over the bartender. “What are you drinking Hollzy?”
“Oh uh, just ginger ale is fine,” Shane said a little awkwardly.
Carter scoffed. “After a winner like that? No way dude, we’re celebrating tonight!”
“Um…” Shane tensed up again.
Scott nudged his elbow. “No pressure. Eric doesn’t drink either.”
Shane eyed the beer that was literally in the goalie’s hand right now. He’d seen Eric drink before, hadn’t he? He always had one when they went out with the guys. He even ordered pints…
“It’s ginger,” said Eric.
“Oh.” Shane never would’ve known. Eric did it so casually and none of the other guys made a big deal out of it. Not like how the Metros always whined when Shane opted for pop.
Scott didn’t let the awkwardness settle. “Either way you’re not paying for a single thing tonight. Pike what do you want?”
Hayden looked surprised at the offer but perked up a little. “Hell, I’ll take a beer. Alcoholic please.”
“Atta boy,” said Carter, clapping Pike on the shoulder as Scott ordered.
The enthusiasm was infectious. “You know what, me too,” Shane said with a little smile at his best friend.
Hayden gave him a surprised but encouraging smile back as he got pulled into the group. Scott slipped a beer into Shane’s hand and then raised his own in the air.
“To a well-deserved win, boys.”
“Victory!” Carter yelled as they all raised their bottles (except Hayden because that was bad luck). Half the group then threw their whole drinks back, flagging the bartender for another round. Shane opted to sip his. So did Scott and Hayden.
“So Scott, how’s the boyfriend?” asked Hayden casually. Shane shot his friend a warning look, but he was watching Scott with nothing beyond polite interest.
Scott smiled back. “He’s good. Finishing up grad school.”
“Damn you scored a smart one?”
“I sure did.”
“Congrats man, good for you.”
Scott chuckled. “Thanks Pike. Guess Hollander was right about you being friendly.”
Hayden shrugged congenially. “Hey we can’t all be bad eggs here.”
“Guess not.” Scott shot Shane a knowing look to punctuate the statement. Shane tried not to shrink away from the conversation. Hayden was much better at the socializing thing than he was. He always found it easy to make friends wherever they went whereas Shane needed a longer ‘getting to know you’ period.
“Hey, Pike, you play pool?” called Eric across the bar. Half the team was already heading over to the tables.
Hayden turned at the sound of his name. “Uh yeah.”
Carter grinned. “Perfect. Yo Gilly, rack ‘em!” He slung an arm around Hayden’s shoulders and dragged him away before Shane could warn him about what a bad idea that was.
“You gonna go save him?” asked Scott, still hanging by the bar with Shane.
He eyed his friend getting easily folded into the Admirals camaraderie, already perking up a little from the state Shane had found him in when he’d left the locker room. “Nah,” he sighed.
Scott smirked. “Don’t worry, I’m sure the guys will make sure he has a good time.”
Shane smirked back. “Is that before or after they take his money?”
Scott just shrugged and sipped his beer with a knowing look. Shane leaned back against the bar, getting ready to watch the drama unfold. It seemed like Carter was already setting up a bracket, starting with Hayden vs Gilly as bets were collected around the room.
Their vantage was interrupted by two boys who looked barely old enough to be in the bar approaching, both bouncing nervously.
One of them shuffled forward with a nervous smile, phone clutched in his hand. “Um, excuse me, Mister Hunter? Sorry to bother you but could we get a picture?”
Scott set his beer on the bar with an easy smile, not at all bothered by the intrusion. “Course.”
Shane took a step back as the boys shuffled in so Scott was between them. The Admiral slipped his arms over both their shoulders, the boys grinning at the camera and blushing up to their ears. They stepped back after the photo was taken, but hung around, feet still shuffling.
Finally, the quieter boy took a steadying breath after an encouraging nod from his friend. He turned to Scott. “I um, I came out to my dad after you well, you know. H-He’s my coach – i-in hockey.”
Scott’s smile broadened. “What position do you play?”
“Oh uh, left wing. But I think I might want to try centre before the season’s out.”
“You should. I’m sure you’ll be great at it.”
The boy beamed and his friend thanked Scott for the photo as they both scampered off. Scott picked his beer back up from the bar, glancing over at Shane.
“Does that happen often?” Shane couldn’t help but ask, watching the boys weave back through the bar to a group of friends waiting for them at a table with excited looks.
“What, the pictures?” asked Scott.
“No, the uh…” Shane wasn’t sure how to word it – he’d never talked to Scott about his coming out or about his queer experiences really. “The um…”
Scott gave Shane a wry smile. “Gay stuff?”
It was Shane’s turn to blush all the way to his ears. He gave a single stiff nod.
Scott took the question in stride. “Sometimes. Moreso with kids, especially ones in sports, and especially sports like hockey where it’s still, well, not all that welcoming. Not everyone gets to see themselves here so it’s nice for them to have someone to look up to. People want to feel represented, you know?”
Shane did know. He knew that very well. It had been in every speech his mom gave since he stepped onto professional ice as a rookie.
“Isn’t that a lot of pressure?” he asked.
Scott shrugged. “Yeah but…whenever that stuff starts to feel like too much, I just think about what it was like when I was growing up – all that fear, the pushing it down and ignoring it, the hiding who I was. I think about what it might have been like to have someone in the league to look up to – to say that it was ok and that everything could still work out.” Scott threw back the rest of his beer with a sigh, flagged down the bartender for another and leaned back against the counter to watch the rest of the team over by the pool tables.
Scott’s lips stretched into a smile, this one more natural than his usual media persona. “Plus, the guys on the team are great about it. There were some hurdles when I first came out, but I know every single one of them would go to bat for me in a heartbeat. It makes a difference to have people in your corner.”
Shane watched his team. Hayden was obviously getting hustled by Gilly, the rest of the Admirals watching on with hidden laughter (Shane should probably go rescue him before he lost a game’s salary worth of money to the rookie). Breezy and Matti were chatting up one of the drag queens as they accepted another round of drinks. Eric was having what looked like a semi-serious conversation with Woody while Carter was doing the same with Farmer at the other end of the huddle.
This was a team that cared about each other – not just on the ice and not just in how they could make sure everyone was playing their best. They were genuinely interested in each other’s lives. Their interests. Their well-being.
The Metros had never been like that. They went to each other’s weddings and ribbed the guys about who was getting laid, but they didn’t get involved in each other’s issues. They didn’t make sure you didn’t take a loss too hard – if anything they made sure you felt all failure harder. Shane couldn’t even begin to think about the team being so accepting they’d go to a gay bar. They wouldn’t even be caught dead in this part of town.
He looked back at his Captain who was surveying the group, always the steady leader figuring out where and when he needed to jump in, giving everyone the space to be themselves.
Shane used to think being Captain meant managing the team’s training and giving pep talks about the meaning of success, but he was starting to see there was more to it than that. A real Captain cared about his team not as players, but as people.
Scott was really good at that. Even when they were losing, he still made sure everyone was happy to be there – that they all wanted to keep playing. That they knew there was more to themselves and their lives than just being mindless jocks who shot a puck at a net.
Like now. Scott grabbed his next beer and tugged on Shane’s arm as he started guiding them to the pool table. “Come on, Hollander, you and me have next round.”
 
---
 
Shane found himself sitting alone a table in the back, catching a break from the excitement of the night, now riding on the high of winning the hockey game and beating Scott at pool when Hayden returned with their third round.
“Ok I’m definitely done after this one,” said Shane, eyeing the beer a little worriedly. Ilya always teased him for being a lightweight. He was already leaning well into tipsy and had no clue how far another beer would put him over. He normally only had one, but he didn’t want to cut the celebration short with the team…
“Relax.” Hayden slid the drink over, settling in the seat across from Shane. “It’s ginger. Figured you’d be done after two.”
Shane took a sip, finding his friend was telling the truth. He smiled. “Thanks, Hayd.”
“Mine’s still real beer though so you’re gonna have to take me home.” Hayden accompanied the statement with a large gulp.
Shane laughed. “Deal.”
Hayden was looking a little better now. He still had the dark circles under his eyes, but they looked slightly less haunted. Shane was glad he came. He didn’t want Hayden wallowing around at home, trying to put on a brave face for his wife and kids when things were so clearly wrong.
Shane didn’t want to bring the mood down either, but he knew they needed to talk about it and this was a better conversation to have face-to-face. When Shane could tell if his friend was lying to spare his feelings.
“How is it? The team?” The ‘without me’ went unsaid.
Hayden shrugged, picking at the label on his beer. “It’s different.”
“Are the guys giving you a hard time?”
“Me, no. But let’s just say they’re not your biggest fans right now and they like to make that known in the locker room.”
“Great.”
“Yeah. They’re assholes.”
Shane winced. “I feel kind of bad for leaving you there.”
Hayden waved him off. “You’ve gotta do what’s best for you, bud. No hard feelings.”
“Still…”
“Is it better? New York?”
“Define better.”
“The guys. They nice to you?” Said guys were currently cheering as the three rookies got into some type of chugging contest. It made Shane’s lips quirk up even though he was glad to be far away from that excitement as Woody set his bottle down, looking a little green.
“Yeah. Yeah, they’re actually pretty great.”
“Good. Then I’m happy for you.”
Shane felt a weight lift off his shoulders. “Thanks, Hayden.”
“You know, I was worried about you for a bit there.”
“Do I need to be worried about you now?”
“Nah, I’m ok,” Hayden brushed him off with another swig of his beer. “Takes more than that to knock me out.”
Shane smirked. “I’d hope so, with four kids.”
Hayden perked up again at the mention of his kids and went into the latest saga of Ruby getting gum stuck in Jade’s hair and Hayden trying to wash it out because there was no way his little girl was going to let him cut her hair. “Dude took ages but I’m telling you, peanut butter works wonders. Thank God for the internet.”
“You’d think you’d be a pro at that by now.”
“Don’t even get me started. We almost didn’t have any left because last week the girls decided it would be a good idea to cover Arthur in peanut butter. Where they got that idea, I have no clue. I’m telling you, kids these days are something else.” Hayden threw back the rest of his beer.
“Can I get you anything else honey?” a drag queen asked as she passed their table to collect the empties.
Hayden looked at Shane.
“I’m good.” He waved him off.
Shane shot the queen a smile. “Think we’re calling it a night.”
“Congrats on the win boys.” She winked at Shane. “We were rooting for you.”
Hayden scoffed a little as she walked away before Shane could enquire more. “You’d think she’d be rooting for the hometown.”
Shane watched her go with equal confusion. “Yeah, wonder why she cheers for New York?”
Hayden gave Shane a deadpan look. “Seriously?”
“What?”
Hayden rolled his eyes with a pointed glance at Scott.
Shane let out a little, “Oh.”
“You know,” Hayden leaned back in his chair. “Whole city’s pretty divided on your departure.”
Shane sunk down a little in his. “Kinda thought everyone wanted to burn me alive.”
“Not everyone.”
“Just most of them.” Hayden must’ve seen something in Shane’s eyes because he reached across the table to lay a hand on his.
“He’ll get over it.”
Shane looked down at his empty bottle. “Doesn’t feel like it.”
“Have you told him why you moved?”
“No.” He glanced up at Hayden. “Can you blame me?”
Hayden blew out a breath and sat back in his chair. “After that game…”
Shane tried to smile. “Thought he was actually gonna punch me this time. Think he’ll do it next game?”
“God, I hope not. I do not want to have to get in the middle of you two.” Hayden let it hang, then said, “But I would. Just so you know.”
“I know.”
Shane’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out to check.
Lily: How is celebration?
“Is that Lily?” Hayden’s eyes twinkled knowingly at the way Shane’s lips twitched.
Shane rolled his. “I’m just gonna call quick.”
“Cool. I’m gonna call a cab. You wanna sleep over?”
“And get woken up by screaming toddlers in the morning? Absolutely.”
“Meet you outside.”
Shane wandered to a more secluded corner before hitting call. Ilya picked up after one ring.
“My good boy, scoring game winning goal.” His voice was low and husky. Shane was instantly blushing. He blamed it on the beers.
“You watched the game?” His own voice came out embarrassingly breathless.
“Was on while I made dinner. It was either that or documentary about Egyptian pyramids.”
“Wow, sounds riveting.”
“Yes, was very hard decision between stacking rocks or live goalie fight.”
Shane chuckled. “Yeah, the rookies were pretty psyched about that.”
“I did not know Bennet had it in him.”
“Honestly, me either.”
“Where are you now?”
“At a bar with the team. It’s um…a gay bar.” Shane didn’t know why he said it like that – all quiet, like it was a secret.
Ilya laughed. “Oh really? So Hunter only takes you to gay bars now?”
Shane shuffled his feet a little, leaning back against the wall on unsteady legs (he really was such a fucking lightweight). His eyes tracked to the group containing the two boys who’d come up to them earlier. The one boy had his arm around the other as they casually leaned back in the booth. “I just…I think um, that it’s about community, you know? Like even when we’re not in our own city, we can still find people rooting for us here.”
There was a pause before Ilya said, “Must be nice. To have that support.”
“It is,” he admitted quietly.
Ilya hummed. “And how is Montreal?”
“Still the same,” Shane said automatically because that was true – the team was the same (they were still just as cutthroat even if they now hated him), the fans were the same (they also hated him but their enthusiastic support of the Metros hadn’t changed) and the city was still the same. At least, the area around the arena was, but…
“You know, I’ve never been to this part of town.”
“Really?” Ilya’s voice was full of sarcasm. “Closeted Shane Hollander did not go to gay district of Montreal?”
“Fuck you.” Shane could feel a smile stretching against his lips.
Ilya chuckled. “And what is verdict? Will you be returning to bar?”
Shane eyed what he could see of his team from his hidden corner. Woody was playing against Farmer now, the older players all watching on with rapt attention.
“Yeah,” he said into the phone. “When we play here it would be nice to come back.”
“Good. Maybe you will find very exciting gay bar in Ottawa too.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “We can still go to regular bars.”
“Are you sure? Because I am not sure Hunter knows how to—"
“Ilya.” Shit. Shane snapped his mouth shut as soon as the name was out of his mouth. He quickly glanced around, making sure no one heard. This was why he avoiding taking calls in public. His shoulders sagged when it was clear that everyone was too wrapped up in their own conversations to be paying attention to Shane Hollander taking a phone call in the corner.
“I um, I should get back to Hayden.”
Ilya made a displeased sound at the back of his throat. “Fine. Leave me for Hayden Stupid Pike.”
Shane rolled his eyes again. “He’s getting a cab. I’m going home with him to see the kids.”
Ilya’s tone lightened a little. “Oh well, in that case, make sure they got the harmonica I sent through mail.”
Shane’s face dropped. “You did not.”
“Do not worry, I told girls they are only allowed to use when Hayden is home. Preferably when he is sleeping. They are not to bother Jackie with loud noise.”
“You’re a menace.”
“I will see you soon.”
Shane felt a little flutter at that. “Yeah, soon.” Two days. Two more days and he would get to hold Ilya again. Two more days and the entire world was going to have a different view of their rivalry.
“Goodnight, Shane. I love you.”
“Goodnight.” Then he dropped his voice to almost a whisper with another glance around to make sure he was still alone. “I love you too.”
He hung up the phone and took a breath before going to say goodnight to his teammates. Two more days before everything changed.
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  “Hollander, you’re back in your hometown for the first time since moving to New York. Have any big plans for while you’re here?”
Shane shifted in his seat next to Scott as he leaned into the microphone with a vague, “You’ll have to wait and see.” Because he did have plans, but those were a surprise for tomorrow. For the press and the team.
The much-anticipated announcement of his and Ilya’s charity and, more importantly, their budding friendship, was scheduled for the next afternoon. It was the only overlap in their schedules for the foreseeable future with the Admirals playing the Ottawa Centaurs tonight and the Raiders flying in to face them in two days. It meant making excuses for why they both needed to be in the city an extra day, but Shane knew it would be worth it.
He’d already cleared it with Harv to not fly with the team. He’d thought the coach would make more of a stink about it, but he’d just waved Shane off with a comment about the guys doing media stuff on their off days all the time. As long as he was in Minnesota in time for the game and played his best, Harv didn’t give a shit what he did in his personal time.
Yuna had quietly set up everything for the press conference so that tonight’s reporters didn’t have an inkling. The last thing Shane needed before the game was someone with a hot mic pressing Shane about his ‘big announcement’.
“Hollander,” another reporter got his attention. “When you were considering teams to move to after leaving Montreal, was Ottawa on the table?”
Shane swallowed before saying a noncommittal, “It was considered.”
“Many people were wondering why you didn’t choose to go to another Canadian team. Care to comment?”
Shane shifted in his seat. Scott remained quiet next to him, letting Shane take his own questions. “Uh well, many teams made good offers, but I was looking for a place that would be the best fit. That was New York.”
“Considering your skills and the position you play, Ottawa would’ve offered you a larger salary and more opportunity to play than what we’ve seen of you in New York.”
“Is there a question there?” Shane tried to keep his voice amicable.
“Why did you pick the Admirals when other teams like the Centaurs could’ve made you a better offer?”
“You the recruiter for the Centaurs?” Scott’s sarcasm interrupted before Shane could think of an answer.
The reporter shuttered. “I think fans would just like to know some of the reasoning behind this move.”
“Ah, so you’re a Metros fan.” Scott let that easy grin stretch over his face, even if there was a slight bite to his teeth. “Well, I for one am glad Hollander made the move he did. The Metros’ and the other teams he was considering’s loss is our gain, after all. We’re more than happy he picked us. Next question.”
The reporter pursed their lips as they settled back in their seat. Shane shot Scott a grateful glance, Scott sitting back in his chair still with that media-ready smile.
“You two have really been finding a rhythm on the power play. Can we expect to see more of you both on the same line?”
Scott shot Shane that grin. “I won’t speak for Hollzy here, but I’ll take whatever success we can get. If we’re finding some sort of chemistry with that, then I’m all for it.”
The room paused as everyone turned to Shane for his answer. He put on his own media-smile as he leaned into the mic.
“What he said.”
Polite chuckles went around the room, including Scott’s. Shane tried to not look too pleased with his joke. This was nice, not having to take the lead for media. Being able to sit back and relax a little—
“Which one of you will be starting tonight’s game?”
The question silenced the room. Shane stiffened. Scott’s smile dropped. The reporters all unconsciously leaned in, waiting on their answers.
“That’s up to the coaching staff but the Admirals aren’t looking to make any changes to our starting roster at this time,” said Scott stiffly.
Shane squirmed in his seat. If there was one thing hockey loved, it was rivalries. Shane was no stranger to the media pitting him and his team against other players, but this was the first time he was being paired off against someone in his own house. He wasn’t sure if this was worse than Hollander vs. Rozanov, but he was hoping Hollander vs. Hunter didn’t gain any legs.
A brave (asshole) reporter spoke up. “Even though your only win of this season was with Hollander as starting center?”
Shane’s breath caught in his throat.
Scott took it in stride. “Like I said, no changes are being made at this time, but I’m sure the coaching staff will do whatever is good for this team. I for one, am good with whatever keeps us winning.”
“Even if it means losing starting center?” Honestly, where did this guy get the balls?
“I think that’s enough questions for today. We have a game to prep for.” Scott got up before anymore follow up questions could be asked. Shane rushed to follow, catching up to Scott as he stalked down the hall to the locker room.
“I’m sorry,” Shane muttered under his breath. “I should’ve said something—”
“No, you shouldn’t.” Scott’s voice was firm, leaving no room for argument. “We don’t need to feed into the rumors.”
Scott stopped, Shane almost running into him. He glanced up and down the hall. The locker room was at one end where their team was waiting for them, and the reporters were still hovering at the other end like vultures hoping they’d come back for the kill.
Scott sighed, then grabbed Shane by the elbow and tugged him around a pillar where they couldn’t be seen by the cameras.
“Look, I just want to clear the air. There’re no hard feelings between you and me, ok?”
Shane eyed the hand that was still gripping his elbow. Scott realized and dropped it.
“I just mean that I’m happy with where things are at. Whatever we have to do to win, that’s what I want to do. I don’t care about starting line or any of that or what anyone says about us. We both know it’s all bullshit anyway. I’ve had a whole career of starting and glory and whatever. I don’t need more of that – not that you do,” Scott’s eyes widened as he stammered nervously.
Shane couldn’t help his little snort. “No, no, I get it. I don’t need the pressure either.”
“Ok good…then maybe we could…share?”
Shane’s eyebrows shot up. “Starting center?”
Scott shrugged like it was no big deal. “Might be nice to share some of the responsibility…You know, I really was excited when you signed on because I thought it might be nice to have someone else around with your leadership experience. Take some of the pressure off. I mean, I know it doesn’t always work when the guys are fighting for top spot, but you honestly didn’t seem like the type to be an ass about it.”
“I’m not.”
“I know. So yeah, I don’t mind sharing if you’re up for it? A-And pending Harv agrees – not that he wouldn’t, I’m sure it would be cool as long as we’re cool—”
Goddamn Scott Hunter for always being so fucking nice. Shane decided to put the man out of his misery. “Yeah, I’d like that.”
“Cool.” Scott held out his hand a little eagerly. “Partners?”
Shane’s lips stretched into a genuine smile. He slipped his hand into Scott’s. “How about friends?”
Scott grinned that dazzling smile. “Friends.”
 
---
 
Baseball caps rained onto the ice as New York’s goal song played through the Ottawa arena. The crowd was on its feet, everyone in red-and-white jerseys screaming a chant of, “Holl-an-der! Holl-an-der!”
Shane, for once, let himself bask in the glory. The game had been an easy 7-0 win, as expected from Ottawa (their team was shit, especially their goalie. Shane wouldn’t be surprised if he got traded soon). Eric was on fire with his first shutout of the season. Scott, Carter, and Gilly had scored. Farmer got his first goal in the MLH. And Shane got a hattrick.
He shook hands with the Centaurs, the group already looking pretty worn down for only two months into the season. It was a shame. Most the Centaurs’ players were good guys, they just had a shit team. Hopefully their coaching staff made enough changes in the coming seasons to give them a leg up.
Shane and Ilya had floated Ottawa as a possibility for one of them to move to, but in the end decided against it because of the team’s lack of skill. Both Ilya and Shane had spent their rookie contracts building their franchises into what they were today. Neither of them was keen on the idea of starting at the bottom again. Not that Shane would say that to the press. But no one blamed him – least of all his mother – for turning down the hefty offer Ottawa had sent him if it meant likely never winning a Cup again. Some things weren’t worth that kind of hassle to Shane.
He tapped helmets with Eric and followed his team off the ice. Scott caught up, passing Shane one of the caps. “I know you probably have quite a few of these already, but since it’s your first with us…”
Shane smiled and took the souvenir. “Thanks Cap.”
Scott tapped him on the shoulder as they walked down the tunnel, slipping into the locker room ahead of Shane.
Carter came barreling in behind him with an excited, “Hollzy, if you keep this up, you’ll be back in the scoring race by Christmas!”
The boys all laughed, even if they knew it was true. Shane tried not to get too hopeful – he didn’t want to jinx it (maybe Scott was rubbing off on him a little) – but he couldn’t deny that there was something in the air.
“Hollzy, you gotta teach me that wrist shot,” begged Gilly as he stumbled after them, Woody and Farmer at his heels looking just as invested. Shane grinned seeing the two of them together again. Guess they’d sorted out whatever girl problems they were having. Or Scott did.
“Sure Gill.” Shane jostled the rookie’s helmet. “Next practice.”
“Yes!” Gilly gave a little jump, bounding over to his locker and falling into excited conversation with the other rookies as they entered the locker room.
Shane went straight to his cubby, taking a seat next to Eric as they set about stripping off their gear and unlacing their skates. Woody made a beeline for the speaker, hooking up his phone and pressing play on whatever. Some sort of country tune started up and Carter immediately groaned.
“What, you don’t like country?” asked Farmer.
“No, it’s fine, but we played that song after last game and—”
Scott’s head poked out of the showers. “Hey Vaughny,” he said, overly casual. “Can you add this one to the team playlist?”
Carter shot a tight-lipped glare at Woody before saying with more cheer, “Sure thing Scotty.”
“And uh, put it at the top, yeah?” Scott disappeared before Carter could respond.
Even so, he let out a sarcastic, “Aye, aye, Captain,” before dropping his voice low and gritting out to the rookies, “When we have to listen to this for the next three months every time we win, I’m blaming you.”
The boys shrunk back and Woody picked up his phone to change the song—
“Don’t!” Carter stopped him before he could with a glance at the showers.
Greg clapped Woody on the shoulder as he passed. “Can’t mess with Cap’s ju-ju kids.”
“Don’t want to piss off the hockey gods,” called Cale.
Eric caught Shane’s eye and dropped his voice to a murmur. “To be honest, Scott would listen to the same song on repeat if it wouldn’t mean mutiny from the guys.”
Shane laughed and set about pulling his under armour off. He’d gotten lucky in Montreal. Most of the guys had the regular superstitions – playoff beards, lucky socks, that type of stuff – but no one was too crazy (except for Mitty who’d been using the same jock since he was a rookie. Gross). New York though…Shane had noticed Scott wasn’t the only one who’s superstitions went a little past normal (he could already see Farmer carefully folding the socks he’d been wearing for tonight’s goal and briefly wondered at what point someone was going to have to have a chat with the rookie about the non-existent powers of washing machines. Hopefully that conversation wouldn’t come down to Shane).
In the meantime, he could accept the repeated country music. It wasn’t like Shane had many musical preferences anyway.
Breezy and Matti filtered in last, clapping hands with Cameron about their successful defense. Then Breezy shouted, “Alright boys, where are we celebrating tonight?”
The whole team perked up just as Scott exited the showers. They all turned to the Captain with pleading eyes.
He pretended to think about it a little. “I don’t know, we’ve got a morning flight…”
“Come on, Scotty!”
“Come on, Scott!”
“Please Cap!”
Scott let the ruse drop with a grin. “You know what? Fuck it. Let’s go out.” Scott turned those beaming eyes on Shane. “Hollander, where’s good?”
 
---
 
Shane brought his team to a small dive bar on the south side of town called Monks. They’d grumbled a little at the distance from Kanata, but Shane promised the low-key atmosphere would be worth it.
It was. The bar had been almost empty when they’d arrived, making it easy for an entire team of oversized adult men to take up the remaining space around a series of pool tables. All it took was one conspiratorially competitive look between Carter and Gilly. Beers were poured, a bracket was set, and Shane found himself breaking the rack to minor success.
“Oho, Hollander came to play again tonight,” chirped Eric, holding his cue as Shane set up for his next shot.
Shane didn’t deign to respond, instead sinking another stripe in the left pocket. The boys whistled. Shane blushed as he lined up for his next shot. The ball went wide, the stripe hitting the wall instead of the pocket.
Carter groaned and Shane shrugged at his teammate. “Can’t get them all.”
“You’ll have to get Gilly to teach you some tricks,” said Scott as he lined up for his shot. He too sunk a ball before missing the next one.
Carter bustled forward. “Let me show you boys how it’s done.” He sunk three before missing. Shane clapped him on the back to celebrate.
“Shit,” Matti said from the next table over as Woody sunk four in a row. “You been taking lessons or something?”
Woody shrugged but the smug look on Gilly’s face gave them away.
“Hey, that’s cheating,” exclaimed Breezy.
“Practice isn’t cheating!” called Woody.
“Yeah, just cause you’re too busy texting your girlfriend isn’t our problem,” said Farmer as the rookies squared up against the older defensemen.
“At least I have a girlfriend,” snarked Breezy but there wasn’t much bite behind his tone.
“Scott!” whined Woody. “They’re bullying us for being single!”
“Nobody’s bullying anyone,” called Scott with an exaggerated eyeroll. “And maybe you two wouldn’t be single if you weren’t so busy spending all your time as a couple.”
That rose a great roar of laughter from the guys. The rookies took the chirp with minimal pouting and Farmer sunk two more balls to drive the point home.
“Come on, you feeling hot tonight, Hollander?” Eric held out his cue to Shane’s face with a smirk. Shane rolled his eyes at the joke but blew on the stick anyway. Eric’s smirk widened as he used his body to muscle Shane out of the way for his shot, nearly knocking him over.
“Hey!”
“Sorry, gotta get lined up right,” Eric said over his shoulder, not sounding the least bit sorry as he bent over the table to set his cue in front of the white ball.
Shane rolled his eyes. “You seem pretty confident tonight, Benny. Gonna clear the table?”
“For you Hollzy? Absolutely.” Eric winked and put two balls in the top right pocket.
“Oh no,” muttered Carter, seeing where this was going. He dropped his head to Scott’s shoulder as the Captain chuckled at Shane and Carter’s impending doom.
Eric sunk another. Then another two. Then one more.
“Top left,” he called. He bent back over the table, Shane watching with rapt attention as he lined up for the eight-ball.
That was, until Carter let out a surprised, “Oh shit.”
Eric scratched, the cue just tapping the white ball. He straightened with indignant eyes turned on Carter.
“Hey, you made me—” But Eric never finished that sentence.
Like the rest of the team, his eyes found Carter’s and Scott’s which were trained on the far end of the bar with troubled looks. Something prickled on the back of Shane’s neck and he knew, before he even turned, he knew.
As he spun around with wide eyes, Shane’s whole body did a thing where it became suddenly very warm and very cold at the same time.
Because Ilya Rozanov just walked into the bar.
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  Shane didn’t know what to do. He had no idea what to do.
Ilya was here. In Ottawa. A day early.
He was here. At the bar. With Shane’s team.
With Shane.
“Hello boys,” Ilya drawled, hands in his pockets, the picture of the relaxed cocky jock he truly was. “Fancy seeing you here.”
Scott, as always, took the lead for the team. “Rozanov. What are you doing here?”
“I am shopping for new citizenship. Checking out Canada.”
“Bullshit.”
Ilya shrugged. “We have game in few days. Thought I would come early for some business.” His eyes darted over to Shane like he couldn’t help it and for just a second, Shane saw through the nonchalant façade. He saw the uncertainty there, the way Ilya clocked Shane’s taught shoulders and started to second guess if this was the right decision.
It wasn’t. It so wasn’t.
Except…
Shane hadn’t seen Ilya since Halloween and now he was right here in front of him and Shane wanted nothing more than to spend the night as close to him as he could.
He took a breath and tried to ignore the way his teammates where quietly shuffling as they tried to figure out what to do about the intruder.
He could do this.
He was Shane Hollander. He could do this.
Shane set his pool cue against the ground to lean on it, totally casual. He let his own face perform an expression of neutral interest. “What are you drinking, Rozanov?”
Ilya’s shoulders dropped an imperceptible millimetre. Then his lips stretched up into that godforsaken smirk. “Whatever you’re having, Hollander.”
Shane nodded at their pitchers and cups strewn over a wood table. Ilya followed him easily. Shane tried to ignore the skeptical looks from his teammates as he made a big show of pouring him a drink, muttering under his breath, “Thought I was picking you up from the airport?”
Ilya shrugged. “Flight got in early.”
“By sixteen hours?”
Ilya shrugged again. He accepted the beer that Shane passed over. Shane poured a glass for himself, throwing half of it back in a big gulp that made him wince.
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “You are drinking?”
“I am now,” Shane grunted, then took another long swig.
Ilya dropped his voice even lower. “Do you want me to go?”
Shane took one more gulp of beer. He could do this.
“No.”
Ilya casually sipped his. “Ok.”
“Ok.”
“Yo Rozanov!” Called Carter across the bar. “Wanna play some pool?” He was already trying to hide that shit-eating grin on his face.
Ilya looked at Shane with raised eyebrows. Shane shrugged, hiding his own smile behind another sip of beer. If Shane’s team wanted to play with Rozanov he wasn’t going to stop them…
“Sure,” Ilya said noncommittally. In truth, Shane had a table at the cottage that the two of them nearly broke after a game last summer got a little…heated.
Carter’s hands clamped on Gilly’s shoulders. “You heard the man, rack ‘em Gill.” He gave the rookie a little shrove as he stumbled forward, eyes glancing between Ilya and the pool table.
Ilya shot Shane a funny look. Shane nodded at the tables. “Be my guest.” This might actually be fun.
Ilya took the invitation, walking over to the group as he was swarmed by Admirals, Greg handing him a cue and introducing him to some of the guys.
If Shane wasn’t so busy watching him, he might’ve noticed Scott and Eric coming over to refill their beers.
“You two seem friendly,” observed Scott, making Shane jump.
“What oh uh, yeah.” Shane’s heart hadn’t stopped trying to beat out of his chest since Ilya walked in the door. The man was currently talking with Carter and their defensemen as Gilly arranged the balls on the table.
“Thought you two hated each other?” said Eric, voice gruff.
“Oh uh, yeah,” said Shane distractedly. He needed an excuse. A reason for Ilya to be here. For them to know each other. Except…
Except he kind of didn’t.
It was all coming out tomorrow anyway (or at least the PR version of it). The team would know as soon as Shane didn’t take the same flight as them to stay back for the press conference.
“I mean, no,” Shane stuttered, not able to meet Eric or Scott’s eyes. “W-We don’t hate each other. Not for a while at least. We uh…”
He can do this.
“We’re friends,” Shane blurted out. Scott froze. Eric turned inquisitive eyes on Shane.
He took a breath and then it kind of just poured out of him. “We’re uh, starting a charity together. It’s a uh, mental health sort of thing. The announcement’s tomorrow – that’s why he’s in town. I-I didn’t invite him out, he just showed up early—"
“It’s fine.” Scott held up a hand. “It’s cool if he wants to hang out.”
“It is?” Shane asked in surprise.
“It is?” asked Eric with a more skeptical grumble.
Scott shot his friend a look. Eric closed his mouth.
Scott turned kind eyes on Shane. “Friend of yours is a friend of ours. If you say he’s cool, then it’s fine. He can hang.”
Shane’s blood went rushing back to his head. “O-Ok.”
“Yo Cap!” called Carter. The three men turned to see Gilly and Ilya standing across the pool table from each other, two cues each. “Who’s playing with them?”
Scott surveyed the room for a second before his eyes lit up with an idea. He turned a smirk on Shane. “Well, we’ve got the rivalry of the decade right here.”
“Yes! Hollander versus Rozanov, baby!” exclaimed Breezy, the boys getting hyped up.
Shane glared at Scott. “Thought I told you we were friends now?”
Scott just shrugged, eyes dancing. “It’s a friendly game.” He clapped Shane on the shoulder and gave him a little push forward. “Go team up with Gilly and show Rozanov how we play here.”
Shane let himself be herded, accepting the cue Gilly held out to him. Shane’s eyes trailed across the table to Ilya, who was already smirking at him.
“This will be fun,” he said, accent thick. “I do love to beat you.”
Shane glanced at Gilly, then turned back to Ilya with his own smirk. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”
“Who’s playing with the enemy?” prompted Carter.
Scott took a noble step forward, hand held out for the cue. “I can.”
Ilya took a step back, shaking his head. “Oh no, I know you are terrible at pool, Hunter. No way.”
“I’ll play,” said Eric with an exasperated sigh, batting Scott’s hand away to hold his own out.
Ilya surveyed him through narrowed eyes. “You will not sabotage?”
Eric grinned, showing all his teeth. “Scout’s honour.”
Ilya passed over the cue with great ceremony. The four men squared up with each other, the table between them.
“Who breaks?” asked Shane.
“T-They can,” offered Gilly.
Ilya turned to Eric and the goalie gestured at the table. “Go ahead, you’re our guest.”
Ilya stepped up and lined up for his shot, back arched and long arms stretched out over the table in full view of Shane. Shane tried desperately not to stare. Or blush. Fuck, maybe he should’ve sent Ilya home.
There was a loud crack as balls went strewing across the table, a single stripe going in the left pocket.
“Guess we’re stripes,” observed Eric.
“Makes you solids,” Ilya said with a wink at Shane.
Shane rolled his eyes as Ilya stalked around the table, long legs easily eating up the distance before he bent over the green again.
Shane leaned back against the other table (no one had started a secondary game, everyone too invested in what was going down right here), crossing his arms over his chest in a way he knew made his biceps pop. Ilya glanced at him. Shane let the hint of a smile dance on his lips and crossed his legs at the ankle.
Ilya missed. “Blyat.”
Shane huffed with a smile and stepped forward to take his shot. Ilya passed him as he went, leaning in to mutter, “I am blaming that one on you.”
Shane bit back a grin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Shane lined up with the solid blue, an easy shot in the right corner.
“So Bennet, I saw you got your hands dirty in Montreal,” said Ilya, loud enough for Shane – and everyone else – to hear.
Shane’s shot went wide. He stood up with a glare at his boyfriend. Ilya still had that insufferable smirk on his face.
Eric made a noncommittal grunt. “Didn’t like them messing with my boys.”
Ilya laughed and clapped the goalie on the shoulder. “Let’s see if you have more fight in you.” He gave him a gentle nudge towards the table, Eric smarting a little at the familiarity but taking it in stride.
He put one in the left pocket and Ilya whistled. “Nice one.”
“Thanks.”
Eric lined up again and Shane resisted the urge to walk around the table to stand next to Ilya. Eric made contact with a stripe, but the ball slowed before falling in the pocket.
Ilya made a big show of his disappointment. “Ugh, robbed! Hollander have you sabotaged table?”
“No.” Shane glared, but he could feel a smile tugging at his lips.
Eric straightened good-naturedly, going back to standing next to his teammate as Gilly stepped up to the table.
“Here comes our funeral,” Eric muttered to Ilya, the two standing shoulder to shoulder.
Ilya raised an eyebrow at the goalie before turning that look on Shane across the table. He just shrugged as Gilly lined up an easy shot…
And scratched. Shane frowned. The entire team looked on in confusion.
Gilly straightened with a nervous chuckle. “Can’t get them all, right?”
“It’s ok, you’ll get the next one,” said Scott, still looking at Gilly in confusion. The rookie’s eyes were trained on Ilya as he strutted back up to the table. His new position put him in front of Shane again, and he made a show of stepping back and bumping into him.
Ilya looked over his shoulder with a haughty brow. “Do you mind?”
Shane took a big step back, with a muttered, “Asshole,” under his breath.
Ilya still caught it if the look on his face was anything to go by as he made his next shot. The ball once again slowed to a stop right before sinking in the pocket.
Ilya made a frustrated noise. “Robbed again!” He spun around, eyes blazing at Shane, but he could still see the humour behind them. “Hollander, what have you done to table?”
“Oh, your lack of skill is my fault?”
“I do not lack skills. Is table.”
“Sure it is.” Shane scoffed as he stepped around Ilya to line up his own shot. Ilya barely moved, forcing Shane to sidle up right next to him, their hips almost touching.
Shane tried not to let it phase him. He eyed the red ball in front of the white, an easy hit from there to put the orange in the pocket. He took a breath, shifted his weight…
Ilya’s hip lightly tapped his as Shane shot the cue forward, his shot just off enough to send the red ball slightly left and the orange missed the pocket entirely.
Shane immediately straightened and turned on the Russian. “You did that on purpose.”
“I do not know what you’re talking about.” Ilya had that fucking insufferable smirk on his face.
“You so—"
“Calm down you two, it’s only a casual game,” called Breezy.
“Yeah, no need to be at each other’s throats,” said Carter with a chuckle.
“Save it for the ice,” chirped Matti.
Shane blushed, taking a step back from Ilya. He hadn’t noticed they’d gotten in each other’s faces.
Eric went to move around the table for his next shot, coming up short when he met Ilya standing in his way. Eric raised a brow.
Ilya smirked again – seriously that expression seemed to be permanently etched into his face tonight – and took a step back, right into Shane. Eric squeezed past with a huff. Shane gave Ilya a little shove with an eyeroll. The Russian didn’t bother to hide his chuckle. Shane felt his own lips twitch.
Eric sunk one before missing, grumbling as he back away from the table to make room for Gilly, as was polite.
The rookie lined up again. He glanced up at Ilya, finding him and Shane staring back. Gilly dropped his eyes back to the table. His shot went wide.
“Jesus Christ kid, sink a ball before you run a naked mile,” said Breezy.
Gilly turned wide eyes on the defenseman. “We’re not doing that, are we?”
“No, we’re not doing that,” said Scott before the team could debate the merits of house rules in a public bar.
Ilya shot Shane another funny look. He just shrugged again, trying not to give away the game. Maybe Gilly was just getting Ilya comfortable before he cleared the table?
Ilya sunk another ball before it was Shane’s turn again. The Russian blessedly backed off enough this time for Shane to finally put a solid in the pocket (to resounding cheers from his teammates). Eric missed his next shot and then Gilly was up again.
The rookie crept up to the table and shot at a cluster of balls near the left corner. A solid finally went in, quickly followed by the cue ball. Gilly groaned and hung his head in shame. The Admirals all looked on in complete bewilderment.
Carter turned accusing eyes on Ilya. “What did you do to our rookie?”
Ilya shot an even more confused look at Shane. “What, is he supposed to be good?”
Shane winced. “He’s kind of the best.”
Ilya looked back at where the Gilly was hiding his head on Farmer’s shoulder. “Him?”
Seeing how Gilly’s blush had risen to cover his ears and he was no longer able to even look in Ilya’s direction. That made Ilya smirk more.
Oh.
Fuck that.
Shane rolled his eyes and stalked over, putting himself between the rookie and the table, blocking his view of Ilya. He bent his head towards his teammate to give him a pep talk, eyes burning with intensity. “I don’t care if he’s your fucking idol or whatever. He’s just a guy. And he’s an ass. You can do this in your sleep. We’re going to fucking win this, yes?”
“Yes,” Gilly squeaked, straightening up to stand next to Shane.
Ilya’s next shot set up a good line for Eric, except Shane was out for blood now. Instead of going to put one of his own in the pocket, he purposefully used the red solid to knock the stripe out of the place Ilya put it.
Ilya squawked, “Oh so we play that way now?”
“You started it,” Shane said with a malicious grin.
“It’s a friendly game guys,” called Scott. “We’re not playing for the Cup here.”
Ilya pointed his cue at Scott. “As if you know what playing for Cup is like, Hunter. You got knocked out of playoffs in first round last year.”
A series of ‘ooh’s’ came from the rookies.
“How many Cups do you have, Rozanov?” chirped Scott.
Ilya stiffened. The rookies ‘oohed’ again, accompanied by some jeers from the defensemen.
“Alright, alright, we’re all friends here, guys,” said Shane before that could go any farther, flicking the end of Ilya’s cue away from Scott. “Besides, I have double the Cups on both of you.”
“Yes, yes, your one extra Cup is so impressive.” Ilya rolled his eyes dramatically. “You had easy year second time.”
“If it’s so easy, why haven’t you done it?”
Ilya pointed his cue at Shane this time. “Oh I will make you regret that, Hollander. Boston will decimate you in playoffs.” His eyes said that Ilya would make Shane regret that comment as soon as they got to the hotel tonight. Preferably over many hours of withholding…satisfaction.
Scott gave Shane a sidelong glance. “You sure you want to be friends with this guy?”
Shane let out a long sigh. “Unfortunately.”
Ilya turned his back on them, taking a second to mutter something to Eric. The goalie frowned but nodded and then stepped up to the table, Ilya watching Shane over his shoulder. Eric took a quick shot at a stripe to put it in the pocket and then used his next hit to sink another ball and line up one of theirs to block Gilly’s next shot.
Whistles went up around the room of Admirals.
“Jesus.”
“Can they even come back from that?”
Shane didn’t let the noise bother him, once again putting himself in front of Gilly and turning his back on Ilya. “Remember what I said. Focus. Just tune the rest of it out.”
“O-Ok.”
Shane clasped Gilly’s shoulder, making him look him in the eye. “Little more confidence than that, kid.”
Gilly took a breath. “Ok.”
“Good. You’ve got this.”
“I’ve got this.”
“Atta boy.” Shane pushed Gilly towards the table. The rookie paused as his eyes found Ilya standing directly across from him. Ilya – much to Shane’s annoyance – let his lips stretch into that godforsaken smirk again.
Gilly dropped his eyes to the table. Then he took a very deep breath and let it out. Squared his shoulders back. Set up his cue.
There was a crack as balls went rolling across the table. Two solids went into the left pocket, followed by one on the right. The cue ball rolled to a stop on the other side of the block Eric had set up.
The boys all whistled.
“Oh, he’s back.”
“Nice one, Gill.”
“That’s what I’m talking about, baby!”
“Wow,” said Ilya. There was something in his voice. Something dropped low and purposefully gravelly like he was— “You really are good.”
Gilly’s next shot went wide. Shane turned irate eyes on his boyfriend. Ilya just smirked as he stepped up to the table with a wink at Gilly, once again standing so close to Shane that their arms brushed.
Shane used their proximity to elbow him in the side. “Be nice.”
“I am nice. I am giving him encouragement.” Ilya gave the rookie an overly encouraging, bordering on condescending, smile.
Gilly blushed from the collar of his shirt to his hairline. Ilya’s smirk deepened. He leaned over the table, right in front of Shane. Shane pointedly did not look at his boyfriend’s ass.
Ilya used his next shot to block anything that might have been easy for Shane. Then he back away from the table with a heated look at his boyfriend.
“Show me what you got, Hollander.”
Shane bared his teeth. “With pleasure.”
He stepped around Ilya, going to the other side of the table. Shane propped up a hip on the wood, leaned his body over the table, arms stretched out in a way that he knew made his triceps pop. He could see Ilya shifting out of the corner of his eyes, body language begging for Shane’s attention. He didn’t give it. Laser focused, Shane made a hit…
And put two in the pocket with a single stroke.
“Damn, should’ve known it would be Rozanov to get Hollzy to play like that,” said Carter.
Shane caught Scott’s eye across the table, hovering at the back of the crowd, surveying the group like he always did. The Captain gave him an encouraging nod.
Shane turned his attention back to the table. There were no good shots left, everything either blocked by another ball or too tricky to put it in the pocket for Shane’s skill level.
Gilly stepped up to his back, whispering in Shane’s ear. “If you line up that one there, then I can use it to get the other two.”
Shane nodded and did as he was told.
Eric shuffled forward again, pointing his cue at Gilly. “I see what you’re doing.”
He purposefully hit the ball Shane had just set up, sending it rolling…
“Shit.”
Gilly smirked across the table. “You don’t think I’m playing shot for shot, do you?” He lined up his cue where Eric’s ball had now cleared the way for Gilly to sink the last stripe. He shot a grin at the goalie. “This is the long game baby.”
Eric rolled his eyes. “Fine, finish it off then.”
Gilly pointed across the table. “Top left.”
He lined up for the next shot…
“Maybe you could give me lessons sometime, since you are so good,” Ilya crooned.
The cue ball didn’t even make contact with the eight ball. Gilly blushed all the way to his ears. Some of the guys in the back laughed. Shane glared bloody murder.
“Oh no,” Ilya said, all fake sympathy. “Tough luck.”
He stepped up to the table, picking up the cue ball with deft fingers and placing it in the perfect position. He lined up again. Winked at Shane.
Two could play at that game.
“U menya est ideya, gde ty mog by brat chastnye uroki (I have an idea of where you could take private lessons),” said Shane in Russian.
The last stripe stopped right before the pocket once again.
Ilya’s own eyes turned murderous. “Ty ublyudok (You motherfucker)!”
Shane shrugged, smirk tugging at his own lips. “Vse eshche sobiraesh'sya zastavit' menya pozhalet' ob etom pozzhe (Still going to make me regret it later)?”
“Since when do you speak Russian?” grunted Eric.
Shane shrugged. “I’ve picked up a couple things.”
“So that’s why you’re fighting on the ice now?” poked Carter. “Rozanov is rubbing off on you?”
Shane huffed and Ilya laughed. “Yes, I am teaching Hollander all my bad habits.”
Scott pointed an accusing finger. “No corrupting our players.”
“He’s not corrupting me.” Shane rolled his eyes as he stepped up to the table, his teammates still grumbling about the intruder’s influence.
Before he could take a shot, Gilly caught his arm. “If you let this get back to Benny, they’ll win.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want to lose to these guys.”
“Me either,” Shane said stiffly.
“I’ll go distract him.” Gilly gave a pointed nod at Ilya.
Shane raised an eyebrow.
“So he doesn’t try to sabotage us again.”
Shane stiffened more but Gilly just grinned, clapping Shane on the shoulder, a little too eager. “You’ve got this.”
Gilly bounded around the table until he was standing right next to Ilya. The Russian’s eyes were trained on Shane, and he could practically see Ilya’s thoughts running as he schemed ways to make Shane miss this shot.
Shane turned his attention back to the table.
“Bottom right,” he called, pointing at the pocket.
“You know,” Gilly said conversationally. “Growing up, I had your poster on my wall.”
“Oh really?” Ilya turned an amused eyebrow to the rookie.
“Yeah, it was right next to Hollander’s.”
There was a crack as the white ball hit the black and the whole team watched with bated breath as it rolled towards the bottom right pocket.
Ilya had just enough time to look at Shane incredulously, already knowing he missed his chance. Shane just shot him his own smirk as the last ball sunk in the pocket.
The Admirals all jumped and cheered like they’d just won on the ice. Gilly came running around the table to hug Shane. His teammates patted him on the back.
Through the crowd of bodies, Shane could see Eric holding out a hand for Ilya to shake. Then their gazes caught.
Shane looked at his boyfriend with shining eyes. Despite losing, Ilya was still grinning back as he got swept into the fold of overzealous Admirals. Shane really wanted to grab him by the shirt collar and kiss him.
Someday.
Maybe.
 
---
 
“Relax, Hollander.” Shane felt Ilya tug at his waist, and he let himself be spun around, releasing his grip on the bathroom sink.
“I’m nervous,” Shane said unnecessarily.
“I know.”
“We’ve been planning for this day for over a year and now it’s here and I’m scared. I don’t even know why!”
“Our plan has worked perfectly so far,” Ilya said.
“Too perfectly. I keep waiting for something to go wrong.” Not that there hadn’t been hiccups. Shane hadn’t planned for an injury and a multi-weak losing streak. He also hadn’t planned to be frequenting gay bars with his new team. Or to be sharing starting center with Scott Hunter. But all-in-all, his and Ilya’s plan to be closer together without the world finding out about their relationship was working.
And today was finally the day that the rest of the world found out Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov were friends. There were a slew of reporters waiting outside for the press conference Yuna had set up for the Irina Foundation announcement. Hopefully it went as well as it did with Shane’s team last night.
And maybe…if it did…there could be other…changes to their existing plan. Shane shoved that thought down. He already had enough to worry about today.
He fussed with Ilya’s tie to keep himself busy, making sure it was straight. “It’s just that everything’s finally getting back to normal. I feel like I’m finally getting my footing and I’m about to shake it all up again. On purpose.”
Ilya placed a finger under Shane’s chin, tilting his head up to meet serious eyes. “Do you want to back out? Because I will go out there and make up elaborate story about running from Russian mafia to throw off reporters.”
Shane swatted at his boyfriend’s chest. “No.”
“Will be fine.” Ilya kissed Shane’s temple and nuzzled his hair.
“Don’t mess my hair up,” Shane murmured, but he cracked a smile.
A light knock at the door was their only warning. They quickly jumped apart but let out sighs of relief when Yuna poked her head in the bathroom. “Oh good, I found you. They fixed the audio problem so you can start any time.”
“Thanks mom,” said Shane.
Yuna paused before leaving, eyes a little misty as she took them both in, standing all done up in their suits. Her lip wobbled as she smiled. “I’m so proud of you two.”
Shane’s voice came out shaky as he said, “Thank you.” Ilya just nodded, his own eyes going glassy.
Yuna shot them one more smile. “Two minutes. Then we need you out there.” She gave them a pointed once over, Shane blushing all over again, before slipping out the door.
Shane checked his hair in the mirror – it still looked perfect. He took a breath. Straightened the lapels on his suit jacket. “Ok. I’m ready.”
Ilya grabbed Shane’s hand before they could leave. Shane turned to face his boyfriend again, finding his eyes still glassy. “I want to tell you, before we do this, that I am…very happy today. My mother would have really liked this. And I think she is with me today. And proud.”
Shane felt his own eyes sting. “She has so many reasons to be proud of you, Ilya.”
Ilya smiled at him. “I need to kiss you here, or else I will do it out there.”
“Ok.”
He held Shane’s face in his hands and gazed at him for a few seconds before leaning in and kissing the hell out of him.
“I love you,” Ilya said.
“I love you too.”
Ilya nodded. “Remember that when I am being a dick to you out there.”
Shane grinned and kissed him again. “Don’t worry, I’m used to it.”
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  Boston’s goal song rang through their home arena as Ilya bumped fists with Cliff.
“Nice pass.”
“Nice goal.”
Fans pounded on the glass as Ilya skated to the bench, accepting a water bottle from Ryan Carmichael. He shot a wink to a group of young ladies wearing his jersey before squirting water down his back to cool his neck. The women screamed more. Ilya turned around, his eyes drifting to the away bench as he stretched his legs.
They’d been playing hard tonight, a refreshing turn of events for Ilya. It’d been a minute since he’d really had to work for it, but tonight the Admirals had come to Boston with a vendetta.
They’d started Shane in center instead of Hunter, citing Shane’s extensive experience going against Ilya. The two Admirals had been trading off for the last month, and it seemed to be paying off – New York was on a winning streak to rival Boston’s. Tonight, one of them would lose it.
It wasn’t going to be Boston.
They were two periods in and Ilya had just scored his second goal of the night, tying the game at 2-2. The Admiral’s goals had been courtesy of Carter Vaughn and the one and only Shane Hollander who was currently hopping the boards as he said something to a defeated-looking Scott Hunter.
That made Ilya smile a little bit. His goal would’ve been more fun if Shane had been on the ice – after all, the best part about playing was beating him – but instead it was Scott hanging his head as he skated into the Admirals’ bench. Oh well, guess Ilya could make that fun too.
“You going to score tonight, Hunter? Or will you let Hollander do all the work for you?”
Scott didn’t deign to respond but Ilya could see his jaw clench from here. There might have been a tentative peace between them on account of Ilya’s night spent with the Admirals last month, but he wasn’t ready to give up his favourite part of hockey.
Speaking of…
“Hollander, you are getting community service award for taking care of elderly, yes?”
Shane had already been rolling his eyes as he hit the ice but now those eyes turned to Ilya alight with fiery determination (even if his lips were twitching up).
“Why are you asking? Need someone to come ice your creaky knees after?” called Shane.
Ilya grinned, skating a lazy circle around Cliff as he made his way to center, thinking about last night.
The Admirals arrived in Boston yesterday. Shane snuck out of his hotel and slept at Ilya’s house instead. Ilya had thought about offering for them to go out for dinner together, or maybe breakfast, since the world knew they were friends now, but he’d decided that might be pushing it. Shane was still nervous about how much people saw of them together, lest they see Ilya’s ‘heart eyes’ and make assumptions. That was fine, Ilya could wait until he was ready. He’d wait a lifetime if it meant spending it with Shane.
Plus, if they were in public, then Ilya couldn’t grab his boyfriend’s ass as much as he’d spent most of last night doing. Or kiss him. He’d done a lot of that last night too.
He wished he could do that right now, but alas, helmets and cameras did not make for good kissing conditions.
Ilya settled for letting his voice drop to a sultry purr as he bent across from his boyfriend at center ice. “If you wanted me on my knees Hollander, all you had to do was ask.”
Shane rolled his mouth guard around. “Really? Cause I thought you liked it better when I make you.”
The puck dropped. Shane won the face off.
 
---
 
“The streak is alive baby!” shouted Cliff as the Raiders poured into their favourite nightclub. Cliff led the charge with the rookies excitedly clipping at his heels. Ilya found himself in the middle of the group, one arm slung around Connors’ shoulders with Victor St-Simon bumping into his other side as they all shuffled through the door.
The boys crowded into their usual seats in the club’s VIP lounge. Bottle service girls were quick to come by, champagne and vodka already in hand.
“Cap, what are you drinking?” called Cliff over his shoulder.
“Coca cola.”
Cliff turned with a frown. “No vodka?”
Ilya shook his head. “No, not tonight.” He had better plans that he wanted to be fully sober for later. He’d parked his brand-new Porshe Spyder in valet. It had a sexy matte black exterior and fully blacked out windows. He was really looking forward to driving it home tonight.
Cliff didn’t press, just shouted their order over the music.
Ilya put his card on the table, eyes finding his new favourite rookie. “Moosey, I buy you drink tonight. You deserve for first goal.”
Joel shook Moose by the shoulder. “Game winner, baby!”
Cliff elbowed him with a grin. “Dude, we are so getting you laid tonight.”
Moose ducked his head but accepted the praise, only briefly catching Ilya’s eye across the table with a quiet, “Thanks Cap.”
By the time their drinks were poured, half the team was getting ready to head to the dance floor to pick up. Ilya was already trying to think of a way to slip out early tonight.
“You coming, Roz?” asked Victor St-Simon as he stood, eyes searching through the crowd of writhing bodies for who he’d be taking home tonight.
Ilya waved him off. “You go ahead.”
Victor gave him one of those half-skeptical, half-concerned looks. Ilya dropped his gaze and took a sip of coke, hoping tonight wouldn’t be the night the team decided to press the issue.
Connors slid closer to Ilya in the booth. “No drinking, no dancing. After a win like that…You feelin’ ok, Cap?”
Ilya swallowed his drink. “Yes, yes. I am fine.”
“You sure, cause—"
“Ohoho, look who’s here!” Cliff’s booming voice cut them off, both Raiders turning to see what the fuss was about. Cliff walked to the edge of VIP like he was the czar of the club, arms open wide in welcome. “How’s it going, New York?”
The Admirals all froze in their path to the bar, eyeing the slew of lounge booths full of Raiders. At the head of the group, Scott Hunter rolled his eyes, already turning back for the door. “Marleau. Don’t worry, we’ll find somewhere else.”
Cliff smirked. “What, don’t want to wash away your sorrows in our presence? Cause we’d love to watch.”
Scott huffed and made a show of herding his team to the door. That was when Ilya caught sight of Shane hiding behind Eric Bennet and Greg Huff.
Ilya was on his feet before he could second guess it. “You do not have to leave. We are all friends here, right?” He was speaking to Scott, but he was looking at Shane, who met his gaze over his Captain’s shoulder. Shane’s lips were pursed, his shoulders doing that tensed up thing they did when he was nervous.
Ilya raised a tentative eyebrow. “Come on, I promise best behaviour.”
Scott scoffed. “I didn’t know you knew how to do that, Rozanov.”
Ilya let his eyes slide away from Shane with a grin. “For you Hunter, I make exception. But only tonight.”
Scott sized him up for a moment, then he nodded. “Alright then.”
Ilya clapped his hands and nudged Cliff. “Marly, get these losers some drinks.”
“Thought you said best behavior,” grumbled Scott as the Admirals moved to mingle amongst the Raiders’ tables.
Ilya smirked. “I said my best, not your best, Hunter. You will take what you get.” He caught Shane’s eyeroll from behind Scott as everyone settled onto the club’s round velvet couches. The private lounge booths were one of the reasons this place was Ilya’s favourite. That, and the bartender stocked Russian vodka just for him.
He graciously gestured for Scott to sit and the Admiral took up a tentative perch on the end of the couch. Eric and Carter Vaughn shuffled in next to him with Shane sitting stiffly on their other side.
Cliff and Connors took up their usual seats, leaving the only opening left for Ilya right next to Shane. He made a great show of flopping down, languidly stretching his arms along the back rest and widening his legs to assert his dominance over the space. If it meant that his knee bumped Shane’s, then that was just a bonus.
Ilya was practically giddy. He’d never been here with Shane. They never went out together. No restaurants, no clubs, no coffee shops, not even the gym. But as of a month ago, they were now publicly “good friends” which meant that could change. It meant they could be seen together. They could hang out.
It meant Ilya could say something like, “So Hollander, how did you like my last goal? Was very nice how I shot puck right between your legs, yes?”
Shane rolled his eyes, even if his gaze was slightly heated as he looked at Ilya. “Fuck off, Rozanov.”
“Too bad for Bennet your legs were so open.” Ilya raised his glass to the goalie who was glaring at him over Carter’s shoulder. Ilya winked. “Maybe you save next time.”
The Raiders laughed. The Admirals looked like they were already regretting accepting Ilya’s invitation.
“Careful about how much you run your mouth, Rozanov,” said Eric. “Hollander’s catching up to you in the scoring race.”
Shane looked pleased by that. Ilya was going to let him have it, but Cliff jumped in first. “Oh please, Roz is on the run of the fucking century right now. No one’s going to stop him.”
Scott tipped his beer. “I wouldn’t get cocky. Hollzy got two hattricks on our last roadie.”
“And Roz has five already this season.”
Ilya bumped his knee into Shane’s. Shane bumped back, lips thinning to hide a smile.
“There’s still half a season left. Maybe you boys don’t even make playoffs,” said Carter.
“Bullshit. That fucking Cup is ours,” said Cliff, receiving an elbow from Connors who mumbled something about jinxing.
“Not if we have anything to say about it,” smirked Scott.
“Like you did tonight?” snarked Ilya, because he couldn’t help himself. It shut Scott up a little.
“I seriously cannot believe you are friends with this guy,” said Eric to Shane, not even looking at Ilya.
Shane let out a big sigh. “I contemplate the same thing everyday.”
Ilya let his arm on the back of the couch slide over Shane’s shoulders, jostling him as he pulled them closer together. “Come on, you love me!”
“You are so fucking pushing it right now.” Shane’s glare would’ve made a rookie shit his pants.
Ilya acquiesced, arm sliding back to the couch, letting Shane straighten out his shirt where it wrinkled.
“So how did you two…?” Connors pointed a finger between Ilya and Shane.
“All-Stars,” Shane was quick to say before Ilya could put on his production of the elaborate backstory he’d come up with for them (probably for the best. Shane was surprisingly good at lying about his personal life to everyone that wasn’t Ilya). “We got talking after playing on the same team and made the charity plan from there.”
Carter raised an eyebrow. “That’s it?”
Shane stiffened. “What do you mean?”
“Like, you two just talked and years of rivalry just floated away like that? Poof?”
Shane let out a nervous laugh, the pitch a little too high. “I-I mean we’re both adults. It’s not like we’re gonna be at each other’s throats forever. I-It’s not like—”
Ilya jumped in before Shane could dissolve into panic. “I wanted to do charity and Hollander is good with money stuff, so I ask him for help.”
Shane shot him a look. “Oh it was your idea, was it?”
Ilya grinned. “Yes, of course. I want to make charity and I am like, ‘who is so boring they can do all money and spreadsheet things?’ and then I think, ‘oh yes, Hollander. He is most boring person I know.’ And then I ask you and you jump on board right away because you are nice guy like that – real helpful type, this one – and—"
“Ok, ok, I think they get it.” Shane sounded annoyed but it was undermined by his laughter.
Ilya took a sip of coke to hide his own smile. His heart was feeling lighter than it had in a while tonight, even without the help of vodka.
“My mom’s taking care of most of the business stuff anyway,” said Shane.
“Yes, yes, Yuna has been very helpful.”
Carter Vaughn, ever the most tactful gentleman, said, “Oh yeah, sorry to hear about your mom, Rozanov. That sucks.”
Eric immediately elbowed him in the side. Carter shut his mouth.
Ilya pursed his lips. He hadn’t even talked about that with his own teammates. He sure as shit wasn’t about to talk about his dead mother’s suicide with Carter fucking Vaughan. He avoided looked at Cliff or Connors and wondered if he was imagining the way Shane’s leg seemed to press into him a little more.
Scott reached around Eric to put a heavy hand on his winger’s shoulder. “Well, I think what you two are doing is great. Let us know if you need any help with the camps, I’m sure we’d all be happy to volunteer some time.”
Shane’s face split into a grin that was almost contagious enough to make Ilya’s lips twitch up. “That’s great, thanks Scotty.”
“Hollander, we are supposed to teach kids good hockey, not to make them into slow old men,” said Ilya.
“Oh fuck you, Rozanov,” scoffed Scott.
Ilya smirked back at him but let the conversation go, opting to sip his drink in silence (only mildly wishing it were vodka). He leaned back in his seat a little more. He kind of wanted a cigarette.
“He’s already got all the help he needs,” said Cliff loudly, nudging Connors next to him.
Ilya perked up at his friends. “Really?”
“Course,” said Connors easily. “We got your back, Cap.”
For some reason, that made Ilya’s eyes sting a little. Probably just the fog machines from the dance floor. He really wished he could go for a smoke, but there was definitely no way Shane would allow that if Ilya wanted to go home with him. Priorities.
Ilya fell silent. Shane looked at him a little funny. Ilya ignored it, eyes – and ears – finding the rookies bonding on the dance floor. The five of them – two Raiders, three Admirals – were very close together, next to a group of rather pretty girls. One stood out in particular, long blond hair cascading to her midback that Joel and one of the Admirals’ defensemen kept glancing back at as they talked.
Actually, now that Ilya was watching, the boys didn’t seem to be…talking much. And they were definitely standing too close together. Joel and the Admiral defense were now chest-to-chest and seemed to be spitting words in each other’s faces. Moose was watching with hard eyes over Joel’s shoulder, glaring at the other two Admirals and…yep, they were absolutely about to start a fight.
Shit.
“Fuck,” grumbled Eric, keen eyes catching the same thing.
“What?” asked Shane.
“That,” pointed the goalie.
“Shit.” Scott was on his feet, long strides taking him across the floor in seconds. Ilya was quickly to follow, not about to leave his guys on the floor alone.
“He saw her first!” spat the defensemen. Ilya thought it might have been Woodman. He wasn’t sure – the two newbies were built similar enough to look the same under their jerseys except for the numbers on their backs.
“Like hell you did!” Joel spat back, then planted is hands on the Admiral’s chest and pushed.
The other Admiral defensemen – must’ve been Vassal – caught him before he could go flying across the floor. The third Admiral at the back – one of the forwards on Shane’s line – looked like he really didn’t want to be there, shooting nervous pleading looks at Scott as he approached.
Woodman straightened himself out, fists clenching at his sides. “You motherfucker!”
He almost threw a punch, but Ilya got there first, fist catching his in his hand. He looked down at the offending limb in his grasp. “I do not think you want to do that.”
“No, he doesn’t.” Scott was there in an instant, bodying his way between Ilya and Woodman, putting the rookies at his back, forcing Ilya to let him go. “The fuck is going on here?”
“They were chattin’ up our girls,” accused Woodman, seemingly the spokesman for the trio.
“You two and fighting over girls,” Scott muttered under his breath with an exaggerated eyeroll.
“That’s not true!” Ilya felt Joel push at his back, trying to get back in the fray. “We got here first!”
Ilya steadied his feet, trying to keep the rookie behind him – no easy feat since he’d spent the last four months getting the guy to put on muscle. Then Cliff was at his side, along with the rest of the Raiders and Admirals, everyone squaring up on the dance floor. Ilya might’ve laughed if he wasn’t so worried about the way Shane seemed to be caught in the middle, eyes flicking between Ilya and Scott like he didn’t know what side to choose.
“She is not an object for you to fight over. She is a person.” Scott’s voice dripped with disappointed father-ness. All five rookies shrunk back from it.
“I’m sorry about him,” Scott said to the girl who’d been pulled to the side by her friends. She took it as the dismissal it was, already knowing not to get between the team, the women all fleeing to the other side of the dance floor. Probably for the best.
That left Ilya and Scott standing chest-to-chest. Shane’s head was swinging back and forth like he was watching a particularly intense game of tennis.
Their rookies were still yelling over their shoulders.
“Now you’ve got it comin’ boys!”
“Oh please, our Captain would smoke your Captain in a heartbeat.”
“We have Hunter and Hollander.”
“And we have Rozanov which beats both of those every fucking time.”
“As we showed you boys tonight!”
Ilya shot a look back at his boys. It must have been scathing because they both shut up instantly.
“Alright, what actually happened?” Scott asked all of them.
The Admirals jumped to answer their Captain first. “Farmer was chattin’ up that bird and then these guys jumped in where they weren’t wanted.”
“Bullshit!” said Joel.
“Not wanted?! It’s our bar!” defended Moose.
Ilya shot them another look.
Scott kept the disappointed father thing going. “This is a public place that none of you own. I don’t care if you’re regulars, I’m sure the owners won’t appreciate you boys duking it out in the middle of the floor.”
Ilya grunted in agreement, even if he did briefly contemplate what would happen if he punched Scott Hunter in the face.
“The fuck do you know, Hunter?” said Victor at Ilya’s back with the rookies. A quick glance over Scott’s shoulder showed the rest of the Admirals’ defense getting ready to back their Captain up. Shit. Ilya did not need to be fighting a Fin tonight. He’d already taken a hit to the boards from the oversized blond during the game.
“M-Maybe we all go cool off with a drink?” offered Shane, voice a little too quiet to be heard over the music. Ilya could see the club security at the edges of the floor, keen eyes watching the exchange, ready to jump in. Hopefully that wouldn’t be necessary.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed.
“I’m not drinking with these guys,” spat Joel.
Ilya glared at him over his shoulder.
Joel put his hands up. “What? They came into our house. It’s not like we’re some kids that need to learn to fucking share.”
“If you act like children, I treat you like children.”
“Moose was gonna take her home,” defended Joel with a definitively childlike whine.
Ilya surveyed his rookie. “Did you want to take her home?”
Moose didn’t look super inclined to the notion. “Um, I don’t know…Sure, I guess…”
Joel jumped in again. “Dude, you scored the fucking game winner! You get whatever tail you want tonight!”
“Once again, girls are not prizes for you to win,” said Scott.
Joel scoffed. “Oh what would you know about girls, Hunter?”
Ilya set a hand on Joel’s shoulder, fingers clamping down hard. “Enough. Go sit down, both of you.”
Joel looked like he was going to fight the order.
Moose tugged on his friend’s arm. “C’mon, let’s go grab a drink.”
“Uh no,” said Ilya sternly. “You are cut off. Tell Marly I said so or you both do bag skates with hangover tomorrow.”
The rookies groaned but acquiesced, stomping off the dance floor. Moose, at the very least, shot an apologetic glance at the group of girls who were now being hit on by some guys wearing flannel. Ew.
Scott turned to his rookies. “As for you three, that’s enough dancing tonight. You can keep your asses in the chairs where I can see you or you can go back to the hotel.”
They all groaned. “Come on, Scott, that’s no fun!”
Scott gave them a look that made them all back down. “We’re guests here, act like it.”
“Don’t know why we’re hanging out with these guys anyway,” said Vassal.
“Yeah, aren’t we supposed to be rivals?” said Woodman.
“On the ice yes, but rivalries aren’t everything,” said Scott. Shane had remained rather quiet through the whole exchange, watching their teams interact, but he was close enough that their arms brushed when Ilya shifted slightly to the left. Shane didn’t shift away.
“That’s bullshit,” Woodman mumbled under his breath.
“Tired of losing to these shits,” grumbled Vassal.
The rookies pouted. Except for the last one. He still looked like he wanted to be anywhere else as he slung a tentative arm over both his friend’s shoulders. “Come on boys, look on the bright side. At least we don’t have to listen to that country song anymore.”
Vassal laughed at that. “Ok yeah. I could recite all the words in my sleep at this point.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” Woodman mumbled.
One of the older defensemen – some French Canadian guy – pointed an accusing finger from Scott’s left. “Last season we got stuck listening to Baby fucking Shark for six straight games. Do not play around with the music.”
Woodman instantly shrunk a little as Carter and Yalo started lamenting about shark-infested nightmares.
Ilya raised an eyebrow, muttering to Shane, “Your team is not very scared of your Captain.”
Shane raised an eyebrow back. “Is yours scared of you?”
Ilya shrugged. “Yes, naturally. I am very intimidating.” They both knew it wasn’t true. Ilya had given up on being scary long ago (maybe around the time a boy with freckles invited him on a summer getaway.
Shane scoffed. “Sure, you are.”
Ilya leered. “What, you don’t find me intimidating, Hollander?”
Shane shifted, legs pressing together, arms crossing over his chest. “No.” Ilya knew exactly what that meant.
Ilya stepped back from the group, announcing loudly, “Think I will go to washroom. Get me another drink.” He made a big show of getting up and strutting across the floor. He pointedly did not look back to check if Shane followed.
He stepped into what was an undoubtedly filthy washroom, leaning tentatively against the sink as he waited. One minute…two…
“This is so fucking stupid,” said Shane as he stepped into the washroom and locked the door behind him.
Ilya grinned, already reaching a hand out for his waist. “What, this? Or this?” He set a finger under Shane’s chin, pulling him forward until their lips touched.
Shane melted into the kiss immediately, lips parting as Ilya’s tongue swept into his mouth. Heat settled low in Ilya’s belly. His cock gave a kick of interest. He gripped Shane’s waist tighter and groaned a little into his mouth, pushing their hips together.
Then Shane pushed him back. “You’re gonna wrinkle my shirt.”
Ilya laughed. Of course that was what he was thinking about. “Will be fine, Hollander. I will iron for you later.”
“No, it’s just…” Shane squirmed in his arms, eyes darting for the door. “We can’t look like we’ve been…you know, in here.”
“Like I have been ravishing you?” Ilya gave Shane that look that usually put him right on his knees.
Shane didn’t drop to the floor – much to Ilya’s disappointment – but his pupils dilated enough to tell Ilya that he really, really wanted to.
Ilya let him off the hook. “Make your excuses. Come home with me.” He thrust their hips together again to drive his point home. It made Shane let out a breathy sigh. Ilya did it again.
“We can’t leave together.” Shane blinked at him slowly, looking like he really didn’t give a shit about what he was saying.
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Fine. I will go first. Wait in car around block.”
Shane huffed. “Ok.”
Ilya squeezed his waist one more time. Pecked his lips. “Ok. See you in five.”
He slipped out of the washroom first, the thumping base and smoke of the club sinking back into his lungs.
Ilya glanced once at the tables of his teammates. They were still wrapped up with the Admirals (except for the rookies, sat at opposite tables with the older players between), no doubt both teams on thin ice for their tentative truce of the night. Ilya could slip away unnoticed, a good ol’ Irish goodbye. Most of them would just assume he’d gone home with a girl anyway.
Ilya turned for the door—
“Oof.”
“Shit Cap, sorry, didn’t see you there,” said Cliff, placing a steadying hand on Ilya’s elbow, holding his beer far away with his other hand to not slosh it all over the both of them.
“Is fine.” Ilya waved him off, doing everything in his power to not look back at the washroom door, hoping Shane waited a little longer to leave. He tried to sidestep around Cliff. “I am going to…”
Cliff frowned down at him, noticing that Ilya was not heading for the bar. “You’re leaving already?”
Ilya shrugged. “It has been long night. Hard game.”
The lines between Cliff’s eyebrows deepened. “You feeling ok, Cap?”
Ilya laughed him off. “Yes, yes, of course. Just tired.”
“Ok…” Cliff eyed him again. Gave him a full once-over. Then the corner of his lips tugged up. “Oh.”
“Oh?”
“You’re meeting someone, aren’t you?”
Ilya tried to keep his body relaxed. “Haha, yes, you caught me.”
Cliff clapped him on the shoulder. “You dog. Have a good night.”
Ilya nodded, taking a step back as his heartrate tried to go back to normal. “Will see you at practice tomorrow?”
“Sure thing.” Cliff moved out of the way, leaving room for Ilya to get by.
Before he could get out of earshot, Cliff called back, “Hey Cap?”
Ilya turned. “Yes?”
Cliff smirked. “Have fun with Jane.”
Ilya rolled his eyes and turned away, calling out behind him, “Just for that, you do bag skates tomorrow, Marly!”
Cliff groaned and Ilya stepped out into the night, waving down the valet to pull up his Spyder. His heart was beating out of his chest by the time it arrived, Ilya trying to resist looking back at the door to see if Shane had followed yet. He accepted the keys, handed the valet a fat tip, slipped into the driver’s seat, and immediately took off around the block. He had just enough time to pull over and check his hair in the rearview mirror (still perfect, as always) before the passenger door was opening.
Shane’s eyes darted nervously out the window as he shut the door, making sure he wasn’t spotted or followed. After a second, he leaned back in his seat, letting out a long breath. “Ok, I think we’re good.”
Ilya set a hand on his boyfriend’s thigh, long fingers trailing to the inside as he swept his hand up. “Yes, we are.”
Ilya went to kiss him. Shane put a hand on his chest to push him back.
“Jesus, we’re in public!”
“No one can see through windows, Hollander.”
Shane looked outside again, then back at Ilya. “Really?”
Ilya smirked, eyes dropping to Shane’s lips again. “Really.”
When he pulled him in for a kiss this time, Shane didn’t stop him.
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      Chapter 22: Happy? Holidays
  


    Chapter Summary

    Christmas with the Hollanders and Pikes.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! This one's a bit of an emotional roller coaster, but it has some of my fav callbacks to TLG.
It's been kind of weird writing this because TLG is so internally focused on their relationship, so we really spend most of our time with just the two of them. But in this, the focus is on their external relationships, so we're spending a lot more time with them separately. So looking forward to having a bunch of stuff coming up where they're together again.
Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!
-Oaks







  Ilya was very happy and very full of food. He’d retired to the living room with the Hollanders, lounging on the couch, one arm around Shane’s shoulders, the other holding a glass of wine out to David as he refilled it.
“Don’t get him too drunk, dad,” said Shane, but he didn’t sound too upset about the two (three?) glasses Ilya downed with dinner. Shane had actually joined them in an uncharacteristically festive single glass, but he’d switched back to ginger ale once it was finished.
David came to Ilya’s defense. “Come on, it’s Christmas. We’ve all got to live a little.”
Ilya agreed. He was feeling very warm from all the wine and the roast turkey David cooked. Plus, the cozy drive he and Shane took before dinner to look at the Christmas lights around Yuna and David’s neighbourhood.
Ilya loved seeing where Shane grew up, spending time with the Hollanders. This was his second Christmas with the family and he was starting to get a hang of the traditions. Including letting David pour him a little extra wine.
Yuna waltzed into the living room with a delicious smelling pecan pie. She set it on the coffee table proudly. “For dessert. Of course, Shane won’t have any—"
“I’ll have some,” Shane cut in.
Yuna paused, looking at her son in surprise. “You will?”
“Sure, why not? It’s Christmas.” Ilya let his hand cup the back of Shane’s neck, fingers petting through his hair affectionately. Shane looked back at him with a smile. He’d been surprised that first time Shane opted for beer instead of soda when they went out during the season, but it seemed some of the Admirals’ habits were rubbing off on him. Ilya wasn’t complaining (even if he did make a show of it to Shane’s face).
“Alright then.” Yuna went to cut Shane a slice.
Shane winced. “Maybe a little less?”
Ilya laughed, giving Shane’s thigh a squeeze. Old habits die hard.
Once they’d all dug into the pie and plates were cleaned, Yuna sat down with a, “Shall we open presents?”
Shane had gotten his parents a new blender. Ilya got the Hollanders an ice cream maker (and not that they were competing, but they were totally more excited about the ice cream than the blender). They’d surprised him with imported Russian candy and vodka in return. Ilya might have held back tears as Yuna handed him the perfectly wrapped box. He’d gone many years without a family to sit with at Christmas, let alone one that bought him such thoughtful gifts.
Shane held out another big box for Ilya. “This one’s from me.”
Ilya resisted the urge to shake it, knowing that would get him a lecture from Shane about the possibility of the box hiding something fragile. Instead, he carefully unwrapped the gift (which had clearly been wrapped by Yuna as well). When he opened it, there was a brand new and very expensive looking full leather motorcycle jacket and gloves.
Ilya pulled it from the box excitedly, standing up to try it on. It fit perfectly.
“Thank you,” he beamed at Shane. This would go perfectly with the brand-new Ducati that was sitting in the now occupied parking spot in Ilya’s garage. He’d only taken it out for a few test rides around the neighbourhood (Shane made him promise no highways until after Christmas. Now Ilya knew why).
Shane had that kind of stern look on his face, even if it was doing a poor job of hiding his pleasure at Ilya’s happiness. “Now, I still don’t approve of the bike—”
Ilya rolled his eyes.
“—but if you’re going to ride it anyway, then I want you to be safe while doing it.”
“Do you also buy him weed so he can smoke it at home in front of you, Shane?” joked David, the Hollander parents being well-versed in the ‘if you’re going to do something stupid, then at least do it at home where we can take you to the hospital’ mentality, even though the farthest their son ever tested that theory was sneaking out to an R-rated movie when he was seventeen.
Shane glared at his father. “It’s a dangerous hobby.”
David shrugged. “He looks pretty badass.”
Yuna came to her son’s defense. “I agree with Shane.” She pointed a finger at Ilya. “No putting ideas in my husband’s head.” She pointed at David. “You are never getting on the back of that bike.”
They both raised their hands in surrender. “I would never.”
David winked at Ilya from behind Yuna’s back. Ilya winked back as soon as Yuna turned away. Shane rolled his eyes again.
Ilya carefully folded the jacket and gloves back into the box, already thinking of taking the bike out as soon as he got back to Boston. It was nice to have something to look forward to when he went home.
Ilya pulled out his present for Shane last. It was smaller than the rest and he was a little nervous. It had been incredibly difficult to track down and was stupidly sentimental, but he was hoping Shane would like it.
He took a seat back on the couch and held out the gift to his boyfriend, trying to hide the shaking in his fingers. Shane took it, pulling at the paper gently, even though Ilya’s wrap-job was nowhere near as good as Yuna’s.
Shane’s breath caught when he saw what was in the box. His fingers trailed over the framed photograph delicately. Ilya knew what he was seeing; an outtake from their first ad campaign together, the one they’d shot in the dingy rink in Toronto the summer before their rookie seasons. The day when they would eventually hook up for the first time. Kiss for the first time.
In the photo they were nose-to-nose in full hockey gear, cropped close from the shoulders up, simulating a face-off. Unlike the intense, serious photo that ran in the campaign, however, in this one they were both laughing. Shane’s nose was scrunched up, and Ilya’s eyes were crinkled, but they still held each other’s gaze.
“How’d you get this?” Shane asked quietly.
“I found out the photographer’s name and his email. I asked if he still had those. He sent me some and that one was my favourite.”
Ilya had been so nervous that day. Shane Hollander was already becoming a media mogul, with his Reebok sponsorship and stern mother negotiating all his deals, coming to all his games. Ilya had been incredibly jealous but also intrigued. The opportunity to do the campaign together had been too good to pass up. He was really glad he’d pushed for it.
“It never occurred to me that these existed,” Shane said now.
“I have always wondered.”
Shane pulled his gaze away from the photograph to look at the present-day version of Ilya. Ilya tried to keep a smile on his face and hide the way his eyes were stinging.
“Ilya,” Shane said. He set the photo carefully on the coffee table, then held his arms open for his boyfriend. Ilya came to him immediately. Yuna and David had slipped out of the room at some point. Probably when Ilya started looking at Shane with his heart eyes again.
“Thank you,” Shane said into Ilya’s hair.
“You are hard to buy for.” Ilya tried to keep the heaviness out of his voice, leaning into Shane petting his fingers through his hair.
“I know. I love this, though. I’ll bring it to the cottage.”
Ilya stiffened slightly in his arms. “The cottage. Yes,” he said quietly, pulling back a little. He’d gotten the photograph framed with the intention of adding a little decoration to Shane’s slowly coming along penthouse, but of course, he couldn’t keep it there.
Shane said as much. “I just don’t want to have to explain to my teammates why I have it in case they come over.”
Ilya pulled back, nodding. It didn’t matter. As long as he got to keep the real Shane, to have these real moments here, in this house, with them together, then what did it matter if there was photographic evidence. It wasn’t like he wasn’t used to it.
There were only six private photos of them together besides this one. Ilya had taken them at their first MLH awards when they’d presented together. It had been part of the bit. He’d carefully stored them in a locked folder on his phone. Shane didn’t know. Ilya was kind of scared to tell him in case he’d want them deleted.
But maybe those didn’t have to be the only photos of them…
“Maybe we could take one now?” Ilya asked, pulling his phone out of his pocket.
Shane tensed.
“Would not be so weird, yes?” Ilya pressed. He’d been a little more hopeful lately after they’d hung out with their respective teams together, but he was also wary of pushing Shane too hard. Sometimes it felt like they were constantly taking one step forward and three steps back. He could already see the denial in Shane’s eyes.
“I don’t know. No one knows we’re spending Christmas together.”
“We could say we had charity business meeting. Since we had time off.” Ilya pushed anyway, unable to let go of that little bit of fight to just have something.
Shane was still tense. Ilya tried to make it not seem like a big deal. He put his phone away, trying not to sound too disappointed. “Is fine, we don’t have to—"
“No.” Shane set a hand on his wrist, fingers still clutching the phone in his pocket. “You’re right. We could take one.”
“Really?” Ilya was trying not to get his hopes up.
“Yeah, as long as it’s a business type photo. It’ll be fine.” Now Shane was the one doing a poor job of treating this like not a big deal, but Ilya was too happy to care.
He pulled his phone out, opening the selfie camera and turning it on him and Shane. His first response was to put his arm around him, pulling them close together, but Shane held a hand out to keep his distance.
“Business photo, remember?”
Ilya pulled away a bit. “Right.”
He gave the camera a professional smile. Shane did the same. Ilya snapped at least six pictures.
“Do you want me to send them to you?” he asked quietly.
Shane looked like he was fighting his own instincts for a minute before he finally breathed out, “Yeah. Yes, that would be nice.”
Ilya looked at his boyfriend. He put a hand on his neck, fingers carding through his hair again. It was getting longer now. He kind of hoped Shane wouldn’t cut it this time.
Shane looked a little like he wanted to say something. Ilya wasn’t sure what he was hoping it would be, but there was something inside him that was waiting for it.
Shane pulled him in for a kiss instead. Ilya tried to poor everything he was feeling into it without words.
 
---
 
“Ooh,” the adults in the room all cringed as a teenager took a hard hit to the boards from another teenager.
“Jeez, these kids are bloodthirsty,” said Hayden.
“Think they’ll be the next big rivalry?” asked Jackie from where she was perched almost in her husband’s lap on their couch.
Ilya grunted noncommittally, taking a long sip of beer. He and Shane were sitting slightly more appropriately on the Pike’s other couch, even if his arm was around Shane’s back with his head on Ilya’s shoulder.
“The league’s gonna pick someone for the job,” said Shane. “And these guys are certainly making their case for it.”
The boys went to the boards again, this time a defenseman from Switzerland’s Prospect Cup team hitting the American back.
“He’s defending their forward.” Shane pointed to a particular kid who was getting rushed by the American forwards. “See, the U.S. guys are targeting him.”
“Who is he?” asked Jackie.
“Luca Haas,” said Ilya. The kid was an up-and-coming Prospect from the Swiss team. He was already projected to go first round in the draft in two years. Ilya wondered what team was going to get him.
Hayden pointed his beer at the tv. “It’s kids like that that are gonna give you two a run for your money someday.”
Ilya shrugged. He wasn’t too worried about it. “I am top goalscorer now and I will still be top goalscorer when baby Swede goes pro.”
“You know Shane’s already coming for your title this year,” poked Hayden.
“Hmm, I love you, but you will not beat me,” said Ilya, placing a kiss to his boyfriend’s head to soften the blow of his undeniable excellence.
“We’ll see.” Shane gave him that cheeky little smile he got when he was planning something.
Ilya couldn’t resist dropping his next kiss on Shane’s lips. Hayden made a disgusted sound in the back of the throat that was cut off by a thump – Jackie smacking her husband’s chest in reprimand.
Then there was the sound of padding feet. Shane and Ilya pulled back as Ruby Pike came running into the room, her sister, Jade, hot on her heels, both of them dressed in matching unicorn-themed pajamas. Ilya immediately lit up at the sight of the children. They’d spent the evening barbecuing in Hayden’s heated backyard patio, Ilya chasing the kids around the snowy lawn (mostly to avoid actually having to talk to Hayden). The holidays offered rare time off and Shane wanted to take advantage of their proximity to Montreal so they’d made the trip (even if it meant Ilya having to share his time with Shane with Hayden. Ugh).
“Daddy! We’re ready for a story!” said Ruby, bouncing up and down and not looking tired in the slightest.
Hayden raised an eyebrow. “You brushed your teeth?”
Both girls nodded seriously.
Hayden gave a big sigh, giving a longing look to the game on the tv, but his wife was already pulling her legs off his lap as he went to get up. “Ok, you can have one story and then bedtime.”
“We want Uncle Shane and Uncle Ilya to read to us!” said Jade. She and Ruby were already running over to them, wrapping their tiny hands around Shane and Ilya’s much larger ones to pull them off the couch.
“Ok, ok,” Ilya grinned, happily letting them lead him – Uncle Ilya – to their bedroom. “You must get under the covers first, and then Shane will read you story.”
Said Shane followed in after them, accepting the book Jade held up in offering. They settled down, both men propped up on the floor at the side of each girl’s bed, their long legs crossing over each other to fit. Shane’s gentle timber filled the room, flipping the pages with Ilya’s occasional interjection about Shane’s monotone delivery, if only to hear the girls giggle when Ilya attempted a different accent.
Shane was giving him that smile that made Ilya’s insides go all gooey as he shoved him away from the book with a socked foot. Ilya grabbed that foot, pretending to bite Shane’s toes as the girls shrieked and giggled again.
“Is he your husband?” asked Ruby suddenly.
Ilya flinched. Shane froze.
“No,” Ilya answered first, dropping Shane’s foot.
“Are you his husband?” Ruby then asked Shane.
“That’s now how—” Shane said, then stopped himself. “We’re not married.”
“Are you going to get married?”
Ilya locked eyes with Shane and he saw the silent plea for help in them.
“Do you think we should?” Ilya asked.
“Do you love each other?”
“We’re friends,” Shane said stiffly at the same time Ilya said, “Yes.”
They locked eyes again. Shane seemed to fight some internal battle. Ilya gave him a small smile, permission to answer that however he needed to, but Ilya would be lying if he wasn’t hoping…
Shane’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper as he said to the twins, “I love him very much.”
“Then you should get married,” said Jade simply.
“We can do your wedding!” said Ruby, sitting up excitedly.
Ilya gently pushed her back into bed before the girls could get too excited. “Tell you what, if we have a wedding, you can be the flower girls, but only if you go to bed now.”
Both girls nodded, eagerly snuggling down under the covers. Ilya and Shane tucked them in and said goodnight. They crept back downstairs, Shane muttering something affirmative when Jackie asked how the girls were. Then Shane sat stiffly on the sofa, Ilya perching next to him. It took a full period of the Prospects game before Shane’s shoulders came down from his ears.
It wasn’t until the drive back to Ottawa that Shane’s anxiety finally boiled over. “Would you want to get married?” he blurted into the silent car. Ilya could immediately tell that Shane had been ruminating on that for two hours.
He glanced at him, one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting on Shane’s thigh. Shane’s face was nervous, but that kind he got when he was trying to seem uninvested in an answer rather than stressed about something going wrong.
Ilya squeezed Shane’s thigh, deciding to be honest. “Yes. I would like it if we were married. Someday.”
Shane turned to look at him this time, eyes kind of glassy. “Really?”
“Of course,” Ilya said easily. “I love you. Always.”
Shane set his hand on top of Ilya’s, twining their fingers together and pulling it up to place a kiss on Ilya’s knuckles. “I know we can’t right now, but I’d like that to.”
Ilya pulled their hands to his lips, pressing his own kiss to Shane’s palm. “Good.” In truth, Ilya would marry Shane tomorrow if he could. But he’d settle for ten years later if it meant keeping Shane the whole time. Because Shane would never do anything to jeopardize his hockey career. Certainly not marrying Ilya while they were still playing.
“Maybe if the rivalry thing dies down sooner, we could…” Shane didn’t finish the thought, already waving it away. “Or, I don’t know, I don’t think our teams are going to be getting along anytime soon.”
Ilya tried to laugh it off. “Yes, you were right, the young ones do hate each other.”
Shane chuckled back. “Really is only a matter of time before they replace us. We’re getting old.”
Ilya huffed. “Maybe you are, but I will be young forever.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Of course. But you surround yourself with senior citizens—"
“Scott is not that old.”
“He and Bennet probably play canasta in hotel room. Will turn rookies into geriatrics by end of season.”
“What about your rookies, huh? Beer pong and hookers? Following in your footsteps?”
Ilya gave an offended scoff. “I set very good example for my rookies.”
“Yeah, they were pretty quick to fight at the club last week.”
“Yes, well…They have a lot going on.”
Shane raised an eyebrow.
Ilya thought about it for a second before saying, “I am worried they may be following my example too closely.”
Shane frowned. “You mean drinking and sleeping around?”
“No, no, just…I think one might be like early me. With little unrequited crush.” The with another player was implied, but Shane understood easily.
“Oh.”
“Yes.”
“That could get messy. Speaking from experience.”
“No shit.”
“God…” Shane watched the darkened countryside pass by out the window. “You know, if you had told me back then that this is where we’d be now…I wouldn’t’ve believed you.”
“Me neither.”
Shane gave him that cheeky smile. “Who would’ve thought you’d be tamed by Shane Hollander, eh?”
“I probably would’ve punched someone for saying that.”
Shane hummed his agreement.
Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand that he hadn’t let go of. “I am glad it happened how it did though. Even if I wish we could’ve figured things out sooner.”
“Me too.” Shane kissed his knuckles again, making Ilya’s stomach flutter.
They fell back into silence. Shane’s thumb was running over the back of Ilya’s hand.
He thought about those early years. All the nights spent at the club, looking for any warm body to chase away the coldness of his empty bed. His empty house. How that house was still empty now…maybe emptier than it was before, even if Ilya’s heart was fuller now.
Shane’s grip on his hand tightened. Ilya glanced over. Shane had that look on his face like he wanted to ask something again. Ilya wasn’t sure if he wanted him to ask right now. He looked back at the road.
“Hey, Ilya?” Shane said, keeping his voice gentle and quiet.
“Hmm?” Ilya’s eyes stayed trained on the road.
“Are you…ok?”
Ilya resisted the urge to pull his hand back from Shane’s. “I am fine.”
“Ok just…I feel like, maybe, you’re not ok. Sometimes.”
Ilya did pull his hand back this time. “Not ok how?”
Shane folded his hands in his lap, fiddling with his fingers. “You’ve been through a lot, and I know our…thing…isn’t easy. And I’m just wondering if you maybe need to deal with some of that. Professionally, I mean.”
Ilya narrowed his eyes. “Why are you saying this?”
Shane put a hand on his arm, and Ilya flinched under his touch. He gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I’d never thought much about, y’know, mental health and stuff, before we started the charity. But sometimes you seem…sad. Or, I dunno, withdrawn.”
“With-what?”
“Withdrawn. Like, um, quiet.”
“Everyone is quiet sometimes.” Ilya kept his eyes on the road. “You should try it.”
Shane huffed out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. We don’t have to talk about it. Just know that if you want to talk, or want to maybe see someone about it, I’ll support you. And if you don’t want to, I’ll support that too. But I’m worried sometimes.”
For a long time, Ilya didn’t say anything. He could feel Shane staring at him. He thought about telling him. About the lonely nights in his house. About how he still felt lonely even when he went out with his team, hiding in the backs of clubs, not even the drinking or the dancing as enticing anymore. About the days when he had no practice and didn’t really feel like getting out of bed at all…
He thought about how much that scared him. How much it would scare Shane.
He didn’t say anything.
“You should not worry,” Ilya finally said, his gaze staying on the road. “I am ok.”
Shane tentatively wrapped his hand over Ilya’s on the steering wheel and squeezed. “You don’t have to deal with anything alone, all right?”
Ilya swallowed hard. “Yes. Fine.” His hand was trembling as he twined their fingers together.
“I’m serious,” Shane said.
Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand back, trying to keep his voice steady. “Nothing is wrong. I am fine.”
“You’re sure?” Shane asked hesitantly, like he didn’t want to press, even if they both knew Ilya was lying.
“I am sure,” he said anyway.
Shane went quiet as he dropped it. They didn’t talk again the whole ride back to Ottawa.






      

  












      Chapter 23: Going Through the Motions
  


    Chapter Summary

    Boston vs. Ottawa



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! More angst today (sorry) but we're getting towards the climax of Ilya's depression plotline. Ilya baby, you're almost there!

Content Warning: this chapter covers the Duncan Harvey suicide from Tough Guy. On the canon timeline this happens this year during All-Star weekend but I moved it to better fit this story. I still wanted to include it because I think it’s important to Ilya’s character, but I also want him and Shane to have All-Stars together this year.

Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!

-Oaks







  The news of Duncan Harvey’s suicide did not take the hockey world by storm. They’d started the regular season back up, everyone feeling rejuvenated from spending the holidays with their family, when the statement was released. Teams were told the Chicago defenseman had been found dead of an overdose in his home a day before the news hit the media. The funeral was announced for later that week.
Then everyone moved on. No one talked about it beyond a couple laments about how much it sucked for the guy. Harvey wasn’t well-liked by his team or the league. He was an old enforcer, known for being a hot-head who went off-leash often. Most the guys around Ilya didn’t pay much attention to it, but something about the whole thing stuck in the back of his mind.
He found himself at the funeral without putting much thought into it. He didn’t tell anyone he was going. He wasn’t surprised when no one else showed up.
There were a lot of empty chairs when he walked in. It was in some funeral parlour across the street from the Tim Horton’s in Harvey’s hometown. Ilya recognized a couple of Chicago’s coaches and staff. None of his teammates attended.
Ilya tried to hold in his anger about this. Harvey had given everything to hockey and at the end, hockey had abandoned him. Typical.
Ilya had thought about seeing if Shane would want to come with him, but the Admirals were playing a game in New Jersey tonight and to be honest, Ilya kind of wanted to do this alone. So he hadn’t told Shane he was going either.
Now, standing in the half-empty room, he kind of wished he had. Shane would’ve come, if Ilya had asked. He probably would’ve convinced a couple of the New York players to join – they were good people like that. But then it would be a thing if games got rescheduled and Ilya was right back to why he came alone.
Even if he wasn’t sure if he really felt like being alone.
He spotted a familiar head poking above the rest of the crowd. Even sitting down, Ryan Price was huge. Ilya walked over, feeling relieved but also apprehensive. He silently took the seat next to the enforcer.
“Hey Price.”
Ryan looked at him in surprise. They hadn’t really spoken since that season he’d played for Boston. Ilya felt a twinge at that. He probably should’ve reached out.
“Rozanov? Shouldn’t you be playing tonight?”
Ilya shrugged. “Game is tomorrow. Will be back in time.”
Ryan stared at him for a second, seeming to also think about the quick turnaround of flights Ilya was committing to for a man he barely knew, but before Ryan could prod, the service started.
It was short. Harvey didn’t have much family. A sister who he was estranged with and hadn’t shown up. His parents dead. The funeral director said some words before directing everyone to pay their respects.
Ilya couldn’t help but see the similarities. He wondered if this was how his life could have turned out – could still turn out – if he ended up like that. If he didn’t have Shane, or the Hollanders, or Svetlana. His team.
The whole league was so fucked up about people asking for help when they needed it. Ilya was no exception to that, even if he hated to admit it.
When it was over, he stood and said to Ryan, “Walk with me?”
“Sure, yeah.” Ryan got up to follow.
They reached a large leafless tree at the far end of the parking lot. Ilya pulled out the cigarettes he’d bought in the airport in a moment of weakness. It was a funeral – he could have a cigarette. He offered the box to Ryan, but the enforcer declined. Ilya lit his and took a long drag.
“Was nice of you to come,” he said.
“Figured it was the least I could do.”
“Yes well, least you could do was too much for most players it seems.” Ilya watched the coaching staff leave the funeral and head straight to their cars. It seemed like most of the people in attendance were following the same pattern.
“Yeah, I noticed that,” said Ryan, eyes trailing the same path as Ilya’s.
Ilya took another long drag. “This game can be really fucking terrible.”
“I know.” Ryan shuffled his feet before looking back at Ilya. “Why are you here, anyway? Did you know Harvey?”
“No, not really, but his death – suicide – it matters to me.” Ilya felt a weight lift at the admission. He’d spent so many years hiding that part of his past, but now it was out there. If he wanted to talk about it (even though he usually didn’t), he could.
“Oh. Right.” Ryan, at least, had more tact in not pressing the issue of Ilya’s dead mother. Ilya was grateful for that.
“We don’t talk about it enough in this sport. Depression, addiction, mental health.” Ilya gestured at Ryan with his still-smoking cigarette. “You know about it.”
Ryan frowned a little. “Yeah, I know about it.”
Ilya had seen the news about Ryan’s ‘breakdown’ last year. It had been treated the same way as Harvey’s death – swept under the rug as quickly as possible and everyone moving on like it didn’t happen. The only person who took a hit from it was Ryan, getting traded to Toronto and subjected to the likes of Dallas Kent and Troy Barret.
Now Ilya felt like he really should’ve reached out. He was probably just as bad as everyone turning away from Harvey’s death and obvious mental health concerns. What good was acknowledging that the problems existed if he or anyone else never did anything to actually solve them?
Ilya hoped Ryan was doing ok. He asked as much, “How are you doing?”
Ryan shrugged. “Some days are better than others, but I see a therapist. On Skype but it still works. I take meds. I should probably talk about it more but—"
“You are a private person. I understand that.”
“Do you?”
Ilya tried not to seem as tense as he felt. “We all have secrets.”
Ryan watched him for a moment. Ilya didn’t want him to keep looking at him like that, so he asked, “Do you like playing hockey?”
It was a silly question. Fame. Glory. Money. Playing a game for a living. Who wouldn’t want that? Shouldn’t everyone be happy with a life like that? Ilya felt like he should be happy with that. Harvey clearly disagreed.
Ryan paused. Watched Ilya again. It took a second before he answered carefully, “No. I don’t think I have for a long time.”
“It does not make you happy?”
“I think it makes me miserable, to be honest.”
“That is a problem.”
“I know.”
Ilya took his last drag, then crushed the butt of his cigarette against the tree to put it out. Then he put it in his pocket to throw away later. Shane would have an aneurysm if he found out Ilya smoked and littered.
“What are you doing this summer?” he asked Ryan, tone lighter.
“I don’t know. Might go back home to Nova Scotia. Why?”
“Give me your number. We are organizing these camps for our charity. Me and Shane…Hollander.” Ilya remembered to ditch the familiarity at the last second. He moved on quickly, shaking off his misstep. “They are hockey camps for kids. They will be in Ottawa this summer. We could use help.”
“What, me?” Ryna looked pretty skeptical of the idea. “I don’t want to teach kids how to fight.”
Ilya chuckled. “No, you are a defenseman. You will teach them to stand still and not score goals. Defenseman things.”
“Asshole.”
“Also, it is going to be for everyone, you know…” Ilya surveyed Ryan, debating how to clarify. He’d heard some things around the league but nothing concrete yet. Might as well get confirmation. “You are gay, yes?”
Ryan didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
He said it so easily, like the admission didn’t matter. Must be nice, Ilya thought, to live like that. He shoved that thought down.
“Good. That’s what I mean. The camps will be for that too. I mean, we will teach um…” Fuck, he always forgot the word. Stupid English.
“Tolerance?”
“Yes. Try to change things.”
“You should ask Scott Hunter then,” Ryan offered.
Ilya frowned at that idea, even if Shane was already jumping on that ship. “Maybe.”
He glanced at the parking lot. It was mostly empty now – everyone gone home or back to their teams as soon as they could. Ilya suddenly didn’t want to be here anymore, in this empty place.
He clapped a hand on Ryan’s shoulder, having to reach up a ways to do it because the guy was a verifiable giant.
“Find something that makes you happy, Price. Hold onto it.”
Ryan looked at him a little funny again. Then he clapped Ilya’s shoulder back, big hand squeezing the muscle. “You too, Rozanov.”
The two men nodded at each other, then went their separate ways.
 
---
 
“Ro-Za-Nov! Ro-Za-Nov!” The whole of Boston was on its feet, chanting his name.
Ilya smiled. Waved his hands at the fans. Heard them cheer louder.
Then he skated into the bench and let the sound muffle in his ears. Let his smile fade. Cliff was saying something next to him, running his mouth about the opposing team – Ottawa tonight – as he always did. Connors passed Ilya a water bottle and he shot Gatorade into his mouth, rolling the flavour on his tongue, not really tasting it anyway.
They’d been playing hard tonight. Harder than they’d expected. Ottawa was a shit team on a good day and their forwards were playing like usual. The Raiders had spent most of the game in the Centaurs’ zone, barely skating past their own bench except to sit, but something about Ottawa’s defense had picked up tonight. Probably a sense of motivation that had to do with the team’s new goalie.
Wyatt Hayes got traded from Toronto just after Christmas. He’d been a verified bench warmer on the Guardians, but he was already making a difference with the Centaurs. Two shutouts under his belt so far. But not tonight. Thanks to Ilya.
The score board now read 1-0 in favour of the Raiders. Wyatt had his head down, marking his crease with renewed focus. One of Ottawa’s more decent forwards – Boodram – went over and tapped him on the shoulder as the Raiders’ second line took to the ice. They were already winding down the third period. They could take it easy as long as they kept the lead.
Play resumed. Ilya vaguely watched the second line keep the puck in the offensive zone but fail to score. He hopped the boards with Cliff and Connors when Coach called for a change. He shot the puck back and forth with them. Took a couple more shots on goal.
There was something about the cacophony of sound in the arena tonight – fans banging on the glass, calling his name, everything from encouragement, to idol worship, to vitriol. It all washed over him, a constant buzz in his ears—
“Oof.” The air blew out of Ilya’s lungs as he took a hard hit to the boards from Dykstra – clean, but still hard. Cliff was there immediately, pushing the Centaur away before Ilya could wrap his head around it.
“You good, Cap?” called Cliff, hesitating to skate away as Connors picked up the puck, shooting it back to Feller on defense.
Ilya nodded. “Yes, fine.” He pushed away from the boards, rolling his shoulders. Nothing broken. Nothing hurting beyond a few new bruises. Nothing he couldn’t handle.
“Change!” called Coach.
Ilya skated in for the bench as the puck cleared the zone, tapping fists with Brad Hammersmith automatically as he hopped over. Ilya sat watching the last of the clock wind down. Ottawa should’ve been ramping up, trying to score one point to tie the game, but instead they seemed to be dying down, everyone losing speed and motivation. Their coach was grumbling unhappily from their bench.
Ilya watched the man through the glass. He was an older guy who’d clearly seen better days. The team barely seemed to listen to him, their own frustrations mounting. The Centaurs’ management was going to need to replace him if they ever wanted any hope of a future.
The Raiders celebrated back in the locker room after the game. Ilya had half a mind to ream them out for it – Ottawa was a shit team, it should not have taken that much effort to beat them and they shouldn’t be proud of an almost failure – but he was tired. He towelled off his hair as he came out of the showers, slumping down in his cubby to rifle through his bag for a pair of clean sweats (did he have clean sweats? When was the last time he’d remembered to do laundry?).
“Cap, you comin’ out?” asked Cliff from over Connors’ shoulder. Both of them looked at him curiously, but Ilya could see by the set of their jaws that they already knew where his answer was going.
“Not tonight,” he said. He felt tired. Not just in the physical way from playing a full game and trying to score for two and a half periods. He felt tired behind his eyes, in his bones, in his mind.
He didn’t want to be lonely in a club. He didn’t want to find an excuse to ditch the girl his teammates set him up with when they inevitably dragged him to the dance floor. He wanted to be curled up in his own bed with his boyfriend’s face on his iPad (it would be preferable to have said boyfriend be physically with him, but since that wasn’t possible, he’d settle for the next best thing).
Connors and Cliff exchanged a look. Ilya tried to busy himself with his phone, hoping they’d drop it.
To Jane: Finished game. Call tonight?
Jane liked the message a few seconds later.
From Jane: Let me know when you’re done with your team.
Ilya felt a bump to his shoulder. Cliff. “Come on, man, you’re the reason we won tonight! You’ve gotta come out!”
“I am the reason we win every night,” Ilya snapped.
The other two Raiders stiffened. Ilya immediately regretted his words.
Connors blew out a breath. “Jesus, tell us how you really feel.”
“Sorry,” Ilya mumbled.
Cliff shrugged him off, shouldering his bag. “Whatever. See you tomorrow. Have a good night, Roz.”
Ilya gave him a nod, not knowing what else to say. Connors left too. The other guys around the locker room were a little quiet, but no one else approached Ilya to invite him out.
To Jane: Managed to get away early. Will be home in 20
When he arrived home, Ilya set up his tripod on his kitchen counter. He pulled a premade meal from the fridge and hit call. Shane answered on the third ring.
“Hang on, just a sec.” There was some muffled shuffling, like Shane had his thumb over the mic, then the screen steadied and Shane came into frame, beaming at Ilya with that shy smile he loved so much, freckles sprinkled on his cheeks. “Sorry, I was just setting up my tripod.”
Shane was in his own kitchen. His hair was sticking up a little, like he hadn’t taken the time to lay it flat after his shower. He was in a grey hoodie – one Ilya recognized.
“Is that my hoodie?”
Shane blushed. “Uh…I might have grabbed it before leaving the last time I was at your house.”
“Hmm, you are little thief.” Ilya pulled the plastic off his food and popped it in the toaster oven. Chicken fingers and fries. A good old fashioned comfort meal.
Shane was prepping his own food. Ilya could guess what it was – salmon, roast vegetables, probably kale, a tiny bit of brown rice. Something he should tease him about.
“You are having rabbit food tonight?”
Shane rolled his eyes, but he was still smiling. “It’s good for you. Gotta stay in shape – Allstars coming up.”
“Ah yes, you think rabbit food will help you beat me. Give you powers like spinach man.”
“Spinach man?”
“Yes, is cartoon. He eats spinach and gets very strong.”
“Do you mean Popeye?”
“Yes, yes.”
“There’s no spinach in this.”
“Is there kale?”
Shane grumbled, “Yes.”
Ilya raised a hand like, see, I told you.
Shane rolled his eyes. “Well, I’m a professional athlete who eats like a professional athlete. Do I even want to know what you are having?”
Ilya was slightly glad he hadn’t stopped for McDonald’s tonight. He would’ve, but he’d wanted to see Shane’s face as soon as possible more than a McFlurry.
The oven dinged. Ilya pulled the hot plate from it to proudly show Shane. “Is chicken and potatoes.”
“It’s nuggets and fries.”
Ilya shrugged. “Popeye eats fried chicken. He has whole franchise. Very delicious.” Ilya doubted Shane had had fried chicken in the last decade.
Shane rolled his eyes again but he let out a little laugh. He settled in at his kitchen counter, digging a fork into his salmon and taking a bite. Ilya did the same, dipping his fry in what Shane would describe as an ‘ungodly’ amount of ketchup. Shane scoffed over the phone when he saw.
“Keep eating like that and we’re gonna mop the floor with you next game.”
“Hasn’t helped you before.” Ilya winked and dipped his chicken nugget in plum sauce.
“Well Scott and Eric have convinced the rookies to try a clean diet now so they’re gonna skate circles around your rookies full of Doctor Pepper.”
“Doctor Pepper is doctor recommended. Is in name.”
“That’s not how that works.”
Ilya eyed Shane for a moment, taking another pensive bite of food. “You are happy? With the Admirals?”
Shane smiled through a mouthful of kale (something one should not be allowed to do, purely on principle). “You know what, yeah, I think I am. I know things were rough at the start, but I feel like I’m really gelling with the guys here. You know, last night Breezy sent this thing…”
Ilya listened as Shane recounted a set of memes the defensemen and rookies were trading in the Admirals group chat. His voice was light, eyes bright, the corners crinkling as he smiled, hands gesticulating wildly. Shane didn’t just sound happier, he looked happier. He looked like he’d been sleeping well. And he was playing well too. Ilya would be lying if he wasn’t a little bit excited about Shane chasing him down in the scoring race. After all, their relationship thrived on competition.
“…And last practice, the rookies were really perfecting the skills I’ve been showing them – I think they’re even practicing on their own time. It’s nice to feel so motivated, you know?”
Ilya hummed and shoved more food in his mouth.
“And Scott was saying how the team’s organized some charity stuff when we go on that roadie out west. And they picked the charities because they mean something to the players, not just as like, a PR thing. Like, the team really cares about people, you know? I’m actually looking forward to going away, for once. Breezy was talking about this movie franchise he wants to show me. And Eric was saying he’d join because he grew up watching it too. I can’t remember the name, but I’ll send you pictures.”
“Yes, I will love pictures of you in hotel room with Eric Bennet,” Ilya grumbled under his breath.
“What?” Shane asked.
“Nothing. I will miss you while you are away.”
Shane’s face softened. “I’ll miss you too. This roadie’s gonna last forever.”
“Yes.” Ilya’s team was heading out at the same time as Shane’s but to opposite ends of the country. It was going to be the longest stretch they’d have without seeing each other this year. Ilya was trying not to miss Shane already, even if his bed felt especially empty since spending Christmas at the Hollanders’.
Ilya felt that familiar cloud sinking over him again. He thought about telling Shane about Duncan Harvey’s funeral. About how he would never do something like that but somethings he thought he might…he wouldn’t. But he could.
Ilya shoved it down.
“Will just have to Facetime lots while we are away.”
“Yeah.” Shane’s tone was much more chipper. “And I’ll see you in New York before we go!”
Ilya forced a smile. “Yes. Big game.”
“Pride night!” Shane winked.
Ilya hummed again.
“The teams already been making all these preparations. I swear Scott gets asked about it in every interview. Don’t know how he doesn’t find that annoying.”
“Maybe Hunter enjoys being spokesman for gay hockey players.”
“I don’t think so. I think he mostly does it out of obligation. Scott’s not really a guy who relishes the spotlight.” Shane dropped his voice with a knowing look. “Unlike some people.”
Ilya’s mouth opened in shock at Shane’s audacity. “Oh you mean me?”
Shane shrugged innocently, eyes twinkling as he took another big bite of kale.
Ilya scoffed. “So I should become spokesman for gay hockey?”
Shane tensed. “N-No, I didn’t say that.”
“Why, you think I would not be good at it?”
“No, it’s just…” Shane chewed. Chewed some more. Swallowed. “Would you really want that? To be known as like, a gay hockey player instead of just a hockey player?”
“Well, I am bisexual.”
“Yes, but like, all of your achievements would be undercut by being labelled as queer. It wouldn’t matter if you were the best player ever, the league would only ever see you as ‘the gay player’ forever.”
Ilya, for his own sanity, decided to ignore the first part. “So you think I’m the best?”
“Ok, I definitely didn’t say that.”
“No, you admitted that I am the best.”
“No, I didn’t.” Shane shoved the rest of his food in his mouth, then rolled up his sleeves as he carried his dishes to the sink, giving Ilya a very nice view of the corded veins along his forearms.
“And now you are trying to distract me!”
Shane looked over his shoulder, popping a hip to show off his ass. “Is it working?”
Ilya dropped his own dishes in the sink. He could deal with those later. Right, now he had to deal with something else. “Take your iPad to bedroom Hollander.”






      

  












      Chapter 24: Pride
  


    Chapter Summary

    New York vs. Boston pride game



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! Pride game this week! I love this scene in TLG and I couldn't resist having NY and Boston play each other for this one :)
Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!
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  New York showed out for Pride Night. Shane had seen the fans gathered around the arena when he arrived, a sea of rainbow flags and red jerseys, painted faces and foam fingers. There was competing rhythms of pop and hip hop coming from several speakers as people danced in the parking lot. Everyone was cheering. Everyone was happy. There was a sense of excitement in the air. Even their parking warden, Mikey, had painted his entire face in a rainbow.
The locker room was in a similar state, everyone in their pride jerseys for the game tonight. Music was playing and there was lots of yelling and laughter. Shane was quiet, but it was more so because he wanted to absorb this moment.
Pride night in Montreal had never been like this. The game was an obligation from the league. Something for ‘optics’. They wore the jerseys and taped their sticks out of media pressure. Shane usually tried to ignore what the guys said in the locker room on those days. They always got a lecture from PR before hitting the ice about keeping their mouths shut and heads down. But not in New York.
“Kip here tonight?” Carter asked Scott as they laced up their skates.
Scott was grinning, this clearly one of his favourite games of the year. Shane couldn’t blame him. He’d been hearing Scott’s name thrown around like he was mayor of New York all week.
“Yeah, he’s in my usual seats. Brought his dad.”
“That’s nice,” said Eric. “He comin’ out after the game?”
“Think they already did that, Benny,” joked Carter.
Scott laughed and elbowed Carter. “Yeah, he is. Got us set up at the Kingfisher already.”
“We’re gonna party tonight, boys!” yelled Carter. The rest of the locker room whooped in agreement.
“Who needs tape?” asked Breezy, holding up the rainbow roll and showing off his perfectly striped blade.
Scott already had his done. So did Carter and Eric. The rookies were passing around another roll while Farmer and Woody ribbed Gilly for his tape job.
“Hollander?” asked Scott, looking pointedly at Shane’s bare stick.
Shane startled. He’d worn pride tape on his stick before, of course. He’d taken a ribbing from some of the Metros for it, but it felt like the least he could do at the time, and his mom had said it would be bad for his public image if he didn’t. But now...seeing the whole team tape up in the rainbow…willingly…
“Yeah, toss it.”
Breezy lobbed it over and Shane set about taping his stick.
“You coming out too, Hollander?” Scott asked.
Shane startled again. “W-What?”
“The bar? After the game? You hanging with the team or do you have other plans?”
“Oh uh…” Shane had actually been internally debating about that. They were playing Boston tonight – their last game together of the regular season. It had been just their luck that the pride game for this year would be Admirals versus Raiders. Ilya had pretended to grumble about the amount of Scott Hunter praise and merchandise he was undoubtedly about to be subjected to, but Shane knew he was a little bit excited about it. Shane was excited about it. Even if he couldn’t kiss his boyfriend at center ice, it was going to be nice to have him there.
“He’s probably got plans with his bestie,” Eric grunted.
Shane tried to laugh it off. Because he did. He’d promised Ilya a cozy night in with takeout and lots of sex. “I-I mean…”
Scott waved off his anxiety. “It’s cool if you want to ditch us for Rozanov. We figured you two would be hanging out anyway.”
“Really?”
Scott shrugged. “Or you could invite him out with us.”
“You’d be ok with that?” Shane didn’t think any of the Admirals actually liked Ilya.
“Sure, why not? I’d rather know to expect the guy than him show up randomly.”
“You really don’t mind?” Shane checked again. “I know he’s on the other team…”
Scott laughed. “I know you’re used to the whole ‘rivalry’ thing, but lots of guys have buddies on other teams. It’s cool if you hang out with him.”
“Yeah, Hollzy, we’re not gonna penalize you for fraternizing with the enemy,” added Carter. He said it like a joke. If only he knew how true it was.
Shane nodded. Maybe Ilya would be up for a change in plans? “Ok, cool. I’ll let him know.”
Shane carefully snipped the end of his tape with some scissors and tossed the roll to Cale across the room. His stick now had a perfectly aligned rainbow pattern. He decided to take a picture and send it to Ilya.
To Lily: Ready for tonight.
Ilya responded with a picture of his own pride-taped stick.
To Lily: Scott wants to know if you’re coming to the bar with us after the game?
Shane looked at their messages. At the name on the contact card. Lily. He wondered if there would ever by a time when he’d change that in his phone. If maybe they should do that at some point. If they were friends, then they’d obviously have each others’ numbers, but right now it looked like they had no history of that. Maybe if Ilya didn’t sext so much…Not that Shane was complaining about that.
From Lily: Scott wants to know?
To Lily: I would like to know if you’d like to come to the bar after the game?
To Lily: It’s The Kingfisher. The one Scott’s boyfriend works at.
From Lily: Will the boyfriend be there?
To Lily: Yes.
From Lily: Looking forward to it
To Lily: You have to promise best behaviour though.
From Lily: I am always on best behaviour ;)
 
---
 
The crowd was electric when they took to the ice. Shane was used to the flashing lights and screaming fans, but they were extra loud when Scott came out of the tunnel. He waved at the crowd’s standing ovation, blowing a kiss into the stands when he found Kip. Kips’ face instantly went up on the jumbotron, blushing and smiling as he blew a kiss back.
All through the stands were banners and signs showing their support for Scott. For the team too, but mostly for Scott. Shane could get it. He’d changed the game. And even if he wasn’t ready to tell him how much that meant personally yet, Shane was grateful for it.
“Holy shit,” Shane observed when their Captain came around the bench, the sound of screaming fans deafening in his wake.
Carter nudged Scott’s elbow. “Pays to be you, eh?”
Scott grinned back with a shrug. “I’ll admit it feels worth it on days like today.”
“You deserve it,” Shane said before he could overthink it.
Scott looked at him with sincerity. “Thanks.”
The game was announced to begin and Scott took to center ice to accept the puck drop from two local LGBTQ activists. Shane took his seat on the bench, happy to let Scott start tonight.
This was a huge night. Not just for Scott and hockey. For Shane. For Ilya. For everyone the world didn’t know about yet but got to see that maybe one day, that might be a possibility. For every queer kid that dreamed of growing up to play the sport but was too afraid of what that would mean for their personal life right now.
Shane was on a high from all the energy. It continued onto the ice, easily passing back and forth with Gilly and Greg as they carried the puck up into the Raiders’ zone. Shane deked around Brad Hammersmith and shot the puck over to Greg who took it behind the net to avoid a hit from Victor St-Simon.
Greg passed it to Gilly next, who was quickly pinned to the boards by Joel Coleman. Shane came in fast to help Gilly, hearing the two rookies already chirping each other.
“Not gonna let you steal this time,” said Joel.
“Still stepping in where you’re not wanted?” Gilly quipped back.
“You two are still on that?” said Shane, right as he got a stick on the puck and pulled it away from both of them. He didn’t wait to see their reactions, turning around and finding Woody waiting for the pass.
Shane worked his way back to center, getting lined up for a new play they’d been practicing. He could hear Breezy’s skates coming up behind him. Shane pushed left just in time for Breezy to come flying by, dropping the puck before the Raider on his heels could notice as Shane picked it up. But he didn’t hold it.
Shane shot a stellar no-look pass just in time for Gilly to execute a perfect copy of Shane’s signature wrist shot. The puck clinked top-down, right over Morkin’s shoulder. The goal horn was deafening in the arena as the lights flashed. Shane was the first to throw his hands in the air, smile on his face, body slamming into Gilly’s in pure glee.
“I did it!” Gilly screamed back at Shane.
“Fucking nailed it!” Shane rubbed a glove into the rookie’s helmet as they were barrelled over by the rest of their line. They’d been working on that shot in practice for weeks and for Gilly to execute it perfectly in a game…Shane had never been so proud.
New York was going wild, the stands on their feet, their bench smacking sticks against the boards. Gilly went down the line bumping fists, with Shane following for the assist. When he got to the end of the line, Shane’s eyes trailed to the Boston bench where Ilya was hopping the boards with a scowl. Feeling frisky, Shane caught his eye and winked.
Tonight was going to be fun.
 
---
 
Shane and Ilya finally met up in the third period. Shane had a goal, Ilya had an assist (ha!) and the game was tied. The next one was likely to win the night and the Admirals were finally on the power play after Farmer drew a penalty on Ilya’s rookie, Mitchells. Shane had been worried that they’d get the penalty first, since Farmer had doled out a hit on Coleman (even if it was legal), but Mitchells had been the first to fight, so he was sitting in the box instead.
The Admirals, including Shane, had cheered Farmer into the bench where he sat to show Woody his bloody knuckles. Then their power play took to the ice.
“Your rookies are feisty,” teased Shane as he bent across the face-off circle. Scott was on his right with Carter on his left, Matti and Breezy at their backs. In front of him, Ilya had his game-face on. That is to say, he shot Shane his signature smirk.
“I taught them well.” Ilya punctuated the statement with a wink.
The puck dropped and they wrestled for it for a second before Ilya’s stick got a grip and shot it back to Cliff Marleau. The winger instantly took off up the ice, not slowing as he checked Carter to pass him, nearly sending the Admiral off his feet. Shane turned to give chase and help Carter out, but Matti got there first.
Having a similar stature on Cliff, Matti took him to the boards, the slam reverberating around the ice. Shane saw Ilya skating hard to help his winger and took off after him. They matched each other stride for stride until Shane pulled just a little bit ahead.
He caught Matti’s eye in time for him to get a stick on the puck and shoot it to Shane. Hearing Ilya right behind him, Shane planted a foot and spun on a dime, making an arc around his boyfriend before putting on a burst of speed up the ice.
Ilya gave chase, right on Shane’s heels. Shane pushed harder, thinking of every mouthful of kale and salmon that would give his body a leg up on Ilya’s. He saw Morkin settling into his net, eyes like a hawk as they tracked Shane from behind his mask. Shane tried to read him, figuring out where to shoot, where to fake him out…
He could still feel Ilya breathing down his neck. But he could also hear another pair of skates pushing hard.
Without overthinking it, Shane sent up a prayer and went for one of their less practiced drills. He kept his speed, heading straight for the net, lifting his stick and switching to his back hand, feeling Ilya’s stick come around to sweep the puck out from behind him…
At the last second, Shane gave it a little tap, not to shoot at the goal like Ilya was expecting, but to send it back past him, just in time for Scott to pick it up and shoot it right over Morkin’s blocker while he was still focused on Shane.
Shane braked hard as the goal horn blared, almost getting run over by Ilya as he turned around to embrace Scott, followed by the rest of their line.
If Shane thought the arena was loud before, he knew his ears would be ringing after this game now. He pulled back from the group hug with Scott at the center, Carter practically bouncing in his skates. Scott raised a hand to the arena and the crowd went absolutely wild.
Shane soaked in the noise. The waving flags of every colour imaginable. The kids and parents in the stands, unafraid to be themselves here.
Shane couldn’t help but look for Ilya. He was huddled up with the Raiders at their bench, eyes also raised to the crowd. Even from this far away, Shane could see in the set of his shoulders how he was taking it all in too. How good it felt to see all of this support, but also the toll it took to still be hiding.
Shane wondered what if felt like for Scott, to step out onto the ice fully himself. To be accepted by his hometown crowd like this. To have his boyfriend in the stands who he could kiss at center ice.
Ilya’s head turned and their eyes met. Shane had a briefly hysterical thought about skating up to Ilya and ripping his helmet off so he could kiss him right on the mouth in front of everyone.
He shoved that feeling down and settled for a hidden smile instead. Ilya returned it before Shane focused back on his team.
Scott pointed a finger at Shane as Gilly and Greg hopped the boards to take over their line. “You better not lose that lead!”
Shane gave him a mock salute and went back to take the face-off.
 
---
 
The energy back in the locker room was ecstatic. The whole team was making plans to party like they’d die tomorrow. Over a regular season game. Shane didn’t care. He wanted to keep this night going.
“Gilly, your drinks are on me!”
“He’s not even old enough to drink!” whined Farmer.
Shane winked. “I’ll sneak you one.”
And Scott must’ve been on a high too because he didn’t even reprimand Shane for his questionable behaviour (even if the defensemen were known for sneaking the rookies a single beer when they went out).
Coach Harv popped his head into the room. “Hunter, Hollander, you’re tapped for press.”
Scott looked down at his shirtless and dripping torso.
“You gonna go like that?” joked Shane.
“I’m sure your fans would appreciate it,” ribbed Eric.
Scott rolled his eyes as he grabbed an Admirals t-shirt. He body checked Shane good-naturedly as they left the room, heading to the press briefing.
The cameras were already flashing when they got there as Ilya and Cliff rose from the table.
Ilya caught Shane’s eye across the room. “Ah, the man of the hour!” he announced boldly into the microphone.
Scott rolled his eyes but didn’t tell Ilya to fuck off this time. Progress.
“Alright boys, let’s switch out,” called Christine, their socials manager.
Ilya and Cliff thanked the reporters and got up from the table. As they slipped past, Ilya gave Shane a cheeky ‘see you later’ wink. Shane tried to hide his smile as he sat down.
“Big night, boys,” started one reporter.
Scott grinned easily. “You could say that.”
“Scott, what does it mean to you to see this kind of support from the fans?”
“It means everything. Nights like this remind me of why I’m doing what I’m doing, to prove that everyone can be welcome here. And to see that love and support shown back to me, just means the world.”
“There’s been a lot of talk in the league of whether pride games are necessary. If hockey should be involved in these kinds of politics. Care to comment?”
Scott’s smiled dimmed but he kept his face carefully neutral. “Well, I don’t think who you love should be very political, nor do I think that it affects the game. We have pride nights because we want to show that hockey is for everyone, no matter their identity. Pride night supports the game and expanding the game. Sport brings people together, and that’s exactly what we’re doing here.”
Sensing the tension in the room, the reporters switched gears.
“Hollander, how does it feel to finally beat Boston while on this team?”
If Shane wasn’t media trained, he’d say ‘really fucking great’ but that would give his mother an ulcer so he stuck with, “Boston’s always been a formidable team and that’s been no exception this season. I’ve enjoyed every chance we’ve had to play them. And I’m dedicated to winning just as much with this team as I always have been.”
“You and Ilya Rozanov are once again almost tied in the scoring race with Rozanov only ahead by three points. What are your plans to close that gap?”
“The goal is always to perform the best I can every season, and that means being the best. So Rozanov should watch his back.” Shane winked because he knew Ilya would watch the clip later. Maybe his teammates would turn it into a meme.
“Do you both think the league is doing enough to support queer players and queer fans?”
They both stiffened in their seats. Shane’s smile dropped. He knew the immediate answer to that was ‘no,’ but neither of them could say that outright. Not without consequences.
Scott spoke first. “I think pride night is a good first step for the league showing it’s support for it’s queer fanbase. I think it’s important in helping to change the culture in the league.”
It was a media answer. One Scott had clearly practiced. One that seemed to cost him a little every time he had to say it.
Fuck that.
Feeling brave, Shane leaned into the microphone. “It’s a good first step, but there’s always room for improvement. I encourage all teams and the MLH management to continue to encourage players and fans to outwardly express their queer identities without judgement or backlash, and to institute regulations to protect queer players from discrimination.”
Scott shot him a grateful smile. Shane smiled back.
“I think that’s enough for tonight,” he said to the reporters, getting up and gesturing for Scott to do the same. He smirked as the cameras flashed. “We’ve got a win to celebrate.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Get excited for next week y’all because this was the last one before shit finally goes down ;)

Also, if you've been following my Hollanov Hunger Games AU, Polar Hearts, I just dropped a big drama chapter so go check that out if you're interested.


  


      

  












      Chapter 25: Free
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya goes to the Kingfisher with the Admirals



    Chapter Notes
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  Ilya walked into the Kingfisher with a mix of excitement and nerves in his stomach. He’d been hoping to go out for dinner with Shane tonight (now that they could be seen in public together without everyone and their mother losing their goddamn minds) but knew that was unlikely, so he’d settled for a long night of sex in Shane’s penthouse. Then plans changed again.
The invitation to join the Admirals was a surprising one. Even if their teams hung out before, that had always been accidental, never deliberate. But now Shane’s friends had invited Ilya to join them. And Shane, supposedly, wanted him there too.
He spotted Shane immediately. He was standing between Eric Bennet and a man Ilya didn’t know but definitely recognized from that one time Scott Hunter kissed him on national television. In person, Kip Grady was about the same height as Shane, with surprisingly muscular arms for a grad student (ok, so Ilya might have lightly googled (full-on internet stalked) the guy). And those arms led to rather nice hands, one of which was resting on Ilya Rozanov’s boyfriend’s own very muscular bicep.
And standing in the doorway of the Kingfisher, Ilya watched as Eric Bennet said something, and both Kip and Shane laughed so hard their heads tilted back in sync.
“Rozanov!”
Ilya stopped before he could stomp over to Shane, seeing Scott Hunter of all people standing at the bar and waving an obnoxiously obvious hand in the air.
Ilya took one more look at Shane. Kip’s hand had moved off his arm, but Shane’s hand was now pressed to Eric’s bicep. They were all still smiling, still laughing. They seemed to be having a grand old time.
Ilya turned and stalked over to Scott. “Hunter,” he greeted a little gloomily.
Scott misunderstood the reason. “Rozanov. Sorry about the loss.”
“No you are not.” Ilya wasn’t too upset about it either. He was more upset that he hadn’t scored. He’d used the excuse to skive off going out with the Raiders who wanted to drink off the loss before returning to their hotel.
“Ok! That’s three ginger beers and one regular.” They were interrupted by a dark-haired bartender as he slid four glasses across the bar top. Ilya surveyed the man. He was tall, with a lean but fit build and was draped over the bar in a somewhat flirtatious way.
That flirtation continued as his eyes scanned Ilya up and down. “And what can I get you, gorgeous?”
Scott rolled his eyes and muttered, “Oh God, don’t start, Kyle.”
Ilya grinned at the compliment, feeling a little bit more like himself as he gave this ‘Kyle’ his best sinfully sexy smirk. “Whatever you want to make me.”
Scott rolled his eyes again as Kyle laughed. “Oh I like this one. Specialty cocktail coming right up. You got a preference?”
Ilya grinned. “Vodka. Lots of vodka.”
“Will do.” Kyle turned to the back of the bar and…was there an extra swish in his hips this time? Ilya could feel his smirk widen as he watched—
“Hey, when did you get here?”
Ilya turned in surprise to find Shane standing so close to him their arms almost brushed. And it seemed Shane brought the whole gang with Eric and Kip hovering behind him.
“A few minutes ago,” Ilya answered.
Scott reached out a hand to drag Kip towards him by the belt loop. He went easily, sidling up close to the hockey Captain. Ilya caught the way Shane tracked the movement out of the corner of his eye. Saw the way he pointedly looked at the floor after.
“This is my boyfriend, Kip,” Scott said to Ilya. Kip shot Ilya a wary smile, likely aware of his reputation.
Ilya went for a friendly, “Nice to meet you.”
Kip sized him up before saying, “Likewise.” Then he looked at the bar. “That mine?”
“Yep.” Scott started passing drinks around. “Regular beer for you and non-alcoholic for the rest of us.”
Ilya looked at Shane, still standing right next to him. “Not drinking tonight?”
Shane shrugged but it was Scott who answered, “Halfway through the season, plus Allstars coming up for these two.” He gestured between Shane and Eric. “Gotta keep it lean.”
That made Ilya laugh. “Hollander, your new friends are almost as fun as you.”
“Fuck off.” It came out more affectionate than annoyed.
“What about you, Rozanov?” asked Kip.
Ilya smirked. “Kyle is making me something special.”
Kip rolled his eyes and mumbled, “Of course he is,” under his breath.
“Boys!” They were interrupted by the booming voice of Carter Vaughn. The man came bounding over, slinging an arm around Benny and pointing the hand holding his (obviously alcoholic, by the sheen in his eyes) beer at Ilya. “Rozanov, surprised you’re able to walk in here tonight after the whooping we just gave your ass.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, you got lucky.”
“We’ve got skills,” said Eric, who’d managed to stop all of Ilya’s shots tonight, even if a couple other Raiders scored on him. Ilya eyed the goalie on the other side of Shane and tried to hold his tongue. He’d promised to play nice tonight.
Carter shook Eric a little. “Benny boy, I’ve found this lovely group of ladies over by the pool tables—"
“No.” Eric’s face immediately dropped into a scowl.
“—and they are very nice to look at. Even nicer to chat with.”
“Isn’t this a gay bar?”
“They aren’t lesbians. I checked.” (Kip snorted into his beer at this.)
“Still no,” grumbled Eric.
“Come on, you’ve gotta get back on the horse!”
“My divorce has been finalized for…” he checked his watch, “thirty-five hours.”
“So you’re back on the market!”
“Maybe give him some time to recover, Vaughny,” suggested Scott gently.
“You doing ok, Benny?” asked Shane sympathetically.
Eric gave him a grateful smile and a stiff nod. “I think so. It’s been a long time coming.”
“Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt,” said Scott.
“I’m sorry, Benny, that still sucks,” said Shane, resting a hand on Eric’s shoulder.
Ilya eyed that hand, then offered his own condolences. “Vaughn is right, you are a free man now.”
Eric scoffed. “Yep. Thirty-eight and the world is my oyster or whatever.”
Ilya side-eyed Shane and whispered. “See, told you he was old.”
“Not the time.”
Kip patted Eric on the back. “Come on, don’t look at it like that. You’ve still got a whole life ahead of you. Who knows what’s waiting out there.”
“More divorces?” grumbled Eric.
That got a laugh, especially from Ilya. “You are rich and famous hockey player. Will have many opportunities for love.”
“If that’s what we’re calling it.”
“Alright, boys,” they were interrupted by Kyle waltzing back over. Ilya turned to the bartender, putting a smile back on his face (and felt Shane shuffle a little closer).
Kyle presented the drink with a flourish. “I call this the ‘Russian Hattrick.’
“Hmm, my signature.” Ilya accepted it with a wink and took a long sip. It certainly had vodka in it, along with a tiny hint of vermouth and was that Kaluah?...He didn’t hate it.
Ilya hummed his approval.
“There’s more where that came from. You let me know if you need anything else.” Kyle shot him another wink, then his eyes trailed to Shane. “You too, Hollander.”
Kip groaned aloud. “Don’t start, Kyle.”
“What?” His eyes raked over Shane. “His body is a work of art.” Both Ilya and Shane stiffened.
“Into art, are you?” grunted Eric.
“He’s into straight boys,” groaned Kip, exasperated.
Kyle just shrugged innocently. “What can I say, I’m known for bad decisions.”
“Ah, he likes trouble,” Ilya purred at Kyle.
Shane shot him a disapproving look. “You don’t start, either.”
Scott leaned into his boyfriend with a nod at Ilya. “This one is the worst flirt in the league.”
“I don’t see him flirting with you lot,” Kip quipped.
Ilya leered at him. “Feeling left out, Grady?”
Kip smirked. “You couldn’t handle me, Rozanov.”
Ilya felt a shoe tap his. He resisted the urge to look at Shane but couldn’t help the smile that stretched over his face. “You have no idea what I can handle.”
“Alright, enough flirting with my boyfriend,” griped Scott. He clutched his untouched beer. “What are we drinking to?”
“This one’s downfall?” asked Carter with a cheesing grin at Ilya.
“How about you not making playoffs?” Ilya bit back.
Shane stepped in before things could get heated. “What about friendship?”
The boys all groaned as Ilya laughed.
“What?” Shane asked defensively.
“So sentimental,” teased Ilya. “Little boy scout and new friends.”
“I was trying to be nice!”
“Someone pick something, I’m thirsty,” grunted Eric.
Scott raised his glass. “How about freedom?” He gave Eric a small smile.
The goalie returned it, raising his own glass. “To freedom.”
“Freedom!” Carter echoed.
They all clinked glasses. Shane’s fingers brushed Ilya’s when they did. Ilya winked at him as he took a sip.
“Alright,” Kyle sighed, slinging a dish towel over his shoulder. “Since you lot are lost causes, I guess I’ll try my wares elsewhere.”
Kip snickered. “Good luck. Hockey players are as straight as they come.”
“Yours isn’t.” Kyle grinned at Scott. Ilya was starting to sense he had competition for the biggest flirt in the room.
“Mine’s special.” Kip put a possessive hand on Scott’s arm and kissed him on the cheek.
Kyle rolled his eyes. “Just because you found the one gay hockey player in New York.”
“You’re welcome to try the other teams, Kyle.”
Kyle turned his eyes on Ilya and raked them over him again. “You know any in Boston?”
Ilya almost choked on his beer. “Uh…no.”
“Shame.” Kyle once again surveyed the group. “Well, if any of you boys know anyone who wants to try out the dark side…”
Shane choked on his beer this time and Eric let out a little cough.
“Leave them alone, Kyle. We don’t want to scare away business,” said Kip.
Kyle gave a mock salute. “Yes sir. Wouldn’t want to upset Gus.”
“Speaking of…” Kip turned to his boyfriend with what Ilya would describe as ‘puppy dog eyes’ although he thought Shane did the look better. “Scott, can we get a pic for the Kingfisher socials? Gus wants one for pride night.”
Scott caved immediately, handing over his phone. “Sure, baby. Come on boys.”
The group groaned, looking like they were about to flee. Ilya could practically feel the tension radiating from Shane.
“Kip’s right, we’ve gotta commemorate this!” Scott encouraged, grabbing Carter by the arm and pulling him in before he could get away. “Everyone in.”
There was some shuffling around as Kip got in front of the group. Shane glanced nervously at Ilya and for a second, he debated if he should step away, but then Shane gave him a little nudge with a small smile, shoving him into Carter to plant him firmly in with the Admirals.
“Everyone say ‘Pride’!” said Kip as he held up the selfie camera.
There was a smattering of semi-enthusiastic “Pride!” from the hockey players and a very loud exclamation from Kyle.
“This’ll be perfect for the bar’s socials. Thanks guys.” Kip grinned at them. He held the phone back out to Scott, when the screen suddenly lit up as it started buzzing.
They all looked down in time to catch the name ‘Crowell’ flash on the screen before Scott snatched it back, declining the call and slipping his phone back in his pocket.
Kip shot his boyfriend a concerned look. “Again?”
Scott shook his head like he didn’t want to talk about it, but everyone was already looking at him curiously.
Ilya could feel Shane tense up next to him again. “What’s going on?”
Scott lasted all of two seconds of keeping it in before he caved with a long sigh. “The Commissioner’s been calling me. Let’s just say he’s not exactly…happy, about my coming out.”
Shane tensed more. “He’s discriminating against you?”
“Oh those aren’t the words he would use. He likes to tell me that the league supports me, and people like me – my community – but he would also prefer it if I never opened my mouth in front of a camera ever again.”
“Shame, you’ve got such a nice mouth,” said Kyle.
“Don’t you have a bar to tend?” asked Kip. Kyle gave him a wink before sauntering off to the other end where the Admirals’ defense had gathered.
“Crowell can’t actually do anything to you, right?” Eric prompted Scott.
Scott gave a mirthless chuckle. “I’m pretty sure if Crowell could get me out of the league without an uprising, then he’d do it in a heartbeat.”
“But he can’t!” exclaimed Shane. Kip silently took his boyfriend’s hand, running his thumb over the knuckles. Ilya tracked the movement, then eyed Shane’s hands forming fists at his sides. Ilya’s own hands clenched and resisted the urge to reach out.
Scott shrugged. “To me, maybe. But there’s been other players that have come out since I did. A guy in LA and one in Vancouver. The first got sent down to the AHL before moving back to fucking Sweden and the other was encouraged to retire.”
“Swept under the fucking rug,” added Kip bitterly.
“Never to be heard from again,” grumbled Eric. Carter nodded along in understanding. Shane looked at Ilya out of the corner of his eye before he pointedly turned his head away. Ilya watched the whole exchange with a sinking feeling.
“Yeah so, I’ve been thinking about starting a group,” said Scott. “You know, players that care about this stuff – inclusivity, anti-discrimination. So the next time something happens – because things will happen – instead of everyone being in it alone, our organization could speak on it together. Strength in numbers, and all that.”
Shane perked up a little, but he still wouldn’t look at Ilya. “That’s really great, Scott.”
Scott blushed. “Thanks…Actually, I was wondering if you guys would like to join?”
“Of course, Scotty, we’re allies! Right boys?” Carter looked around at the table expectantly. All three of them gave stiff nods back, including Ilya, although he doubted that invitation was meant for him. Still, he’d like to be a part of it if Scott let him.
“Yep. Allies,” grunted Eric.
Shane and Ilya kept nodding. Allies. Really good allies.
 
---
 
“Tonight was great,” Shane said as they exited the bar.
Ilya hummed a little distractedly as Shane walked ahead of him, taking them in the direction of Shane’s apartment and Ilya’s hotel. It helped that they were within the same block of each other, making it less suspicious to walk home together.
Shane took confident steps down the street. There weren’t many people out at this hour, the odd in-between time of people heading out for the night or turning in from the clubs. He looked much more at home than the last time Ilya had been in New York with him.
Shane was practically glowing after tonight’s game. Ilya hadn’t just noticed it on the ice but also being out with Shane’s teammates. It was in the way he made knowing eyes with Scott across a table after Carter said something stupid, or how close he sat with Eric. It was in the easy way he joked with Kip, some inside thing they both knew about Scott.
Shane had really come into his own with his team. Ilya could picture how it was for Shane, being in New York. The locker room excited about their games. Scott’s steady encouragement. Inside jokes with Eric. Going out with the boys after – something Shane had been loathe to do in Montreal. But here, he seemed to enjoy it. He liked his team.
Ilya was happy for Shane. Maybe.
Yes.
He was happy that Shane was happy.
“You ok?” asked Shane with a glance over his shoulder.
Ilya had never really given much thought to how much Shane had missed out on in Montreal. How much his fear of being discovered hadn’t just kept him in the homosexual closet, but how it locked down the rest of his life too. He’d always just chalked it up to Shane’s obsessive focus on hockey. His diet, his schedule, his lack of relationships. But now…
Shane was discovering this new side of himself. One that was freer. One that could let lose. One that wasn’t afraid to hang out with his teammates in a gay bar. One that knew when his old restrictions weren’t adding enough to his life anymore.
Maybe Ilya wasn’t enough either.
“What’s going on?” Shane asked.
Ilya couldn’t stop thinking about that moment when he’d walked into the bar. Shane laughing with Kip and Eric. Shane bantering with Kyle. Shane’s empathetic concern for his teammates. How close he was with them. How often they got to see each other. How much he and Ilya…didn’t.
“Ilya?”
Ilya tuned back in, noticing that his steps were lagging a little bit behind.
“You like it here, yes?”
Shane frowned a little but kept walking. “I mean, yeah. The guys are great.”
“Yes.” Ilya took a couple more silently pensive steps. “You seem very comfortable with them.”
“I am.”
“Good. You know…” Ilya watched Shane still a step ahead of him, focused on keeping their direction home. “I would not mind if you told them. If you wanted to.”
Shane’s steps slowed a little. “What?”
“If you told them. Came out.”
“Oh I…” Shane kept his head forward, resolutely not looking at Ilya. “I don’t know if I want to do that.”
Ilya slowed down more. “What? Why not?”
There were two strides between them now. Shane didn’t seem to notice. “I mean…you heard what Scott said. Guys are getting kicked out of the league for coming out.”
Ilya’s heartrate picked up. “They weren’t kicked out—”
“It was pretty close to it. Come on, you don’t seriously think that wasn’t on purpose?”
“I know, but—"
“But what? We can’t just give up our careers.” Shane’s voice had taken on that shortened tone he got when he was frustrated.
“We would not be kicked out, Hollander. We are too important.”
“You don’t know that. You don’t understand what risk you’re taking.”
Ilya scoffed at that. “I don’t know? I never return to home country and I do not understand risk?”
Shane huffed. “Ok, fine, then you should understand that if we get outed, our fucking careers might be over. Everything I care about—” Shane snapped his fingers “—gone.”
“Everything,” Ilya said flatly.
Ilya could see Shane’s eyeroll through the back of his head. “Not everything. But hockey is pretty fucking important to me.”
“No shit.”
“Oh, fuck you. Sorry I don’t want to be the poster boy for gay men in hockey.”
“Hunter already has that job.”
“And I’m sure the media would love it if I joined him,” Shane spat bitterly.
Ilya scoffed and muttered something about Shane being ungrateful under his breath.
Shane gave him an irritated glance out of the corner of his eye. “What was that?”
Ilya shook his head. “You don’t even know what you have, Hollander. You have queer player on your team and you don’t fucking appreciate it.”
“Um, ok. I don’t see why that’s relevant. Scott being gay has nothing to do with hockey—"
“It’s not about hockey.”
“Then what the fuck is it about?”
“You get gay parties and whole city cheering with rainbow flag and you don’t even care. You don’t even want it." Ilya didn’t really know where this was coming from but suddenly everything was pouring from his chest and onto the street between them.
“You think being out would be so bad but you see Scott get to be happy – get to be whole – all the time and you don’t care.”
“I don’t care that Scott has a boyfriend? I mean, good for him, but what’s that got to do with me?”
Shane picked up his pace again. Ilya took longer strides to chase after him.
“He gets to be with Kip – they get to go out together and go home to each other, and Scott can talk about it in the locker room and no one on your team cares. He gets to be happy. They get to be together. How do you see that and not want it?”
“It’s not that I don’t want it. It’s that I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“We have a plan, Ilya,” said Shane stiffly.
“I know but do you really want to do this for ten more years? Are you not lonely? Do you not miss me?” He stared after Shane, eyes pleading. I’m drowning. Can’t you see that I’m downing? Why can’t I tell you that I’m downing?
“Of course I miss you. But that doesn’t change our situation. I thought we were on the same page about this.”
“We are not on the same anything,” Ilya spat bitterly.
Shane groaned in frustration. “I don’t fucking understand you.”
“Sorry,” Ilya said sardonically. “My English, you know.”
“That’s not what I—” Shane threw his hands up. “What do you want me to say, Rozanov?”
“You’re so busy worrying about what everyone thinks but you don’t ask me how I feel!”
“And how do you feel?”
“Alone!” Even though the street was empty, Ilya dropped his voice low as he whispered. “I have a boyfriend who doesn’t want anyone to know I am his boyfriend.”
“And what would you like me to do about that?”
“Would it not be nice for us to have more people that knew? To not have to hide all the time? I do not think your teammates would mind so much.”
“That’s not for you to decide.”
Ilya made a sound of disagreement in the back of his throat. He slowed down again.
Shane kept walking, speaking assuredly into the night, “It’s my team. My life.”
“It’s my life, too, Hollander!”
Shane stopped walking entirely at Ilya’s outburst. He spun around to find Ilya stopped at least three paces away. The street was empty and all the lights in the surrounding buildings were dark. They stood in the shadow between streetlights, the only sound the occasional passing taxi.
Shane sighed, shoulders slumping. “Look, it’s not just the team, ok? What if it gets out to the league? The public? I mean, even if the league could get past the gay thing, there’s no way they’d let rivals on opposite teams date. That would be a huge liability.”
Ilya took a step back. His heart dropped to his feet. “Oh, so I’m the problem?”
Shane didn’t say anything.
Ilya scoffed. “So you being gay would be fine if you were not gay with me?”
“I didn’t say that.” Shane’s eyes darted around, making sure they were still alone.
“You didn’t have to.”
“Ilya—"
“Maybe you would prefer someone like Bennet?”
“What?”
Ilya felt his lip trembling. “I see the way he looks at you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Bennet. He has a crush on you.”
“What? Benny’s not even gay.”
“How do you know?”
“Because…”
“Is he not gay like you were not gay?”
“What? That doesn’t – What the fuck, Ilya, I’m not cheating on you.”
“No, you are just flirting with nice teammate.”
Shane’s jaw clenched. “Like you flirt with women out at clubs?”
Ilya grit his teeth. “I do not—"
“I’ve seen the tabloids.”
“Oh, and the tabloids are always true?”
“They have pictures.”
Ilya backtracked. “So what? It would not matter if you came out if you weren’t with me?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Yes, you did, Hollander.”
Shane was quiet again.
Ilya was suddenly thinking about everything Shane had been hiding in Montreal. How long it had taken him to come out of his shell here. To admit that he’d missed out on things.
He’d witnessed the way that little light Shane had when they were rookies had started to come back. Maybe it was even brighter now than when they were rookies. Seeing Shane around the Admirals, it was like he was a version of himself Ilya had never met before. It was almost like the private version of him Ilya got to see at the cottage over the summers, but this time out in the open, to be shared with everyone.
Maybe Shane had finally realized how much he’d been missing out on. All the experiences he could have if he wasn’t so attached to Ilya. Maybe Ilya was holding him back. Maybe Shane was lonely and now he had someone who could fill that void when Ilya wasn’t here. Ilya didn’t want Shane to go home feeling like he did every night. He loved him too much to put him through that.
Shane hadn’t tried practically anything before dating Ilya which was starting to seem unfair. And maybe…maybe he should have that opportunity.
“If you want to have sex with other men when we are apart, you can do that.”
Shane stood very, very still. “What?”
Ilya looked at his boyfriend and tried to suggest as casually as he could, “Is lonely sometimes, yes? Going so long without each other. And there are many gay people in New York.”
Shane stared at him, frozen. “You want us to sleep with other people?”
“I want you to be happy. I don’t want you to miss out on stuff. Or be alone.” Ilya felt like his heart was breaking inside, but he’d do anything to keep Shane, even if it meant losing him a little bit.
“Are you saying…” Shane’s whole face scrunched up. “Did you cheat on me?”
“What? No. I…Hollander it’s fine, I don’t even believe in cheating. I do not own you, you are free to do as you want.” Ilya didn’t want Shane to think that he would have a problem with him discovering himself. If Shane wanted to explore, then Ilya could be supportive of that. He didn’t want to hold Shane back.
“You don’t…” There were two lines between Shane’s brows, the kind he got when he was finding Ilya particularly frustrating, but there was no mirth behind his eyes to soften the expression. “What the fuck, Ilya? You really wouldn’t mind if I had sex with someone else?”
Ilya felt kind of sick at the idea of someone else touching Shane but he didn’t say that. He gave another overly casual shrug, trying to hide the tremor from his voice. “It might be easier. We are apart so often, yes?”
Shane took a full step back this time. He was staring at Ilya with an emotion he hadn’t seen before. Not on Shane’s face. “I don’t…You know what, fuck this. Go back to your hotel, we can talk later.”
Shane started walking away again. Ilya’s brain lagged for a second, trying to figure out where he went wrong, before chasing after him. He reached out. “Hollander—”
Shane stopped and spun abruptly, holding a hand up between them. “No!”
Ilya pulled up short at the look on Shane’s face. His eyes were red-rimmed, the beginning of tears just starting to pour over his cheeks.
Ilya’s tongue lodged in his throat. He reached out again. “Hollander—”
“No!” Shane pushed him, hard.
Ilya stumbled back but kept his footing. He looked forlornly at his boyfriend. “Shane—”
“No.” Shane’s lip trembled, his voice wavering as he stood his ground. “I don’t want to look at you right now. I don’t want to talk to you. Go home, Ilya.”
Then he turned and took quick steps down the street, leaving Ilya standing in the darkness with his heart strewn all over the pavement.
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  Ilya didn’t hear from Shane for two days. Not that night after he got back to his hotel. Not when he got on the team bus the next morning after a long sleepless night. Not when they arrived in Philadelphia.
Ilya didn’t text Shane either. He didn’t even know where to start. He was just so angry. And confused. And tired.
Ilya was so tired. Tired of going home to an empty house. Tired of their relationship always being on Shane’s rules, Shane’s schedule, Shane’s plan. Tired of trying to find the words to describe how he felt and force them out of his mouth but feeling like he was just…stuck, every time.
Ilya knew things were getting bad. The team was starting to notice, even the rookies more cautious when they approached him during drills for fear that he’d snap at them. Ilya was trying to get a handle on it but everyday felt more and more like he was wading through water in a rapidly filling tank, chained to the bottom by some invisible force.
They lost their game in Philly. It hadn’t been a good day overall. Ilya didn’t score. He didn’t even put up any points. He’d spent most of the afternoon silent on the bench between plays while Cliff shot him concerned looks. But Ilya didn’t feel like talking to anyone.
Which was why he was sitting alone at the back of the bus. He kept his beanie pulled low as he leaned his head against the window to dull the steady vibration of the glass. They were halfway between Philly and Washington. There was nothing outside except swaths of dark trees and the night sky. Ilya watched a light dusting of snow falling in the sparse streetlights, little white flecks swept away in the speed of the vehicle travelling down the road.
Cliff and Connors were sitting two rows ahead across the aisle so that Cliff could keep shooting looks back at Ilya. He caught his reflection in the window enough times to know that they both knew Ilya wasn’t sleeping, even though he’d said he’d wanted to sit alone because he was tired.
He’d been doing a lot of thinking lately. Things weren’t getting better. He was already snapping at his teammates and now he’d picked a fight with his boyfriend. His boyfriend who loved him and who Ilya loved so, so much. Who he’d do anything for.
It was only a matter of time before he hit bottom.
Ilya didn’t want to end up like Duncan Harvey. He didn’t want to be alone and angry. He didn’t want his entire life to become the game to the point that everything else – everyone else – left him.
He didn’t want to end up like Ryan Price either. The man had announced his retirement last week. He’d just…stopped playing.
Ilya knew Ryan hadn’t parted amicably from his team or from the game, but Ryan had seemed at peace with the choice when Ilya reached out after the news broke. He’d even promised to still help with the Irena Foundation camps, as long as they had no association with the league. Ryan was done giving everything to an organization that didn’t care about him. Ilya felt conflicted about that, knowing the league was the reason his relationship was so fucked up right now, but also knowing it was the thing that gave him this life, this relationship, in the first place.
Ilya didn’t want to hate the game. He didn’t want to resent his teammates and their happy lives with their wives and kids. He didn’t want to resent his boyfriend for his very valid fears. He didn’t want to end their careers or make their lives harder.
It was as this thought ran through his mind that the bus made a sudden jolt, then a swerve. Ilya’s heart leapt into his throat as the wheels spun out beneath them, losing their grip on the snow. He could hear a couple guys gasp in surprise, Morkin’s startled shout, as the bus listed right, then left, then right again as the driver tried to get it back under control.
Ilya’s hands flew up to grip the headrest of the seat in front of him. He looked out the window again to see the bus turn sideways on the road, the wheels skidding through the snow.
Then there was a dip, and a drop, and a lurch, and Ilya’s body was thrown into the seat in front of him as the bus finally – blessedly – came to a stop.
The front end was sitting lower than the back – they’d swerved into a shallow ditch – but thankfully, the bus hadn’t rolled. There was dead silence except the heaving breaths of his teammates. Outside, the world remained still except for the snowflakes trickling from the sky, like they were in some fucked-up snow globe.
The driver was the first to recover, standing up from behind the wheel to look back at the men still in their seats. “Is everyone ok?”
More silence as everyone looked around, taking stock of the situation. Cliff and Connors turned back to check on Ilya. He gave them a shaky nod. Victor and Feller still had their hands gripping the backs of Brad and Ryan’s seats. Joel and Moose were clutching each other a couple rows ahead. Kane was rubbing his forehead where he’d smacked it on a window. Coach LeClaire looked like he was calming down from an aborted heart attack.
It was Morkin who made the first sound – a slow clap that the rest of the guys quickly picked up until the whole bus was cheering. Coach rose to clap the driver on the back. Morkin rose in his seat to shout, “I don’t know how you did it, but boy am I glad to be alive right now! Right boys!”
They all cheered. Everyone was whole, no one was injured, except for the goose egg forming above Kane’s right eye. Feller went to check on him. It could’ve been so much worse.
There was only one thought running through Ilya’s mind. Shane.
Everything had happened so fast. He hadn’t had any time to think in the moment, but now, he was left with the bleak possibilities of what could’ve gone wrong in an instant, completely out of his control.
He could’ve been injured. His season could’ve ended. His career. His teammates could’ve died. Ilya could’ve died.
What if Ilya died?
What would Shane do? How would he mourn?
Ilya pulled out his phone, needing to text him. Everything from the last three days, weeks, and months, didn’t seem important at all now. Shane was probably with his team right now, but Ilya just wanted to say something. Anything.
To Jane: I love you. Always. Maybe from the first time I saw you.
Ilya went to type more, but the text turned green, then came back marked ‘Not Delivered’. He frowned. He knew they’d fought, but surely Shane wouldn’t’ve blocked him. He couldn’t be that angry, right?
As Ilya was contemplating this, the driver and their coach got everyone’s attention again.
“Do any of you boys have cell service?”
There was some muttering as those who hadn’t yet, pulled out their phones. Ilya looked down at his own screen to notice the lack of bars in the top left corner. Oh.
Coach glanced back at the driver who was trying something over the radio. When he got no response, the driver looked back with a shake of his head that felt damning. Shit.
“Ok boys,” Coach addressed them all again. This time the team looked more apprehensive. “So good news is, we’re all in one piece.”
There was a smattering of applause at this again, but Ilya had a sinking feeling in his stomach.
“The bad news is, we’re stuck here with no way to call for help.” Coach held up his hands before panic could set in. “Now I know that’s not ideal, but don’t worry, we’re expected in Washington within the hour so people are going to notice when we don’t show up. It’s only a matter of time before they check our route and come find us. We’ve just got to sit tight till then.”
He said it like it was no big deal that they were all about to sit in a broken-down bus in the middle of winter on the side of a backroad for God knows how long. Ilya didn’t think that sounded like no big deal.
But they were hockey players and they spent a lot of down time together. They knew how to pass a couple hours of boredom. There was some shuffling of seats as everyone got comfortable, most of the guys heading to the front of the bus to start up a game of cards in the aisle. Ilya stayed in his seat at the back, opting to rest his head against the window and watch the snow outside. He wasn’t the only one – Joel and Moose moved a couple seats back and started whispering to each other.
Ilya must’ve dosed for a bit because the snow had stopped when he woke up. He blinked the sleep from his eyes and checked his phone for the time. He’d only been out for about an hour – still plenty of time left to wait for rescue.
He felt the bus move as someone walked back down the aisle. Ilya’s head rose to make eye contact with Cliff, making a beeline for him.
He held up a little box. “Come on, let’s go for a smoke.”
“I don’t smoke,” Ilya grumbled, but he eyed the cigarettes hungrily.
Cliff rolled his eyes. “We almost just died, dude. Come outside with me.”
Since he wasn’t taking no for an answer, Ilya reluctantly rose from his seat, stretching out his stiff limbs and slipping on his jacket as they made their way to the front of the bus. Coach gave them a lecture on not being out in the cold too long but didn’t seem very worried. They were hockey players after all.
Cliff stepped gingerly through the snow – barely an inch on the ground and yet it had still taken them off the road. What were the chances? Ilya once again tried not to think about how bad it could’ve been.
Cliff led Ilya around the side of the bus, leaning back against the cool metal as he fished his lighter out of his pocket. He lit his cigarette, then held the box out to Ilya.
Ilya knew he should refuse but tonight had already tried him enough. He took one, accepting the lighter. When the smoke hit his lungs, Ilya felt an instantly familiar relief. He blew the smoke back into the night, watching it curl up towards the stars with a satisfied sigh.
Cliff laughed. “Yeah, I know buddy.”
Ilya grunted and took another long drag.
They smoked in silence until their cigarettes burned down to the butt. Then Cliff fished out two more. Ilya accepted it without a word.
It was about halfway through those that Cliff broke the silence with a quiet, “Hey, Roz?”
Ilya knew immediately where this was going. He debated snubbing his cigarette out in the snow and fleeing back to the bus, but he knew Cliff wasn’t going to drop it. Not after everything that happened tonight. And Ilya should probably let him this time.
Cliff turned towards him. Ilya kept looking at the sky. Cliff let out a frustrated sigh, like he was psyching himself up.
“Look, I know you don’t really want to talk about it, but I think we need to, so I’m just gonna say it. I don’t know if it’s stuff with your girl or stuff with you, but I’m worried about you, man.”
“Cliff—”
“No, just…let me say this.”
Ilya closed his mouth. Tried to take a deep breath.
Cliff looked at him completely sincere. “It’s ok if you don’t want to talk to me, but you’ve gotta talk to somebody. Because I can tell there’s something that’s eating you alive and I don’t want you going home with that every night. I care about you, ok? You have people that care about you.”
Ilya felt the air catch in his throat. Probably from the smoke. “I know.”
“Come on, Roz. You’re my best friend.”
Ilya turned to look at his friend. Cliff was staring at him, his own cigarette forgotten and burning down in his hand, eyes imploring.
“I just want you to be happy.”
And standing on the side of that highway, lips trembling a little more, Ilya finally admitted, “I don’t know if I know how to do that.” His voice broke on the last word, shoulders slumping inward, like he could still hold the pieces of himself together if he could cradle his own heart in his chest.
Cliff’s whole body sagged. “Ok. That’s not…that’s not good, man.”
“I know.” Ilya nodded, shaking hand going to wipe his tears before they fell. “Sorry.”
“No just…” Cliff ran a hand through his hair. “I think you need help. And not just a night on the town, get you back in the saddle, kind. I mean like, professionally.”
Ilya blew out a breath. He knew it was true – Shane had already said as much – but it was the last thing he wanted to hear.
Cliff kept pushing. “I’m not gonna force you into anything, but you don’t have to feel this way all the time. We can get you the help you need.”
Ilya’s own cigarette was forgotten now. He let it fall to the ground to be snubbed out by the cold.
Cliff dropped his and put both hands on Ilya’s shoulders, forcing them to face each other. “Just tell me what you need. Is it rehab?”
Ilya shook his head. “No. Nothing like that.”
“Ok. So…a therapist?”
Ilya took a breath, then nodded. “Yes. Probably.”
Cliff’s hands tightened on his shoulders. “Ok man, yeah, we can make that happen. You know the team’s got a doc—"
“No. Not team. I don’t…” Ilya trailed off, staring at his friend again. He didn’t know how to say that there were things about him he didn’t want the team to know. Things he didn’t want to risk getting back to the league. Things that weren’t just about himself but could have consequences for other people.
“It is hard. I don’t always know what to say. Words are hard.”
Cliff nodded. “Yeah, I get that. Probably worse when you have to translate stuff too.” Cliff’s eyes lit up. “Hey, we could find you someone Russian! Would that make it easier?”
Ilya couldn’t help the way his lips twitched up. Cliff was so earnest. “Yes. That would be good.”
“Ok man, one Russian therapist coming up!” Cliff clapped him on the shoulders again. “And hey, I meant what I said; if you ever want to talk, I’m here for you. All ears, no judgement. Promise.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Promise?”
“Of course. You’re my brother.”
Ilya’s lip wobbled again and this time a tear fell. Cliff quickly pulled him into a hug and not the usual bro-y one they stuck to, but a real one, with Ilya’s head resting on Cliff’s shoulder as his body hiccupped through the tears. Cliff just rubbed his hand down Ilya’s back.
When he felt drained, Ilya pulled back, taking a small step away. He shook himself off a little. “Sorry. That was a lot.”
“Hey man, it’s alright. Whatever you need.”
Cliff was still watching him. Ilya was getting a little cold, his hands icing over. They should probably go back inside the bus. It had already been a long night and Ilya felt the weight of his burdens stretching between them. But he also felt a little lighter. And maybe…now might be a good chance to unload one more thing…
“Hey, Marly?”
“Yeah, Roz?”
“I am…bisexual. I have dated men and women.” Ilya didn’t really know why he just said it like that, no lead up, no explanation, but he was too emotionally drained to question anything tonight.
Still, Cliff took in stride. “Ok.”
“Is that…a problem? For you?”
Cliff blinked. “Nope.”
“Ok.”
“Ok.”
They stood there in the snow, silence stretching between them. Then Cliff straightened. “Oh right! Uh, thank you for sharing that with me. I am honored.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Honored?”
“Yep.” Cliff’s eyebrows scrunched. “That’s what I’m supposed to say, right? Sorry, I’ve never had a teammate come out to me before. Just want to make sure I get it right.”
And Cliff looked so sincere about it that Ilya actually laughed. A loud burst that sounded kind of hysterical but felt really fucking good.
This time, he clapped Cliff on the shoulder. “Yes. You did it right.”
Cliff sagged. “Oh good. I really didn’t want to mess that up.”
“So you are really ok with it?”
“Yeah, man! I don’t really care where you get your dick wet to be honest…” He trailed off as if he remembered something. “You know, I kind of thought Jane was a code name…” He looked at Ilya out the side of his eye. “So Jane’s a…John?”
Ilya hesitated but…in for a penny, in for a pound. He nodded. Close enough.
“Ok.” Cliff blew out a breath. Looked at the sky. Looked back at Ilya. “Would you like to tell me about him?”
Ilya thought about it for a second, then shook his head. “Not tonight.”
“Ok.”
“But maybe soon.”
“I can live with that.”
Something caught Cliff’s eye in the distance and Ilya turned to see flashing lights heading down the highway. Red and blue overheads, white high beams.
“Yo, we’re saved!” cheered Cliff, smile lighting up his face, already running back for the bus door. Ilya could hear the whole team match his enthusiasm when he went inside to relay the good news.
Ilya took one more moment to himself, gazing into the approaching headlights of the police cars and transport vans heading their way. He’d come close to something terrible tonight and instead been offered a chance to find a way out of the hole he’d been digging himself for months. A chance he wasn’t going to give up on this time.
“Thank you,” he whispered into the night, up to the stars. “I won’t waste it.”
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  Shane should be on the fucking high of his life. They’d won big against Seattle last night and were planning to do the same against Vancouver tomorrow. Not that Shane had much to do with that – most of the points had been put up by Scott’s line and Shane hadn’t contributed anything to his own.
All Shane could think about was what Ilya said about sleeping with other people. He should’ve seen it coming. All the signs that Ilya was lonely. That he wanted more from Shane. That he wasn’t happy with where they were at.
Maybe Shane hadn’t seen it. Or maybe he’d been ignoring it because he wasn’t ready to confront what that might mean for them. But having sex with other people…? Was that suggestion Ilya’s way of telling Shane that he already had? Or did Ilya genuinely not care if Shane went off and fucked one of his teammates?
Shane’s head hurt. His heart hurt. His whole body hurt. He wanted to go back to the hotel and lie down. Or he really wanted to get on the next plane to wherever Ilya’s team was playing next and beg him to talk. He’d called his mom and Rose, who’d both encouraged him to just talk to Ilya because from their outside perspectives, this was clearly some big misunderstanding, but Shane just…couldn’t. He’d been trying to come up with a text for two days but had no idea where to start.
It didn’t help that instead of crawling into a hole to die (like he really wanted to), Shane was having to put on a brave face because he was stuck with a bunch of overly happy people.
Poppy had arranged for the Admirals to visit a local hockey program for queer youth in Vancouver. The kids had been ecstatic when the team showed up in their jerseys, carrying brand new signed gear for them to use. Scott had been the reigning hero leading the charge when they arrived. Now, they were all darting around the ice with their new sticks decked out in pride tape and Admiral signatures.
Shane watched as Farmer and Woody chased a couple of the older kids around, shooting a puck back and forth. Scott was helping a little girl score on Eric. Gilly was pretending to ‘fight’ a little boy that barely came up to his knees before Carter and Breezy stepped in to send both players to the box.
Shane was trying to keep a smile on his face. Today was supposed to feel good. He knew he should be out there chasing the kids around with the boys, but instead he was sticking to the boards, wishing he could check the phone he’d left in the locker room. Had Ilya texted? Or called? Should Shane call?
Shane felt a tap against his elbow from where he was resting it on the boards.
A little girl who looked to be around eight years old had reached up with her stick to get his attention. She stared up at him shyly from her seat on the bench. She had on skates and a helmet and lots of padding with two pigtail braids peaking out from under her helmet. She had a pin of the trans flag on her jersey.
Right. Boyfriend problems aside. He had a job to do.
Shane shook off his melancholy. He returned the smile and bent over the boards so they’d be eye-to-eye. “Hello, what’s your name?”
The girl took a deep breath before saying quietly, “Julia.”
“Hello, Julia. My name’s Shane.”
“I know. You’re Shane Hollander. It says on your jersey.”
Shane forced a laugh. “So it does.” He noticed how her eyes kept tracking the other kids skating behind him. “Why aren’t you skating?”
Her little legs swung in her seat as she shifted nervously. “’m not very good at it.”
“No?” Shane eyed Julia. “Want to give it a try anyway?”
Julia turned to look behind her. Shane caught the eye of a woman sitting behind them in the bleachers with a dog at her feet. The dog was wearing a vest that marked it as a service animal.
“It’s ok, honey, you can go if you want to,” said the woman – assumedly Julia’s mother. The woman looked apologetically at Shane. “She’s a little shy.”
Shane waved her off. “That’s alright.” He shot Julia a wink. “I’m a little shy sometimes too.”
Julia looked back at her mother. “Can Maple come?” The dog perked up at the name, eyeing Julia like she was ready to hop the boards to go to her.
The woman winced. “I don’t think dogs can come on the ice, sweetie.”
Shane eyed the dog. She wasn’t that big, although she was looking a little round in the middle. He shrugged. “Sure, they can. I’ll carry her. That is, if it’s alright with you?”
The woman thought about it for a second until Julia said, “Please!” Then she nodded and unclipped Maple’s leash. The dog instantly bounded down the bleachers to her little charge.
Shane opened the gate to the bench to let her through, Maple diligently sniffing around as Julia went to hug her. From up close, Shane could see the dog’s shape really was a little more round in the middle.
“She’s her emotional support animal,” explained the mom. “She’s pretty professional most of the time but she let loose with the neighbour’s Australian shepherd a couple months ago. Puppies are due in the spring.”
“I’m sure they’ll be adorable,” Shane chuckled, gently petting the dog’s head. Her fur was so soft.
He looked at Julia. “Shall we?”
Julia took another steadying breath, then nodded. Shane bent to carefully hoist the dog into his arms, draping her over his shoulder so his other hand was free for Julia to hold. Then he stepped out onto the ice, keeping them both steady.
“Woah, Hollander, where’d you get a dog?” called Carter as he went zooming by.
“Don’t worry about it!” Shane called back.
He looked down at Julia, who was standing on shaky legs. “You ready?”
“You won’t let me fall?”
“I’ve got you.”
Another breath. “Ok.”
Shane pushed off with his skates, keeping their pace slow as they made their way around the ice. It took a couple laps, but soon Julia was laughing as she let go of Shane’s hand, taking steps on her own. She eventually joined the group, passing a puck between the Admirals’ defense and the boy who Gilly fought earlier. Maple also seemed to be having the time of her life, getting carted around by Gilly, then Carter, and somehow ending up half asleep in Greg’s burly arms by the end of the day.
Shane felt a little lighter as he helped the kids strip off their skates, crouching shoulder to shoulder with Scott as they signed the last few sticks.
He wished Ilya could’ve been here with him. He wished he could say that to someone, so he wouldn’t feel so alone in that feeling.
Shane had spent a lot of this year thinking about what parts of his job were worth the sacrifices he’d made. He’d given up so much of his youth and his freedom to this game. To an organization that would try to turn their backs if they knew the real him. He’d spent a lifetime scared of that, and lately it was feeling like it might cost him everything.
Shane wasn’t sure if that was worth it anymore, but he knew he couldn’t give up on hockey, because days like today really made it all worth it.
 
---
 
The bus ride back to the hotel was a quiet one, the adult men tuckered out by skating after children all afternoon. Shane watched the world outside from his own seat at the back, the city lights reflected against the darkened windows.
He missed Ilya. He should call him tonight. That is, if Ilya would pick up when he did. Shane wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t. Maybe giving Ilya space was what he needed, even if Shane wanted nothing more than to hop on the next plane to Boston so he’d be there as soon as Ilya got home from his own roadie. The Raiders had a rough game in Philadelphia that afternoon. Shane had looked up the score before they went into the youth center, but he hadn’t checked his phone since.
He pulled it out now, finding a text from Ilya already on the screen. Thank God.
From Lily: I love you. Always. Maybe from the first time I saw you.
Shane’s breath caught in his throat. That was…intense. Romantic, certainly, but weird.
Shane started typing without having to think about it.
To Lily: I love you too. Forever.
To Lily: I’m sorry about the other night. I was being stupid.
To Lily: I really want to talk, if you’re ready.
To Lily: Could we facetime when you get to the hotel?
Shane waited for a response. For the little bubble that said Ilya was typing. None came. Not for one minute, then two, then five.
Shane tried not to spiral about it. Maybe Ilya was just taking a shower. Or hanging out with his team. Just because he didn’t respond right away, didn’t mean that he wanted Shane to leave him alone forever—
“Woah, guys!” Carter’s voice caught everyone’s attention from the front of the bus. “The Raiders are missing!”
Shane’s heart dropped to his feet. “What?”
Carter had his phone in his hand. “My buddy in Washington says the Raiders never showed up to their hotel after their game in Philly. And no one can get in touch with them.”
“What do you mean no one knows where they are?” Shane felt his panic rising now. He was suddenly staring at the unanswered texts on his phone in a whole new way.
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. They’re texting a bunch of guys to see if anyone’s heard anything. Apparently they left Philly on their bus but it never arrived. The bus company knows their route but doesn’t have a pin on their location. And no one’s heard from anyone on the team in hours.”
“Shit,” muttered Eric. There were grumbles of agreement from the rest of the team.
“I’m sure they’re fine,” said Scott loudly. “If they know the bus route, then they’ll find them.”
The boys all started to mummer amongst themselves, debating on what could’ve happened. Everything from a detour to party, to simple bus trouble, to a tragic accident. Shane barely heard anything, slumping in his seat, phone clutched in his fingers as his brain did the one thing it was always good at: spiral.
I love you. Always. Maybe from the first time I saw you.
That text had come through over thirty minutes ago. Holy shit. What if something had happened to Ilya and this was the last thing he’d said to Shane?
Their bus lurched as it pulled to a stop. Startled, Shane looked out the window to see the front of their hotel. He got off the bus in a daze, collecting his bag from the undercarriage and walking into the lobby with his teammates. He vaguely registered Carter and Breezy talking about the bar, taking the rookies with them.
Shane stepped onto the elevator with the rest of the guys. He pulled out his phone again, shaking fingers struggling to type.
To Lily: Call me when you get this.
To Lily: People are saying your team is missing.
To Lily: I love you. Please just call me.
Shane wasn’t sure how he ended up in the stairwell instead of his room, but he didn’t care. He just kept rereading Ilya’s last message.
I love you. Always. Maybe from the first time I saw you.
What if he wasn’t ok? What if something happened to their bus and now…what if Ilya was fucking gone? 
Fuck. Shane shouldn’t think like that. It was fine. Everything was probably fine and he was just being paranoid. Except once the thought was in his mind, Shane couldn’t stop thinking about it.
Who was Ilya’s next of kin, even? The brother he never spoke to? Would Shane even be allowed to spread his ashes somewhere that Ilya would have liked? Maybe at the cottage, or maybe he’d prefer to be buried in Moscow with his parents. God, they’d never talked about this sort of thing.
What if that fight was the last thing they ever said to each other? Suddenly Shane didn’t give a shit about any of it. Who cared if Ilya wanted to sleep with other people? (Well, Shane, but that wasn’t his highest priority now). And who cared what the league thought of their relationship? All Shane wanted to do was hold Ilya in his arms and he didn’t give one flying fuck about who saw him do it.
Anger flared through Shane’s body, hot and sudden. They had lots of reasons to keep their relationship a secret, but those reasons seemed extremely unimportant now. What if Ilya had died? What if he fucking died?
Shane would die too. Alone and secretly, for the rest of his life.
He clutched his phone to his chest and let out an uncontrollable sob.
That was how Scott found him; sitting on the floor in the stairwell, phone cradled over his heart as great heaving gasps came out of his mouth. He’d vaguely registered the stairwell door opening, but he hadn’t spotted the approaching player until his shoes came into his blurry field of vision.
“Sorry.” Shane quickly wiped his eyes, moving to stand up, trying to reign in the heaving.
Scott didn’t let him get there, instead sinking to the floor next to Shane. He leaned back against the wall with a long sigh and stretched out his legs next to Shane’s so they were pressed together. Shane settled back down reluctantly, everything inside him screaming to run, but body too exhausted to follow the instinct.
“You wanna talk about it?” Scott asked.
As usual, Shane shook his head.
“Ok.”
They sat like that for a long time, just the two of them as Shane got his breathing under control. When he did, he gave Scott a pathetic excuse for a reassuring smile. “Sorry.”
Scott shook his head. “Don’t apologize. You’re allowed to be upset.”
Shane’s lip wobbled again.
“Still don’t want to talk about it?” asked Scott again.
And again, Shane shook his head. He was too drained for that conversation right now, even though it was seeming more inevitable by the day.
Scott sighed again. “Then I’ll just say one thing.”
Shane waited. Scott seemed to take a second to think about it. Shane glanced over, knowing his eyes were red-rimmed and giving him away. He didn’t really care right now.
Scott met his gaze. “Look, all I’ll say, is there was a time in my life where I moved a lot how you do now.”
Shane’s breath caught. Scott didn’t falter.
“I was dealing with some pretty heavy shit. I know we don’t know each other that well, and I know you don’t really like to open up to people – and that’s cool, I’m not pressuring you into anything – but well, I just want you to know that I’ve been through it too. And in hindsight, I kind of wished there’d been someone to tell me that they’re in my corner, no matter what. And that even if everything seems fucked right now, it’s going to be ok when you come out the other side. So…” Scott took another breath, “you don’t have to tell me anything, but just answer this: do you have someone to talk to about it?”
Slowly, Shane nodded. His tongue felt like it was glued to the roof of his mouth.
"They know the league? They know what it's like?" The ‘Are they in the league?’ went unspoken.
He nodded again.
"Ok then." Scott clapped him on the shoulder. Friendly, comforting. Solid. "If you ever want to talk to someone else, I'm here. And so are the other guys. For whatever you want to say."
"I—" Shane almost – he wanted to – he could…This was his chance to prove that he could…
Scott looked at him hopefully.
Old fear crept in. Shane backed down. "I don't know if I'm ready…yet." There was that unspoken agreement between them – that Scott knew, and Shane knew that Scott knew, but they weren't going to talk about it. Yet.
But maybe someday.
Maybe soon.
Scott tapped Shane’s knee. "That's ok. I'll still be here when you're ready."
Scott rose to his feet. Held out his hand. Shane took it, rubbing at his eyes with his other hand, sniffling a little.
“Come on, you can come back to mine and Benny’s room while we wait for news.”
Shane was nodding in agreement when he felt a buzz in his pocket. He froze, then fished his phone out with shaking hands. Lily’s contact was on the ringing screen.
Shane almost burst into tears all over again.
“I-I have to take this,” he said to Scott.
The Captain just nodded knowingly. “Let me know if you want company after.”
“Seriously?”
Scott shrugged. “What are friends for?”
Shane nodded gratefully. Scott left him in the stairwell, the door clicking shut behind him.
Shane answered the phone with trembling fingers.
“Ilya?”
“Hi.” Ilya’s beautiful voice filtered through the speaker, followed by a cough.
Shane sagged against the wall, sinking back to the floor. “Ilya. Jesus. Are you ok?”
“Yes. Fine.” There was another cough. Shane’s heart clenched.
“Where are you? What’s going on?” He paused. Wait…“Are you smoking?”
“No,” Ilya said, in a way that told Shane he was absolutely lying. “I am in Washington. At the hotel. The team is all together in the bar.”
“It must have been terrifying.”
“Yes. It was scary, but we are ok now. Everyone is ok. Maybe a little…shaken.”
“You can tell me if you’re not ok,” Shane said gently.
“I think I am…crashing maybe. A bit.”
“Adrenaline is wearing off. Yeah, that makes sense.”
“Yes.”
“Are you in the bar now?”
“I wanted some air, so I am outside.”
“You are smoking!”
“I am enjoying the fresh air!” He sighed. “And also smoking a little.”
“Well,” Shane said, “I’ll allow it.”
“Great,” Ilya said flatly.
Shane laughed a little. “Can I see you? Can we Facetime?”
“Yes. Of course. One second.” Shane waited a precious few moments before Ilya’s face appeared on screen. His curls were smooshed under his beanie and Shane really wanted to cry all over again.
Ilya’s face twisted. Shane must’ve really looked like a wreck. “Oh,” he said softly. “Sweetheart. I am so sorry.”
“You should be,” Shane said through a fragile, trembling smile. “You left me on delivered.”
Ilya cracked his own sad smile. “There was no service in woods.”
“What happened?”
“Bus went into the ditch because of the snow. But no one was hurt. We just had to wait a while for rescue.” Shane sniffled a little more and Ilya’s eyes softened again. “I am ok. Still here. I should not have scared you like that.”
Shane only shook his head, hiding his trembling mouth with his hand.
“I did mean what I wrote,” Ilya said. “All of it.”
Shane lowered his hand, cleared his throat, and said, “So a little brush with death and you turn into Mr. Poetry?”
Ilya laughed softly. “Was too much? Because I was going to write more before I realized texts were not going through.”
“No. Fuck you, it was beautiful. And I’m glad it wasn’t…” Shane stopped talking, not wanting to even think that into the universe. “I’m glad it wasn’t…necessary.”
Ilya’s own eyes shone. “Yes. Me too.”
“You’re not allowed to die, Ilya. Not before I do.”
“Do you have to win everything?”
“I have to not lose you,” Shane’s voice cracked on the last word.
“Shane,” Ilya cooed soothingly. “It is ok. I am ok. Is over.”
“You’re so far away.” Shane sniffled hard. “I want to get on the first flight to you.”
“Would be a long night.”
“There’s one leaving in two hours. I looked it up.”
Ilya chuckled fondly, which made Shane laugh too. “Maybe you could play for us against Washington. We do make a great team together.”
“I doubt I’d play very well, to be honest. God. I just keep thinking—”
“I know. But I didn’t. I’m here. I’m fine.”
“I wish you were here with me right now. I want to hold you. I want to, fuck, feel your heart beating.”
“Now who is the poet?”
“Shut up.”
They both laughed again, then smiled at each other for a few silent moments.
Shane’s smile dropped a little as he said, “I think we need to talk.”
Ilya’s own face twisted. “Yes. Shane, I am sorry.”
“I know. Me too.” Shane ran a hand through his hair. Now that he could see himself in the camera, he could see the ends sticking up from where he’d been pulling at it.
“I need you to know there is no one else,” said Ilya. “You do not need to worry about this. I am sorry I made you think otherwise. Sometimes I get my words wrong.”
Shane felt immediately relieved at this but knew that wasn’t the root of their problem. There was so much they needed to talk about. So much they’d been hiding from each other. Denying their honesty.
“I think um, that we both haven’t been really saying what we need to say. And maybe we should?” he suggested.
“Yes. We should.”
“When you get home, maybe? I want to be able to hold you while we talk.”
“Me too.”
Shane smiled sadly at his boyfriend. “I love you. So much. More than anything.”
“Ya tebya luybluy,” Ilya responded. “You are my whole world.”
Shane repeated the Russian easily. Then said, in English, “You should be with your team.”
Ilya sighed. “Probably. Yes.”
“Call me tomorrow. Or later tonight if you want. I’ll just be, y’know, freaking out in my hotel room.”
“Don’t. Jerk off or something instead. Send me pictures.”
Shane scoffed. “While you’re hanging out with your teammates? Absolutely not.”
Ilya squawked back. “I won’t show them.”
“Good night, Ilya.”
“I almost died!”
“I’m really not ready to joke about that yet.”
“Sorry. Goodnight, moya snezhingka.”
“Snowflake, right?”
“Yes.”
“Weird. I love you.”
“I love you. Send pictures.”
They ended the call. Shane gave himself a couple more minutes in the stairwell before heading back to his room. Breezy still wasn’t there. Shane could take advantage of the empty room as per Ilya’s suggestion, but he wasn’t in the mood right now.
Still, he was a good boyfriend so he went to the bathroom, changed into some lounge wear, and took a selfie with his shirt pulled up to show off his abs. He kept his face cropped out of the photo, just in case, but he knew Ilya would appreciate it anyway.
When he came out of the bathroom, the hotel room was still empty. Shane eyed his perfectly made bed as the exhaustion of the day hit him. He wanted to lie down and forget about the whole thing, but he knew the way his mind was cycling thoughts right now that he wouldn’t be able to sleep for hours.
Not wanting to spend that time alone, he grabbed his phone and room key, then stepped out into the hall. Shane walked a few doors down and knocked.
Scott answered after a couple seconds.
“Can I watch a movie with you?” asked Shane.
Scott opened the door wider. “Come on in.”
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  Shane’s Jeep Cherokee was in Ilya’s driveway when he arrived back to his Boston home. Ilya didn’t even park properly before running into the house, not bothering to grab his gear bag from the back seat.
He found Shane awkwardly standing in his kitchen, knife hovering over a cutting board where he was stirring something in a large steaming pot on the stove.
“Hi,” Shane breathed upon seeing him.
“Hi,” Ilya said back, standing frozen with the kitchen island between them. He took one breath, two, then they both moved at the same time.
Shane set the spoon down and came around the island, Ilya rushed to meet him halfway, gathering the man into his arms and kissing him. Shane’s hands ended up in Ilya’s hair, gently tugging on the ends. Ilya’s went from Shane’s hips, pulling them closer together, to his ass, giving a little squeeze. Shane groaned into the kiss as Ilya slipped his tongue into his mouth, tasting Shane. Feeling alive. Feeling here and whole for the first time in over a week.
Ilya felt a little weepy when he pulled back. Shane noticed immediately, hands cupping Ilya’s face, thumbs running gently under his eyes to collect the tears.
“Sorry,” Ilya muttered and tried to turn away.
Shane kept his grip firm, keeping their eyes locked. “Hey, no hiding, remember?”
Ilya laughed a little. “Yes. Ok.” He sucked in a breath to collect himself and took a step back. “What are you making?”
“Zharkoye,” said Shane. “It’ll be ready in a couple minutes. Figured you might be hungry.”
Ilya perked up at the mention of Russian beef stew, something he hadn’t had in a long time. He could already smell the roasting beef and broth permeating his house. Warm, cozy, comforting. He eyed the very large pot curiously. “You are feeding whole army, Hollander?”
Shane hip checked him. “I figured it would be nice for you to have leftovers. So you have something to eat during the week instead of that takeout garbage.”
Ilya teared up again. Just a little. It was just like Shane to be so thoughtful.
He watched quietly as Shane got out two bowls from the cupboard and filled them with stew.
“Do you want to sit down?” Shane gestured to the table where two places had been set – one at the head, and one next to it so they’d be close together but still facing each other.
Ilya nodded, gently taking his bowl and settling into his seat with Shane next to him. He set his hand on top of the table, palm up. Shane slipped his own into it, lacing their fingers together.
They ate in silence, just feeling each other’s company, staving off the anticipation of the hard conversation they were about to have. When both their bowls were empty, they looked at each other with nervous smiles.
“Do you want to move to the couch?” Shane asked.
Ilya nodded again, taking both his and Shane’s bowls to the sink. He could hear Shane fluffing the pillows in the living room, making everything as comfortable as he could.
Ilya walked in with hesitant steps. Shane was perched on one end of the couch, knee bouncing slightly. Ilya walked over and gently sat on the other end, careful not to disturb Shane’s cushions. Shane reached out a hand this time, setting it palm up on his knee as it stilled. Ilya twined their fingers together, pulling their hands up to press a kiss to the back of Shane’s knuckles.
They stared at each other for a moment, Ilya’s thumb running soothingly over the back of Shane’s hand, neither knowing where to start.
Finally, Shane took a breath, looked Ilya in the eye, and asked, “Do you really want us to sleep with other people?”
Ilya didn’t. The whole idea made him sick and he was really regretting suggesting it. He knew he wouldn’t sleep with other people, but he also didn’t want to be the reason that Shane never got to discover his whole self. So for Shane’s sake, Ilya could shove his own feelings down.
“If that is what you want…”
“I don’t want, you fucking moron,” Shane spat, hand tightening in Ilya’s.
Ilya’s own loosened with the relief that ran through his whole body. “Oh.”
“Are you sleeping with other people?”
“No. No, Shane, absolutely not.”
“So you don’t want to do that either?”
“No. It is like I told you, I would never.”
“Then why would you even ask that?”
“I thought…” Ilya stared at Shane’s palm in his. “I saw you with your team and I thought maybe…you know, you discovered you are gay right when we started dating and you never got to explore. Maybe you might want to try things that I cannot give you.”
“What kind of things?”
“I do not know, Hollander. Maybe out things? You said you can never do these things with me because I am me, so maybe you want that with someone else. And I don’t want to be the reason you never get to have this.”
It was Shane’s turn to curl in on himself. “Oh.”
Ilya’s voice wobbled as he admitted. “I do not want to make things harder for you. Or hold you back. I want you to have everything, Shane.”
Shane’s body shifted on the couch and his other hand came into Ilya’s field of vision to cup both of Ilya’s in his own.
“Hey,” Shane said gently, giving Ilya a little tug. “Hey.”
Ilya met Shane’s eyes reluctantly, sniffling to try to suck the tears back in.
Shane’s own eyes were a little glassy as he said, “I don’t want that. I mean, I do want those things, but I don’t want them with anyone else. I want them with you.”
“But you said—”
“Fuck what I said. I was being fucking stupid. You’re right, the league, hockey, what everyone else thinks, it doesn’t fucking matter. It shouldn’t matter. Not more than you. More than us.”
Ilya was feeling a little hopeful again so he asked tentatively, “Do you really never want to come out?”
Shane seemed a little at war with the concept. “I had thought…but now…I don’t want to hide if it means losing you.”
Ilya shook his head, hiding his tears. “I was being silly. You will not lose me. You do not need to—"
“No, Ilya. It’s not silly, your feelings are valid.”
Ilya made a noise of disagreement and Shane gripped his hand harder. “They are. You are. You matter to me. How you feel matters to me. I don’t want you to feel alone, or like I don’t care about you, or like you need to hide who you are forever just to keep me.”
Shane shuffled forward, dropping Ilya’s hand, but before he could lament about that, Shane gently cupped Ilya’s face, palms warm against this cheeks, thumbs once again collecting the tears under his eyes. “You don’t, Ilya. You are not alone, and I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel that way. I don’t want to keep you a secret forever. I want people to know how much I love you. I want us to work through this together.”
Ilya let out a sob this time, unable to hold it back any longer. Suddenly Shane was pushing him back into the couch so he could crawl into his lap, settling his weight on top of him. Grounding.
Ilya ran his hands up Shane’s back, hiding his face in his neck.
Shane’s hands pet through his hair. “I know you hate talking about your feelings, but I’m worried. Please, tell me what’s wrong.”
Ilya looked at his boyfriend, saw all the love they held for each other in his eyes, and finally let it all go. “I have everything I could want. I am rich. I am famous. I have nice house and fancy cars. I have amazing boyfriend who I love and who loves me. I have amazing team who cares about me. I am the best hockey player in the world and I am winning all the time. I have built a perfect life for myself.” Then his whole face scrunched up as he sobbed out, “So why do I feel so fucking empty?”
Shane was crying now too. He pulled Ilya in close again. Pressed a kiss to the top of his head. Ilya sobbed into his shoulder, the floodgates open. Shane held on the whole time, keeping all the shattered parts of him together.
When Ilya had exhausted himself and the tears finally slowed, he pulled back a little so he could look at Shane again. Both their eyes were red and puffy. They both likely looked a mess, but Ilya still thought Shane was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. He told him as much.
The redness in Shane’s cheeks darkened and he pressed a kiss to Ilya’s lips. “I love you.” He pulled back to look at him again, gently cradling the back of his head. “I want to help you. I don’t want you to have to keep feeling like this.”
Ilya breathed in the scent of Shane, his shampoo and laundry detergent, and the salt of their mixed tears. His hands crept up under Shane’s shirt to feel the warm skin of his back, his heart a steady metronome against his ribs.
“I do not think…I don’t think this is something you can fix. Or I can fix. Not alone.” Ilya’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I think sometimes…I am like my mother.”
Shane’s hands tightened in his hair. “Do you ever think about…?”
“No…” Ilya’s lip wobbled again. “Maybe. I wouldn’t. But sometimes things are hard.”
Shane pressed a kiss to Ilya’s nose. Then under each eye, collecting his tears.
“I am going to start seeing a therapist. Marly and Sveta are helping me find a Russian one.”
Shane pressed a kiss to his forehead. “That’s good. I’m proud of you.”
“I think it will be good for me too. I think it will be a good start to finding what is wrong.”
Shane got a little restless in his lap. “I um, have another idea too…”
Ilya let Shane go as he shuffled back a bit – not far, Ilya wasn’t ready to be parted from him yet – but enough that Shane could pull his phone out of his pocket and open it between them.
“I um, I did a thing. And it’s kind of crazy, but I think you’re the type of person who would really appreciate it so I’m hoping I’m not too off base here…” Shane opened his camera roll and started scrolling through the pictures. He selected one, then held the screen out to Ilya.
On it was an adorable fluffy dog with auburn fur and floppy ears, smiling wide at the camera with a tennis ball in its mouth.
Ilya’s breath caught in his throat, trying not to get his hopes up as he asked, “Shane, whose dog is this?”
“Her name’s Maple and she belongs to a little girl in Vancouver. But she’s going to have puppies in the Spring and they’re going to need a home…”
Ilya let his hopes get way, way up. He turned to his boyfriend with shining eyes. “We’re getting puppies?”
“Well, a puppy. The rest are going to other homes.”
Ilya looked at the dog on the screen. At her soft downy ears and wide curious eyes.
“It’ll be ours but I figured it could stay here with you. If you want. But I know this is kind of a lot so I could also keep it at mine—"
“You will do no such thing!”
Ilya was already picturing the dog bed he would get for the living room. One that could go right next to the fireplace so the dog could be warm during the winter. And he could get it a little blanket. Or two blankets. Maybe a sweater. And toys. Lots of toys.
“Do you…like it?” Shane asked tentatively.
Ilya turned to his boyfriend who was watching him warily.
“Yes!” He beamed at Shane, tears in his eyes again – happy ones this time. Feeling overcome, Ilya pulled Shane into a fierce hug. “Thank you. I love you so much.”
Shane turned his face into Ilya’s neck, pressing a kiss there. “I don’t want you to be alone. Or feel alone. I’m sorry if I haven’t been there for you lately. I haven’t been a very good boyfriend.”
Ilya pulled back so he could press a kiss to Shane’s lips. “No. You are perfect. Best boyfriend ever.” He kissed Shane again, just because he could. He felt all jittery now, excitement converting into energy. His hands tangled in Shane’s shirt.
“We will be like a family,” Ilya said excitedly.
Shane gave Ilya’s hand a squeeze. “We are a family.”
Ilya felt like crying all over again, but he’d had enough tears this week to last a lifetime. So instead, he kissed his boyfriend again. There was a coffee table covering most of the plush rug in the middle of Ilya’s living room. Without breaking the kiss, he used one foot to push it aside.
“What—” Shane asked. Then, “Oh,” as Ilya scooped him up and laid him on the rug.
Ilya took a moment to just look at Shane, laid out like that in the light of the fireplace. His hair – now grown past his chin – fanned out under his head and his dark eyes danced with joy and desire. His freckles were all bunched up because he was smiling so widely his nose was wrinkled.
Ilya took one of his hands, tangled their fingers together, and pinned it on the rug over Shane’s head.
“I love you so much,” Shane said softly.
Ilya repeated it in Russian and kissed him again.
 
---
 
Shane traced Ilya’s cross necklace where it was draped over his naked chest. Ilya’s heart was so full and still beating a little fast from their activities. They were both a little sweaty but neither of them cared, staying tangled up together with Shane’s head resting in the crook of Ilya’s arm so he could run his fingers through his hair.
“I was thinking summer,” Shane said.
Ilya hummed as he kept petting his fingers through Shane’s hair. “Summer for what?”
“For everything. Coming out. Going public.”
Ilya heart flipped. “Really?”
“Yeah. I know it’s going to be a shitshow, but I’m tired of being scared of being found out. I want to tell people, on our own terms. I think I can handle anything that happens, as long as going public is a choice we made ourselves. Together.”
“That is what I want,” Ilya agreed. “We tell people ourselves. Together.”
Shane smiled and leaned up to place a kiss against Ilya’s jaw before settling his head back against his chest.
Ilya fidgeted a little. “You should know…I told Cliff. Not about you, but about being bisexual. He did not mind. Was very supportive.”
“I told Scott. Or, well, I didn’t actually tell him anything, but he knows. About me and I think he’s guessed about you too.”
“Makes sense. He should have gaydar.”
Shane’s face scrunched up adorably. “Gaydar?”
“When you are gay so you can tell when other people are gay too. You do not have this, though. I do not know why.”
“What? I have gaydar!”
Ilya laughed. “No, you do not.” He kissed the lines between Shane’s brows to smooth them out. “But I love you anyway.”
After another minute of kissing, Shane said. “I want to tell more people. That I’m gay. My teammates, maybe.”
Ilya hummed and pecked him on the lips again. “That sounds good.”
“I was also thinking we could hide in plain sight a bit? Stop being so careful.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow. Today was turning out so much better than he thought it would.
“Like, maybe we go out on a date once summer starts,” Shane clarified.” Dinner at a restaurant. Nothing crazy, just…being together. In public.”
“You would do this?”
“Yeah. We can let people make their own assumptions and just…not worry about correcting them. I think it would work.”
“And if I told people I am bisexual? Would that ruin everything?”
Shane frowned as he seemed to consider it. Then he said, “If you want to come out, you should.”
“I can wait. Until summer. Is not long.”
“No,” Shane agreed.
They kissed, then Shane went back to resting against Ilya’s chest. Ilya stroked Shane’s hair, enjoying the quiet and the excitement that was crackling through him. Summer! Not ten years from now, but this summer.
After several quiet minutes, Ilya said. “You have tomorrow off, yes?”
“Mm.”
“I am skipping practice.”
“Is it optional?” Shane murmured sleepily.
“I don’t care.”
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      Chapter 29: Allstars
  


    Chapter Summary

    Allstar weekend in St. Louis



    Chapter Notes

      I know players are technically not allowed to turn down going to Allstars if asked but I wanted this to be Shane and Eric, so Scott needed to bow out. Not like the Admirals are hard pressed to find Allstar players though. It’s a tough list to narrow down.
Warning that the third part of this cuts straight into smut ;)
Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!

-Oaks







  Shane hadn’t expected to have a C on his jersey so soon after leaving Montreal but the powers that be in the MLH seemed to be rooting for him for some reason. Even if Shane wasn’t a regular season Captain anymore, the one thing the league loved most was rivals. And Shane’s change in team offered them a new opportunity to pit him and Ilya against each other.
This year, Allstars was in St. Louis and the tournament had been redesigned with a three-on-three round robin made up of four teams. Each division – Atlantic, Metropolitan, Central, and Pacific – was sending their top three players and a goalie for the official Allstar tournament with the rest of the full roster being made up of some other returning Allstars and rookies for the skills competition.
Shane was secretly pretty psyched when he was announced to Captain the Metropolitan Division team (although the irony of once again being a ‘Metro’ wasn’t lost on him, especially with the amount of memes already circulating hockey twitter). Shane was even more excited when Eric was announced as their goalie.
Shane hadn’t been expecting to even go to Allstars this year – not with the amount of veteran talent in the Admirals, but there’d been an open spot for him after Scott’s refusal. He’d somehow gotten a pass on the game this year, saying he needed the time off for some sort of plans…whatever that meant. Either way, Shane was having a fun weekend with Eric.
Ilya was less thrilled by the whole arrangement.
“Rozanov, how do you feel to be teaming up with Troy Barret and J.J. Boizeau?” asked a reporter in the front row of the press room.
Shane could see Ilya’s hands form into fists on top of the table they were sitting at. On Shane’s other side, Matheson, a veteran forward for Colorado and Captain of the Central Division team, eyed Ilya curiously. So did the Pacific Division Captain. All the players in the league were up to date on who hated who and it was well known that there was no love lost between Boston and Toronto or Montreal. Someone on the Allstar planning committee was clearly having a laugh.
Shane tapped Ilya’s shoe with his own when he took too long to answer. He was still trying not to look at him or else there would be at least ten think pieces tomorrow on the mention of J.J.’s name in Shane’s presence.
The Russian cleared his throat. “We cover all player positions so will be a well-balanced team.”
Shane was a little shocked. It was a media ready answer even Yuna would’ve been proud of.
“You’ve had some…differences… with these players in the past. Do you think you can all move past that to work together for the win?”
Ilya left a long pause before he gave a very stiff, “Sure.”
Sensing they weren’t going to get anything out of Ilya tonight, the reporters turned their sights on Shane.
“Hollander, how do you feel getting back to facing Rozanov, Captain to Captain?”
There was something in the way he asked the question, the implication that Shane wasn’t a Captain anymore. That he should be grateful for this opportunity to rise to the top again because he wouldn’t be doing that for a long time. That in this competition, he’d decidedly lost to Ilya in the eyes of the fans.
Shane grit his teeth this time before he felt Ilya’s foot tap his under the table.
He took a steadying breath. Let it roll off his shoulders. “I always look forward to whatever matchup the league wants to put me in. I’m always ready for a challenge.”
“So you think facing Rozanov is a challenge?”
Ilya jumped in before Shane could get awkward. “Of course he does. I am best player in the league.”
Shane scoffed at the audacity and bit back a smile.
Ilya grinned broadly. “You don’t think so, Hollander? What will you say when I beat you?”
Shane smirked back as cameras flashed. “We’ll see about that.”
 
---
 
The puck snapping onto his stick. Past the blue line. Defense ahead, an easy pass to Kyle Jameson from Carolina in his left wing. Two hard strides and a planted skate to spin around Ilya – a move that looked absolutely filthy on the replay – before he could catch him. Seeing Clyde Barker from Pittsburgh colliding hard with J.J. to run interference in his periphery. Wyatt Hayes from Ottawa already crouched deep in the crease. Not having to look back, just knowing exactly where the pass from Jameson was in time to catch it. The puck sliding back onto Shane’s tape. Top shelf, bar down.
Fucking goal, baby!
Shane watched the highlight real from tonight’s final Allstar game play on the tv over the bar. Ilya was sitting next to him, and like he did right after Shane scored the game winner, he threw up his hands and let out a loud exaggerated wail.
On Ilya’s other side, Cliff Marleau clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Tough break dude but don’t worry, you’ll get him next time.” He pointed a finger at Shane. “We’re comin’ for you in playoffs, Hollander.”
“You can try.” Shane grinned through a sip of his beer – a real one tonight (he had reason to celebrate and a swanky hotel room with his boyfriend in town).
“Cheers to that,” said Eric on his other side and clinked his glass with Shane’s.
“At least you lot get to go to playoffs,” grumbled Wyatt from down the bar. He’d been assigned as the Atlantic team’s goalie for the tournament after his recently stellar performance in Ottawa, and Shane couldn’t lie – that winning goal had taken some work to get.
“Aw, Hayesy, don’t worry, you will get back there someday,” said Ilya. Both the Raiders and Admirals were already top contenders for playoffs this season. With the runs they were currently on, it would take a significant hit to knock them out now. But the Centaurs…they’d be lucky if people even speculated on them getting a wild card slot.
Cliff snickered. “Yeah, just gotta get traded away from Ottawa.”
Wyatt groaned into his beer. “Fuck, my wife will kill me if we have to move again.”
“Hollander!” Two heavy hands landed on his shoulders and he looked up to find Jameson leaning over him to ask the bartender, “Can I get another pint?”
The man nodded and went to fill another glass.
Jameson gave Shane a little shake. “Dude everyone’s talking about that last goal! I mean the way you flipped around Rozanov…” He looked at the group around them. “This one knows how to make ‘em pretty.”
Shane couldn’t help his blush. Ilya’s eyes were staring daggers at the hands still on Shane’s shoulders. Jameson didn’t notice.
“Hey Marly, nice fucking snipe in the hardest slapshot competition. Can’t believe you beat the San Jose rookie. Thought he’d had the win for sure.”
Cliff gave a mock bow. “Thank you, thank you. I try my best.”
“I’ve already heard Bogrov griping about the loss,” Jameson snickered, referencing a veteran player from Colorado who’s record Cliff and the rookie broke.
That got a laugh from all of them. Eric shook his head in warning. “Won’t be long till those rookies are coming for our spots.”
Said rookies were huddled across the room, jostling each other around in drunken excitement. Shane wasn’t sure what bartender served them, but there were lots of things the league was willing to turn a blind eye to, underage drinking being the least of them.
“Uh uh, not me,” said Ilya with the kind of confidence one only acquired two pints in. “I will be young and amazing forever.”
“Sure you will,” said Shane mockingly.
Ilya scoffed. “Ok Mr. Macrobiotic Diet.”
“It’s for performance!” squawked Shane.
“Then what is the ten step skincare routine for?”
“Just because you think bar soap and water is enough—“
“Wow.” Cliff barked a laugh next to them.
“Who knew you two would bond over being conceited bastards,” added Wyatt with his own deep chuckle.
“Come on, Hollander’s pretty humble,” argued Eric.
Ilya snorted. “You should see his trophy room.”
“Hey, that’s still in storage,” Shane said in his defense.
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you have not built shrine to your greatness at your new place yet?”
“’m getting to it,” Shane mumbled into his beer.
Ilya laughed and clapped him hard on the shoulder. “As if you need more reminders.”
Shane winked. “Wanna see the trophy I got tonight?”
That shut Ilya up for a second. He pointed a finger. “You won by one goal!”
“Yeah, that’s what winning is.”
“We fucking smoked you, Rozanov,” said Eric.
The bartender slid Jameson’s new beer across the counter and he reached between Shane and Ilya to grab it.
“Alright guys, as entertaining as this rivalry getting heated is, I gotta go check on my rookie. You’re so lucky they didn’t send your kids with you.”
Jameson bounded across the bar to where a group of older players was mixing with the younger ones, clearly babysitting. Shane caught J.J.’s eye at the back of the group and quickly looked away. They hadn’t spoken all tournament. Neither had reached out off the ice and J.J. didn’t start anything during games since Allstars wasn’t the venue for that kind of rough play. Shane had pressed Ilya for information but judging by the Russian’s short and stiff responses, the two had exchanged some unfriendly words while playing on the same line.
It had been kind of a miracle that neither had come out of the tournament with a black eye, but they’d remained professional in front of the cameras. And it seemed that Troy Barret had been enough of a buffer between the two men on the ice for their team to make the tournament final. Ilya said the Toronto winger had been more polite than expected. Mostly quiet and somewhat frustrated when he’d had to play mediator between J.J. and Ilya, but not quite the asshole they’d both experienced when Troy was around Dallas Kent. Wyatt, as goalie, had mostly kept to himself to avoid the drama.
When Shane risked another glance back at the rookies, J.J. had turned his back to talk to Troy. But Shane wasn’t focused on J.J.
There was one rookie in particular who kept shooting furtive looks at Shane. Connor Gagnon. Montreal had traded for him from Vancouver just after Christmas. He was a promising young centre and clearly Shane’s replacement.
Shane would be lying if he said he hadn’t paid extra attention to how the kid did in the skills competition. He’d competed in shot accuracy – Shane’s own skill from his first Allstars. He’d come close to beating Shane’s record too. 0.47 seconds off to be exact. The commentators had made a big deal about that.
Shane’s contemplation was interrupted by Cliff slamming his empty beer back on the bar top.
“We should dance!” suggested Cliff. He was already eyeing the bar hallway that led to the club section. They’d lost Shane’s Pittsburgh defence to the floor at the start of the night, along with a couple other guys that the boys knew from previous Allstars.
Shane wasn’t too hot on Cliff’s proposition but before he could worry about it, Ilya waved his teammate off. “Go, go, I will keep Admirals company. Bennet is already senior citizen. Don’t want Hollander to bore him to grave.”
“Oh, fuck you,” said Eric and Shane at the same time.
Cliff gave a shrug that said suit yourself and took off, stopping on the way to clap hands with a couple players and drag them to join.
Shane turned back to the bar to find Ilya staring after Cliff.
Shane gave Ilya’s foot a nudge with his own. “You can go if you want.”
Ilya was quick to wave him off. “No, no, I am fine here.”
Eric snorted into his beer.
Ilya raised a haughty eyebrow.
Eric shrugged. “Never thought I’d see ‘Ilya Rozanov, playboy extraordinaire’ decline an invitation to pick up on the dance floor.”
“You want me to leave, Bennet?”
“Didn’t say that.”
Shane felt his chair jostle as Ilya rested an elbow along the back so he could lean around Shane to glare at Eric. “If you want Hollander all to yourself…”
Eric rolled his eyes. “You are welcome to keep us company, Rozanov. Just didn’t think you were the brooding at the bar type.”
Ilya’s eyes danced at Shane. “Ah, is that what we are doing? Brooding?”
Shane shoved Ilya’s arm off his chair. “You, maybe. Me and Benny are celebrating.”
“Ah and you will do this here? At bar with cheap beer and drunk hockey players?”
“What else is there to do in St. Louis?”
Ilya leered in a way that made Shane immediately regret asking. Even more so when Ilya said, “Hook up.”
Shane resisted the urge to punch him in the arm.
Eric gave an exaggerated sigh and pushed back from the table. “I gotta take a leak.” He grumbled a little as he walked away, leaving an empty glass and vacant seat next to Shane.
Shane gave his boyfriend a look that said, ‘Really? Did you have to do that?’
Ilya gave him an overly innocent look back that said, ‘Do what?’
Shane glanced at Ilya’s arm that was settling back on Shane’s chair again, his fingers brushing over his shoulder. ‘A little obvious, aren’t you?’
Ilya shrugged. ‘Isn’t that what you wanted? Hiding in plain sight?’
Shane huffed. Rolled his eyes. Glanced around at the bar where the other players were too involved in their own lives to pay them any attention.
“I think it is time for us to go have private celebration, yes?” Ilya whispered hot and low in Shane’s ear. He resisted the shiver that wanted to run down his spine.
Ilya pushed his chair back from the bar. He nodded at Shane’s almost-empty drink. “Finish that first.”
Then Ilya turned to exit, leaving Shane alone at the bar top, trying to hide his cock hardening in his jeans. And if Shane watched the way Ilya’s ass moved as he walked away, then no one was watching to see it.
 
---
 
“That’s it, Hollander, take me so well,” Ilya groaned into the back of Shane’s neck, breath hot against his ear, mingling with the steam of the shower.
Shane himself had both hands braced against the cold tile of the wall, thrusting his hips back as Ilya’s fingers thrust forward, stretching him open on the long digits.
“Fuck,” Shane panted as Ilya’s fingers brushed his prostate again. He had lost track of how long ago Ilya had zeroed in on the spot. All he knew was he was a couple thrusts away from cumming. If Ilya got a hand on his dick, it would be game over.
“Just fucking fuck me already,” Shane whined, hiding his flushed face in the meat of his arm. Ilya’s body was hot against his back, their skin slick as the water poured between them.
“Hmm, what if I made you cum like this? Just my fingers. Won’t even touch your cock.”
Shane whimpered at the suggestion.
“Yes, you would do like that, wouldn’t you?”
“Want your cock,” Shane whined, thrusting his hips back against where he could feel said cock hot and hard rutting unconsciously against his thigh.
Ilya gave another thrust of his fingers, dragging long and slow right over Shane’s prostate. His legs quivered beneath him, the only thing holding him up being Ilya’s bruising grip on his hip.
“Maybe I still fuck you after.” Thrust. “Make you cum twice tonight.” Thrust. “As reward for big win.” Thrust. “Think you can do that?”
They’d done this enough times to know Shane could do that, but he also knew it was going to wring him out like wet laundry. Coupled with the game and celebratory beers, he’d be left exhausted, a puddle on the bed for Ilya to dote on all night (just the way he liked him). But they did have the day off tomorrow…
“Fuck, ok, yeah. Please.”
“Hmm, good.” Ilya’s fingers picked up their pace again. Shane bit into the flesh of his arm this time to keep quiet. As much as they liked to let loose, he knew hotel walls were thin and this one was crawling with inebriated hockey players.
Shane’s breath hitched as he succumbed to Ilya’s actions, letting him take charge. Set the pace. A brutal one that sent shivers down his spine with every twitch of the fingers inside him. The insistent press of Ilya’s cock against his thigh. Shane’s own cock swinging heavy between his legs as he gave little thrusts back with his hips—
“Yo, Roz!” Banging on the door made both of them jump. They froze, Ilya’s fingers still inside Shane but his body pulled upright as they listened for the sound.
“Roz?” Another quick knock.
After a second, Ilya whispered, “Ignore him.”
Shane rested his head against the tile. “I’m trying.”
Ilya licked at the back of Shane’s ear, sending goosebumps down his skin as Ilya’s fingers twitched inside him again—
“Roz?” More knocking accompanied the boom of Cliff Marleau’s voice in the hotel hallway.
Shane shot half-frustrated, half-panicked eyes back at Ilya, the haze of orgasm rapidly disappearing. “What the fuck does he want?” he whispered through gritted teeth.
Ilya gave him a wide-eyed shrug back. “I don’t know.”
“Roz, you in there?”
They continued to stare at each other in panic. Cliff knocked again, somehow even louder this time.
“Yo, the guys said you left the bar early. Wanna watch a movie or something?”
Shane raised a questioning eyebrow. Since when did he and Marley have cozy movie nights together?
Ilya’s eyes lit up in recognition and then his body sagged with the weight of his eyeroll. Then, Ilya – the fucker – fucking winked at Shane as his fingers began to move again, not caring one single bit about his teammate standing in the hall trying to bust down his door while Shane was literally hanging off his fucking fingers.
“What—?” Shane’s hiss was cut off as Ilya set a pace of long, slow presses, so fucking deep…
“It doesn’t have to be a movie, dude. Just wanted to see if you’d like some company?”
Shane raised a questioning brow and mouthed, ‘Company?’ back at Ilya.
Ilya kind of rolled his eyes this time, shook his head as if to say, ‘Don’t worry about it,” and slipped a third finger inside Shane.
Shane’s eyes widened at the stretch, letting out a little huff, still trying to keep quiet. He kind of wanted to die, but he was also a little turned on by this weird situation. Which also made him want to die.
In the hallway, Cliff remained persistent. “Can I just get proof of life, dude? I get it if you’re not up for company, but I just want to make sure you’re good.”
Of course, Ilya decided this was the perfect time to finally touch Shane’s dick. He wrapped his hand around the shaft and Shane’s whole body jerked. Shane, completely unable to help it, let out a long moan.
Ilya’s fingers froze inside him again. Cliff stopped knocking on the door. Shane felt his stomach climb into his throat.
Ilya let out a low chuckle against the back of Shane’s neck. “Now you’ve done it.”
Shane shot an elbow back, connecting with Ilya’s ribs and making him grunt, but not dimming his amusement.
“Um, Roz? You ok?” called Cliff with more hesitance this time.
Ilya rolled his eyes, nipped Shane on the shoulder before turning his head to shout back at the door. “I am on phone, Marly!”
There was an awkward pause and then, “Oh shit are you calling…?”
“Goodnight Marly!”
“Shit, yeah, ok. Have a good night, Roz!” Loud footsteps retreated down the hall.
Ilya returned to burry his face in Shane’s neck, still laughing, fingers jostling a little where they were still inside him. Shane wanted to murder him.
“Not fucking cool!”
In apology, Ilya thrust his fingers in deep and dragged them directly over Shane’s prostate. Shane, unable to help himself, forgot about the last minute completely and let the sensation overcome his body.
“That’s it, Hollander.” Ilya guided the roll of Shane’s hips as his thrusts became devastatingly deliberate and he started stroking Shane’s cock again. Shane grit his teeth as pleasure built in the base of his spine. “Come on, Shane. Come for me.”
With one more deep roll against his prostate, Shane’s whole body shook as the shockwaves raced through him. Ilya spat filthy Russian into his ear the whole time, egging Shane on as he shot ropes of cum against the shower wall before it was washed away by the running water.
As he calmed down, Shane sagged back into Ilya’s arms. His boyfriend planted hot open-mouthed kisses against his neck, his fingers still inside Shane, gentling him through the aftershocks. “Fucking perfect for me. So fucking hot, Hollander.”
Shane tilted his head back so Ilya could bring their lips together, licking into his mouth until he could feel his legs again. Ilya was still hard against his thigh. He gave a slow grind forward before Shane – because he felt like Ilya deserved it – pulled away. The hotel shower was big enough for him to take a full step back and shut off the water.
He pointed at Ilya’s dick, standing red and angry against his stomach. “Uh uh, you have to save that for later.”
Ilya looked like he wanted to protest, but Shane turned around, giving his boyfriend a fantastic view of his ass as he walked out of the shower to begin drying off.
Ilya quickly followed behind him, knowing the sooner they were dry, the sooner they could get to the bed. What was the point of getting a hotel suite with a California king if not to put it to good use?
Shane hung his wet towel on a hook and grabbed one of the fluffy hotel robes. He leaned back on the counter – legs still a little shaky – to watch Ilya drying himself (who was making a rather sexy show of it) when another knock sounded at the door.
Shane tensed but Ilya didn’t seem bothered as he said, “Ah, that’ll be room service.”
“When’d you order room service?”
“While you were heating up shower. Got strawberries and whipped cream.” Ilya punctuated the statement with a wink.
Shane rolled his eyes. “You are not bringing food into the bed.”
“But it will be so sexy Hollander. Just think of how good my cock will taste when covered in sugar.”
“That sounds unsanitary.”
Shane was saved from Ilya’s farther argument by another knock.
“Come on,” Ilya gave him a little waved to the door. “Can’t leave food waiting in hall.”
“What if it’s Cliff again?”
“Then he would be banging down door.”
Shane still hesitated.
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Go answer door, Hollander. Is not big deal.”
“Couldn’t you…” Shane trailed off as his eyes raked down Ilya’s dripping torso to his cock standing fully hard against his stomach. Ilya raised a condescending eyebrow.
“Ok, yeah, no, I’ll go answer it,” Shane stuttered, cinching the waist of his robe tight.
He padded through the room with a fresh pair of hotel slippers on his feet as another light knock sounded.
“I’m coming!” Shane called as his steps quickened. He could hear Ilya snicker in the bathroom.
Shane shot a glare over his shoulder – not that Ilya could see, but on principle – as he flipped the lock, pulling the door open to greet—
Eric.
“Oh sorry, I thought Marleau said this was Rozanov’s room. I have his…” Eric trailed off as he eyed Shane’s attire, from his messy hair, to the robe whose tie was already slipping, to the hotel slippers. Shane just stood there, wide eyed, completely frozen and debating if it was possible for someone to die on the spot from embarrassment. Was that a known cause of heart attacks? Or strokes? Was Shane having a stroke?
Then Ilya popped up behind him, also in a robe, half undone so his full chest was on display, gold cross gleaming between still-damp pecks. His hair was also askew as he casually reached around to grab the headphone case lying forgotten in Eric’s outstretched hand. “Ah yes, I was wondering where I left this.”
Eric’s eyes darted between Ilya and Shane over and over again. “Uh yeah…it fell out of your pocket at the bar…”
“I can explain!” Shane said a little too loudly. Ilya’s hand settled on his hip, a comforting presence normally, but currently making Shane feel like a statue facing down Medusa.
Eric’s eyes immediately darted down to that hand, then he looked back at Shane, a little amused. “Yeah, I think I’d like to hear this.”
“It’s um – we uh – we were just…”
“Having sex?” proposed Eric.
Shane squeaked and Ilya threw his head back on a laugh.
Eric laughed too. “Yeah, you guys aren’t that subtle.”
“You knew!?” Shane squawked some more.
That really made the other men laugh. Eric set a reassuring hand on Shane’s shoulder and then quickly dropped it after a look from Ilya. “Don’t worry, not everyone knows. I think it’s just me and Scott who suspect stuff right now. But if you two keep eye-fucking each other in public then everyone’s gonna figure it out soon enough.”
“Right.”
“But don’t worry about it too much, ok? I’m happy for you. And my lips are sealed.”
Eric punctuated it with a gesture of zipping his lips before stepping back from the door and heading down the hall. “Try to keep it down, you two. Hotel walls are thin.”
Still a little flustered, Shane stepped out into the hallway after him, letting the door close in Ilya’s face. “Eric!”
Eric stopped walking. Turned back to him.
“Um, thank you, for being like, cool about it.”
Eric shrugged. “It’s not a big deal, Hollander.”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. Ok, cool.” Then he turned to go back to the room. The door was locked. Fuck. Ilya was so going to make him do something stupid to let him back in…
“Hey, Hollzy?” Eric called down the hall.
Shane turned back to his teammate again.
Eric shifted, seemed to debate something, then said, “Uh…me too.”
Shane’s eyebrows scrunched. “You too?”
Eric’s eyes darted back to Ilya’s hotel door, then over to Shane. They made a long line up and down Shane’s body before Eric met Shane’s eyes again. He smirked. “Me too.”
Shane’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. He looked back at Ilya’s door, then back to Eric a little frantically. “You…?”
Eric’s eyes panicked. “Oh shit, no. Not with him or another player just like, you know…dudes…”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“Cool.”
“Cool.”
Shane didn’t know what else to do. No one had ever come out to him before.
Luckily, Eric saved him the awkwardness. “So, see you back in New York?”
Shane nodded frantically. “Yep. Yeah. See you in New York.”
Eric laughed. “Cool. Have a good night, Hollander.”
Then he turned and walked back down the hall, leaving Shane standing outside Ilya Rozanov’s hotel room in a half-undone robe.
The door creaked as Ilya popped his head out of the room. “Hollander, you good?”
Shane’s brain was still trying to catch up. “Uh…yeah…”
“You want to come back inside? Bed is cold without—"
“Yep. Yeah. Definitely, let’s do that.” Shane left the hallway behind so his boyfriend could drag him back to bed.
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  Their final game of the regular season was on home ice. New York. If someone told Shane a year ago that New York would grow to feel like home, he’d never believe them. He’d say the city was too big, too loud, too fast. That he’d never trade his blue for red. That he couldn’t picture New Yorkers screaming for ‘24’ in the stands or on the streets.
But now he had a local organic grocery store, and a favourite cinema, and his face was plastered next to Scott’s on a banner outside the arena. His jersey was the second-best seller in the team store (Scott’s still won from the investment of queer hockey fans alone). And Shane had an apartment with both a couch and a dining table.
He’d unpacked his home gym from storage so his workout room was no longer home to a single yoga mat. There was also the unexpectedly large delivery of dog paraphernalia that had arrived last week, courtesy of Ilya’s credit card. Shane himself had purchased a couple more paintings to take up the large amount of wall space in the living room and hung the one of the cottage in the woods in his bedroom. He’d even ordered multiple sets of dishes and furniture for the guest room, in case he ever had people that wanted to stay over. Like his parents, or Rose, or maybe some of his new friends. Shane was already kicking up the courage to see if Scott and Kip would like to come over for dinner with him and Ilya.
But they had to close out the season first.
Shane sat in his cubby between the second and third period. The guys around him were trying to stay hyped, even though this wasn’t the most important game of their careers. New York had gained a spot in the playoffs weeks ago, but there were still stakes for Shane tonight.
Boston had their final game last night. It had been a tough battle against Minnesota. Ilya had only scored once. Which meant he was only two goals ahead of Shane in the scoring race.
Until tonight.
Shane closed that gap in the first period. He’d been hoping the game might be easy after that, but New Jersey’s goalie had locked it down in the second.
Now, the game was tied 3-3 heading into the third. Shane had put up two of those tonight, leaving him with one goal to break the tie – both between the Admirals and Boston, and to leave this season coming out on top of Ilya.
Shane took another deep breath, hands clenching on his knees as he tried to stay dialed in.
He could do this. All he needed was one more goal.
“You good, Hollzy?” The question came from Gilly, who Shane had barely noticed approach him. The rookie was standing over him, blocking out the fluorescents of the locker room.
Shane tried to shake off his anxiety. “Yeah. I’m good.”
Shane must not have been very convincing because Gilly seemed to think about it for a second before flopping down in the cubby next to Shane. The rookie was all sweaty (so was Shane) and his face was still flushed from the ice as he turned to the older player, knocking their shoulders together.
“You know, when they announced that you were coming to this team, I was really excited.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. But I was also kind of freaking out.”
Shane raised an eyebrow.
Gilly laughed as he blushed. “I um, I wasn’t lying about the whole ‘having your poster on my wall’ thing. And if I’m being really honest, I kind of still had it up during my actual rookie season.”
“Oh, and you took it down once I joined the team?” Shane teased.
Gilly blushed more. “Well…”
Shane laughed. “I hope I lived up to some of the hype. Eventually.”
“I’d say you exceeded all expectations.”
Shane nodded, mouth shut. He was never great at taking praise – never really knew how to respond to the hero-worship – but it always felt a little different from people who actually knew him.
“I just want you to know that it’s been a really great year playing with you, and I’ve learned a lot, both on and off the ice. Being on your line…you really made a difference for me this season.”
Shane could see it in Gilly’s eyes – the lessons not just in shooting, and stick handling, and skating form, but everything else their team had been through this year. The picking each other up after a loss, facing the press, handling all those expectations and somehow still managing to come out on top. And not just as players but as people. As a team. As friends.
If there was one thing Shane learned this year, it was that sometimes there was more to life than hockey, and that was ok. Might even be a good thing.
Gilly punched Shane in the shoulder. “You’re a fucking legend. Never forget that.”
Shane laughed off the sentimentality but was thankful for it nonetheless. “Thanks, Gill.”
Gilly beamed. “No problem. And hey, I’m gonna get that puck to you. I won’t let you down.”
Shane set a reassuring hand on the rookie’s shoulder. “You could never let me down.” He gave the kid’s shoulder a squeeze for extra support – both to calm the rookie’s nerves and his own – before the fluorescents were blocked out by another body.
“Hey.”
Shane looked up to find Scott standing over them, holding out a hand. “We’ve got this, yeah?”
Shane felt that steady reassurance wash over him. He let out a long breath and took Scott’s hand, letting him pull him up, Gilly jumping up next to them. “Let’s fucking get it.”
 
---
 
“Comeback of the fucking century!” yelled Carter as everyone held up their glasses towards the middle of the large table the Admirals commandeered at the back of the Kingfisher.
“Glad you had faith in me, Vaughny,” said Shane sarcastically.
“Never doubted you for a second, Hollander.” Carter grinned as he downed his entire beer and slammed the empty glass on the table.
“Jesus, man, season’s not over yet,” admonished Eric, politely sipping his pint of non-alcoholic beer.
“Exactly. Gotta celebrate when there’s reason to, Benny!”
“Right, cause a couple pints is gonna help us win the—"
“No one’s allowed to talk about you-know-what. No jinxing anything!” said Scott sternly.
There were a couple grumbles about it ‘starting again’ from some of the veteran Admirals with wary glances at Scott. His superstitions were not secret among the team and apparently they got a lot worse during playoffs. Not that Shane had much of a leg to stand on in that regard. There’d been one season where he’d only used one specific fork (he’d forgotten to bring one for his pregame meal but found that one in the bottom of his gym bag before they won their game that night) for the entire last three series of the playoffs. But they’d won the Cup that year so…
Scott’s ire was assuaged by the arrival of Kip as he went around the table collecting a slew of already empty beers. “You boys want another round?”
There was a smattering of agreement around the table.
Kip paused behind Scott’s chair, leaning down to give him a kiss on the cheek as he reached for Scott’s empty glass, his engagement ring flashing on his finger.
Scott had managed to keep that in the bag for exactly forty-two hours after Shane and Eric returned from Allstars before he was pulling his phone out in the locker room to show off the proposal photos. Scott had used the time off to take Kip on a romantic trip upstate so he could pop the question and Kip, of course, had said yes.
There was a series of whoops and jeers from the boys at the PDA which made Scott blush all the way to his ears (but he still grabbed Kip’s hand to kiss the ring on the back of his knuckles). Kip just grinned as he sashayed back to the bar for fresh drinks.
The boys all fell into conversation. Eric and Carter got into it about some new movie Carter’s girlfriend was starring in. Scott was showing Greg and Tommy the proposal photos (again). Shane got dragged into a conversation with the defensemen about the best lakes to summer at in Canada. The rookies were sharing gory stories from college games.
It wasn’t long before Kip returned with a heavy tray, Kyle following behind with his own.
“Made this one special for you,” said Kyle with a wink as he set Eric’s (assumedly non-alcoholic beer) in front of him.
Eric gave a stiff nod back. “T—” he cleared his throat. “Thanks.”
“No problem.” Kyle winked again as he continued dropping pints around the table. “If you boys want anything more interesting, just let us know.”
“Interesting how?” asked Eric.
“Specialty cocktails. We love a challenge behind the bar.”
“I don’t drink.”
“We can do them non-alcoholic.”
“I’m also off sugar right now. Playoffs.”
“Hm, pity.” Kyle walked off with another wink and a sway to his hips, empty tray under his arm.
Shane eyed Eric, Scott with a similar expression as they glanced between him and Kyle. Shane gave the goalie a nudge. “Get a cocktail if you want.”
Eric grunted. “Maybe after playoffs.”
Shane couldn’t help his smirk. “Yeah, ok.”
They turned their attention away from the bar and back to the table where the rookies were having a heated conversation with the defensemen watching on in rapt attention.
“No, I’m telling you, my buddy was dating the guy for like, years, and he never said he was gay.” Woody’s statement was punctuated by wildly gesticulating hands. “I mean, I get that he was on the lacrosse team and whatever, but he just shoved my friend back in the closet.”
Farmer shrugged. “Small towns. You know how it is.”
“Sure, but like, they went the entirety of college. Broke the dude’s heart when he moved back to fuck-ass Nebraska.”
“Jesus.”
“Exactly. Too much fucking Jesus.”
“Maybe he didn’t know,” said Farmer congenially.
“Uh, judging by the number of socks on our dorm room door, I’d say he was pretty aware of how gay the amount of gay sex he was having was.”
“But like, how do you even know if you’re gay?” said Gilly, offhand.
The whole table paused. Conversations died as everyone turned to the rookies.
Scott coughed into his fist, trying to hide a smile. “Well Gill, usually people who have some level of attraction to the same sex start exploring their sexuality and that can lead to finding an identity that feels right for you. That describes how you feel romantically about other people.”
“What Scott means to say is when a man and another man love each other very much—" Carter cut off with a grunt as he got an elbow to the ribs from both Scott and Eric.
Shane jumped in before things could get out of hand. “Scott’s just saying that if someone wants to try something new, then there’s no harm in that. And that if something feels right, then maybe they look into what that means. Maybe they pick a label, maybe they don’t. The important thing is that it feels comfortable.”
“So where would someone start looking?” asked Gilly, clearly struggling to keep his tone uninterestedly casual.
“Uh well…” Shane squirmed a little in his seat, thinking of the crisis he’d had about two and a half years ago. He glanced at Scott and the Captain made a gesture for Shane to take the question if he was comfortable.
Shane took a breath. Looked more at the wood grain pattern than the players as he said, “If someone’s like, gay-gay then maybe things don’t really feel right with girls. Or maybe someone likes both, so they notice that they’re attracted to both guys and girls. Some people know right away just by looking at people and sometimes people need to try out both sides to find out what feels right.” 
“Know a lot about that, do you Hollander?” snickered Breezy and some of the other guys followed.
Shane paused. Looked down at his hands in his lap. Took a breath. He felt Scott press his leg into his, a quiet show of support.
Then Shane looked up and said, “Yeah, actually, I do.”
The guys all stopped, laughter slowly dying out as every eye on the team turned to Shane.
He caught Eric’s gaze across the table. The goalie gave him a silent nod. Steady.
Shane took another breath and dropped his eyes to the table as he said, “I’m gay.”
Then he waited. He didn’t look up at the boys. Couldn’t. He just sat there, eyes on his hands in his lap, focusing on taking one breath in, one breath out as he spiralled through everything that was about to go wrong—
“Cool dude.”
“That’s great, Hollzy.”
“Good for you, man.”
Shane looked up and met the eyes of his teammates. They were all looking at him with a mix of gentle smiles and plain indifference. No shock. No anger. No betrayal.
“So you’re…ok with it?”
Everyone’s eyes darted between Shane and Scott.
“I mean…”
“Like yeah, man.”
“Not like we haven’t seen it before, dude.”
Shane let out another breath. “Oh.”
“Pretty sure we’d have other problems if that was an issue,” said Carter as he ruffled Scott’s hair, much to their Captain’s annoyance.
Shane let out an awkward chuckle. “Right. Um…cool.”
“So, this a recent discovery of yours?” asked Breezy. The question was said kindly, even if it was a little invasive.
“Oh uh, no. No, I’ve known for a while. Years.”
“Shit man.”
“Like we talking your whole career or…?”
“Um,” Shane squirmed in his seat a little. “Probably. Yeah.”
“Like, you’ve been gay the whole time?” blurted Farmer before grunting at the elbow Woody shoved into his ribs.
“That’s how it works, dumbass.”
“Ow! I’m just asking!”
“Actually, I think sometimes people figure out they’re gay later,” said Gilly.
“Yeah, but like, you always had the capacity to be gay,” argued Woody.
“Sure, but like, if you didn’t know…”
“That doesn’t mean you weren’t gay before.”
While the rookies argued, the rest of the Admirals kept throwing questions at Shane.
“So what made you want to come out now?”
“Are there more people that know?”
“Are you going to come out publicly?”
“Is that like, a ‘thing’ you have to do?”
Shane swallowed against the lump in his throat. “Um…”
“Gonna smooch someone on the ice when we win the Cup?” That was said with a wink at Scott who grumbled something about not jinxing it.
“He’d have to have someone to smooch first.”
“Who knows, maybe he does.”
“Yeah Hollzy, you got a boyfriend?”
Shane’s shoulders went up to his ears and Scott clapped a hand on Shane’s back before speaking up. “Alright boys, no giving Hollzy the third degree. Mind your own business.”
There was some grumbles and a couple joking ‘fuck off, Scotty’ sentiments but the boys all quickly fell back into their own conversations.
And just like that, everything went back to normal. Shane was gay, and his team knew about it, and everything was fine. No one was shooting him dirty looks or making a stink about Shane messing up the vibe of the locker room. No one was threatening to go to management or the press. There was no questioning his skills on the ice or debate about if this changed him as a person. Shane was gay and the world didn’t end.
The hand on Shane’s back went to cup his shoulder as Scott leaned in to ask, “You ok?”
And Shane…was. He was ok.
The weight of the world lifted off his shoulders as he turned to Scott with a genuine smile. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.”
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  Ilya sat across from Doctor Natalya Sidorova in a room that was clearly designed to make people comfortable. It was cozy, all wood tones and soft cushions, including the crushed velvet couch Ilya was stiffly perched on. He didn’t really feel comfortable, despite the interior designer’s best efforts. And the therapist, who was projecting an air of friendly openness while she watched Ilya get try to get comfortable.
“It’s nice to talk to someone in Russian,” Ilya said after their introductions.
“Has it been a while?” asked Dr. Natalya.
“I have one friend who speaks Russian. But we don’t talk as often as I’d like. Work keeps us busy.” (And Ilya might have been dodging some of Svetlana’s calls in his efforts to wallow alone. They’d had a very long conversation about that when Ilya asked her for therapist recommendations.)
“Then I am happy we can speak in Russian.”
There was a short pause before Ilya blurted, “I have not tried therapy before.”
Dr. Natalya wasn’t phased. “How are you feeling about it?”
“I am very nervous. Is that weird?”
“Not at all. Though I hope you’ll find there’s no reason to be.”
Ilya shifted on the couch, trying to get comfortable. “Are many of your clients Russian?”
“A few. I’m the only Russian-speaking psychologist in town, I believe. As you probably know, mental health isn’t a popular concept among our people.”
Ilya was very aware of that. “No, it isn’t. Not for hockey players either.”
“I’d imagine.”
“Sometimes it is very…hard. To talk about. But also to go through.”
“Do you ever talk about it with your teammates?”
“Um, sometimes,” Ilya said, thinking mostly about Cliff. A little about Shane too, but he wasn’t exactly a teammate. “Um, I have a charity. We do mental health stuff. Try to talk about it with the league. Make people aware of how to get support.”
“Is that what made you decide to book this appointment?”
Ok, so they were just going to…start. Ilya tried not to overthink his reply and said the first thing that popped into his head. “I think I might be depressed. Sometimes.”
She waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. He’d never said those words out loud, in any language, so he just let them sit there like an anvil.
“Do you have a history of depression?” asked Doctor Natalya to fill the silence.
“Um, maybe.” Ilya thought of his early years in the league, when he’d just moved to America and thrown himself into whatever alcohol and warm bodies he could find to avoid going home to his empty apartment and having to sit with his thoughts. Or the even earlier years right after his mother… “My mother had depression. Before she died.”
It felt weird to say out loud, but Ilya was getting better at talking about it. The speeches for the Irina Foundation weren’t exactly becoming easier…but maybe he was finding a way to be ok with that regardless. Losing his mother had been hard. Watching her waste away before that, unable to help, unable to understand…that had been worse. Ilya didn’t want to see anyone go through that again. He didn’t want Shane to have to…
“It was hard in Russia. But I do not think that was the only cause. She might have always had it. This may be something…genetic.”
Dr. Natalya nodded in agreement. “We can look into that. Would you like to talk about your mother? That might be a good place to start.”
Ilya took a breath and folded his hands in his lap, deciding to be brave. “I’ll try.”
 
---
 
Ilya walked out of the clinic feeling drained. He wasn’t sure if he felt any better. He was mostly tired. That had been a lot of work.
He walked towards a bright red Jaguar in the parking lot. He heard the lock click as he approached and slipped into the passenger seat.
“How’d it go?” asked Cliff from the driver’s seat.
Ilya let out a big sigh. “Was ok. Good. Maybe.”
“That’s good, buddy.”
Ilya just nodded, resting his head against the seat’s high-end leather. He took another deep breath. Cliff’s car smelled like it always did, too much cologne and a little bit like whatever takeout he’d gotten the night before. That smell was pretty strong today. McDonald’s. A burger maybe. Actually, Ilya could really go for—
“Got you a ‘first therapy session’ present,” said Cliff, grabbing a brown paper bag from the backseat that smelled suspiciously yummy. He passed it over to Ilya. The contents were still warm.
“McGriddle?” he asked Cliff hopefully before opening the bag.
Cliff gave him a knowing look. “Two McGriddles.”
Ilya dug in as Cliff pulled onto the road. They drove in silence, just the radio turned to some sort of rap station that Cliff liked. Ilya didn’t mind it. Cliff at least had better music taste than Brad. Everyone hated when ‘M.C. Hammer’ got on the locker room speakers.
Cliff drove smoothly through the city before cutting onto the road to Ilya’s house. He was a good driver – similar to Ilya. Fast, but safe. It was a nice day outside for the time of year, the sun peaking through spring clouds. Ilya had debated driving his Ducati to the appointment this morning, but he’d felt less and less like taking the ‘death trap’ as Shane liked to call it, out on the road. Besides, Cliff had offered to take him anyway.
Shane’s jeep was in Ilya’s driveway when they pulled in. Ilya’s heart flipped in excitement.
“When’d you get a jeep?” asked Cliff, a little perplexed at the car.
Ilya quickly stuffed the last of his second McGriddle in his mouth. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Want me to come in with you?” asked Cliff.
Ilya was already unbuckling his seatbelt. “Uh no. I will be ok.”
“You sure?”
“Yes, yes. Thank you for the ride.”
“Ok dude. Hey, text me if you need anything. Or call. I’m never too far away if you want company.”
Ilya paused long enough to look at his friend. “I know. Thank you. Really.”
Cliff smiled. “Anytime.”
Ilya exited the vehicle and waved to Cliff as he left the driveway. Then he immediately made a beeline up his front steps and into his house.
“Shane?”
“In here!” came Shane’s voice from the living room. Ilya found him coming around the sofa. “How did it go?”
Ilya went to him right away, burying his face in Shane’s neck, breathing him in. “It was hard but I think it will be good.”
Shane’s hands carded gently through Ilya’s hair, sending shivers down his spine. “That’s good. So you liked her?”
“Yes. It was nice to talk in Russian again. Felt like home.”
Shane pulled back so he could look up at him. “I’m gonna work harder on that too. The Russian.”
Ilya kissed him because he loved him.
Then Shane took a step back. “I got you something as a reward for your first appointment.” He started walking back around the couch.
Ilya followed, intrigued. “Reward? Maybe I will do this therapy more often if it comes with rewards.” (He did not tell Shane about the McGriddles. His boyfriend didn’t need to know about the double dipping of rewards). He was hoping this particular reward came with lots of kissing and very little clothes.
Instead, Shane pulled out a big box decorated in polka dot wrapping paper. He didn’t lift it from the floor but gently nudged it toward Ilya.
Ilya looked at the gift box. It had holes poked in the top and was the perfect size for… Ilya dropped to his knees and frantically started pulling at the wrapping. “Shane please tell me you did not put poor puppy in a box!”
Shane laughed. “What? No, she’s in the guestroom probably eating all your pillows. The box is just full of toys—”
Ilya abandoned the box on the carpet and made a beeline for his guest room. He opened the door to absolute carnage. Beautiful, adorable, fluffy carnage.
Amidst a pile of feathers and torn-up fabric was a little ball of brown fur. She had floppy ears just like her mother’s and tiny little paws adorned in white like socks. Absolutely fucking precious.
Upon seeing the newcomers to the room, their puppy abandoned the pillow she was currently shaking vigorously and ran over to Ilya. He barely had a second to drop to his knees, mindful of the excited animal circling him, whole body wriggling with the force of her wagging tail.
Ilya sunk his hands into her fur, petting along her back. She could practically fit in one of his hands, she was so little. So young. “She is perfect!”
The puppy climbed into his lap, a mix of little claws catching in the fabric of Ilya’s pants (not that he cared a single bit, the puppy could shred his whole wardrobe for how happy he was) and Ilya trying to get a hold of the wriggling mass to help her up. She promptly set about licking his face, nose sniffing noisily as Ilya laughed in pure glee.
He sniffed the top of her head in turn, then rubbed his cheek against her ears. “Oh she is so soft! Shane you must feel!”
Shane laughed from where he was leaning on the door frame, his own face split in a wide smile. “I have. I had to pick her up remember?”
“Yes, yes.” In truth, Ilya had had so much on his mind, he hadn’t been thinking about the arrival of their new family member. Even though they’d been preparing for weeks – Shane made the daycare arrangements while Ilya went a little nuts with his credit card – Ilya had been so focused on the impending doom of therapy that he’d forgotten today was the day.
The day.
And now she was here.
Ilya gripped the puppy around the middle to pull her away long enough that they could look each other in the eye. “Hello, Zoya.”
The puppy – Zoya – licked her nose as if agreeing with her name.
“I set up her first vet appointment next week and got her papers all ready for if we want to travel with her. Not that bringing a dog on a plane will be easy, so maybe we’ll drive to Ottawa, but crossing borders shouldn’t be a problem when we go to the cottage in the summers.”
Ilya was barely hearing his boyfriend, knees propped up so he could watch Zoya weave excitedly between his legs as he pet her. “She is so little!”
“She’ll get bigger.”
He felt Shane settle on the floor next to him. One of his hands came out and Zoya went to sniff it. Then she licked Shane’s palm. He laughed about it, but Ilya also saw the way his nose scrunched.
Ilya turned so their faces were close together. “I love you,” he said, a little choked up. Then he kissed Shane deeply.
They spent the rest of the day playing with Zoya (the carnage of the guest room left as a later problem). Ilya played tug-of-war while Shane ran through their daycare arrangements for when Ilya was at practice for the tenth time, making sure everything was perfect. Plus the dog hotel for when they had away games (Ilya refused to even entertain the idea of a kennel). And the trainer (that part was non-negotiable for Shane, no matter how much Ilya insisted he could learn to train a dog).
It didn’t take long for the pup to tucker herself out. Shane made a single half-hearted attempt to convince Ilya not to let the dog on the furniture before caving when she fell asleep almost as soon as she was placed in Shane’s lap, her little face resting on Shane’s calloused hand. Ilya sat next to them both, one arm around Shane so his head could rest on his chest, the other gently petting Zoya’s soft fur as her nose twitched in her sleep.
“What do you think she’s dreaming about?” asked Shane.
“Chasing bunnies,” answered Ilya.
“Not sure she’s ever seen a bunny.”
“Squirrels then. She will have plenty to chase when we go to the cottage.”
“Yeah.” Shane had this stupid lovesick smile on his face. Ilya knew he looked the same. He didn’t care.
“Soon. After playoffs.” Ilya was already dreaming about the nights with them all curled up in front of the fire. Or watching Zoya swim in the lake. She’d probably love it there – just like Ilya loved it there.
Shane pressed a kiss to Ilya’s shoulder. “Yeah. After playoffs.”
“Then we will go to cottage and have sex in front of campfire. Maybe I will wear my new MLH Cup ring while I fuck you. Would look nice in firelight.”
“Oh, your new Cup ring?”
“Of course.”
“You fucking wish. I’m gonna score more goals than you during playoffs.”
Ilya scoffed. “Brat. You already won scoring race in regular season and now you want playoff record too?”
Shane’s nose scrunched up adorably. “Yeah. And we’re gonna kick your ass in the conference finals.”
“You seem pretty confident about finals. What if you don’t even make it past Montreal?”
“Bullshit. What if you don’t make it past Toronto?”
“Bullshit.”
Ilya tackled Shane by kissing him all over. Shane leaned into it, the two of them getting a little carried away until Ilya felt the thud of paws landing on his chest.
“Oof,” he pulled back with a laugh, letting himself be accosted by the now-awake Zoya who started licking his face.
Shane quickly ducked away to avoid dog tongue. “That better not become a habit.”
“She can have all the kisses she wants,” said Ilya, hands running through the soft fur again. His heart was so full it felt like it might burst. He gently pushed Zoya back as he leaned up to place a sloppy wet kiss on Shane’s lips before he could get away. “And so can I.”
Shane wiped his mouth but couldn’t hide the love behind his eyes. “Yeah,” he said quietly, staring as Ilya laughed when Zoya started licking his face again. “So can you.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Playoffs next week! Woohoo!

Also with this therapist, it’s important to me that she doesn’t spend the whole session dropping hints that she is aware of Ilya’s personal life because he’s a public figure. That’s a huge breach of ethics and a super weird part of Golina in canon. So even though Natalya does likely know who Ilya is and about his job (she’s a Russian in Boston, she’d likely know the Russian captain of Boston’s hockey team), there won’t be any discussion about her knowledge of his personal life. Those should be things that Ilya brings up himself when he is ready to do so.
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    Chapter Summary

    Playoffs Series 1: Boston vs Toronto



    Chapter Notes

      Welcome to playoffs! Can’t believe we’re finally here. We’re getting towards the countdown to the end of this fic but I won’t have an exact chapter count until I finish writing conference finals. But we’re getting there!

I’m so excited about this one :) Hope you love it.
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  Ilya fucking loved the playoffs. They were brutal; two months of back-to-back games, teams slowly crumbling under the pressure of injuries and expectations, all ending with the glory of hoisting the Cup at center ice and everyone in the world knowing you are the best.
This was where hockey legends were made.
Ilya had of course been to the playoffs almost every season of his career. He’d won the Cup once. Five years ago. It was high time they bring that sucker back to Boston.
The opening series against Toronto had already been brutal. Three hard games where the hits kept pushing the line of legality as the Guardians became increasingly frustrated. Because Boston kept winning. Ilya kept winning.
He was already up two points on Shane. Four goals, two assists. He was on fucking fire.
He wasn’t about to let Toronto forget that as they headed into Game 4, watching as the puck tapped off his stick right over the Guardians’ goalie’s blocker and into the back of the net.
“Let’s fucking go!” yelled Cliff over the blaring of the goal horn as he barrelled into Ilya, fresh off his own assist.
Connors bumped him from the other side, shooting him a cheeky grin. “We’re not even five minutes in. You’re not gonna give them a chance to breathe for a second?”
“Stepping on their fucking necks,” growled Cliff with a glare across the ice to where Dallas Kent was saying something likely fowl to Troy Barret by the way they kept staring at Ilya.
Ilya just winked back at Connors before turning to skate down the Raiders’ bench, fist-bumping his teammates.
Coach LeClaire nodded at Ilya as he got to the end of the line, signalling for him to go back out. “Let’s keep this going! Don’t let up, boys!”
Cliff whooped at Ilya’s back as their line returned to center ice. Ilya stopped at the circle, planted his feet with his stick on his knees, caught Cliff and Troy running their mouths at each other on his left, Connors glaring stoically on his right.
“You know, people usually say showboating means you’re overcompensating for something,” snarled Dallas, clearly already frustrated at Ilya’s hot streak tonight.
“Know a lot about that, do you?” Ilya chirped back.
Dallas looked like he was about to growl something else, but the ref skated up next to them, holding the puck. The two men settled for snarling instead.
The puck dropped and before Ilya could get a stick on it, Dallas shot forward and drove his shoulder into Ilya’s sternum hard.
Ilya almost lost his footing – definitely lost his breath – as Dallas shot the puck back to his defence before it was picked up by Troy. Marly was already giving chase as Connors shot Ilya a concerned, ‘You good?’ look. Ilya nodded, caught his breath, and went to have Cliff’s back as he gained on Troy.
Dallas slapped his stick against the ice to call for the pass and Troy shot it over without looking. Ilya sped up and slammed into Dallas at full speed, sending them both careening around the ice as the puck shot past, right onto Connors’ tape. The Raider spun on a dime and headed back for Toronto’s zone.
Ilya went to follow when he felt a stick held between two fists cross check him from behind. Ilya went sprawling, knees hitting the ice, gloves catching his fall before his head could make contact with the ground. He scrambled around, getting a skate under himself to find Dallas Kent looming over him.
Feller was the first Raider to get there, gloves already off as he got a fist in Dallas’ jersey, but he didn’t get a chance to throw a punch before Cliff was barrelling into Toronto’s star center with a hit that would flatten a smaller player. Dallas braced for it, shoving back at Cliff just as hard as he’d shoved Ilya.
They went at it, fists in jerseys, gloves and helmets on the ice, noses bloody. Feller backed off to avoid Cliff’s swinging elbow. Ilya accepted Connors’ outstretched hand as he rose from the ice, trying to find where he needed to jump in.
On the other side, Troy Barret was doing the same. He looked like he was about to intervene for his friend as he got pummelled. Ilya couldn’t have that.
He made two strides to put himself between the fight and the winger. “Barret.”
Troy ground his teeth. “Rozanov. Move.”
“I don’t think you want to do that.”
“I don’t take orders from you,” Troy bared all his teeth, any amicability they’d gained over Allstars gone.
“No? Even when I prevent you from your own stupidity?”
“Have a lot of experience with that do you?” Troy made a pointed look at Cliff, not hiding the implied dig at Ilya’s teammates.
Oh, fuck that. Ilya held himself back from punching Troy’s stupidly pretty face. He didn’t need to draw more penalties – they’d already be in tough shit with their coach as it was.
Cliff landed a particularly hard hit – Ilya could hear the crunch from where he was standing – and he decided that was enough. He turned and grabbed the back of Cliff’s jersey, pulling hard.
“Enough. Marly, enough!”
“Daddy wants you to—” Dallas’ chirp was cut off my Cliff’s fist planting itself in his face again.
Ilya pulled harder, and Cliff went willingly this time.
The refs closed in, getting between the two bloody players, threatening to dole out more penalties for anyone who tried to start anything more.
“You ok?” Ilya asked Cliff, keeping his voice low.
Cliff grinned through a bloody lip and a rapidly-swelling eye. “Never better. You?”
Ilya couldn’t help his laugh. “You’re fucking insane.”
The refs gave everyone a quick once-over before sending Cliff and Dallas to the penalty box. Ilya and his remaining teammates returned to their bench to find out how their coach wanted to play the four-on-four.
“You’re sitting,” LeClaire barked grumpily, furious about the penalty. “Victor, Joel, Ryan, Kane. Play defence. Don’t let those fuckers score.”
That statement lasted thirty seconds before Troy Barett got one under Morkin’s pad. The Raiders skated into the bench, heads hanging.
Ilya clapped his rookie on the shoulder. “Is ok. We will get it back.” Joel still looked upset as he slumped down next to Moose.
Coach nodded at Ilya’s line to hop the boards and he quickly let his skates hit the ice, missing Cliff at his side.
He made a quick stop at his net to shoot his goalie a, “Shake it off, Mork. You’ve got this.”
Morkin gave him a nod, skates tracing the edge of his crease as if re-marking a forcefield.
Ilya tried to use the time Dallas Kent wasn’t on the ice to his advantage, but both teams struggled to keep the puck in their zone, playing more at center than anything. By the time they were into the second period, the game stayed tied and both teams grew increasingly violent in their efforts to break it.
The Raiders’ second line was fired up from the hit on their Captain. Ilya watched from the bench as Victor flattened the Guardians’ second line center against the boards (legally, but the whole arena could hear the glass shake). Brad almost tripped another player. Joel checked a defensemen mid-ice while chasing down a puck. Moose had switched lines to fill in for Brad after he took a puck to the knee.
“Come on, boys! Get it under control!” yelled LeClaire right behind Ilya’s ear.
Joel caught up to the puck and took it back in the Guardian’s zone. Moose was hot on his heels, the two moving with practiced ease from years of playing together. Ilya thought to himself that Coach should put them together more often next season. They passed seamlessly, Joel shooting to Moose without having to look where he was, just trusting that he was always two steps away.
They crossed the blue line together, pushing hard to meet the Guardians’ defence as the offensive line changed. Ilya had just enough time to clock Toronto’s first line hitting the ice, to register that the Raiders’ first line didn’t have time to change to catch them – not with Joel, Moose, and Victor already in the Guardians’ zone – to watch Dallas fucking Kent put on a burst of speed as he went to meet Moose in the middle of the ice.
Moose didn’t see it coming, but Ilya watched with a front-row view as Dallas went barrelling into the rookie from behind. There was a loud crack as Moose’s helmet smashed against the ice followed by dead silence in the arena.
If there was one thing everyone knew about hockey games, it was that quiet was never a good thing. For a moment, the only sound was skates scraping against the ice as the game came to an abrupt halt. They all watched in horror as Moose groaned from the ground, slowly rolling onto his side, shoulders heaving as he took great gasping breaths.
Joel was there in an instant, dropped to his knees next to Moose. Ilya couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the other rookie was quick to look back at the bench with wide panicked eyes, waving for a medic.
Ilya and his teammates shuffled out of the way as Gordon went running onto the ice with his med-bag in hand. The whole bench watched with bated breath as Gordon checked over Moose. The refs circled around the ice, encouraging players back to their benches, but Joel wouldn’t go. He didn’t leave Moose’s side the whole time, only backing up enough to give Gordon room to work.
After what felt like definitely too long in Ilya’s book, Gordon guided Moose to sit up, getting him standing with Joel slipping an arm beneath him. Moose looked more dazed than anything, but his balance seemed off, leaning on Joel heavily.
Joel left Moose at the door to the tunnel, Ilya already scooting down the bench to check on him.
“Joel?”
The rookie looked back at him with hollow eyes, still standing on the ice. He turned to look back at the spot Moose had been lying, like there should be some kind of mark there.
“Let’s switch lines,” Coach said, leaving no room for argument. Ilya rose alongside Cliff and Connors, climbing slowly over the boards and knocking fists with Ryan and Feller. Ilya could see Toronto’s starting line heading out to meet them, Dallas and Troy bumping shoulders as they talked. Ilya couldn’t hear what they were saying but he saw Dallas Kent’s lips form a word, the movement unmistakable.
Faggot.
He saw red, already planning his next hit as soon as he was back on the ice, but it seemed Ilya wasn’t the only one to see that word.
This time there was no reaching Dallas before Joel was on him, fists flying. Dallas himself barely got a hand in the rookie’s jersey as he threw hit after hit, knocking off the Guardian’s helmet. His nose was quickly bloodied, and Ilya wasn’t sure if there might be a tooth lying somewhere on the ice. It almost looked like Joel was using his grip on the jersey to pull Dallas into his punches. Dallas’ skates crumbled beneath him as the boys went to the ice, Joel’s fists continuing to wail onto his opponent.
Ilya was kind of frozen in shock, not expecting this level of violence from the rookie, even if he was gaining a reputation for big hits.
It was Cliff who moved first, pushing past Ilya to get an arm around Joel, trying to pull him off. Connors was the one to pair off with Troy, shoving him back before he could get in the fight. Troy shoved Connors in return and then suddenly they were trading punches too.
Cliff managed to pull Joel back, almost in a headlock. Ilya decided to help Connors, pushing in between the two and trying not to catch a wild set of knuckles in the process. The refs were there as well, pulling against jerseys and tackling players. Ilya was trying to help – really – but his elbow flew back and connected with the jaw of a lineman.
Shit.
“All of you, in the fucking box!” yelled the ref.
Ilya deflated, letting himself be pushed towards the penalty box alongside Connors. Joel joined them quickly after, storming in and dropping to the bench, hard. If he’d had a stick, he probably would’ve smashed it against the door, but that had been abandoned somewhere near Moose’s prone body.
Across the ice, Dallas rose slowly, making a big show of spitting a chunk of blood onto the ice and, yep, there was definitely a tooth in there. Troy was at his friend’s side in an instant before the refs started pushing them to the Guardians’ box. Ilya could see Troy gesturing to Dallas’ injuries, trying to argue for harsher sentencing, but this time the ref caught the haughty smirk the Guardian shot towards the Raiders through his bloody lip.
“Shut your mouth or you’ll be kicked from the game.”
At that threat, Troy did, in fact, shut his mouth and stomped into his own box, followed by Dallas, still playing up his injuries.
Ilya looked through the glass at his own bench, now a little sparse with the four players missing. Cliff caught his eye and went for what was probably a reassuring nod, but his still-swelling eye didn’t really help.
Ilya sunk back on the bench with a sigh as the game started up again, both teams down players. He wanted to be on the ice. He wanted to tell off his players for getting into fights that made them have to sit on a fucking bench. He wanted to punch Dallas fucking Kent in his smarmy fucking face. He wanted to not be sitting down while the game took a turn.
Ilya watched from the box as Toronto’s second line left winger scored. Watched as Dallas and Troy celebrated from their box. Watched as the clock wound down on the second period, leaving the fucking Guardians in the lead.
 
---
 
Coach laid into the team for fighting. They took it stoically until the man left the locker room with a slamming door. There was a beat of silence and then Joel followed him out, presumably to check on Moose.
The rest of the guys started changing out their gear, cooling off sweaty bodies enough to continue into the third period.
Ilya himself was seething. He knew the Guardians were assholes. He knew he shouldn’t let them get under his skin. That’s what they wanted. That’s how they played. Ilya should know better because he practically wrote the book on getting under people’s skin.
But not like that. Never like that.
He should be setting a better example for his team.
Fuck. His team.
They were going to look to him to get them back into shape for the third period. He needed to find something to say. Something to get them past the hit to Moose, the hit to himself, and centred enough to fucking win this thing.
Fuck, Ilya just needed a fucking minute. One minute alone to get his head on straight so he could go back out there and grind those homophobic fucking assholes into snow beneath his skates.
He slipped out of the locker room with a shake of his head at Cliff not to follow him. He stalked down the hall, wanting to text Shane but knowing he was playing his own game at the moment. Ilya wondered how it was going. If New York was having a better night than Boston.
Ilya leaned against the wall and took a breath. He got his heartrate under control.
Ok. First things first, he needed to check on his rookie. As Captain, his players’ health was his responsibility, and a hit like that definitely warranted a Captain’s visit to the sickbed. He could worry about the ‘get it together’ speech after.
He wondered what Shane’s team would do in this instance. Scott Hunter was probably very good at ‘get it together’ speeches – he’d had to give sooo many at the beginning of this season.
Shane was probably going to lay into Ilya a little when he saw the fight. Maybe be a little bit concerned. Just a smidge. Just enough that Ilya would exploit it so Shane wouldn’t be mad at him. Maybe he could—
“Oh shit!”
Ilya completely froze with his hand on the now-open medical room door. In front of him, through the dimmed lights, Joel quickly pulled away from where he had Moose’s head cradled in his hands and his tongue down his throat.
Both boys turned to face him, Joel in front, almost kind of shielding Moose’s body from Ilya with his broad frame even broader in his gear. They were both staring with wide, panicked eyes.
Ilya let out a long sigh, sagged a little against the door, then said, as if approaching a startled animal, “It is ok.”
Joel looked like he wanted to run down the hall and never look back. “Please don’t tell anyone!”
“I won’t,” Ilya said, keeping his voice calm, reassuring. “It is ok. This is personal, yes? Does not need to be anyone’s business but yours.”
Joel nodded vigorously. “Yeah. Yes. Exactly.”
Behind him, Moose sagged a little.
Ilya thought he’d stick to the important questions. “How long?”
Surprisingly, it was Moose who answered, face and tone resigned. “Since we were freshmen.”
Ilya’s eyebrows shot up. “In college?”
“Yes.”
Ilya suddenly had much more appreciation for Yuna Hollander. “Ah.”
It seemed Moose’s little unrequited crush wasn’t so unrequited. That was probably messier, actually, considering what Ilya knew of Joel’s behaviour. Kind of like someone Ilya was very familiar with.
“You know,” he said casually. “I um…have some experience with this.”
Moose snorted in disbelief. Joel looked like he hadn’t taken a breath since Ilya opened the door.
“If you ever want to…talk…about it. You could with me.” There. That was probably good. The captainly thing to do.
“Thanks,” Moose said quietly, shrinking a little behind Joel, who still remained silent.
Ilya sighed again. Dragged a hand over his face. “Ok, look. Is ok, yes? No big deal. I will not tell. Is your business only. As long as it does not become a thing on the ice, yes?”
Both boys nodded.
Ilya eyed Joel specifically. “So fighting does not become a regular thing, ok? Don’t let those assholes get under your skin. Because they are losers. And we will make sure the losers lose, yes?”
“Yes, Captain.” Joel’s voice was almost a whisper, but it carried conviction.
“Ok.” Ilya checked a clock hanging in the hallway. “Five minutes till third period. I give big pep-talk in two. You will be back in the locker room by then.”
“Yes, Captain.”
“Pull it together. We have a series to win.” Ilya winked once and shut the door, running his speech in his head the whole way back to the locker room.
 
---
 
“We’re takin’ it all the fucking way baby!” yelled Victor as he held up his fourth – fifth? – drink of the night.
“Don’t jinx it!” called out a series of equally sloshed players. Ilya was decidedly less drunk than his teammates but was more than happy to foot the bill for tonight.
Toronto was going home the absolute losers that they were, and Ilya was going to have three nights off. He was already making plans to head to New York in the morning, just in time for Shane to get back from Montreal. But first, he deserved a night out with the guys.
They’d already gone through the prescriptive group shots, and group beers, and maybe one or two group lap dances when the group champagne came out. Three days off meant room to celebrate before their next series began. It was looking like they’d be facing Minnesota in the second round if the way they were dominating Carolina was anything to go by.
The night was finally starting to wind down, even if Victor, Kane, and Feller were yelling something about going all night. Connors had already disappeared when his phone started ringing (Ilya could guess which supermodel might be calling). Moose hadn’t been able to come – now on concussion protocol – and Joel had opted to spend the night ‘babysitting’ him (Ilya wasn’t going to be checking in on those two until morning). A couple of other players had already picked up for the night or were currently prowling around the dance floor. That was where Ilya had left Cliff (with a very pretty blonde in a low-cut top) but a quick survey showed him missing.
Ilya decided to get some air before making his final rounds for the night. He slipped out a back door, finding an almost-empty alley.
Cliff was leaning against the brick wall, cigarette in hand, no blonde in sight.
Ilya took a step forward. “What happened to the girl?”
Cliff shrugged. “Went back to her friends.”
“You didn’t want to find another one?”
“Nah, not tonight.”
Ilya frowned. That wasn’t really like Cliff. “You ok?”
“Yeah. Just thinking.” Cliff held out the box. “Want one?”
“I quit. Remember?” Ilya settled against the wall next to him, breathing in the smell a little wistfully as Cliff slipped the box back in his pocket.
“Right. Forgot John’s got you whipped.”
Ilya gave him a little shove for the comment. Cliff took it amicably.
They stood in silence for a while, enjoying the night, the high of the win, the trepidation of facing down the long road to come.
Then Cliff said, “Hey, Roz?”
Ilya sighed. Their conversations were never easy when they started like that.
“Yes, Marly?”
“Is um…Shane Hollander gay?”
Ilya froze.
“It’s just that,” Cliff continued, “You had that girl in Montreal for a while, and I kind of thought you might have broken up but then you started going out a lot in New York, and you said you and Jane/John have been together for a while so…Well, I would understand why you wouldn’t want to bring Jane around if she was a guy and I’m starting to think Montreal Jane and New York Jane might be the same guy so what I’m trying to say is…” Cliff took a deep breath. “I think your secret boyfriend is Shane Hollander.”
Ilya blew out a sigh. Then he nodded.
Cliff’s eyebrows shot up to the top of his head. “Holy shit! Seriously? Dude, I was kind of joking but like, I actually figured it out?!”
Ilya nodded again. “Yes.”
“Holy shit!” Cliff’s hands were in his hair, pulling at the strands. “Dude, that’s crazy!”
“Yes.”
“Like he’s the Shane Hollander.”
“Yes.”
“And you fucking pulled him?”
Ilya paused. “What, you think I couldn’t?”
“I mean if anyone was gonna do it, it would be you, dude, but that’s like, legendary.”
“Yes,” Ilya agreed simply.
Cliff seemed to be having some sort of existential crisis. His half-finished cigarette had fallen to the ground, completely forgotten. Ilya used his boot heel to snub it out.
Cliff looked at him with wide eyes. “Since when?”
“Summer before rookie season.”
“No shit?”
Ilya shrugged. “Was on and off.”
“Holy shit, now I’ve gotta think back to every time you’ve been in a bad mood for the entire time I’ve known you? I guess you always did play better in Montreal…Thought that was because of Hollander but not for that reason. I mean, dude, he’s like, your biggest rival.”
“Yes.”
Cliff paused, then smirked. “You two get up to some kinky shit, don’t you?”
Ilya smirked back.
Cliff looked up at the sky. “Fucking new it. You fucking legend.”
“So, you are ok with it?” Ilya asked tentatively.
Cliff looked down at him. “You never let him win?”
“Never.”
Cliff’s eyes narrowed. “The competition is a sex thing, isn’t it?”
Ilya shrugged.
Cliff clapped in on the shoulder hard. “Then I got your back, brother. But I’m having a talk with the guy. Gotta sus out his intentions with my boy.”
Ilya snorted. “I think we are well past that.”
“Uh uh. My statute of limitations hasn’t passed yet. I’m grilling the guy next time we see him.”
“Will be playoffs,” Ilya hummed, still a little on edge.
Cliff blew out a breath. “Shit…You gonna be ok with that?”
Ilya shrugged. “Yes. We have done it before.”
Cliff blew out another breath. He’d have to deflate at some point. “Yeah, I guess you have. Damn…So it’s been like, ten fucking years?”
“Eleven.”
“Holy shit.”
They sat in silence for a bit while Cliff processed. Then his eyes lit up. “Wait. Does this mean Rose Landry’s single?”
Ilya laughed. Cliff always did know his priorities.
Ilya slung an arm around his friend’s shoulder and started guiding him back into the bar. “Yes. And I have her number.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Ahh we finally get the payoff of the whole gay rookies plot! Joel and Moose and their tumultuous crushes have my whole heart. (I love a fic with background gay yearning on top of the foreground gay yearning). I know some people thought Moose might end up with Gilly (and I did debate about that before writing it), but I like the idea of Ilya being like, ‘oh poor Moose he’s just like young me’ and then seeing him with Joel and being like, ‘oh no! they’re EXACTLY like young me and Shane. But on the same team!!’ and then having a crisis about that while trying to pretend to be a super chill dad. But I’ll give you my headcanons for Gilly at the end of the fic :)
Also Cliff The Himbo is my fav. This is 100% how he would react. Especially since it’s totally different for Ilya to be dating Shane Hollander than it is for Shane to be dating Ilya Rozanov. Shane’s friends are all like, ‘your mortal enemy? The biggest asshole in the league? You’re dating THAT??’ but from Ilya’s side it’s definitely more, ‘Shane Hollander, the guy who led his team to back-to-back Cups? The number 1 hottest player in the entire league? YOU pulled HIM?? Damn your boyfriend’s a total babe!’ so I’m excited we get to explore that a bit here.


  


      

  












      Chapter 33: Dynasty
  


    Chapter Summary

    Playoff Series 1: New York vs Montreal



    Chapter Notes

      I feel like this chapter is the culmination of everything Shane's gone through in this fic. So I will leave you with that ominous sentiment to start and see you in the endnotes :)

Comments and kudos are appreciated. Enjoy!

-Oaks


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  If Shane knew one thing about Montreal, it was that they knew how to face the playoffs. The Metros were experienced. Shane had made them experienced.
He’d been holding out hope that without him, they might not even make playoffs this year, but the Metros managed to clinch a wildcard spot that set them against the Admirals in the first round.
Shane was trying to pretend like he wasn’t nervous.
Scott found him in the service tunnel to the parking garage. It wasn’t that Shane was hiding, exactly, he was just psyching himself up to enter the building. He knew the team was already in the locker room. That the Metros were in their away-team locker room.
“Not like you to be late,” said Scott as he approached.
Shane startled, lifting his head from where he’d been leaning against the wall, ass on the cold concrete floor. “Sorry.”
Shane went to get up, but Scott waved him off again. Like usual, he took a seat next to Shane. Waited for him to start.
“It’s a big game,” said Shane.
“Playoffs,” Scott agreed.
“Yep.”
“Against Montreal.”
Shane let out a long sigh.
“Do you not think we can beat them?” Scott asked.
Shane immediately shook his head. “No – I mean, yes, we can beat them, I know we can, but…”
“It’ll be weird to take that from your old team.”
“Thought I’d be happier about it,” Shane admitted quietly.
“It’s ok if you’re not. It can’t be an easy thing to let go of.”
Shane’s eyes stung. “I used to think I was going to win every Cup of my career in that jersey.”
Scott hummed but left room for Shane to continue.
“They were my team. I built that team. I thought my jersey was going to hang from the rafters. I thought they owed that to me…I was so fucking stupid." He’d been so blind. So caught up in winning, in being perfect, to notice how fast everything was falling apart around him.
Shane’s voice shook as he admitted, “I gave everything to those guys and they were so quick to turn their backs on me.”
“I don’t think giving your all to something is stupid,” Scott said gently.
“Really? Cause it sure feels like a waste.”
“I think it’s brave. To show up everyday and pour yourself into something. Into your team. You did that. You know you did that. And they can’t take that away from you.”
Shane wiped the tears from his eyes. He looked at Scott, letting out a kind of hysterical laugh. “You know, everyone told me not to sign with your team, but I think it might have been the best decision I ever made.”
“Well, I for one am very glad you did. We wouldn’t’ve had the season we did without you, Hollzy.”
“I don’t think I would’ve had the season I did without you either, Scotty.”
Scott stood. Brushed off his pants. Held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s go kick some Quebecois ass.”
Shane smiled. Wiped the last of the tears from his eyes. Clapped his palm in Scott’s and let him pull him up. “Let’s get it.”
When they got back to the locker room, the guys were standing around, pulling on pads and chatting loudly. Scott went quietly to his locker, clapping hands with Carter. Shane kept his head down, trying to hide the fact that he’d been crying, but he could feel eyes on him.
Shane busied himself with his bag, pulling on gear, trying to get his head on straight. This game was a big deal. It was his first playoffs on a different team. There were going to be a lot of eyes on him. A lot of cameras.
Shane needed to stay focused. Stay present. He pulled the last knot tight on his skates and turned in his cubby to grab his jersey…
Shane paused. Frowned.
“Where’s my jersey?”
The rookies immediately started snickering across the room. Shane spun, face heating. The other guys were all staring at him with shit-eating grins.
“Took you forever to notice, dude,” said Breezy with a booming laugh.
Shane rolled his eyes. “Ok, good prank. Where is it?”
“Do you know where his jersey is?” Eric asked Carter.
Carter shook his head, but he was grinning. “Nope. Scotty?”
Scott had that same mischievous smile on his face. “No idea. Maybe we should ask Harv?” He gave a nod across the room and Cameron knocked on the locker room door.
It opened, and in walked Coach Harv, the red fabric of Shane’s jersey clutched in his hands. He was followed by Poppy, then Christina, her video camera in hand, the red light blinking.
“What’s going on?” Shane asked. The guys were all looking at him. The rookies were still giggling in the corner.
Harv stopped in front of Shane. “Hollander.”
“Coach…?”
“Look, I know that joining this team was a huge leap of faith. You had a bit of a rough start here, but we’ve all watched you overcome everything that’s been thrown at you and come out better on the other side. We’ve watched you become not just a leader on this team, but a friend. You care about your teammates, and you bring heart to everything you do. I can’t think of anyone who deserves this more.”
Then Harv let the jersey unravel from his hands, holding it up so Shane could see the logo…and the ‘A’ sitting over the chest.
The locker room erupted in claps and cheers. A couple guys were banging their sticks on the lockers and stamping their skates against the floor, making noise for the sake of it.
Shane felt like he wanted to cry all over again. He looked around at his teammates. They were all beaming at him proudly.
When his eyes found Scott, the Captain gave him a nod. “Try it on.”
Shane took the jersey from Harv with trembling hands, pulling it over his head, smoothing out the fabric, feeling the familiar stitching of a letter on his chest.
He let out a small laugh. “Didn’t realize how much I missed the feel of that.”
The guys all laughed back.
Eric clapped him on the back.  “It suits you.”
“Thank you.”
“Gotta be all dressed up when we win this thing,” said Breezy.
“Don’t jinx it!” yelled Scott and half the senior members of the team. Breezy held up his hands in surrender.
Carter tapped his own ‘A’ and then slapped a hand on Shane’s. “Welcome to the team!”
Shane beamed. “Glad to be here.”
 
---
 
They won Game 1. Then Game 2. New York was in a frenzy, everyone screaming “Admirals in four!” in the streets. That changed when they got to Montreal.
Shane was a little grumpy as he tucked the Pike twins into bed after Game 3.
“Are you upset that daddy beat you?” asked Jade, ever the astute observer.
“Daddy says you have to accept defeat gracefully when someone beats you fair and square or else you’re a sore loser,” added Ruby with less tact.
Shane resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Your dad played a good game.”
“He scored two goals!” said Ruby, sitting up excitedly.
“Yes, he did.” Shane gently pushed her back into bed, pulling the blankets tight to keep her there. “Now go to sleep because it’s gonna be another long day tomorrow if you want to come to your dad’s game again.”
“Are you gonna win that one?” asked Jade.
“I hope so.”
He left the girls in their room and went back downstairs, finding Jackie and Hayden finishing up the dishes from dinner.
“Your kids are proud of you,” Shane said.
Hayden beamed. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
Shane walked over and gently took the dish towel from Jackie to take over drying. Sensing the mood, Jackie kissed both Hayden and Shane on the cheek before excusing herself to bed.
It left the men alone in the kitchen, Hayden quietly washing dishes before passing them to Shane to dry and put away. Even though he wasn’t hanging out with Hayden as much anymore, Shane still knew where everything went in his house. There were some things distance couldn’t wipe away.
Shane eyed his uncharacteristically quiet friend. “You sure you don’t want to go out with your team?”
Shane had been more than a little surprised when Hayden extended the invitation to come over for dinner. He’d figured the Metros would be out on the town after their Game 3 win. Shane himself was free since the Admirals had opted for a night of rest and resetting back at their hotel. He’d accepted the cryptic invitation solely because his friend hadn’t seemed a psyched as he should about the win.
Hayden scrubbed a little harder at some dried-up mashed potatoes on a plastic toddler plate. “Nah, I’d rather hang out with you.”
Shane looked at Hayden for a long moment, the plate in his hands forgotten. “You’re getting traded, aren’t you?”
Hayden just nodded, letting his hands rest in the soapy water, resigned. “Beginning of next season.”
“Where?”
“Ottawa.”
“Fuck.” Ottawa was a shit team.
Hayden shrugged. “I don’t think it’ll be so bad. The locker room’s not the same without you here. Might be nice to have a fresh start.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” He shot Shane a cheeky smirk. “It’s for the best.”
Shane rolled his eyes.
“They’re restructuring. Making space to bring in new talent,” Hayden explained.
Shane thought that line was a load of bull. “They can’t replace you.”
“Sure they can. It’s hockey. Everyone gets replaced eventually. Somone better and younger always comes to take your spot.”
“Yeah, but you’re like, one of the most recognizable Metros.”
“I was one of the most recognizable Metros. The line’s not the same without you on it. I’m not the same player I used to be either.” Hayden picked up the plate again, scrubbing. “Plus, they tore down that banner with you, me, and J.J. on it as soon as you left. They’re printing a new one with the rookies now.”
“That’s fucked,” Shane said angrily. “They can’t just erase us from the team. They can’t just bring in someone new and pretend like we were never there.” Connor Gagnon had been tested against Shane in three face-offs tonight. Shane had won two, watching the kid get frustrated each time until he practically checked Shane on the third to get the puck first.
Hayden shook his head, defeated. “That’s literally how the game works, Shane. New talent comes in. Guys get traded. The team has to do what’s best for the team, not the players as individuals.”
“It doesn’t have to be like that,” Shane said emphatically, thinking about everything he’d been through this year. “The Admirals aren’t like that. They actually care about their players. It’s not just about finding the best talent, they actually care about building a team.”
Hayden scoffed before asking sarcastically, “You think the right wing on Scott’s line was empty when you moved?”
Shane paused. Thought about it.
“Oh.”
Hayden made a condescending chuckle. “Told you. Everyone gets replaced by a better guy.”
“I guess I never thought that I’d be…taking someone else’s spot.” Shane had. Cale’s. He’d been kicked from the power play line as soon as Shane healed from his shoulder injury. After years of being the sole right winger on Scott’s line. On the first line. And now Shane’s second line was trading places for first as often as Scott’s played.
Cale’s animosity suddenly made a lot more sense.
Hayden shrugged. “That’s just the way it goes, bud. I know it’s a little different for you – you’re the type of player they build franchises around – but for the rest of us…you just gotta roll with the punches.”
Shane felt a little ashamed that he hadn’t thought about that. “I’m sorry.”
Hayden passed him the now-clean and dripping-wet dish, forcefully perking up. “I think the kids will like it. Ottawa. You liked growing up there, right?”
“Yeah. It was good.”
“Nice parks and stuff. History and whatever.”
“Sure.”
“Maybe we’ll finally get a dog.”
“Don’t you dare saddle your wife with four kids and a dog.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” Hayden grabbed the next plate.
Shane gently bumped Hayden’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry you have to leave Montreal.”
“I’ll get over it. I am over it.”
“And I’m sorry that we’re gonna knock you out of the playoffs,” said Shane, not sounding sorry at all.
Hayden splashed Shane with soapy water. Shane swatted him back with the dish towel.
 
---
 
The Admirals won Game 4, leaving the series do-or-die for the Metros as they took it back to New York. But the best part about going into Game 5 on home turf was that the Raiders had already won their series against Toronto.
“Hi,” Shane breathed with a happy little smile as Ilya stepped off the elevator into his penthouse.
“Hi,” Ilya said back, then was promptly pulled forward by a tug on the leash in his hand.
Shane dropped to his knees as Zoya ran up excitedly, dodging the tongue trying to lick his face as he pet her. “Hello, sweet girl. You’ve already grown! Did you miss me?”
“Hmm, I think yes,” Ilya said, joining his boyfriend on the floor with their puppy. Shane turned so Ilya could press a lingering kiss to his lips.
“How was she on the drive?”
“She loved it. Hung head out of window whole way.” He ran an affectionate hand over Zoya’s head. “So many new things to see.”
Zoya sneezed in agreement, then, finished with her greetings, set about sniffing everything in Shane’s apartment.
“You did not leave shoes out, yes?” confirmed Ilya. “She will eat them.” Shane had already heard all about how Ilya lost his favourite pair of Gucci loafers.
“Yes,” Shane nodded. He’d shoved his entire Reebok collection into the hall closet.
“Good.” Ilya hooked a finger under Shane’s chin to pull him in for another kiss while Zoya was distracted.
“You’re sure you can be here?” Shane mumbled against Ilya’s lips, their breath mingling together in a way that made his stomach flip. “You don’t need to be practicing with your team?”
Ilya was quick to wave him off. “No, no. We have time off. Reward for sweeping Toronto.”
“You’re sure?” Shane asked again, still not convinced. He set a hand between them to create some space. “Because if you’re skiving off to hang out—”
Ilya cut him off with another kiss, warm hand digging into Shane’s hip to give him a little tug forward. “It’s fine, Hollander,” he assured between kisses. “Do not worry so much. The team is good. I am good. I deserve to spend a little time with my boyfriend, yes?”
Shane hummed into the next kiss, getting a little swept up into it. He wasn’t sure how long they went at it for, but they were both panting heavy when Ilya pulled back to ask, “When do you have to be at the rink?”
“In a couple hours. Coach wants us to rest up before the game.”
Ilya nipped at Shane’s ear. “Hmm, whatever could we get up to with so much time?”
Shane tilted his head to give Ilya better access to his neck. “I’m sure we could think of something.”
Ilya pretended to offer suggestions even though his wandering hands made their intentions clear. “We could go out. I brought fancy car. With tinted windows.”
“You’re not tired of driving?”
“Hmm no. She rides so smooth, Hollander.”
“I know something that rides better.” Shane nipped at Ilya’s jaw.
Before that idea could grow legs, there was a crash from deeper in the penthouse. Both men looked at each other with knowing eyes before stalking into the living room. Zoya stared up at them from where she’d rolled over on the floor, belly up and tail wagging with the remnants of a vase smashed to pieces next to her.
“Rose got me that,” grumbled Shane. “She’s gonna be pissed.”
Ilya went to get the dustpan. Shane resolved himself to wait until after the game to have sex with his boyfriend.
 
---
 
“You seem happy, Hollzy,” observed Matti as Shane came into the locker room.
He immediately frowned. He’d been thinking about Ilya, who he’d left lounging on his couch with Zoya, tv already tuned into a sports channel in preparation for tonight’s game. They’d looked so cozy like that, Ilya particularly attractive all cuddled up with their adorably fluffy puppy. For maybe the first time in his life, Shane actually regretted having to leave to go play hockey.
He’d had a briefly hysterical thought as he walked towards the locker room of Ilya actually coming to the game to watch him. Like, from the stands. In public. And then Shane had remembered that that might actually be a possibility next season. When they were out. And they could support each other…publicly? Yeah. That would be kind of cool, actually. And scary. But all Shane could picture was scoring a goal and looking up into the stands to find his boyfriend cheering for him, on his feet, wearing his jersey…
And that had clearly shown all over his face.
“Just excited for the game,” Shane said, trying to cover it up.
Behind Matti, Breezy snorted. “Yeah, ok. Only you would look practically in love at the idea of a hockey game, Hollander.”
“Maybe he’s excited about knocking the Metros out of the playoffs,” said Farmer.
“Good fucking riddance,” grumbled Woody.
“Don’t jinx it!” Scott called out sternly.
“Maybe he is in love,” said Cameron with a teasing smile.
Shane tensed and the others totally caught it on his face this time.
“No fucking way!”
“Hollzy, did you get laid?”
“Shit, he’s gonna play well tonight.”
“Montreal’s not gonna know what hit ‘em.”
“So you do have a secret boyfriend?”
Shane looked at all the eyes on him. “I…”
Scott’s arm settled heavy over his shoulders. “What did I say about grilling Hollzy?”
The boys all grumbled as they turned back to their cubbies.
“You good?” asked Scott.
Shane nodded.
Scott clapped him on the back. “Let’s get it.”
“Admirals in five!” boomed Carter.
The entire room responded with a chorus of “Don’t jinx it!”
 
---
 
Shane watched as Connor Gagnon smashed his stick against Drapeau’s goal post just as Gilly’s empty-netter slid across the red line right before the final buzzer sounded through New York’s arena. Shane might have felt bad if his own rookie hadn’t been turning to him with beaming eyes, hands thrown in the air, gloves flying off with them as the rest of the Admirals swarmed the ice.
Shane got caught up in the cheering, the whole arena on their feet and Gilly laughing in the middle of the pile of hockey players. Carter was screaming something about taking it all the way while Breezy whooped right in Shane’s ear. He lost his own helmet and gloves in the melee, letting himself get jostled around by the Admirals until he managed to extricate himself from the huddle, fist bumping Greg as they made some space on the ice.
He couldn’t help but let his eyes drift to the Metros’ bench. His old teammates were climbing onto the ice with hanging heads. Drapeau and Comeau each had a hand on Connor’s shoulders, jaws tense as they said something to the rookie. Shane caught J.J.’s eye behind them, standing next to Hayden. He felt a twinge in his chest, standing at the other end of the ice, the blue lines between them. J.J. looked away first. Hayden shot Shane a small reassuring smile.
“Second round baby!” yelled Carter as he pulled Shane into a headlock, knuckles rubbing against his skull.
Shane laughed a little, the whole moment bittersweet.
He caught Scott’s eye next, the Captain corralling the rookies into a line for handshakes. Scott raised one of his signature, ‘you ok?’ eyebrows. Shane nodded back.
You win some, you lose some. This was how the game went. Everyone moved on eventually.
As usual, Shane kept the handshakes short with his former teammates, not wanting to drag this out or drag anything up. But he paused when he got to the rookie. He wasn’t exactly expecting hero worship – Shane did just beat the kid, after all – but usually the rookies all looked up to him in some way, despite being on opposing teams. They’d grown up idolizing him.
Shane went for the roll-model, “Nice work, rookie. I’ll look forward to facing you next season.”
Connor looked like he was about to say something, but his eyes drifted down the line to the rest of the Metros. Then they hardened as he looked back at Shane. “Go fuck yourself, Hollander.”
The rookie skated off, leaving Shane staring perplexed until Gilbert Comeau was in front of him. The defenseman looked like he wanted to spit in his face as he clasped Shane’s hand, grip crushing.
Shane’s frown deepened as Comeau snarled, “We’re teaching them young now. No more fucking traitors on our team. Go fuck yourself, Hollander.”
Then he dropped Shane’s hand, wiping it against his jersey as he skated down the line. Shane felt his anger seethe. It was one thing for his former teammates to hate him for leaving, it was another to try to turn the next generation against him. But that was how Montreal was. Hockey wasn’t just a game, it was life. It was everything. And if you weren’t willing to give everything back, then you didn’t deserve to be there.
Shane felt someone bump his shoulder.
“You good?” asked Greg.
Shane startled to find the line moving without him. “Uh, yeah. Sorry.”
He skated forward, barely meeting Kolya’s eyes as they shook hands. Shane kept it that way until he got to J.J. The Metro kept his eyes on the ice as he gave Shane the limpest handshake ever.
Shane’s anger rose to a boil. “Still not gonna look at me?”
J.J. just stared with hard eyes at their skates.
Shane scoffed. “Fine.” He turned down the line, finding Hayden standing behind his former friend.
Hayden’s eyes were sad. Sadder than J.J.’s, who’s had been mostly angry.
“I’m sorry,” whispered Shane.
Hayden just shook his head, holding back the tears. He held out his hand to Shane. “We had a good run.”
That statement was so heavy, Shane felt it settle over his own shoulders. He clasped Hayden’s hand, not hesitating to pull him into a hug. “We really did.”
Hayden pulled back, tears fully streaming down his face now.
“Come over before you leave?” asked Shane, his own eyes stinging.
Hayden looked at his teammates who were already heading for their bench. J.J. was the only one who looked back, glancing between Hayden and Shane with something in his eyes before they hardened again and he turned his back.
Hayden gave Shane a small nod. “Sure, yeah. That would be nice.”
Shane clapped his friend on the shoulder and finished his round down the line before turning back for his own team. When he came face-to-face with Eric, Shane felt his lip wobble.
Eric tapped their heads together. Shane felt a hand on his shoulder when he pulled back, turning to find Scott. The two Admirals pointedly placed their bodies between Shane and the Metros.
“Come on, we’ve got a win to celebrate.” Scott gave Shane a little push toward where their team was skating off the ice, excitedly making plans for where they were going out tonight. Shane let himself be pushed and didn’t look back at the away-team bench again.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Ugh, this chapter was such a mix of emotions. Regarding Hayden, I think it makes sense that he eventually gets traded after Shane leaves. That actually tends to happen quite a bit in hockey where one best friend will move teams and then that team might try to acquire the other friend a season or two later since players that already have chemistry are an asset to a team (both in skill and in keeping their players happy). But the Admirals are way at the top of their salary cap at this point so no taking Hayden. And I think he’d be having some ‘locker room differences’ with the Metros after Shane leaves so the team would want to send him somewhere else and really rebuild their whole starting line (possibly ‘punish’ him a little too by sending him to Ottawa since we’ve established the Metros have a vindictive streak).
On a lighter note, I love Anya as their perfect princess (especially since she is a fully grown dog when they adopt her) but Zoya is a full-on chaos demon. I like the idea of Shane being like, yeah, let’s get a dog, what could go wrong? and then realizing that getting a dog and raising a puppy are two very different things. RIP Ilya’s Gucci loafers.
Not related, but I just dropped an update for Line Change so go check that out if you haven't yet. It's a series of connected one-shots in an AU where Hollanov become public friends as rookies and how that changes the development of their relationship.
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  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








